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That man is an aggressive creature will hardly be disputed. With the exception of certain rodents, no other vertebrate habitually destroys members of his own species. No other animal takes positive pleasure in the exercise of cruelty upon another of his own kind. We generally describe the most repulsive examples of man’s cruelty as brutal or bestial, implying by these adjectives that such behavior is characteristic of less highly developed animals than ourselves. In truth, however, the extremes of “brutal” behaviour are confined to man; and there is no parallel in nature to our savage treatment of each other. The sombre fact is that we are the cruellest and most ruthless species that has ever walked the earth; and that, although we may recoil in horror when we read in newspaper or history book of the atrocities committed by man upon man, we know in our hearts that each one of us harbours within himself those same savage impulses which lead to murder, to torture and to war.

—Anthony Storr, Human Aggression

There is no crime of which I do not deem myself capable.

—Goethe

The characters and situations in this work are wholly fictional and imaginary, and do not portray and are not intended to portray any actual persons or parties.

—Franz Kafka, The Trial
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Chapter 1

It had been snowing off and on since Christmas. For nearly a month now, while the men of the town were at work, boys would come out in twos or threes with shovels to clear a pathway on their neighbors’ sidewalks. An occasional older man, impoverished or proud, could be seen daring death with a shovel in hand, clearing steps so that one could get in and out of the house, or using a small snow-blower on a driveway in the hope of getting his wife to the supermarket and back before the next snow fell.

At night mostly, when the traffic had thinned, the town’s orange snowplows would come scraping down the roads, their headlamps casting funnels of still-falling snow. Alongside these thoroughfares, the snow lay in hillocks, some ten or fifteen feet high, thawing a bit each day in bright sun, then refreezing, forming the crust on which it would soon snow again. It seemed impossible that spring might come, and that these humped gray masses would eventually vanish as water into the heel-hard ground.

Of course, it was beautiful to those who looked up at the huge evergreens dusted with snow, and above them the bare webs of leafless silver maples reflecting sunlight. In the fields at the outskirts of town, one could see, after twenty-nine days of snow, half-mile stretches of the untrampled season’s glory.

Young children enjoyed the marvelous fluff to tramp in or throw, but to their elders in the village of Ossining, the snow was nature’s trick, daily defeating the salt spreaders, snowplows, calcium chloride, studded tires, and the hopeless attempts to get rid of the garbage stuffed into cans outside the back door. The food scraps and containers crammed into huge plastic bags and other makeshifts alongside the overstuffed cans testified that through a month of relentless snowfall, human consumption continued day after day.

Unlike the neighboring village of Briarcliff Manor, which was almost entirely middle-class, and the small section called Scarborough, which was upper-middle-class, Ossining also had working-class neighborhoods, and a large black slum.

Located in the richest county in the United States, Ossining itself was not at all rich. Though Ossining had the highest tax rate in the county, the center of the village had numerous empty storefronts; nearby homes were run down, fled from. The biggest drain on taxes was, of course, the schools, in which violence was not unknown. Working-class family cars, like gunboats, displayed the flag. Parents suffered their children who succumbed to long hair. It was not an unusual town in a country on the decline after only two centuries.

Ossining had originally been named Sing Sing, after the Sinq Sinq Indians who inhabited the area from the Pocantico River to the Croton. But long before Hollywood made Sing Sing prison known throughout the world, the local inhabitants divorced themselves nominally from the men behind the walls and changed the name of their village to Ossining. The state eventually caused the prison to be renamed the Ossining Correctional Facility, but the townspeople did not have the will for a further change of name. They accepted it as they did all-numeral telephones, the inefficiency of public servants, the dearth of honest craftsmen, and the lack of a place you could take a car to be repaired by a good mechanic. It wasn’t the end of the world.

In Ossining this January day, an extraordinary young man of sixteen named Edward Japhet was practicing magic tricks in front of a large mirror in his parents’ bedroom. He had been performing tricks for three years. At thirteen he had started with the usual cards and thimbles and sponge-rubber balls, working his way up through black boxes and gadgets to stage-size illusions. At sixteen, because of his skill at legerdemain, a lightness of hand, and his ability to distract even sophisticated adults with amusing patter while his hands did their covert work, he could be fairly called an accomplished magician.

Ed’s touch with an audience was apparent also in the classroom. His social-studies teacher, Mr. Wincor, traditionally provided his students with a list of fifty subjects from which they were to choose one to talk about for five minutes in front of the class. Ed Japhet was the first ever to choose “The Difference Between a Republic and a Democracy,” and delivered such a precise, clear, and even witty comparison that Mr. Wincor found himself joining the students in spontaneous applause at the end. It was only later that he began to wonder if Ed had not cribbed his speech from some source unknown to Mr. Wincor, and at a suitable moment after class that week he called Ed aside when the others had left the room.

“How did you go about preparing your subject?” he asked.

“Well, I browsed.”

“What do you mean?”

“I looked up ‘republic,’ ‘democracy,’ ‘Jefferson,’ and ‘Jackson’ in the encyclopedia, read the Constitution, looked at my notes on The Federalist papers, and started de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, but I couldn’t finish it because I had a date last weekend.”

“You said some funny things.”

“That was for the kids. I hope you didn’t mind. The hard part was keeping it under five minutes. I timed it okay at home, but it ran over in class, because they laughed.”

“Did you get any help from your father?”

“My father and I have never discussed democracy or republics,” said Ed with a straight face. He didn’t tell Mr. Wincor that in his pursuit of perfection he had rehearsed his speech, as was his custom, before both his mother and father.

Mr. Wincor, who prided himself on giving A’s rarely, gave one to Ed.

The fact that Ed’s father taught at the high school was a source of embarrassment to them both. Terence Japhet was respected but not liked by the other teachers. He didn’t fraternize much with his colleagues, in part because he felt himself a captive in his vocation. A child of the depression, he had learned by the age of ten that teachers were secure in their jobs, and though he later realized that his interest was in research, and perhaps not even in biology, the subject he had elected to teach, he stuck to the job. He told himself that he was a prisoner of economic necessity, which was a lie. The fact is that Terence Japhet did not find in himself those qualities of initiative and leadership he so much admired. And so, like many men, he tried to encourage his son to be what he was not.

When Ed was just a little over a year old and had begun to walk, Mr. Japhet had watched him toddle across the room right up to the wall, but he could not as yet turn around without falling. And so Eddie would plop down, turn in a sitting position, then get up again and walk to the opposite wall, where he would repeat the performance. “Isn’t he agile?” Mrs. Japhet had said. Her husband corrected her, “It’s not his physical agility, it’s his mind. He’s just figured out how to overcome a problem.”

It was nearly a year later that Mr. Japhet began to notice a small piece of ragged cardboard stuck from time to time between the back door and the jamb. It was the Japhets’ practice not to lock the back door leading out to the yard except at night, but Eddie, whose hands would later be so dexterous, had difficulty turning its tight knob. And so when Mr. Japhet went out to the garage each morning that winter to warm up the car, he’d come back in to find Eddie at the back door, shivering a bit but ready to catch the door on its return swing and let it close on the piece of cardboard. Then, having breakfasted, he could run out to play simply by pulling the knob. Mr. Japhet, who believed children could be taught courtesy by being courteous to them, was careful to reinsert the piece of cardboard whenever he had to use the door, until Eddie learned to manage the knob some months later.

Such seemingly ordinary occurrences were to Terence Japhet momentous events in the life of his only child, noted with quiet pride.

Terence Japhet didn’t need to encourage Eddie to ask questions; all children do. But Mr. Japhet never sloughed off his answers. When Eddie, at four, asked, “Why does it snow?” he explained about rain freezing. And when Eddie went on to ask, “Why does it rain?” Mr. Japhet took the time to explain until Eddie seemed to understand.

It wasn’t easy. When Eddie entered kindergarten, Mr. Japhet, with Josephine Japhet’s help, taught him to read simple books and then to write sentences, not because he wanted to give his son a head start, but because it seemed necessary. It also turned out to be convenient, because Eddie wrote his questions down in his jagged stick writing, each letter its own size. This way the questions could be dealt with before dinner, carefully, instead of on the run. Eddie was six when he wrote, “Why is my peenee big when I wake up?” That evening Mr. Japhet tried to explain how urine accumulates during the night. It stored up in the bag called a bladder, he said, showing Eddie where it was, and said the full bladder caused a pressure that made the boy’s penis stiffen. He then tried a simplified explanation of Harvey’s conception of the circulation of the blood, relating that to the pressure of the bladder that dammed up the blood in the boy’s organ. It took a lot of careful repetition before Eddie understood and seemed satisfied.

By the time Ed was fifteen, he had the run of his father’s library as well as the libraries at school and in town, and questions were directed to Mr. Japhet much less frequently. Ed at that age was pursuing answers that couldn’t be looked up easily, and formulating school reports on such subjects as why were families necessary, were Americans too dependent on electricity, was patriotism useful, what was the difference between law and justice—questions that in the Japhet household usually resulted in a contretemps over dinner from which the parents learned as much as the son they were guiding.

“I have a feeling,” Mrs. Japhet said to her husband one night as they decided to go up to bed, “that Ed is headed for a fascinating career.”

Mr. Japhet, after a moment’s reflection, said, “I have a feeling we have provided him with the capability of getting into trouble.”

He proved right, of course.

* * *

COMMENT BY HIS FATHER

(Terence Japhet, age 46, teacher)

I’ve been teaching at Ossining High for fourteen years. It’s awkward having your son a student in the same school. The rule is he can’t be in my class. We sometimes pass each other in the halls in the morning, and I say, “Hello, Ed,” even though I may have seen him over breakfast, and he usually waves, but he doesn’t say, “Hi, Dad,” even though the friends he’s with know who I am, of course.

When this thing happened at the prom, I mean the show itself, I wasn’t there and heard about it secondhand, from teachers, students, Ed himself; and not all the versions jibe. People always ask me how he does his tricks. I don’t have anything to do with his magic; he just started it as a kind of hobby when he was about twelve, bought a few mail-order tricks, built some equipment in my downstairs workshop, then started attending these magicians’ meetings in New York and getting better at it. The hobby seems to have had a constructive effect. A central interest is what I mean, something he fusses with every day, especially weekends.

But I can’t believe that the danger he found himself in was an accident. In a world that affects egalitarianism, the cardinal sin is to make yourself conspicuous.

COMMENT BY HIS GIRL FRIEND

(Lila Hurst, age 16, student)

People think a girl notices first how a fellow looks. Well, Ed looks, you know, tall, blondish hair and all that, his face is okay even if his right ear sticks out a little, but lots of fellows have okay looks. I guess what I first liked about Ed was his manner. Most boys his age are elbows and knees, they don’t stand up right, but Ed stands and walks like he was somebody great, and I don’t mean pompous-ass, though I know inside he’s not that secure. Except when he’s doing his magic tricks.

We started dating, nothing special. We liked each other’s company more than we liked hanging around with the others. The grown-ups think we go off and bang all the time because we’re alone. Of course, everything has changed since the prom. I wish it had never happened.

COMMENT BY DR. GUNTHER KOCH

(Manhattan psychiatrist, age 57)

Since my wife died, it is my habit to go to the kitchen in my bathrobe, pour myself a large glass of orange juice, which I sip slowly instead of gulp down as the Americans do, and read The New York Times until the water comes to a boil and I can have my coffee. Then I take the cup into the living room and sit in my comfortable chair, as I did in the days when Marta was still alive, and finish the newspaper.

To read the newspaper thoroughly every morning is essentially a boring habit because you can get the full information of the news by skimming the headlines and maybe a first paragraph here and there. But what attracts me to the process of looking up and down the columns of each page is the little stories about people one occasionally finds: a mother who left four young children to go only to the corner and found the apartment burning when she came back; a taxi driver mugged for the second time in a month, who broke the mugger’s arm with a jack handle and then proceeded to kill him with the same jack handle; a colorless doctor I met once at a medical meeting who is accused of having performed more than two thousand abortions. All of this, which seems like little gossip of the world, enables me to go upstairs, shave, dress, and sit in a chair behind patients from eleven o’clock until seven listening to their troubles.

The Monday morning after I read about this boy Edward Japhet in the Times, I cut the item out of the paper and, in thinking about it, forgot to shave and went through the entire day with a stubble for the first time in my life. From the facts, it doesn’t seem like the boy needs analysis, and I have therefore been analyzing my own interest in the case. Is it my own interest in magic that leads me to this young magician? I have now been tempted for the first time in my career to do something considered unethical, that is, to solicit a patient. But I wonder whether the facts, if known, would really clear things up. Certainly his father must be as upset by the boy’s fame as by what happened after the show.

I wonder what his relationship with his mother is like.

I have caught myself wondering if there isn’t a way of looking into this case. Perhaps I could do a research paper on the psychology of children who take up magic as a hobby; then I could arrange, through the society, of course, to approach…

* * *




Chapter 2

The room was dark except for the thin sheets of moonlight coming between the slats of the Venetian blind. Ed Japhet lay atop the bedspread, his eyes closed, fully dressed in the tuxedo that had been rented for the occasion. One hour more and he’d be onstage. His arms at his sides, he had bade his muscles go limp, one limb at a time, the way some of the great magicians were reported to have done before every performance.

His body felt relaxed now, but the circus of his mind resounded with the orchestrations of rehearsal. Each trick had had its turn before the mirror in his parents’ bedroom, again and again. Much of the patter he was planning to use had fixed in his memory, though there was always the hazard of being in front of people with a suddenly blank mind. He ticked off the crucial gestures, the misdirections he would use to deflect the attention of the audience at each critical time.

Ed thought of himself as a part of a tradition he had come to know during the course of his thirteenth year; while browsing in the public library at the beginning of a ten-day Easter recess, he had found a shelfful of books he had not known existed. He discovered that the term “magi” went back to Babylon and Media, that it then meant “august” and “reverend” and was the word the learned priests used to describe themselves. Among the Persians, Ed found, the magis were the keepers of the sacred objects, and from these they divined the future, not through hanky-panky, but largely because these ancient magicians had a knowledge of the powers of nature superior to that of the people around them. They were the wise men, and their influence was unbounded.

Ed read of the struggle of knowledge and ignorance, light and darkness, good and evil, and how the ministers of old became in time the wandering fortune-tellers and quacks, the sleight-of-hand artists and conjurers who, instead of advising kings and princes about their most important transactions, entertained or merely fooled.

He pleaded successfully with the librarian to let him take the best of these books home, though they were only for reference, and he gorged himself the way a glutton consumes the meal of his dreams. He neglected the history paper he was supposed to complete because he kept thinking of Thomas Jefferson as a magus and the politicians of today as tired vaudeville performers, doing their thing for the thousandth time. Ed had hated the magicians he had seen at school and in shows. Having lost their sense of surprise, their hands darted gracelessly, their chatter became mechanical. A magician, Ed felt, needed to believe anew that each trick really worked, just as the audience did. Like life, in magic there was always the unpredictable.

*

His father, seeing no light under the door, came in on tiptoe. He turned on the small desk light rather than the overhead in order not to startle him.

“I thought you might have fallen asleep.”

“No,” said Ed, “just resting.”

“I feel awkward about this.”

“About what?” said Ed, raising himself from the bed.

“Well,” said Mr. Japhet, “I’d like to see the show.”

“You’ve seen all these tricks.”

“It’s just that it’s different in front of an audience.” Mr. Japhet examined his fingernails. “I mean, if you were playing football, you wouldn’t mind my coming to the games.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“All a player sees is the crowd. When I do a show, I see people’s faces. In fact, I fix on one or two and talk to them. If you were there, I’d see yours, and it’d make me nervous.”

“Doesn’t Lila’s being there make you nervous?”

“She’s going to sit way in the back.”

“I could sit back there, too.”

“Oh, Dad, the prom isn’t for parents.”

Mr. Japhet touched the inside corners of his eyes, then rubbed the bridge of his nose as if he had been wearing uncomfortable glasses. “Well,” he said, wanting to try again but not able to, “I’ll drive you down and pick you up afterward.”

Parents shouldn’t have feelings like that, thought Ed; they have a job to do.

Rescue came in the form of his mother, moving briskly through the door, saying, “Your tux’ll get all wrinkled.”

Ed got up from the bed and slowly turned around for her inspection. He had thought of the possibility of wrinkles and had lain down in a way that he thought would do no damage.

“I guess it’s all right,” said Mrs. Japhet. “I’m sorry I won’t be there to see your act. Are you going along, Terence?”

“They only need a few teachers as chaperons, and they’re all assigned,” said Mr. Japhet.

“You’ll drive him, won’t you?”

“I’ve been chauffeuring him for sixteen years,” said Mr. Japhet, leaving the room. “It’s too late to stop,” his voice trailed after him.

“He’s in a good mood,” said Mrs. Japhet thinly. “Never mind, are you all packed?”

Ed nodded, and glanced at his watch. Better get cracking.

*

It had snowed in Westchester that morning and all day long the day before. The main roads had been cleared, but the side streets were car traps, and now it was snowing again. Better allow plenty of time in case they got stuck. The school hired a professional orchestra for the prom every year, and two years ago had even had a professional magician, who was clumsy. This was the first time the main act would be performed by a student. He didn’t want to goof it. Or be late. There were two suitcases full of apparatus to unpack backstage, and he didn’t want any help from anyone who might see something he wasn’t supposed to see.

His father helped him get the heavy suitcases into the car. Ed himself carried the brown one, which had the big pitcher in it, the only thing that could break easily. He was glad he had thought to put his tux pants inside his boots because the snow was high.

The starter didn’t catch at first. It took a half-minute till it turned over in the cold. The waiting seconds brought back the stomach jump he had lain down to get rid of. His mouth felt dust-rag dry. He took the tiny breath sprayer out of his pocket and shot twice into his mouth.

“What’s that?” asked his father, now easing the car out of the driveway, which had not been shoveled out too well.

“Nothing,” said Ed, pocketing the spray.

Once they got on Route 9, everything was okay. He reminded his father to turn off to Holbrook Road so he could pick up Lila.

She was standing just inside the front door of her house, her face visible in the pane of glass. Ed got out of the car as she came down her walk, her dress buffeted by the swirling wind.

As she slid into the front seat next to his father, she said, “Hi, Mr. Japhet. I appreciate your picking me up.”

His father just nodded. It wouldn’t have killed him to say something.

Ed got in. It was a tight squeeze. Lila seemed anxious not to sit too close to Ed’s father, as if she was afraid their legs might touch.

She and Ed therefore sat very close, but didn’t talk. The windshield wipers swept two half-moons out of the fast-falling snow. Through them they peered at the road and the white lawns on either side. The wind whistled through the right-front vent window, which had never once closed air-tight since they bought the damn Dodge. He wished his father would hurry some.

*

The grade leading to the lit-up school stretched for a quarter of a mile ahead of them, the road an almost continuous chain of cars moving slowly, each afraid to come to a complete stop in case it had trouble getting started uphill again in the hard-packed snow. The last quarter-mile of inching along seemed so slow. Ed kept glancing at his watch, hoping he’d have enough time to prepare.

“You’re making me nervous,” said his father.

It was hopeless to get out and walk the distance with the heavy suitcases. Now, however, the cars started moving at a somewhat faster pace, and they could see the tiny figure of the policeman at the head of the line, trying to keep the unloading cars moving. That was the bottleneck. Though their windows were raised, they could hear the good-byeing and helloing.

“We could get out here,” Ed said.

“It’ll only be a couple of minutes more,” said his father. “The suitcases are heavy. I’ll help you backstage with them.”

“No, it’s okay, I’ll manage. You can’t leave the car here, it’ll just block traffic.”

He could pull off the road right there and not tie up anything, and he’d have the satisfaction of helping you, you are a shit, Ed Japhet.

When the car stopped, there was some honking, as if it weren’t the star of the show but just some kid getting out. Lila ran for the doorway alone.

Mr. Japhet helped Ed get the suitcases out as fast as possible, the cop yelling at them to hurry-up-you’re-holding-up-traffic, and then Mr. Japhet was back behind the wheel waving good-bye, which Ed didn’t see because he was already lumbering toward the door, one suitcase in each hand, feeling the sweat in his armpits and hoping he wouldn’t look a mess for the show. Where the hell was Lila?

A kid he didn’t know held the door open for him, obviously wondering what the suitcases were all about. Well, he’d know once the show got started.

Around the corner in the hallway Ed put the cases down, looked at his hands as if he expected instant calluses instead of just redness, then dusted the snow bits off his shoulders, like dandruff, except wet.

Lila, suddenly standing close in front of him, gave him a quick kiss on the lips. Nobody noticed.

“Good luck,” she said, showing her crossed fingers to him.

He abandoned her there, telling her to get a good seat not too much on the side, and headed for the back of the gym, one suitcase in each hand, like Willie Loman. He didn’t feel like the star of the show, that was for sure.

Backstage, he was greeted by Thin Lips, Mr. Fredericks, the faculty adviser.

“Mr. Fredericks,” he said, trying to make his voice sound like one professional talking to another instead of a student to a teacher, “it’ll help a lot if I can set up in private, I mean, none of the students around, okay?”

“Understood,” said Mr. Fredericks. He showed Ed the two tables he had asked for.

“Just before I’m supposed to go on, this here, the first table, needs to be put out on the left side of the platform, with no jiggling, because there’ll be a pitcher of milk on it, in addition to other things. It wouldn’t be too good for me to do that myself—I mean, carry it on. They shouldn’t see me until I appear.”

Mr. Fredericks smiled that shitty smile of his.

“The second table,” Ed said, “should go toward the back, against the curtains, so I have to turn around with my back to the audience to take anything off it. That’s very important.”

“Sure,” said Mr. Fredericks. “I’ll put them out there myself.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean for you to carry—”

“Quite all right. Pleasure to help.”

Maybe he wasn’t so bad.

Ed had left himself barely enough time to arrange his things from the suitcases onto the two tables. On the first was a quart-size pitcher of milk, a folded tabloid newspaper, a piece of soft clothesline, his mother’s good scissors, and a brown paper bag.

On the back table he carefully arranged the material he needed for his pièce de résistance. Then he took his three-by-five cue card out of his pocket and went over the items one by one. He turned the card over, closed his eyes, and repeated the cues from memory. It wasn’t like doing a magic show for a little kid’s birthday party for five dollars.

Mr. Fredericks came over to say that the lights in the gym were being lowered. He could hear the scraping of the folding chairs, which would be gotten out of the way later for the dance.

“Are you ready?” asked Mr. Fredericks. “Roberta’s number takes three and a half minutes.”

Roberta Cardick was the ice-breaker. She would take the head off the mike, as usual, and sing as if she were making love to it. Roberta, a senior, was good, but she was no Janis Joplin, and the kids had all heard her lots of times. Still, she’d put them in a good mood for him.

“I’m going to introduce her,” said Mr. Fredericks. “All set?”

Ed wanted to say, “Anytime,” casually, but what came out was a dry, barely audible, “Yes.”

He watched Roberta. Sideways, her tits seemed even bigger than from the front. She was singing something new, and they loved it, you could tell.

Never mind. When Roberta came off to wild applause, he held up an approving thumb so she could see. Then Mr. Fredericks carried the tables on carefully.

Ready or not, thought Ed, here I come.




Chapter 3

Lila, her back straight, sat on one of the wooden seats way in the rear of the gym, between strangers, isolating herself. When she shrugged her shoulder-length auburn hair out of her vision’s way, the toss of her head and the movement of her long neck were barely perceptible, the slight sway of her beads just touching the very top of her breasts.

Other students seeing her at that moment might have thought of her as aloof, when in fact she was consciously arranging herself to be alone amidst an audience, to watch as if she were the sole spectator. If asked, she would not deny the pleasure she felt at her escort’s being the star of the evening’s events.

Mr. Fredericks was just then carrying the second table on. The buzz in the audience turned to a breath and then to silence as Ed appeared, looking so different. Was it the distance, or the tuxedo he wore? Or just the way he strode onstage and, with the slightest nod at Mr. Fredericks, touched his hand to his forehead in a salute to the audience that greeted and put them in their places at the same time.

“Ladies…gentlemen…anachronisms…” Ed said, looking directly at the cluster of teachers standing against one wall. A titter, a ripple, and, finally, restrained laughter.

“I want to thank the English teacher who taught me the meaning of ‘anachronism,’” he said, and the laughter continued.

“Fellow students, future dropouts, members of the post-alcoholic generation, what lies in store for you is not rational—just pure and simple magic that we can all understand!”

All that applause, and he hadn’t yet begun his first trick.

“Over here,” he said, “I have a sheet of ordinary newspaper, filled with advertisements, comic strips, help-wanted ads, and half-truths.”

He rolled the newspaper into a simple cornucopia, and, holding it with his left hand, with his right picked up the brimful pitcher of white liquid.

“This, as all you Four-H Club members know, is full of the milk of human kindness.”

Ed tilted the pitcher and let the milk pour slowly into the cornucopia. A few drops trickled out of the bottom of the paper cone, and he set the now half-full pitcher down so that with his right hand he could twist the bottom of the cone and fold the end up tight. Then he resumed pouring. There was a hush in the audience.

Ed looked up. “I learned this trick from my first milkman, Mrs. Terence Japhet.”

Laughter fluttered through the gymnasium as Ed finished pouring the last drops of milk into the cornucopia, set the pitcher down, and carried the cone gingerly over to the edge of the platform.

With a sudden motion he tipped the paper cone toward the girls in the first row, who shrieked, but it was empty, and as he crushed the paper cone the foot-stomping started. He held up a hand for silence and said, “As every student knows, the milk of human kindness has completely disappeared.”

As the laughter and applause became tumultuous, he noticed for the first time that Urek and three members of his gang were sitting next to the girls, up front in the first row.

* * *

COMMENT BY FRANK TENNENT,

ED’S BEST FRIEND

Urek and his gang run this school the way the Mafia runs parts of the United States. I saw a kid go over to the apple machine and let his fifteen cents show one inch before he put the money into the slot and got a whack on the wrist from Urek that’d send the dough flying. It’d be scooped up in seconds by the others. Once I saw this girl, real innocent, pick up one of the coins and try to hand it to the kid who dropped it. One of Urek’s greasers took her wrist and said “Thank you” before he took the coin away.

Student gym lockers used to be free until Urek started renting them out at two bits a month for protection—you know, if you paid up, your locker was protected, and if you didn’t, your combination lock got hacksawed, which cost a buck and a quarter to replace, and anything usable inside was missing. I told Ed it just didn’t make economic sense to fool with Urek. Ed paid $5.75 for that tempered-steel lock the guy in the hardware store said couldn’t be hacksawed through. It’s true, it couldn’t, but can you imagine how burned Urek and his friends were every time they passed Ed’s locker? I pay my two bits a month; it’s cheap. I tell you, Ed and I walk home together because we’re on the same block, but if ever the pack came on him on the way home, I’d haul ass out of there.

I’m not his best friend. I’m a senior, and he’s a junior. It’s just that on our block we’re the only teen-agers except for a girl. I play first-string football, and he doesn’t even like sports. When I go off for a game, he says, “Oh, you’re going to be an American”—some crack like that.

Ed can defy Urek all he wants to, just so he leaves me out of it. I told him, and he said, “Okay, just get to a phone and call the cops.” Now, you know the cops can’t do anything about people like Urek, there’s always a gang like that, whether you’re in school or got a business somewhere, don’t you read the papers?

COMMENT BY MR. CHADWICK,

THE PRINCIPAL

Yes, I know about the locker-room business, and I don’t know how to stop it. If I issued another edict, it would have the same effect as the first: nothing. We never see them taking money from the students. Not one has ever been caught sawing through a padlock, though there are always reports of these things happening. I can’t let the police enter the school premises. What could they do, anyway? They haven’t been able to stop the Mafia’s garbage-collection activities in the area, and that’s much more serious because several gang members have actually been found dead in Westchester, and there’s been no fatality at the school as yet. I mean, we’re a long way past the age when you could encourage boys to masturbate less and eagle-scout more. We believe more than a third of the children in school smoke pot or take amphetamines. How do you stop all that? What would you do in my place? I’ve got less than two years to go to retirement. That’s my solution.

*

For his second trick, Ed Japhet held up a piece of soft clothesline that went from one outstretched hand to the other, perhaps two yards in length.

“What,” he asked his audience, “would be the best way of cutting this length of rope into two equal parts?”

“Cut it in the middle!” yelled a boy from the back.

“What’s the easiest way of finding the middle?” Ed asked the anonymous voice.

“Measure it!” came the voice.

“Well,” said Ed, “I don’t have anything with me to measure it with, and besides, that might take a long time. How about this way?”

He held the two ends together and let the middle drop straight down, then picked up the rope at mid-point, while a titter went through the audience at the obviousness of the solution.

“Now, the student who yelled from the back…at least I hope it was a student…would he please step up to the platform and with these trusty scissors cut the rope exactly in half?”

He recognized the boy when he was halfway down the aisle, a tubby, awkward kid from his gym class who was unable to chin himself up even once. Bigmouth.

The boy took the proffered scissors and cut the rope through at midpoint in one angry snap.

When Ed let the cut ends fall, it was clear that one part of the rope was at least two inches longer than the other. The audience laughed, and tubby wandered back to his seat in disgrace. Ed tied the two cut ends together into a knot, circled the scissors around the knot, then stopped. Carefully, he put the scissors down on the table, took one end of the rope, stood stock-still until there was absolute silence, then suddenly snapped the end of the rope: the knot had disappeared, and the rope was restored to one uncut piece. A beat, and then a stomping of feet and applause as Ed tossed the restored rope out to the audience for examination.

“How’d you do it, Ed?” someone yelled.

Another, standing, said, “Can you fix my broken guitar string the same way?”

Ed held up his hands for silence. “Fellows, girls, teachers,” he said, surveying the tight bundle of faculty members at the side of the room, “I need an adult volunteer.” He looked at the knot of teachers, then at each of their faces in turn, knowing that all of them probably dreaded the prospect of being asked onstage.
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