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To my daughters, Zaya and Evangelina, who have all the qualities from the best magic tricks: They’re beautiful, mesmerizing, and impossible to figure out




Chapter One


“Why, oh why, oh why did we move here?”


—Max’s diary, Wednesday, March 8, 1944


Maxine Larousse climbed over the boxes in the moving truck, searching for the three boxes she had specifically labeled were only to be touched by her hands. Even as she looked, she knew she wouldn’t find them. Her mother had selective illiteracy, and the GIs that were helping them move, well, they were GIs after all, far more interested in shooting at Nazis than ensuring an eleven-year-old’s meticulously written instructions were followed to the letter.


“Hey, Buck! Lookie here, I got a magic wand!” one of the GIs yelled from just outside the truck.


Oh gosh, that’s box number two, Max thought with a groan. She stumbled over the walls of cardboard as she rushed off the truck. The blond GI, who she remembered had said his name was Gil, waved her wand around in the air. “Somebody get me a sorcerer’s hat so I can be Mickey Mouse!”


Max fought the horror in her throat and scrambled to snatch the wand from his hand. “Can’t you read, you big gorilla?” she asked and pointed at the box from which the wand had come.


WARNING! AUTHORIZED PERSONS ONLY!


UNAUTHORIZED OPENERS WILL BE IN VIOLATION OF THE


MAGICIAN’S CODE!!!!


AND MAY BE CUT IN HALF!!!!


YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED!


Gil scrunched up his forehead as he read the label.


I probably should have made it shorter to account for limited attention spans, Max thought.


He grinned as he finished. “So you’re a magician? That explains your weird-looking bunny.”


She rolled her eyes. “It’s a ferret.”


“What is that, a long bunny?” he asked.


She ignored his question and carefully placed the wand back in the box.


Buck, the brown-haired GI, came over to try to peek inside. Max slammed the flaps shut.


“You should show us a trick real fast,” Buck said.


“I’m trying,” she said. “I’m making all these boxes disappear.”


“Aw, come on, Squirt,” Gil said and poked her in the ribs. “We’ve been doing all the work here. The least you could do is give us a magic show.”


At what age do boys stop acting like chimpanzees? she wondered.


Mrs. Larousse came out of their new home carrying a pitcher of lemonade on a tray with some glasses. “What’s all this racket I hear?” she said with an air of charm she’d never used back in Brooklyn. The GIs instinctively straightened up, as though the wife of a major deserved a salute like her husband.


“They want me to put on a magic show,” Max said.


Mrs. Larousse placed the tray in the truck’s cargo area and poured lemonade into the glasses. She handed them to the boys. “And? Why don’t you?”


“This isn’t really the place.”


Mrs. Larousse sat next to her tray, her legs dangling off the end of the truck, and straightened out her skirt under her apron. She gave Max the smile that was code for “do this or die” and took a sip from the glass Max had assumed was for her. “Oh, I don’t know. This seems like a magical moment to me.”


Max looked at their yard, with its brown grass and anthills and literally nothing else, and felt the breeze bringing the hot air of Abilene, Texas, wafting across her forehead. This is magic? Then I’ve been doing it wrong. She sighed and wondered if this was finally the time to become the second woman in history—after only the great Madame Adelaide Herrmann—to attempt the BULLET CATCH TRICK. She decided her mother didn’t have the stomach for it and opened the box back up. She found a jar of coins and picked out a quarter.


“Here, take this and examine it closely.” She handed it to Gil.


“You could at least pull it from my ear,” he said. She didn’t laugh. He looked at the front. “Okay, so it’s got the standing liberty on the front, eagle on the back. Hey, it’s 1925. That’s the year I was born!”


“Good, good,” Max said. She tried her best to channel her stage persona, THE AMAZING MAX, even though there was literally nothing bedazzling about this venue. “Now, would you say you would recognize it if I showed it to you again?”


He nodded. “Yeah, it’s pretty distinctive.”


“So, if I had a group of, say, three quarters, could you pick out this exact one?” She took the quarter from his hand and held it up.


“Yup.”


“What if there were four? How about then?”


He laughed. “Oh yeah, sweetie. You don’t forget your birth year.”


“Even if there were five?” she asked.


“Even if there were twenty-five, I could pick out that quarter.”


“Okay, so you’re pretty smart. In fact, I’ll bet,” she waved her hand over the quarter, and it vanished “even if there were no quarters, you could still pick out that quarter.”


Gil and Buck both stared at her hand in silence. Then they looked at the ground. Then they walked around her to see if she was hiding the quarter behind her back. They made her move to check under her shoe. She even showed them both her hands to prove it was gone.


“Oh, wow, that’s pretty good,” Gil finally said.


“Sure, thanks,” Max said. “But what do you say? Could you pick out that quarter even if there were no quarters?”


Gil shook his head. “No, of course not. There aren’t any quarters to pick from.”


“Check your back pocket,” she said.


He slipped his hand into his pants pocket, and then he got the look on his face like a man who had just discovered oil in his backyard. He slowly brought his fingers out to reveal a quarter—liberty standing on the front, eagle on the back, and the year that was so familiar, because it was his birth year, emblazoned on the bottom.


“I knew you could pick it out,” she said. And then she let THE AMAZING MAX go back to sleep. “Mom, seriously, why are you drinking my lemonade?” Her mother begrudgingly handed her the glass.


Gil and Buck started applauding. “Wow, that was amazing! How did you do it?”


She shrugged, swallowed her lemonade, and carried her box into the house. The trick was so simple she was pretty sure it wasn’t covered by the magician’s code, but she wouldn’t give those oafs the satisfaction of an answer.


Besides, that would mean admitting that she had slipped one of her 1925 quarters into Gil’s back pocket thirty minutes earlier, just in case such an illusion proved necessary, and the fact that her hand had been close to his back pocket was a secret she would take to her grave. Other than that detail, though, the trick was a simple matter of palming the other quarter until they were looking on the ground, then slipping it into her own pocket so she could show her empty hands. Way, way too easy.


Max went into her room and set the box on her bed. She barely noticed the rat-tat-tat of Houdini trying to find a way out of his cage over in the corner. Which meant he wasn’t really trying. That little white ferret had earned his name probably a thousand times.


Whoops, make that a thousand and one.


Max plucked Houdini off the floor just as he was scurrying to steal her freshly unpacked shoes. She nuzzled his nose and kissed his stinky head, then she let him go on the floor again and watched him drag the dress shoes that she hoped she’d never wear again under her bed.


“You know how I used to tell my friends that the saddest thing in the world was being almost twelve and still not being famous?” she asked him. He stopped in his shoe-stealing duties and looked at her. “Well, it turns out I was wrong. This place is the saddest thing in the world.”


He licked his lips and pushed her shoe with his nose. She plopped down next to him and stared in his eyes. “Did you see what I did there, Houdini? I made you believe that I had friends.” She took the shoe and tossed it on top of her dresser. “THE AMAZING MAX strikes again. Ta-da!”


Houdini was far less frustrated with the verbal trick she’d just pulled on him as he was with the fact that her shoe was now out of his reach. He shuffled over under her bed in search of some other item worthy of his thieving efforts.


She got up and plopped on top of her bed. “Oh well, whatever. I have you. And I’ll probably make friends, right? I mean, boring west Texas friends who say ‘y’all’ and ride horses, but friends nonetheless.”


She could hear Buck and Gil outside, mumbling some ignorant version of a magical spell. They must have found box number three. She groaned and got back up. “And maybe, if I’m really lucky, one of those friends could be a capable assistant and we’ll put on the magic show of the century.”


But probably not, she thought to herself, not even wanting to say that last part to Houdini. Finding a kindred spirit here in cowboy land would be a magic trick even I wouldn’t believe.


She hurried out before the GI movers could violate the plainly written instructions and incur a well-deserved dismembering, regardless of how much she secretly would have loved to see that happen.
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Chapter Two


Houdini wallowed on top of Max’s dresser as she worked on the last three steps of the FLOATING CARD TRICK. He was miles away from interested in what she was doing, which meant she needed more practice. Ferrets, you see, are excellent barometers of showmanship.


She had just gotten the ace of spades to rise out of the deck, and Houdini had just started paying attention, when her mother called her to the kitchen.


“Max! I still need your help in here!”


Max had hoped that her vanishing act would go unnoticed. Sadly, she wasn’t nearly the escape artist her ferret was. She dragged herself back into the kitchen, where her mother was surrounded by half-unpacked boxes.


“I thought you were going to the bathroom,” Mrs. Larousse said. “Why’d you disappear on me?”


“I’m a magician, Mom. Disappearing is what I do,” Max said. “Anyway, I thought Dad was coming home soon. He’s so much better at unpacking than I am. I might as well be a monkey the way I unpack your things. Breaking them, sitting on them, stacking them so they fall over. I’m such a burden.”


Her mother rolled her eyes. “As grateful as I am for your sacrifice, your father isn’t here, so you have to keep burdening me with your help.”


Max sighed, rather loudly, and plopped down to start unwrapping teacups. Even when Major Larousse was there, he wasn’t there. She could see in his eyes that he still heard the rumbles of tanks and felt the African sun beating down on his head, even though the battle was thousands of miles away. “When will he come home?”


“I don’t know, sweetie. This is new for all of us.”


Her mother had said those words at least a dozen times over the last few weeks: the entire time they were packing up in New York, the four-day trip driving across seven states to get to Texas, and at least three times since they’d pulled up to the little cardboard-colored house that looked like tornado bait. It helped Max to know that her mother, who had lived her entire life bouncing around the five boroughs of New York City, felt just as out of place in the land of cowboys as Max did. But Max knew there was even more to it than that.


Because it was new for everyone. New for her and her mother, whose big-city accents were now ambushed by the Abilene small-town drawl. And also new, in the worst sense, for Major Larousse, who had always enjoyed challenging Max to a nice game of hopscotch or hide-and-seek in Central Park before he had been sent off to jolly old Morocco. There he spent his time reminding GIs to hop and hide from bullets on the front lines. . . . That is, until he forgot to take his own advice and took a bullet in the hip. Now there was no time for games at all because he was stuck spending his days behind a desk, doing something she once thought he would never, ever do.


He was babysitting the Nazis. That’s what Max had called it when her mother told her about the job. Of course, that wasn’t the official name. Officially, he was in charge of the guards and prisoners at Camp Barkeley, a place for captured German soldiers that were being held by the American troops. They were prisoners of war, and her dad was a little like their warden. He was to sit in his office and make sure they were fed, had their bedtime, and had plenty to do during the day to keep them out of trouble.


But he wasn’t supposed to be punishing the prisoners, so it wasn’t exactly like a real prison in Max’s opinion. He was holding the prisoners, which made no sense to her at all. These were the people that filled the newsreels with horror stories. They were bombing London, killing civilians, and shooting bullets into the hips of perfectly good fathers who had perfectly good daughters, perfectly happy back in their redbrick homes in Brooklyn. Letting the monsters work on farms and earn wages and go swimming and eat three good meals a day just seemed like a trick. And not a magic trick.


It was an hour and a half of unpacking all the knickknacks and figurines they’d accumulated from both sides of the family, arranging them on the shelves, rearranging them, and then repacking the pieces that didn’t quite “fit the décor,” as her mother said. Finally, once she was satisfied with the display, she sealed the box back up and slid it over to Max. “Go ahead and put this away.”


Max blinked. “Put it away?”


Her mother nodded. “Yes, we don’t need the rest of these out.”


“Then why do we have them?”


“In case we eventually need them. Or if your grandmother comes to visit.”


Max tried to imagine the blitzkrieg they’d endure if her Grandma Schauder came and wasn’t greeted by the Hummel figurines yodeling on the mantel. It sent a chill down her spine. “Where do you want me to put them, then?”


“Out in that storm cellar.”


Another chill down her spine, only this one lingered. “Really? By myself?”


Her mother stifled a grin. “Are you afraid? THE AMAZING MAX? Master of the Dark Arts? Madame Queen of the Ghostly? Scared of a creaky old storm cellar in the middle of the day?”


Max narrowed her eyes, picked up the box and Major Larousse’s flashlight, and spun toward the back door so fast her ponytail whipped around and smacked her in the face.


“Oh, honey, I’m just teasing. I’ll go with you if you want.”


“Don’t bother,” Max said. “I’d rather die alone than bring a cantankerous old goat into the sacred Indian burial grounds and risk angering the ghosts.”


“Was that referring to me? I lost track after ‘alone.’”


Max let the slamming of the screen door act as her reply as she headed out to the door in the ground that served as the entrance to the creepiest place on earth.


The storm cellar.


Max had never seen a storm cellar before that day, and at first thought it sounded quite magical. Like a hidden room where a wizard might concoct thunder and hurricanes and then keep them in bottles on long, gnarled shelves in case of an emergency. Which, of course, she knew wasn’t possible. There was no such thing as magic, at least not the wizarding kind. But there was the magic you could make yourself, and she would have loved to find a way to bottle a hurricane, even if only in an illusion.


Unfortunately, the entire vision of the kindly wizard and the tamed cyclones was itself an illusion. Instead, the storm cellar was a dark, dank, bug-filled hole in the ground, lined with cement, accessible only via the ricketiest staircase ever built, which was revealed by pulling on a cinder block that was dangling from a thick wire. The wire went through a pulley on top of a pole, and then attached at the other end to a heavy metal door. The door that was stuck in the ground.


The door she was now straining to open.


How do you get out of the cellar if the door is closed? she wondered as both her feet slowly lowered to the ground with the descent of the cinder block. She climbed on top of it. It took every last ounce of weight an eleven-year-old magician had on her body to open that darn door. Pushing it open from the inside, she imagined, would be impossible.


She shook her head. That scenario was the stuff of nightmares.


The cinder block touched the ground, and she stepped off. She peered through the open door, where the sunlight happily illuminated the first seven steps, but then lost the wrestling match with darkness and left the rest of the abyss as black as midnight.


Luckily Max had the flashlight. She turned it on and shone it down the staircase, which was a mess of warped boards that strained against the nails supposedly holding them onto a cracked beam on the right and the concrete wall on the left. She picked up the box of knickknacks, balanced the flashlight on top, and headed down into the cellar.


She made it down the first five steps with no problem, but the sixth step was only fastened on one side, and so it moved under her foot. She tried to keep her balance and dropped down to the seventh step, teetered, then finally found her footing again on the eighth. Thankfully, the ever-important knickknacks were unscathed. Not thankfully, the flashlight slipped off the top of the box and bounced the rest of the way down, the clack of it hitting every step echoing off the concrete walls. The flashlight landed at the bottom, shining its beam back up at her face.


She squinted and inched the rest of the way down, trying very hard to not die while also not breaking any of the chubby-cheeked milkmaids stowed away in the box for the ride.


She stepped off the bottom stair and onto the concrete floor. Or, rather, into a puddle of very smelly water that was on the concrete floor. She yelped and tried to jump over the puddle, landing in a much deeper, much smellier one. She stretched her foot over to the flashlight and kicked it around so that it shone across the room and over to the far wall, where a wooden bench perfectly suited for a box of knickknacks was located.


She did her best to dance across the floor on all the dry patches, misjudging only occasionally. Once she was able to set her box down on the bench, she was a little surprised at how dry her left shoe was. Her right shoe was soaked through, but her left still had a dry spot right above the heel. Amazing.


She hurried over to grab the flashlight and decided to get better acquainted with the generally terrifying arena she was in. She was fully prepared for rattlesnakes or possums or some other vermin to jump out at her. Because she had a ferret, she was immune to surprise animal attacks.


She was glad to know she was the only thing alive down there. She did see what appeared to be a rat skeleton over in the corner, but it was unquestionably dead, as most skeletons are. She decided to leave it until she could sneak it into her room without her mother seeing. You never knew when you could use a skeleton in a magic show, and she’d rather have it and not need it.


It was when she turned her attention to the walls that she realized Major Larousse should probably put a lock on the cellar door. The house they were moving into had been vacant for a little over six months, and it appeared that someone had taken the liberty of stowing away down in the cellar during that time. They had also taken it upon themselves to decorate the walls with either chalk or white paint. If you could call what they did decoration.


There were the usual profanities strewn about. She was used to those. And there were the strange pictures of people doing strange things. She was, well, not used to those, but she wasn’t shocked by them. When you’ve been raised around GIs, you learn to expect a new level of immaturity from people.


What she wasn’t expecting, however, were the incantations. Poorly spelled, granted, but she recognized them as lines from occultist rituals, dark spells, phrases used to summon the devil himself. They were scrawled across the concrete, framed by pentagrams, bull horns, and other odd symbols that she barely recognized. Which either meant that their cellar had been the location for some crazy pagan religious festival . . . or it meant something far more unsettling.


Somebody else out there was interested in magic. And, considering every last piece of that graffiti was almost an exact copy (sans the poor spelling) of Secrets of Dark Magic: How to Weave the Occult into Your Magic Show (a book her grandmother had made her burn when she’d found it on Max’s shelf), she was fairly certain she was in for some steep competition.


Max cracked her knuckles and hurried back up the stairs.




Chapter Three


Max sat in the fluffy green chair outside her dad’s office, a picnic basket filling the seat next to her. She was waiting for her mother, who had just run back home to get salt. They were going to have dinner with Major Larousse. He’d said he could come home for dinner, but Mrs. Larousse refused, because this would not be their first dinner together in the new house. The first dinner would officially take place after every box was unpacked, every shelf in the pantry was fully stocked, and every conversation regarding placement of furniture or location of plugs had been exhausted.


So they would eat an impromptu picnic in the major’s office. Which was quite alright for Max. She didn’t much enjoy eating dinner alone with her mother, since they’d done their fair share of that while Major Larousse was off in Morocco. Besides, sitting in that house was merely a reminder that her life was a half-baked, wispy version of itself, and that someone else out there was working on their own brand of magic. She’d much rather be biding her time in his office.


Except he was in a meeting. Which meant she was biding her time in the fluffy green chair in the hall.


At the far end of the hall, a man in a gray uniform swept the floor, head down, swinging the broom back and forth like a pendulum keeping time in a clock. The gray uniform was drab and unassuming, the activity dull and calming, and all of it together served as a screaming siren that this man was not a GI, but rather a far more sinister character. A Nazi prisoner.


Max tried to ignore the annoying shiver that crept up her spine. Her dad had threatened her life if she treated the prisoners as though they were freaks or outsiders. But they were freaks and outsiders, so this task was very difficult. No amount of smoke or mirrors could change the fact that she was less than fifteen feet away from a sworn enemy of the United States. And of all of humanity, really.


She shook her head, pulled out her deck of cards, and started working on the FLOATING CARD TRICK again, moving to the rhythm of the broom tapping the chairs. Without the judgmental glare of Houdini, maybe she could actually plow through the kinks in the routine.


She felt like she was really getting somewhere (probably not ferret-approval level, but at least good enough to mesmerize those GIs from earlier) when she noticed that the sound of sweeping had stopped.


She glanced down the hall to see where the Nazi had gone.


He stood in front of her. Watching her. His piercing blue eyes didn’t blink. His mustache fluttered as he breathed, and it was the only movement he made. He stood there, holding the broom, looming over her like a colossus. Staring down at the deck of cards in her hands.


Her throat felt tight as she froze in his gaze.


Like a cobra breaking free from a trance, he moved toward her and she screamed.


He bent down and picked up the cards she hadn’t realized she’d dropped and handed them to her. Then he spun around and began to sweep again. “Apologies, fräulein.”


The door to the office flew open and Major Larousse rushed out. “Max, was that you? Is everything okay?” He rubbed his hip to alleviate the stiffness.


“Yeah,” she said after a moment of collecting herself and making sure she hadn’t peed on the fluffy green chair. “I’m just getting tired of waiting. Are you almost done?”


Major Larousse sighed and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “These boys are awfully long-winded. It’s as if Hitler never let them talk before, so now they have to voice their opinions about everything.”


Behind him, another man in a gray prison uniform came to the door. He was handsome enough that he could probably be a big star in the movies, but his accent was heavy enough to remind everyone that he’d much rather drop bombs on Hollywood than work there. “Major? Shall we resume? We are almost finished discussing the menu for dinner this week.”


Major Larousse winked at her and straightened up. “Yes, Blaz, I’m coming. But I’m not budging on the meatloaf. You’ll just have to get over your distaste for ketchup.”


They went back into his office and closed the door.


Max glanced at the floor where the prisoner who was meeting with the major had stood. There was dirt scattered all around it. That’s weird, I didn’t see that earlier.


Before she could ponder this any further, the man with the broom hurried over and swept up the dirt. Then he turned and watched her again as she resumed practicing with the deck of cards. She counted to five and then looked him squarely in the eyes. He flinched and hurried back to the other end of the hallway. She felt a silent moment of victory, as though she’d just driven the Nazis out of Libya herself.


After a few more minutes, Mrs. Larousse finally returned carrying salt, pepper, and three more bottles of Coca-Cola.


“Are we staying with Dad for a while?” Max asked.


“I took one more look at those boxes and decided to wave the white flag. We’ll attack them again in the morning.” She took the cards from Max and put them back in their box. “Is your father still in his meeting?”


Max nodded. “The Kraut doesn’t like meatloaf.”


“Well, if he keeps me from my dinner, I won’t like him.” She stood, adjusted her skirt, and went over to rap solidly on the office door. After a moment, Major Larousse opened it.


“Yes, dear?”


“Major, I’m here to tell you that Sergeant and Private Larousse are famished.”


Major Larousse glanced behind him. Blaz crossed his arms and shot him a stern look. Major Larousse returned the look like a tennis player returning a poorly delivered serve. Blaz’s shoulders sank.


“Yes,” Major Larousse said. “We mustn’t let the hardworking American Magician and her mother starve for the sake of Finicky Fritz and his friends.”


Blaz nodded, then averted his eyes as he passed Max and her mom on his way out the door and down the hall. Max glanced at the ground behind him, where a trail of dirt followed his footsteps. The man with the broom swept it up and shot her a reprimanding glare. She promptly returned it, though not as effectively as the major. The man fought a smirk and returned to his work.


“I have told you not to speak to them, haven’t I?” Major Larousse said to her as she walked past him into his office.


“Yes, Daddy,” she said. “I’m not to interact with the Nazis for fear that I’ll mistreat them.”


He chuckled and tousled her hair. “Exactly. No sawing them in half, my dear.”


“Because then we’d be stuck with two Nazis.”


Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the sweeping man watching her out of the corner of his. Those shivers threatened to creep up her spine again. She forced them away with a magical curse. She’d learned a long time ago that her instincts were very susceptible to the mechanisms of illusions. So, even though there was no true magic to the curse, her body was unaware and hurried to follow her command lest she transform herself into a toad.


For an impromptu, we-haven’t-a-thing-ready-to-cook-in-our-newly-inhabited-house picnic, Mrs. Larousse had really done a bang-up job. Turkey legs, ham salad sandwiches, deviled eggs, and pickled beets spread across Major Larousse’s desk like a king’s banquet, and there was a bottle of Coca-Cola with a straw for each of them to quench their inevitable thirst after such salty dishes.


While they worked to clean the gobbler meat off the bones, Major Larousse would periodically begin glancing through papers on his desk or making notes for himself on the yellow legal pad beside his telephone. Mrs. Larousse, every time, would kick him and give the subtle eye glance that parents believe children do not understand, reminding him that his offspring was in need of his attention. Finally, he let out a sigh. “Karly, I’m sorry, but there’s just so much to do.”


“You’re right,” she said. “Though I have a feeling you’re also wrong.”


The major turned to Max and cleared his throat. “Hey, kiddo, why don’t you run over to the PX and see if they’ll give you some licorice on my credit?”


“With the Gestapo running free out there?” her mother protested.


“I’ve got guards at every corner with rifles, and they all came out of Basic just itching to shoot at a Nazi,” he said. “Trust me, she’ll be fine. We need to talk.”


Max groaned. Nothing boggled her mind more than the incessant need of adults to protect their children from hearing grown-up conversations. It wasn’t as though she didn’t already know what they were talking about. She’d read the letters from the colonel, explaining to the major that they’d just had to send a large group of Austrian “anti-Nazi” prisoners to other camps because they were being bullied by the German soldiers who were ardent Nazi loyalists, a group that called themselves “The Black Hand.” She’d also seen his notebook, in which he outlined how the guards ought to deal with anyone attempting to escape. And she’d overheard him on the phone, explaining his view that if they treated the prisoners with civility and respect, he believed they’d return the favor.


She had a feeling that wasn’t working as well as he’d hoped.


She stood up from her chair. “Fine. Where’s the PX?”


“At the end of this road. If you get lost, just ask any GI and they’ll help you out.” He winked at her, just like he used to, but it was more like looking at a photo of a wink than experiencing one in real life. “And stay away from the prisoners’ hutment. I’m trying to make them feel safe around here.”


As she walked out the door, she could hear her mother’s reprimanding voice, “You need to focus on your family when we’re eating.”


“There’s just so much to do here, Karly. These people need me.”


“You have a daughter who needs you too. And she’s been missing you for a very long time.”


Max hurried to get away. Listening to them felt a little like a frog watching himself being dissected. Sick and wrong.


It was dusk when she stepped out of the building onto the patch of dirt called Camp Barkeley. She looked around for a bit, trying to see if there was anything about this particular base that was different from every other base she’d ever visited, since it was a prison camp, after all. It didn’t take long for her to decide that, no, this was a plain Jane military camp, the only distinguishing feature being that this was in the desolate wasteland of west Texas, and thus it was dryer, dustier, and hotter than the other camps she’d visited.


Because the whole place felt so familiar to her, she didn’t bother looking at the signs or asking for directions to the PX. She headed in the direction she assumed it would be and occupied her brainpower with unkinking the steps of that darn card trick. Why was it so difficult for her to perfect? She blamed Texas, an act she had already done a lot and would do many more times over the next few years.


But, as so often happens, it was when she was most sure of her directions that she got the most lost. She meandered along the dusty roads, turning down alleyways that seemed familiar, absentmindedly selecting directions at crossroads, and scuttling along sidewalks that gave no promise of taking her to her destination. And thus, thirty minutes later, when the last rays of the sun had vanished from the sky, she was still walking through the buildings, completely lost but doggedly determined to find her own way.


That is, she was determined all the way up until the moment she overheard a conversation taking place just around the corner ahead of her. A conversation entirely in German.


It was then that she noticed the buildings around here were all a little less inviting. A little more restrained. More hopeless and distraught.


She was roaming through the prisoners’ hutment.


Oh dear, now the turkey leg was not agreeing with her. Her stomach cramped and she stopped walking.


“Was war für das Abendessen?” one of the prisoners around the corner said.


“Braten und Kartoffeln,” the other man said.


Grandma Schauder, a German immigrant from the first World War, had taught her to speak German quite well. Unfortunately, Max’s brain was refusing to translate anything other than her churning stomach, and thus she was forced to assume they were discussing how much they’d like to stumble upon an American girl as lost as an Eskimo in the desert. She froze.


“Ich bin froh, dass ich krank war.”


“Ich wünschte, ich hätte vor dem Abendessen krank gewesen,” the first man said. “Stattdessen bin ich jetzt krank.” Both men laughed.


Max could feel her pulse beating in her neck. She slowly backed away from the corner and into the looming shadow she hoped would hide her until she found her way back to the free part of camp.


Unfortunately, someone was standing behind her.


“Lost, fräulein?” the man who had been sweeping the hallway asked. He was covered in the darkness, but his eyes still tore right through her. He was eating a banana, which somehow made him look even more sinister.


She opened her mouth to try to respond, but her stomach was cramping so much, she couldn’t move past the pain to form any words.


He took a step closer to her.


She pushed the banana into his chest and ran back down the road as fast as she could.


When she ran through another unlit section, she collided with someone else. This time she screamed. Then she realized it was a good old American GI.


“Hey, it’s the Amazing Molly!” the GI said. It took her a second in the dark to realize that it was Gil, all decked out in his guard gear. She glanced at the rifle hanging from his shoulder and finally began to grow calm.


“It’s Max, actually,” she said.


“You lost?” he asked with a maniacal grin.


“No, not at all. I was exploring.” She adjusted her skirt around her waist. “But, since it is dark now, would you mind escorting me to the PX? I’m in need of some licorice. And perhaps another soda.”


He gave her a mock salute and offered her his arm.


She blanched at first, but then remembered the banana-eating Nazi lurking in the shadows somewhere. She put her hand on the crook of his elbow and walked with him down the street in the only direction she hadn’t tried all evening. He whistled “American Patrol” while they strolled, and she tried not to stare down every shadow along their path.


She didn’t succeed very well.




Chapter Four


“We don’t make friends for our own sakes, we make friends for our mothers’. I don’t really know why our mothers make friends. Probably for our grandmothers. Yes, that has to be it. Friendship is a tool of motherhood to keep children occupied and out of their mothers’ hair. Invented by Eve, I imagine.”


—Max’s diary, Thursday, March 9, 1944


Don’t mess with your hair,” Mrs. Larousse said on the sidewalk outside of the school. She fidgeted with the blue ribbon that held Max’s ponytail in place. “And don’t lose that.” She tapped the letter of introduction pinned to Max’s blouse.


“I’ve been to school before,” Max said. “In Brooklyn, so I’m probably five times better at it than these cowboys.”


Mrs. Larousse swatted Max on top of the head with her handbag. “Enough of that, missy. People around here already believe you think you’re better than them. You don’t need to prove them right.”


“Well, they are right, I do think that.”


“Of course you do. But you can’t let them know.” Mrs. Larousse licked a hanky to wipe a smudge of jam off Max’s face. “And, please, try to fit in. Maybe wait a week before you start making things disappear out of your classmates lunch boxes.”


“I think you underestimate how much people like magicians,” Max said. Her mother was not amused, so Max sighed. “Fine, I promise I’ll be boring and average and try to fit in.”


Mrs. Larousse kissed her forehead. “At least for a week.”


When the principal escorted Max to her classroom, she regretted agreeing to her mother’s demands. Even just a week of “fitting in” with these boring children would set her back intellectually at least three years. She’d have to double her homework load to make up the deficit.


The teacher, a woman named Mrs. Conrad with a hooked nose and poorly applied lipstick, read Max’s letter of introduction through Coke-bottle glasses and then showed her to a seat surrounded by three girls, all of whom had red ribbons in their hair, and all of whom crossed their legs exactly the same.


“This is Judy, Margaret, and Natalie. They’re military as well. You’ll get along just fine.” That was the only introduction Mrs. Conrad gave her.


Max plopped into her seat, glanced at the six legs surrounding her, and tried her best to cross hers the same way. It wasn’t comfortable at all.


The girl behind her leaned forward and offered her a stick of gum. “I’m Judy. My pop is over in France.” She patted Max on her back. “Margeret’s is in the Pacific somewhere. Natalie’s got three cousins in the war, one in Africa and the others in Europe, and her dad is with mine in France.”


Max accepted the gum and put it in her mouth. Since Wrigley’s Spearmint was a military-only gum, you could get it only at the PX, which made her feel like she and Judy had a special connection. Perhaps this wasn’t so bad after all.


“Thanks,” she said.


“Who do you got out there?”


“My dad,” Max said. “Though he’s not ‘out there.’ He’s in charge of the guards at Camp Barkeley.”


“Oh, so he’s here,” Judy said. “That must be nice.” Then she sat back with an air that implied it actually wasn’t nice at all, and that perhaps if Max was a better American, the major would still be dodging bullets in the heat of the desert. It made the gum in Max’s mouth taste flat. Which turned out to be a good thing, because Mrs. Conrad’s hand was hovering in front of her face, beckoning the gum be expelled into her palm. Max let it roll off her tongue into custody.


“I don’t know how they run schools back east—”


“Brooklyn,” Max said.


Mrs. Conrad clicked her tongue. “Back east. But here, we don’t chew gum in school.”


Max glanced at the girls sitting next to her, both of their jaws subtly kneading the Wrigley’s in their mouths. A lesser-skilled eleven-year-old may have felt it unfair that they were enjoying their contraband while she was singled out for the crime on her first day, but she was well-versed in the art of trickery. In fact, she admired the fact that they were using her as a diversion for a few brief moments of gummy goodness.


See, Mom? Everyone loves a good magician.


Mrs. Conrad resumed her post at the front of the room and ordained that the students be quiet. Max hadn’t noticed any noise before this moment, but she most certainly noticed the silence that followed.


“We’re starting late,” Mrs. Conrad said with a tone that implied the horror she felt over this malfeasance. She glared at Max. “But I suppose it could not be helped.”


Judy stifled a giggle. Mrs. Conrad’s glare redirected momentarily.


“I will now call roll,” she said, sliding her glasses down her nose and picking up the paper from her desk. As her voice droned along reading all the Browns and Davises on her list, Max started to feel the effects of her limited breakfast. Her eyes grew heavy, her muscles were losing control, and she knew it would be only moments before she’d be snoring in her seat. An act that would definitely destroy her first-day reputation. Unfortunately, she was far too sleepy to care.


Fortunately, that was when the list got interesting.


“Shoji Jingu,” Mrs. Conrad barked across the room. Max perked up. What sort of a name is that?


“Here,” a voice in the back answered. Max turned completely around to try and see who was the heir to the strangest surname in the world.


Mrs. Conrad clucked at her. “And we already know Maxine Larousse is here.”


“It’s pronounced ‘La Roo,’” Max replied as she turned back around.


Mrs. Conrad clucked again and made a note, then she resumed her monotonous roll call.


“Were you trying to see Shoji?” Natalie whispered to Max.


“Just wondering what kind of name that is,” Max said.


“Japanese,” Natalie replied. “He’s one of those nisei. Claims his daddy is fighting in Europe, too. But everyone knows you can’t trust a Jap, so he’s probably lying.” She gently tugged on the edges of her eyes. “Oh, velly honolable father fighting against honolable Nazis please.” She giggled at her own attempt at a Japanese accent.


Max couldn’t argue with that logic, but she still really, really wanted to meet this Shoji character. She’d always heard the best illusions came from the Orient. Perhaps they could exchange knowledge. Perhaps it would start a move toward world peace.


Probably not, but at least she could expand her repertoire.


It didn’t take more than thirty minutes for Max to realize that this school was at least two months behind her school in Brooklyn. This fact made the already boring task of listening to Mrs. Conrad lecture as tedious as sorting beads with her grandmother. She balanced a textbook on her leg in hopes it would keep her awake. It barely worked.


Max was fairly certain she was old enough to be a grandmother herself by the time they were dismissed for lunch. As they filed outside to eat, Judy linked arms with her and directed her over to a mesquite tree that offered marginal shade.


“It’s time for the lunch exchange,” she said.


Max felt a sense of foreboding as they joined Natalie and Margaret and sat on the ground next to the knobbed roots of the ugly tree. She tossed a glass bottle out of the way and tried to keep from getting dirty. She knew it was a worthless effort.


Judy took the lunch sack Max’s mother had packed and unloaded its contents for the others to see. It was a ham salad sandwich, an orange, a bag of potato chips, and a bottle of Coca-Cola.


“Since you’re the new girl, your lunch is up first,” Judy said.


Natalie opened the ham salad sandwich and gagged. “Ew, it looks like throw-up.”


“Don’t you people have ham salad here?” Max asked. The little version of her mother who lived inside her head swatted her subconscious. “I mean, it’s really good.”


Margaret sniffed it. “It smells good. But it really does look like throw-up.” She opened her lunch sack and pulled out a pickle. She broke it in half and set one part on Max’s lunch sack. Then she took the sandwich.


Judy snatched the Coca-Cola and plopped a half-pint of milk in its place.


“Well, I love potato chips,” Natalie said. She took the bag and gave a banana.


“Hold on, girls,” Judy said. “Let’s make sure our new friend feels like this has been a fair trading session.” She raised her eyebrows at Max, like one might if they were coaxing first words out of a baby. “What do you say? Are you gonna be our new friend and share your lunch, or would you rather have it all back and go sit by yourself?”


Max took a moment to assess the nutritional value of a half pickle, banana, orange, and a half-pint of milk, hoping that her mental mother would make an exception to the “try to fit in” decree. That didn’t work, unfortunately, so instead she channeled THE AMAZING MAX.


“Absolutely, this has been a most fair exchange of delicacies,” she said. “And, as your new friend, I’d like to perhaps offer some entertainment. And a bit of a wager.”


Judy smiled and batted her eyes. “I knew you’d fit right in. What’s the wager?”


“First let’s cover the stakes. If you win this wager, I will return to you every item you have given me, and I will only eat the orange for my lunch. On the other hand, if you lose, I keep what you gave me and you must give me back the items from my lunch.”


Natalie shook her head. “No way. I’m starving.”


“Let’s hear her out,” Judy said. “What’s the challenge?”


THE AMAZING MAX grinned. With a flair, she retrieved the glass bottle she’d tossed earlier and set it upright in the center of their circle. Then she plucked some toothpicks out of her pocket. She set one of the toothpicks across the mouth of the bottle, making sure there was an equal amount hanging off both ends.


“The challenge,” she said, “is to coax this toothpick to jump off the bottle.”


Judy leaned in to examine the bottle. “So we just have to knock the toothpick off the bottle? What’s the catch?”


“No, not knock the toothpick off. Coax it to jump off. There’s a difference. The toothpick has to jump off on its own.”


“You’re crazy,” Natalie said. “Toothpicks can’t do anything on their own.”


Judy scrunched up her forehead. “It doesn’t seem very fair. You’re asking us to do something impossible.”
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GUIDETO *

Palming’ a Coin
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Place the coin on your
middle two fingers.

Tig’l]ten your palm to hold
the coin in place.

Close your fingers and move
the coin to your palm.
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