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THE HOUDINI GIRL

‘The characters in Martyn Bedford’s persuasive novel will remain vividly in your mind even when you’ve finished reading about them. The Houdini Girl is an impressive achievement – elegantly crafted, utterly convincing, and deeply felt’ Arthur Golden, author of Memoirs of a Geisha

‘A clever, thought-provoking read, but first and foremost a gripping thriller. Magical’ Daily Mirror

‘Gripping . . . a terrific achievement . . . a stylish thriller . . . spiced with plenty of smoking and boozing and sex . . . offers a sharp rebuke to the macho culture of the new lad. In the last analysis, The Houdini Girl powerfully lays bare the exploitation and degradation of women in pornography’ Toby Mundy, New Statesman

‘An intelligent, stylish thriller that holds the reader’s attention to the end’ The Times Literary Supplement

‘A witty, humane thriller, the novel is also a wry essay on illusion, not only in magic . . . but also in our relationships’ Patrick Gale, Daily Telegraph

‘Taut and compelling . . . as slippery as one of Houdini’s knots’ Elle

‘Martyn Bedford is the genuine article, a writer of unmistakable flair and accomplishment . . . The Houdini Girl is masterfully choreographed’ Carey Harrison, The New York Times

‘A triumph . . . This superb novel highlights the issues of fidelity, betrayal and our inclinations to see only as much as we want to see’ She
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The magician is supremely honest. He tells you he is going to deceive you, then lives up to his word.

– Ricky Jay, magician


Prologue

Truth is, I tricked her into falling for me. Rosa Kelly: dark hair, blue eyes – wicked combination. And, though she could’ve had her pick, she fell for me. OK, maybe ‘tricked’ has inappropriate connotations. How about this: she wasn’t tricked so much as beguiled? Yes. Altogether more apt. Beguiled. Comparable to ‘bewitched’, with its suggestions of sensuality and enchantment. Certainly, the illusion with which I beguiled her depended, for effect and execution, on intimacy of touch and a semblance of the supernatural. We were in a pub in Oxford, the Eagle and Child; wood panelling, nooks and crannies. We were strangers. I was with my friends, she was with hers. Someone in my group knew someone in hers and, following the complicated rearrangement of tables and chairs, there were thirteen of us seated together. An inauspicious assembly if you’re inclined to superstition, which I am not. I’d noticed Rosa even before the two parties had become one, though I made sure to give no indication of paying her more, or less, attention than the other newcomers in our smoky, boozy alcove. The positioning of the chairs – I swear I had nothing to do with it, occupied as I was with the transfer of drinks – brought us directly opposite one another. She was smoking Marlboro and drinking Belgian lager straight from the bottle. Her eyeshadow was pale green, to match her lipstick. She wore a ring on every finger and on both thumbs.

‘Watch that one, Rosa, he’s a magician,’ said one of my friends as the introductions were completed.

Rosa, drawing deeply on a cigarette, exhaled across the table. ‘There,’ she said, ‘I’ve made him disappear in a puff of smoke.’

Everyone roared at that. Brilliant timing, impeccable delivery. I might’ve reached over and produced a cheese-and-onion crisp from behind her ear, but when you’ve just been upstaged in public the least embarrassing recourse is to play the supporting role with good grace. Besides, a crisp? So I laughed along with the rest of them. Rosa’s voice was slightly husky, her accent a curious concoction of Irish and London; her eyes and mouth smiled in perfect synchronization, as though she enjoyed nothing more than being made to laugh. She turned to the guy on her left, asking him to pass an ashtray. They fell into conversation, her long black hair snagging now and then on his shoulder as she leaned close to hear him. Me, I drank and talked to my friends and went to the bar and to the toilet. And, with discretion, I observed her hands – all those rings, the emerald nails, the way she held her drink, lit a cigarette. She had long bony fingers and thin wrists engulfed in bracelets and friendship bands and the cuffs of a multicoloured woollen sweater several sizes too big for her. Every fresh bottle of beer, she shredded the label clean off with her thumbnail.

I have magician’s hands. By that, I don’t mean they are the perfect size or shape for my work, because such perfection of design is rare. It helps to have hands large enough to facilitate, say, the concealment of a playing card; but large hands have large fingers, less well suited to the more nimble manipulations. The trick is to adapt. Most anatomical deficiencies of the hand can, within reason, be compensated for by rigorous practice or by appropriate props. (If you’ve got small hands, use a smaller pack of cards.) My hands are neither too large nor too small; what they are is well trained. I have taught myself dexterity and ambidexterity. A speciality in my repertoire of sleights is ‘acquitment’ – the showing of a hand as empty while actually it contains something. Done ineptly, this is known in the profession as ‘hand-washing’. Two tips: one, rehearse in front of a mirror until your movements appear entirely natural; two, never look at your hands while effecting a sleight, because the one place the audience is sure to look is where you’re looking.

Rosa’s hands weren’t magical; for all their conscious disguise of adornment and manipulation, they revealed rather than concealed. I longed to hold them. We’d all been drinking for a while when a familiar appeal issued from the hubbub of overlapping chatter. Hey, Red, show us a trick. Even my oldest friends do this. You get used to it.

‘I’m playing the Crucible, in Sheffield, next Friday, if you want to come along.’

‘Fuck off and show us a trick.’

‘Fuck off yourself.’

‘What’s this, the Illusion of the Cantankerous Git?’

After a moment or two of this, you give in. And you always involve someone else in the illusion, because they love all that. I’ll need the help of an assistant from the audience; come on, don’t be shy . . . That evening, I made eye contact across the table. Blue irises, green eyeshadow. With no perceptible alteration, Rosa’s expression said Don’t even think about it. But the enthusiastic coercion of others as they edged their chairs closer to our table made it more awkward for her to decline than to agree.

‘Go on, then.’ Defiance. Her eyes, her tone of voice, the set of her shoulders said she was prepared to be unimpressed; nothing I could do could possibly surprise or interest her or escape her detection. And if I tried to make her appear foolish I’d fail because she didn’t give a shite what anyone thought of her, least of all me. She smiled. ‘If you’re good, I’ll let you make me a giraffe out of balloons.’

I instructed her to hold out her hands, palms downwards. She did this. I took them in mine and drew them over the centre of the table. Her skin was cool and dry. Releasing her hands, I told her to make fists. She made fists. Everyone was quiet now, watching and listening with rapt attention.

‘You’re a Roman Catholic, right?’ I asked.

‘And there’s you guessing that, with me talking like a Kerrywoman.’

One or two people giggled.

‘Do you believe in the stigmata?’

‘The what?’

‘That we can be marked with the sign of Christ’s suffering on the cross?’

‘Oh, sure.’

I dipped the tip of my right middle finger into the ashtray, piled with the accumulated tappings from her own cigarettes. Displaying the silvery-grey stain at the end of the finger, I declared, ‘By rubbing this into the back of your clenched fist, I shall cause the ash to pass through the hand and appear like a stigma in the centre of your palm.’

Her eyes said Oh, yeah. I kept my face a blank of composed concentration. Placing my fingertip on the back of her right hand, I began massaging the ash gently into the pale skin with a small, circular movement. The bracelets on her wrist clicked against one another as she responded involuntarily to the pressure of my touch. All eyes were focused on the point of contact, where a charcoal smear now blemished the skin. Rosa glanced up at me, then down again at the back of her hand.

‘Now, Rosa, please unclench your fist and display your hand palm upwards.’

She did as instructed. Her palm was unmarked. Silence gave way to stifled laughs, a groan, a jeer. Rosa caught my eye again, smirking slightly, and I feigned an expression of alarmed incomprehension. She was about to recline in her seat.

‘Are you left-handed?’ I asked suddenly.

She nodded.

‘You are?’

‘Yeah.’

‘In that case, would you unclench your left hand for me?’

It was her turn for puzzlement. Her smile became uncertain. The onlookers had fallen quiet once more, switching attention to her other fist. Rosa uncurled the fingers and, slowly, hesitantly, revolved the palm upwards. In its centre was an unmistakable dab of cigarette ash.


PART ONE

Oxford



 

 

 

Let us begin by committing ourselves to the truth – to see it like it is and to tell it like it is – to find the truth, to speak the truth and live with the truth.

– Richard Nixon
nomination acceptance speech,
Miami, 8 August 1968

 

Four men push a cabinet on stage. Houdini leads an elephant into the cabinet. Houdini shows the cabinet empty. Twenty men push the cabinet off stage. Where did the elephant go?

 

– attributed to
Walter Gibson (1897–1985)
magician, journalist, writer


Red

Ask away, I won’t tell you how it’s done. I never divulge the methodology of a specific effect. ‘Exposure’ – that is, deliberate revelation of the secret means by which magic is accomplished, as opposed to ‘disclosure’ by accident or incompetence – is discreditable. This isn’t mere adherence on my part to a tenet of the Magic Circle, nor stubborn respect for the traditions of our profession (although it’s true we’ve endeavoured to guard our secrets for four thousand years). No, my reason for keeping schtum is pure self-interest. Methods are seldom as interesting as the feats performed by their means; if I tell the audience how it’s done, I diminish their respect for me. Simple as that. Exposure, especially in the immediate aftermath of an effect, can’t be anything but anticlimactic. Besides, divulging the ‘trick’ might satisfy an onlooker’s curiosity, but magic isn’t about tricks. To trick someone suggests you have (to your benefit and their disadvantage) cheated, swindled or deceived them in some underhand way. Trickery implies a perpetrator and a victim.

I am not a trickster, I am a magician. That is, I perform feats of conjuring and illusion for the purposes of entertainment. Performance is the key. In truth, tricks are incidental; if magic consists of mere trickery, then acting requires nothing but costume and make-up. I used to be an actor. To be exact, I was a member of an undergraduate drama society at Oxford (Poly, as was, not the University). I still live in Oxford; I still act. When I’m on stage, I’m an actor playing the part of a magician. Spectators, for all this, remain fixated on secrets, on trickery. They witness the performance – the performance – of a stunning magical feat, and barely has their initial amazement subsided than they are asking (I hear them, I see it in their faces): How the fuck did he do that?

As I say, magic, as an art form, isn’t the mere presentation of puzzles to confound the onlooker; it isn’t about tricks, it’s about illusion. And being privy to the mechanics of a magical feat destroys any sense of illusion. I am an illusionist. Without illusion I am nothing. I believe Rosa appreciated this from the very beginning.

When our friends in the pub that evening – mine and Rosa’s – implored me to divulge how the ash stain came to appear in her left palm, I declined. When they proposed various theories and hypotheses, I smiled non-committally. And when they urged me to repeat the illusion, I said no. Another of my golden rules: never perform the same feat twice before the same audience; once the element of surprise is gone, the illusion is devalued as a spectacle and the method becomes easier to detect. Rosa, who had more reasons than most for wanting to know the trick, didn’t add her voice to the collective plea for disillusion. She sat quietly, frowning, holding her palm in front of her face as if to assure herself that the ‘stigma’ was there. Then she licked it off. Looking me full in the face across the table, her tongue streaked with ash, she said, ‘How come they call you Red? You a fucking communist or something?’

Later that night, when I asked why she’d decided to sleep with me, she said a) I didn’t cough when she made me vanish in a cloud of smoke; and b) my hands, as I guided hers into position for the stigmata illusion, weren’t clammy.

‘No other reason?’

‘Nah.’

‘It wasn’t because you fancied me?’

‘I shagged you, didn’t I?’

She told me she was twenty-four going on twenty-five, four years younger than me, though there were occasions when I felt juvenile in her presence. For instance, I couldn’t refrain from asking whether she was friends with the guy she’d been flirting with in the Eagle and Child. Rosa said she’d never met him before.

‘Anyway, I wasn’t flirting with him.’

‘Come off it.’

‘You were the one I was flirting with.’

‘You didn’t speak to me all evening. You didn’t even look at me.’

‘Exactly.’

I reflected on this, running over the sequence of events that culminated in our introduction. I visualized her, assisting in the rearrangement of tables and chairs. I asked, ‘Did you engineer it so we wound up sitting opposite each other?’

She smiled, shaking her head. ‘Now, that would be telling.’

I asked Rosa about herself, and she told me. She was born in Killarney, County Kerry, and emigrated to London with her parents at the age of nine. An only child, despite what they say about Catholics. Something to do with a difficult labour. Daddy fucked her putting me in there, and I fucked her coming out. Seeing my expression, she shrugged off my unease at her remark. When Rosa spoke, whatever she said, you could like it or lump it. Mammy (Mary, natch) was a school dinner-lady; Daddy was a postman. Postman Patrick. They died in a car crash when she was fourteen. Mangled. You should’ve seen the car. She was put into care – children’s homes, foster parents. She left school, examless, and moved into a bedsit before she was seventeen. Kensal Rise. And, by the way, she wasn’t RC any more. Not a proper one; she’d lapsed.

‘How is it you’ve retained your Irish accent?’

‘Retained, is it?’

‘No, seriously.’

Another shrug. ‘I work with a bunch of Micks.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Dogsbody.’ She stubbed out a cigarette. I’d no idea how many she’d smoked since we’d walked home from the pub. ‘You heard of Erin?’ I shook my head. ‘Newspaper for Irish ex-pats. “Editorial assistant”, that’s me. Carting bits of paper from one gobshite journalist to another, answering the phone and making tea. Oh, and I get to sort the fucking post.’

‘You enjoy it, then?’

‘You should see the office – like a public convenience, with computers instead of sinks.’

The second syllable of ‘convenience’ was elasticated to accommodate several ‘e’s between the ‘v’ and the ‘n’. It must’ve been three in the morning. We were sitting cross-legged on my bed, facing one another, naked, smoking and listening to music. We’d fucked, twice. I don’t know how we came to leave the pub together, it just happened. One minute, thirteen people were saying beery cheerios in St Giles; the next, the two of us were strolling through town towards Osney. A clear, cool night in early spring. Rosa wanted a burger from the cabin by the station, so we had one each with chips and ate from greaseproof bags as we walked. Her mouth tasted of minced beef and ketchup when we stopped to kiss outside my house. In the glare of the security light, her hair hung in black swathes that framed a face made spectral by the harsh magnesium-white. The green strokes of make-up were rendered luminous.

In my bedroom she asked two questions before we undressed.

‘D’you have condoms?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you shagging someone else?’

‘No.’

She held my gaze for a moment before beginning to unbutton my shirt. In bed, I was a puppet – hands, mouth, cock manoeuvred about her body by the tug of invisible strings. Rosa fucked me. And she used me to fuck herself. I told her, truthfully, I’d never had such a good shag in my entire life; she said she was glad about that. As we lay there afterwards, however, I found myself wondering about someone who would fuck a stranger less than four hours after they’d first met. It didn’t occur to me that I’d behaved no differently to her. At least, it didn’t strike me to make a comparison. Not at the time, though it does now. Besides, it wasn’t just the fact that we’d fucked, it was the way we’d done it. I was at once exhilarated and excited and unfathomably afraid of the implications of a woman who could fuck so well.

‘You a fucking communist or something?’

I drained my pint. Raising my voice above the noise of the pub, I replied, ‘Red was the name of a horse.’ My throat was raw from the smoke. ‘Red Alligator, ’68 Grand National. Dad won so much money he treated himself and Mum to a holiday. That was when I was conceived, so they reckon.’

Rosa said, ‘Your old feller named you “Red” after a horse?’

‘No, he called me Fletcher, after the winning jockey. Fletcher Brandon is my actual name. People call me Red because . . . I suppose, as nicknames go, it’s more interesting than “Fletch”.’ I elaborated. ‘What it was, a friend of mine called me Red one time and it just sort of caught on.’

‘Fletcher Brandon.’ She rolled the name in her mouth like a boiled sweet.

‘Dad was hoping I’d grow up to be a jockey. Wrong build, as it turned out.’

‘What if the horse hadn’t won?’

‘Yeah, I used to wonder – suppose his big win had come up at that year’s Derby. Sir Ivor. I’d have been christened Piggott instead of Fletcher.’ Rosa, noting my empty glass, offered me a slug of her lager. The side of the bottle was tacky where the label had been pared off. ‘That would’ve meant me being conceived in June, though, rather than April.’

‘So?’

‘Different egg, different sperm, different me. I’d have been made to vanish even before I was born. The greatest disappearing act of all!’

Rosa reclaimed her drink. ‘Anyone ever told you you talk a load of shite?’

I could’ve expanded on the subject of my name. My names. But someone interrupted to ask what I was drinking (My fucking beer – Rosa) and anyway, her previous remark – for all it’d been dressed in a smile – had had a deflating effect. In the months to follow, the accusation that I was talking shite would become a familiar refrain. So I didn’t tell her Brandon wasn’t the name I was born with. I chose it for myself. My original surname was Clarke, but I changed it, legally, when I was nineteen, when Dad fucked and then fucked off with a woman who was only two years older than me. Why ‘Brandon’? At that time, I was starting to take my ‘hobby’ more seriously – no longer content to practise magic without an appreciation of its theory, its art, its history. Among the books, I came across a reference to the principal juggler and conjuror in the court of Henry VIII. Brandon: the first British illusionist on record. His wasn’t the most pleasant repertoire, but as an anarchic mathematics undergraduate he appealed to me. One of his feats – performed before the king – was to cause a pigeon to drop dead from its perch while the magician, uttering incantations, repeatedly stabbed a picture of the bird. The illusion was accomplished by Brandon having previously dosed the pigeon with nux vomica, timing the climax of his performance to coincide with the requisite number of minutes (established by experiment) for the poison to take effect. This is one secret method I don’t mind exposing, my namesake’s ‘trick’ being seldom scripted into modern conjuring routines.

No further mention of names, then. And, in all honesty, I forget what we did talk about, Rosa and I, as the fuss engendered by my small act of illusion evaporated, people returned to their places, and my fee – a fresh pint – was set in front of me. I recall that she showed no interest whatsoever in eliciting from me the secret of the stigmata; I recall, also, being impressed by that. A sucker for unpredictability, me. A sucker for Rosa, to tell the truth.

Even so, our initial meeting happened almost a year ago, and I find that some details of our time together in the intervening months are uncertain or elusive, while others are etched in my memory with all the definition of the present. In the light of what has taken place, I’d willingly re-create each minute of each day we shared and expand every one of those moments to last an hour. But this is a feat beyond the power of magic. Although, as I go over events in my mind, I appear to be doing just that – reviving and magnifying spent time. Another illusion, self-inflicted. What began as a commitment to memory, a preservation of the past before it slipped like sand through my fingers, has assumed the nature of a quest. A quest for truth. My obsession has been the scrutiny of moments and details in the belief that contained within them are the secrets of understanding. I understand this, at least: the clearest, most vivid recollection I have – my abiding and unalterable memory of Rosa Kelly – is of how vibrant she was that first night. I have never met anyone who was so alive.



 

 

 

It’s the same old shite, whichever way you look at it. This business with the ash. Very clever, sure, but the same old shite they always give you. I’ve heard it all before. They think if they tart it up you’ll . . . But they can’t ever tart it up enough so you don’t see the shite of it. What he’s really saying (what’s that line?) . . . yeah, ‘Pick a card, any card.’ So you either pick a card or you don’t pick one. You can say fuck off with your cards and stick them in your hole, ya bollix. Or you can pick a card. When you pick one, it doesn’t mean he’s not a bollix, it just means you’ve picked a card. I pick one. By letting him do the thing with the ash, I pick a card. But it’s not any card, like he says. It’s the card he wants you to pick. They can do that, they can choose the card for you and make like it’s you what chose it. And it’s always a heart, the jack or the king or something. You pick his card, and it says ‘Love’. You can go for that. You can say yeah, OK I’ll have that. Or you can say fuck that, show me the card I’m really picking. Only, he won’t. They don’t, ever. What you see is what you get, until it isn’t any more. But by that time you’ve made your choice. What they want is a ride. What you are, to them, is a ride. Sometimes you want a ride too, and that’s fine. That’s OK with me. But if you want something else . . . What I’m saying is, if he shows you the jack of hearts and it’s the jack of hearts you’re after, you’re not going to look up his sleeve for the jack of spades. Are you? You ought to, if you’ve any fucking sense, but you don’t. So he does the stuff with the ash, and I let him. And I say yeah, I’ll go for that. But in my head it’s ‘this might be the usual shite or it might not’. Only, you don’t know for sure. Except it’s mostly shite they give you sooner or later.
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