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1
Shadow of a Doubt
New Year’s Day 1948, New York City Bravura


She’s got to be alive. And if she’s not, brother, well, then you’re looking at a dead woman.

I know you newspapermen and you sob sisters, too, are itching to write a headline like “Magician Can’t Escape Final Act: The Death Chair.” Besides, it’s been just about twenty years since New York State sentenced a woman to death. Nice idea to ring in the new year with another one, don’t you think? Ruth Snyder. Sing Sing, 1928. She lured her corset-salesman lover into helping her knock off her husband, and they both went to the electric chair for it. She was an icy murderess. Me, however, I’m innocent—of killing Susie, at least. My God. She was my partner, my best friend!

Okay, sure, we had some nights of glory, some howls with the hounds, but I can’t say I was ever in love with her. Didn’t stop me from using her, though, when I needed her.

You see, my problem is that I’ve always loved women too much. That much I’ll admit. I just can’t resist their scent: like baker’s sugar mixed with fresh-cut flowers. Each one different, the way each blossom in the garden has its own special fragrance. There’s something about a woman—her velvety skin, her soft hair. It’s magic. It’s better than magic. Susie, however, was the one woman I was immune to, and the one woman who’d do anything for me. What did I do to her?

 “Let’s go. They’re ready for you,” the matron said, pushing the door open and nudging me forward.

The assault of flashbulbs nearly made me trip as I stepped up to the podium, but the violence upon my eyes felt like nothing compared with the alarming questions those reporters began to shoot at me.

“Bravura! Is it true you killed Susie? How did you do it?”

“I did not kill her!”

“Well, then how did she disappear?”

“Is it a hoax? Have you orchestrated all this for publicity?”

“Of course not. I would never . . .”

“Is she dead or alive?”

“I don’t know. I wish I did. I hope . . .”

“Do you practice black magic?”

“No! I’m a performer—that’s all!”

“Your assistant disappears during a magic trick—that’s more than just performing. What happened to her?”

“I tell you, I don’t know! I’m as shocked as the rest of you.”

“What about your father, Señor Bravura? He was a well-known con man. . .”

“I am nothing like my father!”

“Did Lena kill Susie for you?”

At that I stood stone-faced. I could not answer. I would not speak of Lena. I let them snap their blasted bulbs and felt the powder float up into my nostrils, my eyes. I could either remain stoic or fall down weeping. Newspapers don’t respond to nuance. But no . . . I couldn’t just stand there. I had to fight for my own life, didn’t I? I put up my hand and looked out over the sea of fedoras.

“If you’re a regular Joe, you’d say all evidence points to foul play. That’s what the police think; that’s why they’re holding me. I mean, if Susie were here, that’s what she would think. Or maybe you believe in magic—I mean real magic—and you can imagine her here one moment, gone the next, without a rational explanation. That’s what Lena believes. So what do I believe: that there’s a reasonable answer for anything, or that there is such a thing as real magic? Well, there’s the rub, fellas. I don’t know what I believe in. I wish I did.”



2
The Invisible Man


Five Months Earlier

Club Algeria was located off Delancey South at Montmarte Lane. It existed in the shadow of the Williamsburg Bridge, and on foggy nights of the waning moon, it disappeared along with the stars and the web of laundry lines. After dark in summer, they opened the roof for an added taste of danger. No one had fallen off yet, but the clientele who made their way this far downtown lived for that risk. By day, mothers dropped off their little ones at Our Lady of Saint Euphemia Grammar School, just a block away. Many evenings on their way home from work, men stopped by the slaughterhouse just around the corner for the freshest, fightin’-est chicken in the city. These regular folk passed Algeria, unaware of the bizarre feats and deeds taking place inside.

Inside, it was almost showtime, and I was playing our song:

Kitchy kitchy koo. I love you. Lady, won’t you read my mind?

Sit on over here, cuddle my dear. Baby, can you read my mind?

Dun dun dun. Da na na. Da na na na na na . . .

The hard rap on the door made the record skip and land on the permanent scratch in the final chorus:

Baby can you read, baby can you read, baby can you read . . . ?

Susie took the record off the Victrola and slipped it back into its cracked cardboard sleeve. I eyed her as, not without sentiment, she placed it gingerly on her side of the vanity table, underneath her change of clothes and rabbit’s foot.

“Okay, we got five minutes. You ready, Bravura? Here, let me fix your duds. And stick this mirrored cross in your pocket, will ya?”

I allowed Susie to adjust my cape and spit down my cowlicks the way a pup lets her mom clean her fur. Susie’s hands were a comfortable irritation, like the sound of a wife nagging her papa to come home for dinner and some sweet homemade dessert. I caught a glimpse of us in the mirror: a young face with fair skin and a Latin cast to the eyes and brow stared back at me. Behind me, Susie’s street-tough, wiry body filled out the pink satin assistant’s costume just fine. Her dyed spread of blond curls was done up nice, softer than usual, and made her skin seem somehow more fair and clear. I turned around and pulled her close.

“C’mere a minute.”

“We ain’t got a minute.”

“Susie! I’m the headliner. I say we do.”

“And I’m the business manager, and I say we don’t. Your mama’s counting on getting her water bill paid, and I’m counting on enough dough for a knish and java after the act and some publicity stills to show for our hard work. If we’re ever going to make it to Cali-forn-i-a and break into pictures, we gotta get our act together. So let’s go, already!”

Regardless of her prickly mood that night, Susie was right. We needed to focus. I knew which side my bread was buttered on, and Susie’s was buttered on the same side. Plus, Sus’ was pretty understanding when it came to the trouble my family heaped on us. Mama and brother Dash relied on me to bring home the kielbasa, and that was just how it’d been for the past ten years, since I was a kid in my teens and my dad beat it out of town—running from the law.

I pinched Susie’s tail and muttered, “The hand is quicker . . .” as we exited the dressing room.

Blarney, the fat, sweaty manager, stood onstage and read from a three-by-five-inch card. He didn’t have his reading specs on and had to hold it a good foot away from his noggin to get the lines right.

“Clap it up for the Tumble Boys, ladies and gents. I’ve never seen boys so soft and pretty before in me whole life!”

That was an ad lib, and the Boys didn’t like it.

“Hey!” Earl, the first Tumble Boy, cried. “Watch it.”

She was the surlier of the two brothers, who were girls in body but boys at heart. They’d worked with me a long time. Smoke and a spotlight full of dust surrounded the big man’s head, and I worried that he might keel over from a coronary before he got to the finish line. No matter if he did, though—I was in my element and I’d know what to do. The show goes on.

“Without any further a-doo”—Blarney’s cocktail-waitress wife had spelled out his lines phonetically—“please welcome to Club Algeria the Grate Brav-yorrrr-a!”

“Thank you! Thank you! My, what a naughty audience we have tonight!”

Pulling up the rear behind Susie was my baby brother, Dashiel. At sixteen, he was a good seven years younger than I was, and several inches taller. He already stooped with the weariness of a man thrice his age times two. What he was so sulky about, I couldn’t tell you. I made sure the kid was clothed and fed, but being around him spooked me. He had been an accident, and not a happy one.

I sat Susie down on a wooden barstool and Dash down on an almost-matching one, with half as many visible splinters. I pulled an emerald satin handkerchief from the lapel of Dash’s tux, then pulled and pulled at the hanky until I held a twin-size sheet in my hand. I covered Susie and my brother in blue and waved my hands with an extravagant flair.

I’ll admit there was something thrilling about being in this position of power. Susie and Dash were in my control. Dash was a bore, but with me and ole Sus’ there was always a little frisson, as Mama called it, even if she wasn’t my one and only. It was sexy having the audience think I was putting her in harm’s way, even if I knew it was just a simple illusion.

“Brothers, sisters, mothers of pearl, switcheroo, boys and girls!”

When I removed the sheet, Susie now sported Dash’s tux, and Dash wore a pink party dress with a flirty, flouncy skirt. I used the sheet once more to switch them back, and then the final touch: turning the sheet into a length of rope.

Applause, applause. Next, Susie and Dash wheeled a wooden box onto the stage. It was wrapped with a rope that matched the one in my hand.

“It’s been swell, folks, but it’s time for me to say goodbye for a while. Is there a sweet lass who’ll hold the key to my heart while I’m gone?”

A cutie at table seven with a black eye and a lollipop mouth jumped up and down. I pulled a key from my cape and showed the audience how nicely it clicked into place in the bulky iron lock of the seafaring trunk Susie and I had refashioned into a coffin. I held it to my mouth as if to swallow it, then smiled and pitched it to Susie, who tossed it like a hot potato to Dash.

“Give her the key, brother. . . .”

Keep the mark’s eyes moving all the time, Señor Bravura had always said. And, Dad, you sure knew about moving, didn’t you?

The lass slipped the key betwixt her breasts while Susie opened the casket for me to slip into.

“Ladies and gentlemen, tonight I am here not just to perform mere parlor tricks. My assistants will be coming around with slips of paper and pencils for you to write down your most troubling questions. My mind will travel through time and space while my body lies here at rest. When I return from my metaphysical journey, I shall have the answers for you!”

Once inside the coffin, I breathed softly and waited. I knew it would take Susie and Dash exactly two and a half minutes to unlock the trunk, hand out the scraps, and collect ’em back from the dupes. Then Dash would set them on fire—a bunch of blank scraps, of course.

I breathed in deeply, immune by now to the dust. That’s funny. One of those dupes really has a problem. I was getting a distinct image of a young woman, maybe Dash’s age. No, older than that, but with young eyes. The girl had dirt on her face, and her blonde hair was matted with bits of foliage, but you didn’t notice those flaws because her ass was tight enough to stop traffic. And stop traffic she did. On a road . . . not around here. But where? Another city, across the river? No. Farm country. Maybe. There was someone who really cared about this girl but didn’t know where she was.

Or so you think! another voice in my head shouted. It’s easy to make up stories to yourself when you’re locked in a casket of your own creation, trying not to go nuts from the worries weighing on you. It’s easy to make up stories in your head about other people’s troubles. But each dusting of earth on the girl’s face and each soft, girlish muscle in the lass’s leg looked as real as rickets. I could feel the danger she was in.

Two and a half minutes. I took out the cross and pushed it through the hole in the bottom of the trunk. I had gotten the idea for the act from Journey into Fear, a picture with Orson Welles. In one scene an angled cross resembling a relic of the Inquisition is brought onstage, along with a coffin. Combining this with a mind-reading act was my idea.

The movies were where I got my inspiration. The last time I saw Dad—just about a dozen years ago—was at the cinema. He took me to the Orchard Plaza to see The Invisible Man. Claude Rains played a mad scoundrel with a power I coveted; the idea of invisibility fascinated me from that moment forward.

“Does such a compound exist, Dad? Could I make myself invisible?”

“It’s a ruse, that’s all—ya hear me, lassie? There’s no compound, except straight whiskey, that’ll make you disappear.”

“Not disappear, Dad. Become invisible. I could still see and hear everyone around me.”

“Oh, thens maybe you’d wants to make yerself an invisibility cloak.”

Do you have to speak that way, Dad? You sound off your nut.

“How?”

But Señor told me to watch the picture, and when the show was done he advised me to make an appearance at school. When I got home that day, he was gone. For good. The cookie jar was empty, and the smell of Valentino, his cologne, hung in the air. In my eleven-year-old mind, I thought maybe I’d played a part in making him disappear . . . somehow. Sure, I’d wished him gone many a time, and imagined holding Mama in my arms all night long, without his interfering presence. I didn’t bank on the fact that Mama’s case of nerves would make it impossible for her to get steady work. Somebody had to pay the bills, and it turned out that somebody was me.

Maybe I should hang my hat on an invisibility trick. If I pull it off the way I want to, there might be success, money . . .

I heard two quick taps. Using the mirrored cross, I could see Susie’s hand holding the first billet. She read from the paper: “Will I find my mother’s brooch?”

From underneath the stage (where Susie had snuck while Dash wearily entertained the audience), she fed me pantomimed clues.

Six seconds later, the next one.

“Will my brother leave his two-timing wife?”

“Will I come into some dough this year?”

And on, and on, for another minute, but nothing about a lost young girl. Maybe it was just my imagination.

[image: image]

After last call, Susie and I clinked glasses as a down-on-his-luck bum pushed a ratty broom around for two bits and a six-pack. The last of the dime-a-dance girls pulled her Johnny into a telephone booth and steamed up the box with him.

“You mind taking care of the trunk?” Susie asked, and my brother nodded.

“Dash,” I said. “Was there a question from a guy about a runaway daughter?”

Dash shook his head.

“Can you check the leftover scraps? Just curious.”

He nodded and headed backstage to deal with the artifices of magic.

“What was that all about?” Susie squawked.

“I had another flash tonight, Susie. A vision. I think we should try again to develop a real mind-reading act.”

“What do you call what we was doing tonight?”

“I call it smoke and mirrors,” I said. “I call it trickery.”

“Hey, that’s entertainment!”

“Susie, there’s more that I can do. There are plenty of entertainers. But how many of us can tap into the void, see the invisible?”

“Translation, please!”

“I can read minds, Susie.”

“Yeah, well, then read mine.”

“I won’t play that game. It’s an insult. You refuse to believe; your doors are closed.”

“Not all my doors,” Susie said with a wink of the eye and a lick of the lips.

“Please, Susie. I had an experience tonight that I can’t brush off.”

“Okay, spill.”

“I saw images of a runaway girl, out there on the road . . . in danger. Maybe someone who loved her was at the show tonight.”

“Maybe it was indigestion,” Susie said, shoving a handful of bar food into her mouth. “Beer nut?”

I shook my head in disgust.

“They’re good! Not too salty. Come on. It don’t matter anyway, even if you think you can read minds. This method works best. It’s a classic. Real mind reading—whatever that’s supposed to be—is too risky. It could put us outta business.”

“Ladies,” a soft, gravelly voice said.

“Mr. Algeria, how goes it, boss?” Susie asked.

“Let’s have a talk in my office,” he said.

Susie and I exchanged worried looks as we followed him into the coat-check room he used as his office.

Mr. Algeria could have been about fifty-eight or a decade higher or lower in either direction. His hair sprang up in gray and black patches that looked like cotton candy dipped in cigarette ash. His paunch appeared solid, but he had to be vulnerable like any other man. After all, even Houdini was unable to survive after being sucker-punched by a tedious philistine named Whitehead. As for me, I preferred to stay on Algeria’s good side.

“Your brudder ees ruining the act,” he said.

“I know he needs a charisma transplant, but he’s just fine. He’s family,” I said.

“Family is for eating couscous and merguez with,” he said. “It’s sex that sells; we gotta give the customers what they want.”

“He sounds like Dad, doesn’t he, Bravura?”

Dash had snuck behind us.

“Mr. Algeria, we can work this out, right? Dash, we’ll figure it out.”

“Only feegure I want to see is like this,” Algeria said, pantomiming the shape of an hourglass.

“I’d rather stay behind the scenes,” Dash said. “The people out there scare me.”

I was relieved that he’d let me off the hook. The sooner we could get some busty dame on the bill to bring in the big bucks, the better, but I couldn’t stand the mopey cow eyes he was flashing me.

“Sure, sure, Mr. A, we’ll get right on it,” Susie said, hustling Dash and me out of the office.

I told Susie I’d meet her at the bar and took Dash aside.

“It’s all right, kid,” I said. “We’ll get you some other job.”

He just looked at me and didn’t say anything. It was moments like this that I wanted to kill the boy. He was dead weight. No energy. No ideas. Did I have to think of everything? Do everything?

I returned to Susie at the bar, feeling sick.

“How’d it go with your brother?” Susie asked.

“Enough talk about my family. Algeria’s right. We need some new blood to bring this act to life, and to bring in some real dough. And we need that blood to flow through a thirty-six–twenty-four–thirty-six package.”

“Fine,” Susie said. “But if I may offer a little psychy-lotchical observation: anytime some problem comes up with your family, you lose your cool.”

“Stick to show biz, Susie,” I said, and pulled a slim new cigar out of her hair with a magical flourish. “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”

I dug in my pockets for matches but couldn’t find any. Susie reached across the bar, grabbed a book, and lit the torch with one hand. Real cute. I covered her fingers and puffed. Her hand felt strangely cold.



3
Phantom Lady


I hustled off the train and up onto the sooty street. It was a short walk to the art gallery, and my nerves were starting to clack and jangle. I tried a breathing technique I’d learned from a book a snake charmer lent me once—written by Swami Maharaj. A big deal down old India way, apparently.

I entered the June Parsons Gallery on Fifty-Seventh Street. Gogol, the guard, handed me a program, and I slipped him a pass to the Ancient Mau Club, where I bartended on Thursdays. He spun away from me with a smile, showing off his dance moves. I looked around, and when I didn’t see my museum date, I strolled alone till I found a painting that spoke to me.

And there it was.

Chaos on canvas. It was titled Full Fathom Five. Jackson Pollock. A con man with a bucket of paint, sure he was. But oh, what he could do with those drips! Somehow the con had become the real thing and now rang true as a well-tuned fiddle. According to the blurb, he used everything in reach of his savage paws to make the painting swing and jive. A key, a comb, cigarette butts, coins, rusty nails. I sat on the bench and tried to find the dirty little details beneath the scraped-up starry shapes. And then I smelled her. The woodsy scent of musk conjured up the forest at night—an odd complement to the brainy maze of lines and shapes and visions on the wall.

“Hello, Mama,” I said, without turning around. I rose to face the lady, who looked like she’d had a rough night; she rocked slightly, unsteady on her feet. Still, her dress fit real nice: a cute little cobalt-blue one-piece number. The diagonally crossed neckline, styled with a surplice closing, had gathers at the extended shoulders and at one side of the bodice. The four-gored skirt fell in an easy flare. The veil covered her eyes. Mama had worked as Señor Bravura’s costumer in the early days. I had learned a lot about looking spruced-up on the cheap from her.

“How I so look forward to these Fridays, darling,” Mama said.

“Yeah, it’s like Shabbat minus the faith,” I laughed, wishing I’d been raised with more beliefs, like the Semitic Houdini (né Weiss) clan.

“So, what do you think of the Pollock?” Mama asked.

“It’s exhilarating. But I’m not sure I completely understand it.”

“You’re looking for meaning again, Bravura. Just like your father. He was so literal.”

“I’m not like him,” I snapped. “He lacked imagination.”

“Well, he did have a wicked sense of humor. He woke me up one early morning in 1924, just after Labor Day, to wait for the first edition of the paper so we could see whether Leopold and Loeb would be hanged or not for that awful thrill kill. He plunked down two pennies for the New York Daily Mirror, read me Judge Caverly’s decision—life plus ninety-nine years for each—and excerpts from Clarence Darrow’s plea for mercy for them, and then he got down on one knee and said, ‘Let’s have another baby. This time a real boy.’ I asked him if he was secretly hoping for a killer to be nurtured in my womb. Of course, when your brother, Dash, came along, we knew that was not to be. He was as timid as a rabbit, and nowhere near as swift.”

A little jiving lingo was how all her people spoke. Harlem swing and farmland twang. Sometimes it just got to be too much effort trying to decode Mama’s choice of words, her select inflections, her breathy pauses. Besides, I knew these stories well enough. Señor had always admired the killers, said if he’d had more guts he would’ve pursued a life of violent crime. Instead he avoided blood and pursued only women and money. More often than not, one led to the other.

“Full fathom five thy father lies,” Mama said, quoting the Bard and pointing a sharp copper fingernail at the Pollock. “So, tell me what you observe.”

“I’ve read about him, Mama. I know when the war started his drinking peaked and he went to a Jungian analyst who encouraged him to create drawings. Next thing you know, he’s seeing his art in a spookier light: shadows of the H-bomb blowing the whole world to bits and like that. He also tried spraying paint onto his canvas with a syringe. Sounds like your type of guy, huh? Maybe we can swing uptown to 125th and Bumpy Johnson can make the introduction?”

“No need to be so defensive, dear. I know you know the details of his craft. I want you to know more. I want you to understand the secret to being a great artist. You’re a magician, and finding the magic path between mind and hands is everything.”

I leaned in closer, suddenly thirsty for knowledge, but Mama turned my head to look right back at the painting.

“Look deeply, without blinking. Allow your vision to blur.”

I complied and sat waiting for another instruction, until I’d forgotten my first directions and simply sat, pulled in by the ocean of green invaded by divers of all different colors, each one bolder than the next.

“Empty your pockets, Bravura. But don’t for a second take your eye off the painting.”

I reached into my trousers and felt something small and round. A button. It must’ve been the one that had popped off my vest when Susie and I were rehearsing the Tunnel of Doves act.

I searched my coat, a gift from an older woman: a fancy patterned men’s jacket, made of chic gray cotton velvet with a bold check pattern. Single-breasted and three-buttoned, with notched lapels, flap pockets, and single back vent. Mama had altered it for me to make it form-fitting. She loved when I looked like a dandy.

In the left pocket I felt the edgy bulge of pennies and the fingerlike pressure of a book of matches. If memory served, the latter came from King of Clubs, one of my favorite haunts on Fifty-Second Street. They played the latest jazz and kept the latest rookie blue boys from coming in and busting heads. I dropped the change and the sticks into Mama’s hand.

“Now, concentrate hard, Bravura. Tell me if you see the hidden objects in the painting.”

I squinted and said I did see the texture of matches just beneath a yellow patch of light. And were those coins beneath the slate-colored patches?

“So that’s how it’s done, Mama? You take what you have in your pocket . . .”

“And you make it into art. That’s right, my dearest Bravura. Your father’s mother used to tell your father, ‘When life gives you lemons, you make meringue.’ Of course, in her case she added a stash of gin to the pie, so that dish often finished with a terribly bitter bite. You’ve more originality than that, Bravura, more sensitivity. Much more of everything.”

My heart expanded. It was like the wonderful old days: I was reading Mama’s mind and could hear her very thoughts. You have the talent to change the face of magic. You have the gift, my darling. But now Mama was saying the words aloud.

“I like to think you got those things from me,” Mama said, breaking the spell. “You have the chance to do what I could’ve done with my talent if he hadn’t ruined my chances, by making me a mother while I was just about to bloom.”

And suddenly the romantic record got flipped to the other side: a washed-up lady singin’ the blues. Why couldn’t she ever see me for who I was—not just as a reflection of her?

“Do you have something for me?”

“All business today, aren’t you, Mama? I’ve got plenty for you, but here’s what you really want: my cash,” I said, slipping an envelope out of my satchel and into Mama’s purse.

Mama took it out, opened it, and counted it.

“What is this, Bravura, a trick? Make it reappear, please.”

“It’s not gonna reappear tonight, Mama. We got some bad news at the club last night. Money might be tighter for a while.”

All she wants from me is money. But somehow I knew she was still thinking about him. Stuck on him. Wondering where he was after all these years. It was more than a little insulting. I needed to make sure Mama was taken care of, along with my kid brother, and then I could bust out of town to make my own fate. The bad luck of the Bravura clan was weighing me down like a dead elephant left behind after the circus has moved on to the next burg.

“Why are you short? It’s not that Susie, is it?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Mama. Susie pinches a penny every chance she gets. I’m lucky to have her managing our act.”

“Then what happened?”

I really did not want to get into this. Seeing Mama made me want to sleep. Forever.

“Well, first let me tell you . . . during the mind-reading part of the show, I had a vision. I really think I tapped into . . .”

“You used your powers as a mentalist?” Mama asked, clearly thrilled. “You can gain a reputation on the stage, Bravura. Play better houses. Hollywood will come a-courting; you’ll . . .”

I could see Mama’s eyes go glassy. She’d probably begun drinking well before she’d arrived at the museum.

“Look, Mama,” I said. “The real news is this: Mr. Algeria said Dash has to go. He wants a lady to replace him.”

“A lady? What lady?”

“I don’t know yet; Susie and I are going to hold auditions.”

“Susie . . . Her street mannerisms will surely scare away any quality performer.”

“Now, Mama . . .”

“Dash makes money from this act—and now you seem to be short on cash.”

“Don’t worry. I’m just trying to be frugal. All your bills will be paid.”

“Yes, but what about the things that give my life meaning? Bravura, you’re a born performer, and so am I! Why, in Hollywood—”

“Okay, Mama, hold your polo ponies. Let me just get through this audition, and then we can focus on fame and fortune.”

“All right, Bravura. But you know the secret of casting a spell: focus on what you want to create to the exclusion of everything else. If you rid your mind of distractions, you can access the power to create your own reality.”

My own reality, Mama? Or yours?



4
The Lady from Shanghai


Walking out of my sleeping quarters and into the adjacent theater the next morning, I could smell plywood, rusty nails, and Susie’s drugstore French perfume, La Poof. The black wood floor was covered with little pieces of glow tape that stubbornly wouldn’t unstick, and scratch marks from where large props had been moved in a rough hurry. At one end of the room hung a thick curtain that exploded like a burlesque babe’s slashed artery: red velvet, bedecked with rhinestones. Behind it: a tiny apartment within the theater. It contained a matching red velvet sofa, a coffee table covered with candles, two wooden chairs painted gold, and a tiny galley kitchen just a footstep away.

“Let’s hustle and finish up before the auditions,” I commanded.

“Jiminy Cricket, I really can’t wait till we find a girl, Bravura,” Susie said. “I . . . I mean, we really need a third banana to help us get the act back up on its feet. I been working like a chicken laying eggs on the night shift, and I can’t do it all by myself.”

We’d had a good run with Mr. Algeria, but I didn’t need to be a mind reader to read the writing on the wall. Television was making him nervous; it was threatening to keep people home on the couch, instead of at his club on the slouch. In truth, it was Susie who was making the act look a little seedy. She was great behind the scenes but wasn’t as fresh-faced as she used to be. And even a drunken audience notices when a gal’s past her beauty-contest days after they’ve coughed up a few bits for a show. I knew I needed a more angelic face to help me live up to my potential as a mentalist and as a woman.

Susie shifted the scrim to what would serve as our audition stage.

“I don’t know why you told Dash he didn’t need to come in and help us.”

“The kid needs a break.”

“That family of yours, Bravura. I tell ya . . .”

“You tell me nothing!” I snapped. “This family is your ticket to the big time, Susie!”

“Or to my grave!” she squawked.

“Enough!”

I sat on the floor of the simple black-box theater and reread an old fan letter to calm my frayed nerves, as Susie perched above me on a rickety ladder. She was driving nails into one of the magic-show props. It was the backdrop for the classic knife-throwing act. In this version, there was a crime scene–like outline of a woman’s body. This was where a real woman would stand while I threw knives at her. A real woman, not a cheap knockoff like Susie.

Today she was incongruously dressed for the job in a tight skirt that looked like it was going to split right up her wazoo every time she moved. Still, the kid sure could wield a hammer. Despite my disdain for Susie’s rough edges, I had to admit I liked what I saw. A cute little ass in black tights. A hole in them revealed the shiny hue of her candy apple–red panties. The image was positively immoral to me. I turned back to my fan letter, newly energized.

Susie tried to be immoral for me between the sheets, but it just wasn’t her nature. She liked to hold me tight and scream into the night, but it was all the stuff before and after that I longed for, and Susie just wasn’t into those luxurious little details. Everything was a job to her. I wanted a dreamy girl to get my engine revved up, not a handy helper to drive her all the way home. But there was something to be said for a girl who knew how to drive stick like a pro.

“Would you hand me that wenaught?”

“Eh?”

It was hard enough to understand Susie through her Brooklyn accent, let alone through a mouthful of nails.

“Wing nut!”

I picked up the box of wing nuts and pretended to toss them up to Susie but pulled back at the last moment. Susie reached for them and almost fell off the ladder. It was our old psych-out trick.

“Gotcha!”

“Not funny! I hate it when you do that.”

Susie climbed down off the ladder and grabbed the box herself.

“This is all in a day’s work for me. Don’t let me keep you from your fan mail.”
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