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Lies




‘We must conclude that man is this: someone who looks upon things and knows the names of them.’


Carmen Gándara, from the story ‘The Ball of Paper’


‘It is just in this way that otherwise sensible people allow their senses to be deceived, and their imaginations preyed upon’


Harry Kellar, in A Magician’s Tour


‘These grosser physical manifestations can be but the mere ooze and scum cast up by the waves on the idle pebble, the waters of a heaven-lit sea, if it exist, must lie far out beyond.’


Horace Howard Furness ‘Preliminary report of the Seybert Commission for Investigating Modern Spiritualism’, University of Pennsylvania, 1887
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part
one






The Green Door


There are only a few steps between him and the green door – eleven, twelve, maybe. It is too dark to count them. Víctor Losa stops, takes a deep breath; this, he thinks, is the happiest moment of his life. He did not feel like this a week ago in Lisbon when he was named World’s Best Magician at the FISM World Championship. Nor will he still feel this way a moment from now when he reaches the landing, opens the green door and steps into the room to receive an ovation from the professional magicians of Barcelona, gathered at the behest of his former teacher Mario Galván to pay tribute to him. He knows that this is a haven, a hiatus in life, a vantage point offered to him by time.


He does not want to jump for joy, to rush up the stairs and revel in the applause that awaits him. No, he wants to stay here, to float, to hover above this moment. He has his reasons, for this is where it all began. It was here, twenty-two years ago, after his first lesson with Galván, that he overheard the curious prediction from the master’s lips: ‘That little wretch is going to be one hell of a magician.’ He was standing on these stairs, who knows, perhaps on this very step, petrified, listening to the voice behind the door, muttering words the maestro could not have known he might overhear. So it is hardly surprising that Víctor should want to stop here, halfway up the stairs, to relive that moment when he heard the maestro make his prediction through gritted teeth, and revel in the long series of triumphs that have led from that moment to this.


As he is about to climb the last remaining steps, Víctor looks up and gets the fright of his life: the green door has vanished. It is still there, of course, it has to be; but he cannot see it. Instead he sees a milky stain, a whitish halo as though he were looking at the world through a veil. He takes off his glasses, rubs his eyes. When he looks again, the door is there in front of him, scruffy, the paint peeling, just as it has always been. Things disappear and reappear in unexpected ways. No one knows that more than he does.


It was an optical illusion, one he can easily put down to lack of sleep, due to some rather extravagant celebrating of late. Besides, it lasted only a second or two. It can’t be anything serious; it cannot account for the fear that suddenly grips Víctor, rooting him to this spot as though the air on which only a moment before he felt he could float has suddenly turned to cement.


By rights, he should feel exhilarated. He should take the stairs two at a time, fling the door open wide, stride into the room, throw his arms around Mario Galván and hug him hard. This, after all, is the moment they have both been waiting for, the moment they both – though they never dared say as much – feared might never come. Or might come too late; too late for Galván, who must be over eighty by now. Víctor has never known precisely how old the maestro is, but he was already an old man when they first met. And he has been ill for a long time.


What is stopping him? Not fear of what awaits him. He only has to perform one trick. He has been performing on bigger and more daunting stages than this for years, often before audiences who were much less receptive. He no longer remembers all the countries he has visited, the television studios where he was hailed as the star of the moment – a moment that has now lasted long enough to warrant another name – the festivals at which fellow magicians jostled to be in the front row so they could watch his work close up. So what exactly is this fear? Stage fright? The fear that some pathetic cliché is about to come true, that having reached this dizzy height, it will be all downhill from now on? Rubbish.


It is something else. A sense of foreboding. He wishes he could bring time to a standstill, he concentrates on this thought, like someone who has cut themselves staring at the wound as if to cauterise it before the blood wells up.


He reaches out his left hand and places his palm against the wall to steady himself. He will soon learn that this is not how it should be done, not with the palm of the hand. Soon, someone will teach him that the best way is to brush things with the back of the hand. Soon? That’s just a word. At this moment, the future is beyond reach, as unattainable as the stair he cannot climb. Or maybe does not want to climb, since he seems to be making no attempt to do so. It should be easy. This is a man who has made bodies levitate onstage. Come on, Víctor. It’s only one step. Grab hold of the banister and push. Give me a place to stand, and I will move the whole world.


Take one step. Hup! Then another. Then the rest of the stairs, two at a time: eleven or twelve of them; it is dim, there is barely any light, but Víctor is no fool, he knows that now that he has reached the top, he must penetrate his lowest, darkest self. Magic? He strides across the landing, reaches out and grasps the handle. In the moment before he opens the door, he can hear the excited murmur of the crowd. On this side of the green door is the past, so many memories that they are forced to huddle together simply to carve out a small space for the present, even if that means blending into it. That little wretch is going to be one hell of a magician. That little wretch. That … On the far side of the door, he imagines, is the future; a cavernous room he would like to imagine is empty, almost dark, with just a faint glimmer of light from a small window at the far end of the hall. That is how he remembers it. But he knows there are ninety-two people inside now, Galván’s daughter phoned this morning to tell him. Ninety-two: seventy-four seated, the rest standing, some leaning against the walls, some crowding the aisle, who step aside now to let him pass. Víctor glances around him in astonishment at the winks, the whistles, the thunderous stamping of feet, the slaps on the back, urged on by hands warm from clapping so hard. He reaches the small platform that serves as a stage, steps up and melts into Mario Galván’s arms; Mario, who is standing, waiting as though he never left, as though through all the years that have passed since he uttered his prediction, his curse, he has been standing here, rooted to the spot, waiting for the moment when he might see his prediction come to pass. This moment.


Víctor’s arms squeeze Galván tighter and tighter, as though he is his salvation, the one thing that might prevent him from falling. The maestro is astonished. He finds it hard to believe that Víctor could be nervous or afraid, but he cannot think of any other reason for his behaviour, for Víctor’s convulsive hug, for the rigid tension of his body, which slackens only at the neck as Víctor presses his face into Galván’s shoulder and, not relaxing his pincer grip even for a moment, bursts into tears. He could snap Galván in two. Galván is tall and thin. He is eighty years old or more. He smiles, strokes Víctor’s back. Up and down, with one hand. Twice, three times, four times. With his other hand he pats him on the shoulder. It’s OK, he says, it’s OK.


The master leads the student to one of the two chairs and sits him down. It is as though their ages have been reversed. Galván stands and turns to the audience. Only now does the applause fade, as though those present had made the most of Víctor’s lateness to rehearse their part in this tribute.


Mario Galván declares that this is a day not for speeches but for celebration. He promises to be brief and he keeps his promise. He finds precisely the right words to retell the story everyone in the room already knows yet wants to hear again: how when he first set eyes on Víctor, he knew this happy day would come; how his intuition was rewarded by the unstinting efforts of the best student it had ever been his pleasure to teach. He apologises, knowing that some of his other students are present, and insists that he follows their careers with pride and admiration, too. ‘But,’ he concludes, ‘this is not my opinion. It is that of the FISM, the International Federation of Magic Societies, which last week officially declared something I have always taken for granted: that Víctor, Víctor Losa, is the finest magician in the world. I give you Víctor Losa.’


There is another ovation, briefer but no less fervent than the first. This one is clearly for Galván, not so much for his speech but to acknowledge his part in the achievements of his student. This, at least, is clearly what Víctor thinks, because he throws out his hand, gesturing to the maestro, and joins in the applause. Galván thanks everyone with a shy nod and goes to leave the stage.


‘Wait, Mario,’ Víctor says. ‘Could you blindfold me, please?’


He takes a black scarf from his pocket and hands it to Galván, who blindfolds him, tying the scarf in a knot at the nape of his neck. The maestro then leaves the stage and takes the only empty seat in the audience.


Víctor allows the silence to hang in the air for a few seconds longer than expected. It is not a calculated move, but an instinctive understanding of drama, of magic as theatre, a skill he incorporated into his act from the beginning. He knows from experience that at this moment, any word, any movement on his part, even a slight wave of his hand, takes on great significance.


‘Unaccustomed as I am to public speaking,’ he says eventually. Scattered laughter. All those present know that Víctor’s success has been based on his way with words, but only the few who know him well know that his reticence in public is genuine. ‘I would like to thank Mario Galván. If only for pointing out to me the difference between a pianist and a typist. You know what I mean, Mario.’


Over the past few days, he has thought long and hard about this moment. If it were up to him, he would skip the performance, thank everyone for coming and suggest someone open the bottles of champagne that are sitting at the back of the room on a folding table that looks suspiciously like the one at which he had his first lesson in magic. But many of those present were not in Lisbon and missed the grand final. Víctor, they have heard, won with a single trick. While every other contestant performed tricks that were spectacular or showcased important technical innovations, Víctor had walked onstage with just a pack of cards and mesmerised the judges. They are hoping he will do the same trick now. It is only fair: there could be no better moment to share a success that even he does not believe is entirely his. He wants everyone to feel as though they are sharing in this chance blessing, and not simply out of generosity, but because all those present are links in a single chain of knowledge. He gets to his feet and takes three paces forward to the edge of the stage. Casually, as though he were not wearing a blindfold. Just as he is about to open his mouth to speak, someone in the front row pre-empts him and shouts:


‘My father died …’


The audience laughs at this joke. Víctor can hardly be irritated by it; for years now, every show has opened with these words. It is the one sure thing the dedicated fans know about a particular show before they see it. This prelude, this opening, these talismanic words: ‘My father died when I was seven years old.’ In fact, part of the anticipation generated by each new show is the way these words will veer off in unexpected twists and meanders, to arrive, every time, at a different yet plausible conclusion.


Víctor enjoys the laughter and the sibilant shh that follows.


‘Of course,’ he concedes finally, ‘you all know that my father died, but what I’ve never told anyone is that his legacy to me was a wooden trunk full of his belongings. And in that trunk was a pack of cards. This pack of cards.’ He holds up the deck for the audience to see. ‘New, unopened, the seal still intact. For years I’ve been waiting for the right moment to use this deck. I was planning to perform a trick with them tonight, but now the moment has come, I can’t bring myself to use them. They scare me. So I’m going to ask you all to do me a favour: I want you to perform the trick for me. I’m hoping that together we can overcome the curse I suspect has been placed on these cards.’


He tosses the pack into the front row. Someone leaps to their feet and catches it.


‘Please, don’t sit down,’ Víctor says quickly. ‘Turn around so everyone can see what you’re doing. Everyone except me, obviously. I can’t see anything. Now, I want you to break the seal that has been on that pack of cards for thirty years. Take out the cards and hand them to a person in the second row. Anyone you like.’


As if the blindfold were not sufficient guarantee, Víctor now turns his back on the audience and stays that way for the rest of the trick. Yet he continues to give precise, perfectly timed instructions, as though he can see exactly what is happening in the stalls. He instructs the second person to pass the cards to a third, to whom he offers the opportunity to shuffle the cards. Since this person chooses an American shuffle – immediately recognisable by the sound of the cards as they cascade – Víctor asks the next person to do a traditional overhand shuffle. Lest there be any doubt that this has been a clean shuffle, he offers a fifth person the opportunity to cut the pack and pass it on. By now, most of the audience is on its feet, staring towards the middle of the sixth row so as not to lose sight of the cards.


‘Maestro Mario,’ says Víctor, as the man who has just cut the cards hands the pack to the maestro, ‘I want you to pick a card. Take your time, then show it to anyone you like.’


Before picking a card, Galván fans out the deck and looks at them to make sure the cards are not in an order that could easily be memorised. He checks the backs of the cards, then snaps the pack together, checks the cards again to make sure they’re not marked, shrugs, then takes out the three of diamonds. He holds it up for everyone to see, then says:


‘OK.’


Víctor asks Mario to put his card back in the deck anywhere he likes and hand the pack to someone in the next row. The seventh person is instructed to shuffle the cards and keep passing them on. And so the cards reach the back row and slowly begin their return journey towards the stage. Víctor now asks that, on each row, someone cut the pack, keep one pile and pass on the rest. The shrinking pack moves forward until, when it reaches the second row, there are only two cards left.


‘I don’t know who you are,’ Víctor says at this point, ‘but you are holding two cards. The person who took the deck out of the box is sitting in the front row. Could you please find that person and give him the cards.’


The murmur that has grown louder as the pack of cards shrinks is now overwhelming.


‘Please, don’t look at them. Take out the box you put in your pocket earlier, then place one of the two cards inside. You can keep the other one. Hand the box to Mario Galván. I think there’s something in there that belongs to him.’


Some of the audience break into applause even before Galván takes the box. Others laugh or shout or whistle. But many of them stand silently, waiting for the conclusion of the trick, unable to believe what they are seeing or, worse still, alarmed precisely because they can see it and cannot help believing. Someone shouts:


‘It’s not possible!’


Víctor has just performed the trick that won him the Grand Prix a week ago: a new trick devised by him in which magic truly seems to happen all by itself, without the intervention of the magician. His back is turned. He’s wearing a blindfold. In front of an audience of professionals. The most sceptical members of the audience, instead of looking at Galván, glance around the room, at the ceiling, in the corners, looking for cameras, cables, mirrors, any gadget which, in conjunction with some illusion involving Víctor’s blindfold, might explain the trick. Everyone here knows what can be done with a single mirror. A number of people are still holding the cards they kept as the deck was being passed back. Some check their cards for the most obvious explanation, that they are all identical. Others slip cards into their pockets, happy to have a memento of this unforgettable moment; more than one does so convinced that, once he gets home, he will be able to work out how the trick was done. As Galván takes the box, there is a tense silence which lasts three full seconds before he opens it and shows the three of diamonds to the audience, not bothering to look at it before he does so, as though even to think about checking that the trick has worked would be an insult to his student. Víctor still stands, his back to the audience.


‘What is the card?’


Nobody answers. Maybe because they know that the question is simply a formality, or maybe because, in the thunderous rumble of applause, they have not heard the question. A fleeting smile plays on Víctor’s lips and, in a whisper his audience cannot hear, he says: ‘It doesn’t matter. They are all God’s children.’


He turns. Acknowledges their applause with a slow bow. He smiles and removes the blindfold. Opens his eyes gradually as though the light were a lance. And it is; he quickly closes his left eye again and covers it with one hand. Then opens it, his hand still cupped to his face to protect his eye from the dazzling spotlight. Has he got something in it? He lightly touches his eyelid with one finger, applying no pressure, unable to resist rubbing it but terrified that he will find a piece of glass or grit, something abrasive. A moon. That is what is in his left eye. A diminutive full moon. A capsule. A small white wafer.


The applause does not stop. Víctor blinks. First once, slowly and deliberately, then rapidly, repeatedly, almost like a nervous tic. He scans the front row from right to left and notices that the white halo moves too. It is a strange sensation. Anyone else in his position would run to the bathroom and bathe his eyes under the tap. Víctor senses that this would not do any good, perhaps because he cannot help connecting this strange episode with the powder flash that briefly eclipsed the green door barely half an hour ago.


Above the racket, a voice shouts:


‘Víctor! Here!’


It’s Galván. Seeing Víctor has heard him, with a flick of his wrist, he sends the three of diamonds leaping into the air, where it spirals across the room. This is something they have practised a thousand times. Galván could flick every card in the deck to him from much farther away, with his back turned; he could even walk around as he flicks one card after another, and every one of them would come to rest in the half-open hand Víctor now extends to catch the three of diamonds. Only the poise that comes from years of practice makes it possible for him to wait patiently, pretending to follow the card as it flies. Because he cannot see the card. The wait seems endless, as though some cog in the machinery of time has suddenly broken. Nothing outlandish, nothing that would make the earth shake, nothing that would deflect a planet from its orbit: it is a pitiful rattle, a turn of the screw. In a few months, when he tries to recall this moment, it will seem to him that he can only reach it by crossing a desert of empty days. He closes his hand just in time to pluck the card out of the air. He looks at it. At first, he can see no three, no diamonds, nothing but a blank card. Only if he closes his left eye can he see the blurred shapes printed on the card.


Confused, he steps down from the stage and mingles with the crowd. There is more back-slapping, more gentle nudging. They say things, whisper congratulations into his ear. And he can also hear, though they seem to come from another planet, the comments they make to one another. He’s the best, they say, the very best. He manages to smile, if his grimace could be called a smile, but he does not stop to speak to anyone. The inertia of the crowd has allowed him to reach the back of the room, where Mario and a number of volunteers are opening the first bottles and filling little plastic glasses. Víctor is next to the door. Before he leaves, he looks around the room one last time. Here, he believed he was reborn twenty-two years ago. Here he suffered, struggled, wept with rage at the impossible, wept with joy at the unexpected. His whole life has been here, a life which, barely half an hour ago, seemed so happy. Hiding under these seats, melting into the shadows, all the men he has ever been since he first walked through the green door are watching him.


Before he realises it, he is two blocks away. He is walking quickly, fingering his house keys in his trouser pocket, clinging to the faint hope that he will be able to sleep and tomorrow will bring the miracle of recovery. He is still blinking, still jerking his head quickly as though there is a parasite in his eye, a bug attached to his cornea. It will be some time before his guests notice his absence and begin to ask who saw him last and where can he have got to. They will miss you, Víctor.





Populus Vult Decipi


He arrived a few minutes early and, although the front door was open, he buzzed the intercom. No one answered. Víctor took a piece of paper from his pocket, smoothed it out and checked the address: 1st Floor, 6, Carrer de l’Oli. He stepped into the tiny hallway, rubbed his hands together and pulled up the collar of his cloak. It was colder in here than it was outside. He reached out to touch the wall, searching for a light switch, then pulled his hand away, revolted by the feel of the dank, spongy plaster. He climbed the stairs to the green door on the first landing. He pressed the doorbell, but it did not even seem to ring. He rested his hand on the handle and pushed gently, expecting the hinges to screech dramatically, but the door opened in well-oiled silence as though on to nothingness. At the far end of the room, a small window let in just enough light to emphasise the accumulated grime on its glass.


With one foot inside, but without crossing the threshold, Víctor called out:


‘Hello? Anyone there?’


He would have sworn he saw his breath misting in the air. He stood completely still, listening for the slightest sound, an intake of breath, any clue that might reveal the presence of another being in the room. In spite of the silence, he had the sensation of eyes crawling over him, like a persistent insect. All he could offer in return was his gangling adolescent body, his clumsy, short-sighted tics, his hesitant stance. However, the eyes that did move slowly in the darkness quickly noticed the artless way that Víctor moved, the gracefulness of his gestures, the natural candour of his smile, the way he refused to lean against the wall or put his hands in his pockets; all of which could be summed up with the simple word elegance. Let us give Galván his due, it took him only a moment to recognise in this seventeen-year-old both the frozen image of the lonely boy he had been and the charming, charismatic man that time would make of him. He must have seen all this at first glance, since otherwise Víctor would have left the room thinking there was no one there. Galván was not prepared to settle for yet another mediocre student. Nor even a good one.


Víctor was about to leave when he heard the quick, rasping, instantly recognisable sound of a lighter being struck. He turned just in time to see the flame, a yellow quivering that disappeared immediately, leaving only a spark hovering in the air. Then, suddenly, a spotlight on the ceiling sliced through the darkness, a powerful beam, but one so narrow that, even when his eyes had adjusted to the semi-darkness, he could not make out the size of the room. In the centre, his faced shrouded by the first puff of smoke, was a man, sitting at a small table. He must have been dressed entirely in black because Víctor could see only a shock of stiff hair, the pale straw colour blond hair takes on with age, and the cloudy reflection of a pair of smudged spectacles. The man’s eyes peered out at him as though through a murky fishbowl.


On the table were a green baize cloth and two decks of cards. On the other side, an empty chair. With an impatient wave, the man gestured for him to take a seat. As he drew closer, Víctor could see the area around the table more clearly. The spotlight lent the green baize a dull sheen. Only the decks of cards were new. Everything else looked old, antiquated, shabby. Or fake: he had the feeling that if he moved to the other side of the table, beneath that floating head he would find the body of a robot, its back a tangle of plugs and wires. He concentrated on the man’s features: the harsh nicotine stains on his teeth, his clean-shaven face and, most of all, the pallor of his skin, so pale that it seemed to justify the darkness of the room.


As though bothered by this scrutiny, the man drew back his head a little, out of the spotlight, so that it merged into the darkness. It was almost a minute before he reappeared, the cigarette still clenched between his lips, his eyes fixed on Víctor.


‘Mario Galván,’ he introduced himself, stretching out a hand. Víctor shook it, and said his name, his voice thin and barely audible.


‘Pleased to meet you, Víctor. Before we begin, I should warn you that if you arrive late again, I will cancel the classes.’


‘Late?’ Víctor said, surprised.


Only when he brought his hand up to his face to look at his watch did he remember that their handshake had lasted a fraction of a second too long. His watch was now swaying like a pendulum from Galván’s index finger.


‘Great trick,’ he conceded.


‘We’re getting off to a bad start,’ Galván said, peevishly. ‘Magicians don’t play tricks on each other. Clowns, yes. And thimbleriggers. Magicians perform magic.’ His voice was hoarse and thick phlegm rattled in his chest. ‘Let’s start at the beginning,’ he announced. He took a pack of cards, broke the seal on the box, removed the cards with his left hand then turned his wrist slowly to show them face up and said: ‘This is a deck of cards.’


‘OK.’


‘Let me stub this thing out first, they’ll be the death of me.’


Galván took the cigarette from his mouth with his right hand, brought it down to his waist, let it fall to the floor. Then he stamped on it. When Víctor looked up at his face again, he saw that Galván was still holding the cigarette, trailing smoke, as though it had never left the maestro’s lips.


‘The first thing we’re going to learn …’ he said, as though nothing had happened.


‘Hang on,’ Víctor interrupted. ‘How did you do that?’


‘Never ask a magician that question.’


‘It’s not that, it’s just …’


‘… just nothing. You did come here to learn magic, didn’t you? Lesson one: asking how something works is distasteful.’


‘But I saw the cigarette fall. I saw you stamp it out.’


‘So what? What’s important is what you didn’t see.’


‘Do it again.’


‘I can’t.’


Víctor smiled as though Galván had admitted defeat. If he were to do it again, Víctor might work out how the trick was done.


‘Make no mistake.’ The maestro’s eyes never left his. ‘I could do it a thousand times and you still wouldn’t work it out. But that’s not the point. Magic is not a game, Víctor. It is an art. A typist can repeat something as many times as necessary, a pianist cannot; the art is lost.’


Víctor looked as if he was about to leap to his feet and run out the door; his back stubbornly refusing to relax, his body half-turned, his legs to one side. He was irritated by the cold, and the damp. but most of all by Galván’s self-important tone.


‘Let’s start again. I brought my right hand up to my mouth and took the cigarette. Like this.’ He repeated the gesture, though this time his fingers held only a cigarette butt. The filter smelled as though it was burning and the green baize was covered in ash. Víctor noticed all this, and thought that the maestro was about to burn himself. ‘Then, I brought it down to my waist and dropped it. All the while it never left your sight, did it? Then I moved my right foot to stub it out. And when I brought my hand back to my lips …’


‘Hey!’ Víctor thumped the table. ‘You’ve just done the same trick twice. You told me …’


‘I told you that I don’t do tricks,’ Galván corrected him.


At that moment, with a sudden burst of speed, he took his hand away. Between his lips was a perfect short-stemmed rose.


‘Besides, as you know, nothing is what it seems,’ he concluded before taking a deep breath. The rose, wreathed in smoke, hung from his mouth for only a moment before it wilted and crumbled to dust. ‘I smoke too much,’ said Galván.


With his right hand, he placed the remains of the flower on the table. Víctor leaned forward to touch it and, realising that it was not an artificial flower, he stared at the magician, incredulous. He ran through the sequence again, determined to find the missing link, the moment when, unbeknown to him, his eyes had been misdirected. Despite the maestro’s bluster, it had to be a trick, or a sequence of tricks, and he was here to learn. Sooner or later. With Galván’s help, or without it. Though he did not realise it, his fingers were still tracing anxious spirals in the air.


‘OK, let’s get to work,’ said the maestro.


He moved the decks of cards to one side of the table, smoothed out the green baize with his palm, and as his hand moved over the remnants of the flower, it closed into a fist. Then he opened it, as if setting free a fly he had caught. Nothing – not the least trace of the flower. Víctor’s bewilderment crystallised into three simple words:


‘It’s not possible!’


‘At last,’ cried Mario Galván. ‘It’s not possible, it’s not possible. Say it again.’


‘It’s not possible,’ Víctor whispered.


‘Louder, damn it! Shout with me: IT’S …’


‘… NOT POSSIBLE!’ Víctor shouted, caught up in the maestro’s excitement although he did feel slightly embarrassed and faintly ridiculous.


Abruptly, Galván got to his feet, came round the table and crouched down next to Víctor. Barely a palm’s breadth separated their faces.


‘Listen to me, Víctor Losa. When you ask me how it works, you insult me. When you refer to it as a trick, you insult me. When you ask me to do it again, you insult me. But when your mouth drops open and you tell me it’s not possible, it’s like a breath of life. Because that is what magic is about, do you understand? Hearing someone say “it’s not possible”, but making it possible all the same. Now, let’s see if you’re any good.’


Perhaps intimidated by Galván’s proximity, but certainly exasperated by the feeling that he had stumbled upon some secret he could find no way to unravel, Víctor pursed his lips and snorted. Galván got to his feet and went back to his side of the table.


‘Do you mind if I ask you a question? Why do you want to be a magician?’


‘Because, when my father died …’ Víctor said after a pause, but he did not finish his sentence. His voice did not crack and there was no trace of grief in his tone, in the steady way he held Galván’s gaze, nothing that might signal that he was picking at the scab of a recent and still painful wound. On the contrary, the reticence of his answer and the sigh with which he trailed off sounded like signs of weariness. Or a profound mistrust of words.


‘Go on …’


Víctor shrugged.


‘Don’t worry,’ Galván reassured him. ‘You can tell me some other time. Now, let me ask you something else. Let’s suppose I agree to take you on only for us to discover you don’t have the gift. It wouldn’t be the first time I was mistaken about a student. What would you like to be?’


‘A myrmecologist.’


‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what that is.’


‘Someone who studies the behaviour of ants.’


‘Oh. So your father was a myrmecologist?’ Galván deduced.


‘Yes.’


‘You don’t say very much.’


Although this was not a question, Víctor nodded.


‘OK, that’s enough,’ Galván said. ‘Do you have a girlfriend?’


‘No.’


‘Here.’ He handed Víctor the other deck of cards. The boy was about to break the seal and take out the cards. ‘From now on, that’s your girlfriend. You eat with her, sleep with her, you take her everywhere with you, got it?’


‘Got it.’


They spent a long time on something as simple as the perfect way to hold the cards. Then they moved on to practising the various standard shuffles. Little by little. There were no tricks yet. Galván explained that before you could be a magician, you had to be a croupier. The hour the lesson was supposed to last had long since passed, but the maestro did not even look at his watch. With infinite patience, he answered the torrent of questions Víctor asked, gently corrected the position of his hands and offered him practical advice so that he made quick progress. Until Víctor asked:


‘OK, so what can I do with all that?’


Galván gave a heavy sigh and then said, ‘I give up. Look, I’m not going to teach you a little sleight of hand so you can show off at school. Not today, not ever. What you’ll learn from me are the fundamentals of the art, and a little of its history. You’ll learn everything I know. Or most of it, at least. And what you can do with that. The rest is up to you. That doesn’t mean I don’t understand why you’re so eager to put what you’ve just learned into practice.’


He got up, took two or three steps and vanished into the darkness.


‘Can you read English?’


‘A bit.’


Galván stepped back into the light carrying a thick sheaf of photocopies ring-bound along the spine. He pointed to the cover, to the title in huge capital letters: MODERN MAGIC. Underneath were a number of short sentences, each on a separate line.


‘Not very modern. The book dates from 1876.’


‘A practical treatise on the art of conjuring,’ Víctor translated. ‘By Professor Hoffmann. With three hundred and eighteen illustrations. And an appendix … do you want me to go on?’


‘Please. Some other day I’ll tell you who Hoffmann was.’


‘… Containing Explanations Of Some Of The Best Known Specialities Of Messrs Mask …’ He stumbled.


‘Maskelyne And Cooke,’ Galván corrected.


‘Populus … this bit is in Latin.’


‘Populus vult decipi: decipiatur.’


‘No idea what that means.’


‘People want to be deceived: let them be deceived. A good motto for a magician, don’t you think? The quotation is apparently from a cardinal in the sixteenth century. Skip the introduction and start on page forty-five. The trick is called “The Turning Card”. There are various methods of doing it. Concentrate on the third.’


Without putting down the deck of cards he was holding, Víctor tried to find the page and began translating quickly in a low voice, but Galván, once again plunged into darkness, announced that the lesson was over.


‘No. Practise it at home, it’s getting late.’ The room was clearly much larger than Víctor had realised, because the maestro’s voice seemed to come from far away. ‘Take the deck of cards. My gift to you. Remember that today, I am the only person watching you, but one day you will have an audience. Practise in front of a mirror whenever you can. Buy a green mat. Next Tuesday, same time. On the dot.’


Víctor slipped the deck of cards into his pocket, picked up the photocopy of Modern Magic, slung his knapsack over his shoulder and headed towards the door.


‘Oh, one more thing.’ Galván’s voice stopped him. ‘Seeing as you’re in such a hurry, next time I’ll ask you to demonstrate what you’ve learned. If you can’t get it quite right, it doesn’t matter. Don’t get too obsessed with your hands. You’ll perfect the movements in time. What is important is that you can tell a story.’


‘Tell a story?’ It felt strange, as if he were talking to a shadow. ‘But if you already know …’


‘No. What I know is that if you do certain things to a card, it will land face up when the rest of the pack fall. What I don’t know is what sort of story you want to tell me with that card. And for the moment, that’s all I care about. I’ll see you on Tuesday.’


Galván’s dismissal was final. As he went, Víctor left the door ajar and stopped on the landing. A story? He didn’t have the courage to go back inside and ask again. He slowly started down the stairs. If Galván had made himself disappear, if – rather than through sleight of hand and a way with words in the darkness – the magician, the room, even the whole building had vanished in a puff of smoke, Víctor would have believed it.


The maestro, on the other hand, was worried about more practical matters. With the haste of someone afraid to trust vital information simply to memory, he took a pen from the inside pocket of his jacket and fumbled vainly in his other pockets for a piece of paper. He tried to scribble something on a card, but the pen kept slipping. In the end, he opened his left hand, and on the palm, beneath the initials ‘V. L.’, he wrote: ‘cuffs and eyebrows’.


We all have nervous gestures which appear when we are under pressure: there are those who pat their pockets, who stick out the tip of their tongue, or rub their fingertips together in a particular way. Good magicians shun such tics and make superhuman, often fruitless, attempts to overcome them. Every time you palm a card, you raise the opposite shoulder slightly. You are about to pick up the thimble that contains the hidden pea and you wink involuntarily. Galván had noticed that, each time before beginning a new exercise, Víctor tugged at the cuffs of his shirt. Also, whenever he made a mistake, his eyebrows immediately shot up in a look of bewilderment which was emphasised by his glasses giving a little jump on the bridge of his nose. It was vital to correct these reflex gestures quickly, though neither was serious. If Víctor turned out to be as talented as Galván suspected, he would soon be segueing from one trick into another so quickly he would not have time to think about fiddling with his cuffs. The thing with the eyebrows would resolve itself: all he had to do was not make any mistakes.


Galván stood for a moment, the pen hovering in the air, his left hand open, searching for the right word to describe the third tic, which was much more worrying. He dismissed ‘coughing’ and ‘humming’ and finally wrote ‘singing’, though he was not entirely sure that the almost inaudible vibration that emerged from Víctor’s throat when he was tense was a melody. He had heard it seven or eight times during the lesson and at first he had thought the boy was just clearing his throat. He took it for granted that Víctor was completely unaware that he was doing it, but since he did not know what triggered it, Galván knew from experience that drastic measures would be required to stamp it out. As soon as possible.


When he reached the door to the street, Víctor realised that he had not paid for the lesson and started back up the stairs. He was a few steps from the landing when he heard sounds coming from the other side of the green door: first, feet shuffling across the floor and the maestro folding the chairs and propping them against the wall. He could make out each sound with perfect clarity. He could even hear the rasping breaths of bellow-like lungs abused by years of smoking, then a heavy sigh and finally a whisper:


‘That little wretch is going to be one hell of a magician.’


Víctor climbed the few remaining steps, bent down and slipped the envelope with the money under the crack of the door. As he straightened up, he felt a shiver run down his back that had nothing to do with the cold. He hated predictions. Even favourable ones. He had watched a terrible prediction come true. He knew only too well the magnetism of predictions, their ability to draw reality to themselves. ‘That little wretch is me,’ he thought, though this first part of the prediction did not fit with his personality. ‘I’m going to be one hell of a magician.’


Though the light was too poor for him to be able to read, he still held Hoffmann’s book open as he went back down the stairs, as though he must immediately read it if Galván’s prediction were to come true. With his other hand, he patted his left pocket to make sure the deck of cards was still there. Even he could not have explained his excitement. After all, aside from Galván’s prophetic words, he had learned very few things during that first lesson: this is a deck of cards, you hold it like this, and this is how you shuffle. If you want to know more, read this book.


Upstairs, with a brush in his right hand and a dustpan in his left, Galván was standing next to the small window. He saw Víctor leave and, over the boy’s shoulder, he could glimpse the illustration on page two of Modern Magic, of a head appearing from inside a box that sat on a table. Under the table, a dotted line indicated the space where the body was hidden.


‘Hoffmann,’ said the maestro aloud, smiling to himself. ‘Lucky bastard.’


When Víctor disappeared from view, Galván set about sweeping the floor. When he came to the table, he pushed it aside with his hip and picked up the three cigarette butts, the remains of the flower and the little piles of ash on the floor. With each sweep of the brush he said a name aloud in a theatrical voice, drawing out the vowels as though announcing the winner of a raffle.


‘Harry Kellar! Pete Grouse!’ He continued on towards the door. Each sweep of the brush more powerful, each name he uttered louder. ‘John Nevil Maskelyne! Auzinger.’ He stopped and picked up the envelope, and as he stood up again, he flung his arms wide, scattering everything he had just swept up. ‘And Víctor Losa!’





As If By Magic


He lashes out with his foot in sheer frustration, bringing a flutter of objects – cards, thimbles, balls, small garishly coloured scarves – tumbling down; all except the scarves, which hang in the air for a few seconds. Víctor does not dare look up, afraid to discover that, after the hours, the days, the months of effort, he is back where he had started, up to his knees in a jumble of preposterous bits and pieces. Most of them are small and light, but they have accumulated so quickly that any attempt to forge a path through them is a heroic feat.


He takes a deep breath and throws himself forward as though he is about to lie down on, or perhaps dive into, this sea of clutter, swim through the scattered objects at his feet in order to find somewhere to lay his head. But the layer of objects is so thick that Víctor lands face down, on top of everything, rocked by the solid wave created as the weight of his body forces the objects to spread out beneath him. With a look of disgust, he flings one arm out and swipes at the nearest thing to hand, propelling himself forward another two feet. With his other arm, he repeats the exercise and realises that it is not an optical illusion. Not only has he advanced; everything else seems to have moved too, as though, beneath the apparently tranquil surface of this clutter there is a current, a direction, a purpose. He finally lifts his head and sees, so far away that the distance would have to be calculated as days of walking, the outline of a wardrobe, a cabinet. Everything is flowing towards it, as though the objects know that only inside it will they find the order that justifies their existence.


Though it seems completely contradictory, the sudden appearance of this large, solid piece of furniture among so many tiny objects brings a logic to the scene that it lacked. It is a Proteus Cabinet, patented in London in 1865, though probably in private use for decades before that. For thirty or forty years, anyone who considered himself a magician or spiritualist would have had such a cabinet, or one like it, and attempted to improve on it, to make a more sophisticated version, to adapt it using some new technology. Inside this cabinet, men and women would disappear, spirits materialise, impossible noises occur. Víctor smiles with relief. Although he still does not know where he is, nor how long he has been here, at least he knows where he is headed. His only regret is that it has taken him so long to discover the thread common to all the objects he can see before him. Magic has made all of them disappear at some point. It would have made Víctor calmer had he known this earlier. Thanks to the cabinet, he finally realises that the nine of clubs floating on the surface next to his left elbow, its corners almost imperceptibly shaven, once belonged to the great Maskelyne. And the ridiculous wig half buried must be the Egyptian headdress which Stodare used for his Sphinx Illusion, a trick involving a decapitated head. And something over there …


He cannot linger over such trivial details. To identify each of these objects would take him centuries. Besides, if he goes on thinking like this, he might succumb to the temptation of wondering about the one vital piece of information he still does not have: what is he doing here? Because he has never disappeared by magic. Or he doesn’t believe he has.


He does another few clumsy strokes, pulling himself forward with the instinctive doggedness of a long-distance swimmer. When he tilts his head from time to time to breathe, the subtle changes in the light around him lead him to think that days and nights are passing and nothing is happening. The suspicion that it may take years before he arrives at his goal does not discourage him. On the contrary, it confirms that he is floating on the sea of the past, drawn by a current of dates that have elapsed and which he will only be able to explain when he finally gets close enough to make out the details of the cabinet and work out which version it is. Because he has owned a number of cabinets. Just as he decides to throw out his arms and allow the current to take him where it will, a great wave knocks the breath out of his lungs, tosses him in the air like a puppet and deposits him, dazed, on a smooth, hard surface. He rolls over half a dozen times before he manages to stand up. He touches his neck, his ribs, unable to believe that no bones have been broken.


He walks around the cabinet, estimating its size with an expert eye, runs his fingers over the wood. He notes that at head height on both doors there are holes roughly the size of a fist. It could be the work of the Davenport Brothers or one of their many imitators. But then he notices that there is a small lock with a key sticking out of it. Perfect, there can be no doubt now. This is Harry Kellar’s cabinet.


‘Peter Grouse?’ he asks.


He knows Grouse is inside. He wants to throw himself at the cabinet, fling the doors open and welcome him with a hug, but a nagging doubt prevents him. During his years as an apprentice, Grouse was a role model for him. His legend illuminated every difficult moment, and in times of success, when he wanted to pay homage to the greats, Grouse was always the first name that came to him. And he realises that, having spent so much time watching himself in this symbolic mirror over the years, his mind has created an impossible photograph in which Grouse is the spitting image of him. A little older, perhaps. He does not want to open the doors now to discover some fat, bald man with bad breath. Or the reverse, someone unbearably handsome.


‘Mario?’ a dull voice finally asks from inside the cabinet. ‘Is that Mario Galván?’


‘Yes,’ Víctor answers. ‘It’s Mario.’


‘I’ve been waiting for you for over a hundred years.’ The voice is not in the least reproachful. It is a little difficult to understand because it is almost drowned out by a maddening peal of bells. ‘Did you bring mine?’


‘Of course,’ Víctor says.


He half-turns the key and opens the doors but the mirror inside simply reflects his own image, barely lit by the tiny flame of a match, an oil lamp, perhaps a gas lamp that someone is holding up. Víctor squints and discovers that in his left hand he is holding the cap of a pen. Well, he has to call it something. It looks like a finger, or to be precise, half a finger. Half a thumb neatly severed at the phalange. But it is made of plastic or some thin, flexible material and hollow inside. In fact, he is wearing it over his own thumb like a cap. He holds it up, pronounces Grouse’s name twice, or three times, and, confused when there is no reply, closes the cabinet again. Immediately, there are three loud knocks from inside. It is the sound of flesh on wood, but to Víctor it sounds like bass chords from some instrument and he rushes to open the cabinet again. Even he does not know why he is in such a hurry, but he has the feeling that if he waits even a second longer, if he allows the fourth chord to sound, the swell of time will burst its banks again and sweep him far away from here, from the cabinet, from any possibility of finding some purpose to this moment and giving it meaning.


‘Idiot!’ he mutters to himself, shaking his head as he turns the key again. ‘You’d think I’d never seen this cabinet before. Grouse must be hiding behind the mirror.’


He opens the doors, pushes the mirror gently; it swings back on a large hinge.


‘Who said more than a hundred years?’ The voice coming out of the darkness now is a male voice speaking with irrefutable authority. ‘It’s only been thirty-two.’


‘It’s not possible,’ Víctor says.


‘What do you mean it’s not possible?’


‘It’s impossible, Papá,’ Víctor insists. ‘There’s no such thing as spirits. And don’t take my word for it, it’s been proven. You only have to read the Seybert Commission Report. It was published in 1887.’


‘A worthless piece of drivel,’ his father answers.


‘Not at all. It’s pure science. It’s in the library of the University of Pennsylvania. And it concludes that …’


‘Don’t talk to me about science, son. You want proof?’ The sound of footsteps, the cabinet shakes slightly and Martín Losa, Víctor’s father, appears before him. ‘Look at this,’ he says, holding out his left hand.


Víctor hesitates for a moment. He stares into his face and, although this confirms beyond a shadow of a doubt that it is indeed his father, he finds it hard to accept the flagrant temporal incongruity, since this man is the same age as he is. However, he is not surprised to see the line of ants marching across the ghost’s forehead.


‘I’m telling you, it’s not possible,’ he insists.


But, in the end, he looks down and sees that there is a dark mark on the outstretched hand, what seems at first to be a dry, amber stain like nicotine, but as he examines it more closely it turns out to be wet, bubbling, and though he cannot bring himself to touch it, he would swear that it is blood, and that it extends far beyond the fingers, that it starts at the thumb, which has been severed right in the middle, runs down to the wrist, to the elbow from which it trickles, almost gushes, to the floor. A puddle is forming.


‘Cockroaches don’t have blood, Papá, or at least not much,’ says Víctor, trying to keep his voice calm.


He scans the darkness in the hope of finding a cloth, a piece of string, something he could use to make a tourniquet and staunch the flow. He puts his hand to the wound and applies pressure, he is soaked too now, but still the blood spurts.


‘You always turn up too late, hijo,’ his father says. And seeing that Víctor, preoccupied by trying to stop the blood, does not answer or apologise, he insists: ‘You treat everything in life as if it’s a game, and you always turn up too late.’


The wound does not seem to hurt, though Víctor would swear he can see his father’s face growing paler by the second; it is ashen, almost translucent, as though the blood loss will soon cause him to disappear. Suddenly, he realises there is only one way to stop the haemorrhage. He has to take the plastic cap off his own thumb and put it on his father’s. Although by now he is aware that this is a dream and that there is no logic to how it will unfold, it seems obvious that the only reason for the presence of this cap is because he has a mission to accomplish. He pulls at it and is surprised to find that it does not come off as easily as expected. He tries twice or three times, then, convinced that there is no time to lose, he brings the thumb to his mouth and sinks his teeth into the cap. It finally comes off and Víctor places it over his father’s thumb, although he cannot help but notice a tattered shred of flesh protruding from the hole, nor the wetness that is now soaking down his own arm, and he stands rigid, motionless, bewildered, and sees that he has pulled off half his own thumb, and all he can think to do is scream, scream with a voice that is not even his own, fill his lungs and create a racket loud enough to break through the barrier of sleep, back to life. To wake him up.


The first thing he does when he opens his eyes is look at his hands. Obviously, there is no blood, but a small groove on his thumb makes him think that he may have bitten it while he was asleep. He glances around the dark room. From the smell of tobacco, it seems as though he has barely slept. On the nightstand, a cigarette butt is still smouldering in the overflowing ashtray. Is it possible that he has only just fallen asleep? That this gruelling struggle has lasted only a few minutes?


Fragments of the real world begin to filter through to his brain: he needs to see an optician. And find Galván. He must be expecting an explanation, and probably an apology for his sudden disappearance last night. He needs to focus for a moment, shake off the last wisps of the dream and remember what exactly did happen yesterday, but the very idea panics him. At some point before he fell asleep, for some reason, he warned himself not to remember on pain of some terrible punishment. He knows that if he should take a single step in the direction indicated by memory, there will be no going back, as for someone who leaps towards the first stone in order to cross a river only to find that it is barely big enough to stand on so he must jump to the next and so on, forced to keep jumping from stone to stone towards a far shore he cannot see, which may not even exist. Still lying down, he looks up. If only, at this very moment, the three of invisible diamonds which Galván flicked towards him last night would fall from the ceiling, spiralling like the last dead leaf. If only it would, it might close this unbearable loop in time. Víctor sits up suddenly and turns on the light. Opposite the bed is an enormous black-and-white poster in which Lauren Bacall is holding a match to her face, daring the onlooker to hold her gaze. It has been there for years. The title, To Have and Have Not, is written across her chest in red capital letters. If he looks at it with only his left eye, he sees a white halo where the title should be. With his right eye, he can read it, but only thanks to the black outline on the letters. Oh, Víctor.


He gets up and shuffles down the corridor. He opens a door and goes into the studio. Well, studio, museum, junk room. He has never decided what to call the room nor what to do with everything inside it. He has kept it for years, intending to give it all to Galván as a gift, but the maestro has long since given up his plan of opening a museum. Víctor needs to decide what to do with it. Or at least sort it out, organise things, make it useful.


He goes over to the Proteus Cabinet, examines it closely, and is astonished by how accurately he managed to reproduce it in his dream. If only he felt calm enough to revel in the memories evoked by these things. He need only caress the wooden cabinet to conjure the image of his hands and Galván’s hands, the plane and chisel, the dirt and the sawdust, all the hours they spent making it, the interminable arguments provoked by trying to settle on the precise model they were going to replicate: the Davenport model, the maestro insisted. No, Kellar’s model, Víctor objected. In the end, they followed Kellar’s design. But this one has a key. And if he were to open it, the almost inaudible sound of the hinges would take him back to a happier time, more than happy, to one of the high points of his life, since this cabinet came with him on his second world tour, its doors open like a bow, sharing in the applause and the bravos, the thunderous clamour of a success that has continued to this day. But Víctor did not come in here for that. Quite the opposite, he came in to close it. It is a symbolic gesture. There is nothing inside to hide or to protect. It is empty. All it harbours is the dust of time. And this is precisely what he wants to shut inside as he gives the key a full turn and is thankful for the supreme ease with which the bolt slides into place.





Ants Have No Ears


Martín Losa built an ant farm on the terrace in the spring of 1973, convinced that Víctor, who had just turned five, was old enough to learn the basics about the world of ants. It was a glass box, open at the top, half filled with soil. A metre by a metre and a half. From the centre, a small wooden bridge rose up to a transparent box in which the ants’ food was placed. It would have been easy to take a colony from any natural anthill with enough worker ants, drones, soldiers and virgin queens, and transplant it, along with the soil, into the glass box. However, Martín wanted to reproduce the natural process that occurs when a recently fertilised queen pulls off her wings, digs a hole in the soil and founds a new colony with only the help of the worker ants that stream from her belly as larvae. He had failed on two previous attempts. For the third, he allowed himself to enrich the soil with nutrients: an egg, two spoonfuls of honey, a few drops of vitamins, some mineral salts, half a litre of water and five grams of Malayan seaweed gelatine. Within a few months the population of the colony numbered thousands.


Martín spent his Saturday mornings on the care required to maintain the colony, and he insisted his son Víctor take part, believing that there was no better entertainment for him: cleaning out the bodies which piled up in a corner; checking the humidity of the soil and regulating when necessary; replenishing the food in the little box and, above all, making sure that there were at least two fingers of water in the little moat that ran around the ant farm. In doing so, satisfying the one condition his wife had imposed before allowing him to put an ant farm on the terrace: that its inhabitants would never invade the house. However, as Martín believed that death was an unnecessarily cruel way to punish the curiosity of the ants, every Saturday he brushed the internal walls of the formicarium with talc. At first, Víctor liked to watch the ants climb over and over only to slip and fall back on to the soil.


Martín tried to turn these chores into a game, and although he was not always able to control himself, he tried not to bombard the boy with too much information. For his part, Víctor never complained, nor did he seem to consider this weekly chore to be some terrible imposition, but he showed only limited curiosity, which invariably related to the three things that could not be seen.


The first was the queen ant. Every week, he asked Martín to show him the queen and his father would have to explain that it was impossible, that the queen spent most of her time underground in the deepest cave of the ant farm and that the survival of the whole colony depended on her being present. He showed him photos and drawings of other specimens and told him he could only see her if, in extreme danger, the worker ants were forced to move her to a new habitat.


The second issue Víctor was curious about was reproduction. Martín had explained to him how a virgin becomes queen ant, explained that it was something almost impossible to witness first hand and frequently promised that one day he would show Víctor a documentary about it. Some day. When he was older.


And then there was the issue of language. It was not easy getting a child to understand that, although they could not hear it, the system of communication used by ants was magnificent in its perfection. Tiny glandular secretions by which an individual could communicate essential information to the whole colony. But only what was strictly necessary: what and where to eat; where and from whom to flee. A chemical code that excluded all subjectivity. A language with which it was impossible to create artworks, but equally impossible to waste time. So perfect that it had taken millions of years to evolve.


Víctor could somehow not believe it. He accepted that it might be foolish to expect articulate speech from an ant, but surely there had to be some sound, if only an almost inaudible chirrup. After all, dogs, cats, birds, frogs, crickets, all the animals he knew made sounds that were more or less appropriate to their size. Even fish made sounds, though you couldn’t hear them because of the water. He imagined that ants would make muffled, high-pitched sounds. He asked over and over, marshalling objections against his father’s explanations, until one day Martín grew tired of it.


‘Come over here,’ he called. Víctor stomped over reluctantly. Martín pointed to the magnifying glass in his lap. ‘Take that, and wait a minute.’ With a pair of tweezers, he plucked one of the ants from the surface of the ant farm and held it up close to the magnifying glass. ‘Look carefully. There’s no rush. When you see its ear, let me know.’


This was hardly a scientific line of reasoning, but it was difficult to refute: if ants had no way of hearing, there was little point in them speaking. Víctor conceded defeat. He gave his father back the magnifying glass and started tracing figures of eights in the dust with the toe of his left shoe. For the first time, instead of arguing, he said nothing, and resolved to find a way to prove his father was wrong. Since then, every Saturday after he had done his share of the chores, he would bring his face close to the ant farm, close his eyes the better to concentrate and, with his ear pressed to the glass, he would walk slowly around all four sides. When he got back to his starting point, he would set off again. He was convinced that one day, he would hear some sound – a tiny shriek, a pitiful whisper – that would prove he was right. Perhaps, he thought, he needed to goad the ants to make some noise, so he tapped the walls with his knuckles every two or three steps. He was prepared to go on doing this for as long as it took.


Martín mistook his son’s stubbornness for boredom and, seeing the boy distracted, he showed him a trick to get his attention. He took a specimen from the formicarium using the myrmecologist’s tweezers, made a fist with his left hand, leaving only a tiny hole in the hollow of his thumb, and put the ant inside. Then, he opened his hand very slowly. Nothing … Víctor stared, open mouthed. Every time, he asked where the ant had gone. Martín told him it was a great mystery, a secret no one would ever know, but so the poor ant would not be lonely, he would send another ant. And then another. Always using the same method. Staggered, Víctor watched the ants disappear. Sometimes he was tempted to put a finger into the hole but he never dared do it or even to suggest it, fearful that this black hole in his father’s fist might swallow his whole hand.


They spent the mornings doing chores and tricks. Towards noon, Víctor’s mother came to fetch him, put on his coat, gave Martín instructions about how to heat up the meal she had left for him and said her goodbyes, always with the same words:


‘We’ll be back by half-past seven. And whatever you do, be careful with those little jars. One of these days you’re going to kill yourself.’


Every Saturday, as they left, Víctor bowed his head, his body stooped, not because he was sad, but so he could look under his father’s chair for some sign of the ants that had disappeared.


Martín, on the other hand, kept his head high so he could watch them until they reached the door; he always smiled, but he associated their leaving with a certain sadness. He felt somehow as though, in spite of all his tricks, he had failed yet again in his attempt to get Víctor interested in ants. It was only a matter of time until the boy started to complain, to beg to be allowed to spend Saturday mornings playing football, riding his bicycle or playing with his friends. And why not. All boys are fascinated with ants at some point, but not all of them translate this passion into the central thread of their lives. This was what Martín had done, he had gone so far as to pursue a career in entomology, specialising in myrmecology. And he made his living killing them. As a young man he had devoted himself to research. He had travelled half the world to study exotic species: to forests, deserts, mangrove swamps, caves. Of that time, he had only good memories. Then, when Víctor was born, he had taken the only stable job he could find: technical director for a laboratory that made insecticides. This was why, on Saturdays, as he watched the door close on his wife and son, Martín went on staring for a moment into the distance and then, with a sigh, he would put the four or five ‘disappearing’ ants into a test tube, eat the meal his wife had left – almost always cold, in spite of her instructions – then lock himself in the room he had set up as a home laboratory. Perfecting ways of killing. With his little jars.





Aces and Kings


Galván had been in the profession almost forty years and it had to be acknowledged that he knew a great deal. He had managed to survive the periods in which, for a short time, magic would suddenly become fashionable, only to be consigned once more to the catacombs and strict devotees. People quickly tired of watching a woman in a box being run through with swords as if she were a kebab, only to emerge in one piece and, most importantly, still smiling. To say nothing of money miraculously discovered in a bag wrapped in paper inside a box … what a surprise! He loathed modern magic. For decades now he had not seen anything that had not already been performed by the greats of the late nineteenth century.


In the early 1970s, when everyone assumed that television would revive interest in magic for the nth time, he had predicted a growing infantilisation of the profession: magicians would come to depend on technology, constantly devising ever more spectacular routines, adopting the style of the circus, abandoning their training, their attention to detail and every last vestige of taste along the way. Anyone without the ambition or the talent to make it in the profession had only to flatter the public, tell jokes or persuade his assistant to wear a skirt that came up to her armpits.


Business was another matter. Since the 1940s, Galván had been running The King of Magic, the only professional shop for magicians in Barcelona that had its own workshop, and one of the oldest in Europe. Now, he was faced with a dilemma: the more he despised the superficial flippancy of the magicians who preened for the cameras and pranced like third-rate dancers, the more affluent the customers who trooped into his shop. Some moron had only to perform the latest flashy trick on-screen and suddenly children and their parents came rushing to buy the ingenious mechanical gizmo so they could do it themselves. At the same time, and in equal measure, demand for professional supplies increased: sophisticated trunks for escape artists, floating tables for levitation tricks, cages with delicate mechanisms which could be folded down to a few millimetres wide, making it look as though they had disappeared. Galván made these articles in the workshop at the back of the shop, and those who criticised him for contributing to the success of the sort of magic he professed to despise were not wrong. However, it is only fair to consider the options that were available to him: he had long since realised, in spite of his vast theoretical knowledge and considerable dexterity, that he was not born to be a magician. At least not a magician of the stature he required. He lacked the good looks, the bearing, a lightness of gesture, a gravitas, things that were difficult to explain and impossible to learn. On the other hand, as a craftsman he considered himself the equal of anyone and, above all, he knew that, in Barcelona at least, there was no one to compare to him as a teacher. To use his own expression, he could be the world’s best typist, but he would never be a pianist. This was why, in the window of his shop, he still had the little handwritten card, yellow with age, offering to give magic lessons, though by now he did not need the extra money such lessons brought in.


He still had not given up hope of finding a student capable of learning from him the choicest pieces in the history of magic and taking them a step farther, perhaps in some direction that not even he could foresee. A new Houdini, say, though Galván would have despised the comparison and said – as he quickly told Víctor – that Houdini was nothing more than an arrogant bumpkin, feared rather than respected by his contemporaries. Perhaps Peter Grouse was a better example, though history had been unkind to him, and no one now remembered his successes. Let us mention no names, let us just say that he was looking for someone first-class. Could that be Víctor Losa? Had their first lesson been enough for him to sense such greatness in the boy? And if so, what had he meant by his sigh, the sadness, the ambiguity of his prediction?


A number of details counterbalanced these doubts, beginning with Víctor’s bearing, the way he moved, his back straight, eyes front, hands open. The glint in his eyes as he picked up the deck of cards. The fact that he lacked the irritating habit of smiling more than necessary. Galván had spent his life telling his students: ‘You’re performing magic, not telling jokes.’ There were other things, too, which only someone of his experience could appreciate, like the fact that Víctor never looked at his hands while performing – a common vice among beginners and one that was almost impossible to correct. The voice was important: the boy had the necessary confidence and roundness of tone, although Galván would have to teach him how to project his voice in large theatres. In spite of the natural diffidence of someone picking up a deck of cards for the first time, Víctor did not need to polish his style, the elegant disdain with which he performed, as though the magic had to happen, with or without his intervention.


The sigh, then, was a measure of the weight of his responsibility. To teach Víctor everything that Galván knew and to urge him to surpass his master was comparable to setting him on a rollercoaster with no firm ground waiting for him below, only an abyss, an endless cycle, a constant rushing forward towards something new, something better, always something better, an imaginary goal which, if attained, simply meant starting again from the beginning. The more the maestro fuelled this frantic search, the better a magician his student would become. He was doomed to fall from grace: he might be courageous, enthusiastic, perhaps even brilliant, prize-winning, but he would fall from favour in the end. Did Víctor have the strength and the discipline necessary to ride this rollercoaster without being thrown off?


To judge by the enthusiasm with which he presented himself at his second lesson, he was not lacking in determination. When he saw the boy take out the deck of cards, Galván could not help but smile. The cards looked as though they were about to fall to pieces. Clearly Víctor had been practising Hoffmann’s card trick over and over.
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