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For Nicky, Eve and Poppy – the three miracles in my life.

JD

 

For Sophie, Macy & Preston – you are my whole life. I adore you.

AN





The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the convinced Communist, but people for whom the distinction between true or false no longer exists.

 

Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951)
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FOREWORD

 

 

 

 

 

Hello my friend.

Forgive me for thinking of you as my friend, but first and foremost I think that’s what you are to me. A kindred spirit. Some kind of magic has happened if you’re reading this. The mere act of me imagining that you might one day read this book has brought it about in actuality. That is a miracle.

It’s an act of faith, composing these words. What’s made it happen? What’s helped bring this miracle into being? It’s the fact that we share something, you and I, dear friend, dear reader, something profound.

I’m not used to thinking in this way, but I’m allowing myself to do so now. As I close my eyes and bring you to mind and odd though it may sound, I’ve already spent many hours doing that, this is what I know about you. You’re endlessly inquisitive. You have a genuine sense of fun, which is an underrated quality. I think it may be the secret to a happy life. Most importantly, in fact essentially, you still feel connected to the person you were as a child. And that is why magic appeals to you. It’s a direct line to the wonder we all see at the start of our journey. Magic’s biggest trick is that it keeps us excited and ready to make humdrum moments sparkle, for ourselves and for others.

As I begin thinking about committing these secrets to the page – revealing the real modus operandi that lies behind the headline-grabbing stunts and effects with which I’ve made my name – time and again I find myself reaching the same conclusion. It’s all about simplicity. Everything begins with blankness, with empty space. Empty spaces can be terrifying. The temptation is to fill them with all kinds of nonsense.

But if you open yourself to empty spaces, you can fill them with truth. And the truth is never wrong.

Here’s the truth.

I love you, fellow magician.

What I have to offer to you, these secrets, take them as a gift. I want them to fill you with joy every day.

You are my friend.

I love magic . . .

And I love you . . .





Prologue

It was dark in the dormitory, darker than Ludvik had thought it would be. The silver-painted pipes gurgled above and behind him, presumably some kind of heating system that brought no warmth that he could feel. It had been warmer on the transport boat from Holland, and that was the coldest he’d ever been. How could they let the place be so cold? Maybe England was a particularly chilly country. The other boys clearly weren’t bothered. Their snores burbled and rattled around him. He tried to find comfort in them. He yearned for the relief of sleep, but it wouldn’t come. He was hungry, which didn’t help. He hadn’t been able to eat much of his pudding. When he’d put the first spoon of glutinous custard in his mouth at supper, he’d run his tongue around a hard furry object, which upon inspection had turned out to be a dead wasp. Formerly he would have thought the food disgusting, but the experience of going for three days without eating after he was smuggled out of Germany had changed him. The fear that there might come another time when the food stopped seemed to have stuck, so now he was grateful for anything he was given.

It was easier for him to understand English than to speak it, so the conversations he’d had, such as they were, were halting and brief. He’d hoped the other boys might be friendlier, or at least some of them. They’d decided he was called Fritz, despite him telling them his name was Ludvik. Fritz 129, because here you were known by the number they gave you rather than your surname. It was painted on the end of the iron bedstead. Mr Glückmann in Hull had said this was ‘a progressive school, very modern, that’s why the headmaster’s agreed to take you’. Ludvik had thought there might be some other boys from the boat, but there weren’t. He’d tried to keep speaking to a minimum: ‘who will set a guard over my mouth and a watch over my lips’ – that was one of his father’s favourite sayings.

That morning, they’d all gone to chapel, and Ludvik had had no choice but to keep his mouth shut. He had no idea of the words.

‘Fritz doesn’t know the Our Father,’ said a big ruddy-faced boy who’d fixed him with a stare from the minute he’d arrived.

‘He wouldn’t, would he? Nazis only pray to Hitler.’

‘I’m not a Nazi,’ Ludvik had wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come out.

He lay there thinking of all the things he was going to have to learn about. He had to make the best of it. He had to make the best of it. He kept saying that to himself over and over again. He heard a muttering in the darkness to his side, where his hand was hanging out of the bed. He stiffened, aware of something, someone moving close to him – the softest of sounds. Then he felt something on his fingers. A dampness, gently enfolding them. They were being dipped in water. Warm water.

‘Don’t wake him. It won’t work if you wake him.’

‘Shh,’ someone hissed.

‘How long do you have to leave it for?’

‘Only a little bit. It works straight away.’

Ludvik lay as still as he could, pretending to sleep. That was preferable to engaging with them. He tried to work out what the best thing to do was. He wanted them to know he could be their friend, could be one of them. He understood why they were doing this to him. It was just what kids did. It would have been no different back home, not that he went to a boarding school there, but he had been to B’nai B’rith summer lodge – before the Nazis shut them down – and there were plenty of those kinds of antics there. He knew what they were trying to do. The theory was that if you immersed a sleeping boy’s hand in warm water, it would make him wet the bed.

‘Has anything happened yet?’

‘You’ve got to wait for a bit.’

‘Let’s not. Leave him.’ This was a younger voice, or a higher-pitched one at least.

‘You’re just scared in case they do it to you, too. Prick.’

Ludvik’s belly iced at the tone of that voice. This was the instigator speaking. Neville, he was called. Neville 117. There was something insidious about him. He was a thinker. Clever. He planned. Like a chess game. Ludvik recognised that way of operating. He knew how dangerous those kinds of boys could be. But if he paid no attention to the fear – though the fear was real – there was something he might be able to do. It wasn’t as simple as trying to get Neville to like him. There was no way you could get someone of his sort to like you. But you could buy him off. As long as you let him think – genuinely think – you were never going to rise above him, that you would always remain subordinate.

Moving his left hand, the one that was under the blanket, as slowly as he could, he reached up, over his shoulder and under the pillow. His fingers came upon what he was looking for, and immediately he felt something like relief. Or strength. What he was touching wasn’t an imaginary talisman or amulet. It had real power. It was something he knew he could rely on, whatever the circumstances, wherever he was and whatever was going on around him. He took a breath, then jerked his other hand out, the one that was dangled in the bowl of warm water. He’d only meant to splash, but he ended up knocking the bowl over, so it tipped up on to whoever was holding it.

‘Bloody Nora!’

‘Shut up!’ This was Neville, hissing. ‘Matron will be in here. We’ll all get done.’

Ludvik tried to sit up as if he’d just legitimately woken. Neville, however, wasn’t fooled. ‘You were awake. Prick! You’ve soaked me,’ he said.

‘What?’ Ludvik had to remind himself to speak in English.

‘You little Nazi prick. Nazi spy prick.’

‘I’m not a Nazi. I was . . . I escaped from them.’

‘Fritz.’

‘Boche bastard.’ This from a smaller boy, Edmund, who was clearly emboldened by being in Neville’s presence, a loyal foot soldier.

‘I’ve escaped. I escaped from the Nazis. They were trying to get us.’

‘That’s his cover story.’

‘Why were they trying to get you?’ The boy who spoke was clearly not entirely under Neville’s sway, or if he was, his curiosity was at least firing independently of that. That was something Ludvik could make use of, surely – the frightening details of his adventure – if he was to turn these boys towards him. But before he could try, Neville had gripped one of his fingers, which was still wet from the bowl of water, and bent it backwards sharply, making Ludvik yell involuntarily.

‘Shut up, Fritz. If Matron comes in here because of you, you’ll get it. I don’t believe anything you’ve got to say anyway.’

‘Why were you running from the Nazis?’ the other boy asked again.

Perhaps aware that he had one final moment before he lost the crowd, Neville jerked Ludvik’s finger back harder.

‘I’m a Jew. I’m a Jew, OK?’

Silence amongst the gathered boys. They seemed to move back slowly. There was a look of cold disgust on Neville’s face, caught in a slice of thin moonlight from a transom window high above.

‘I was put on a train. And then a boat. And now I’m here,’ said Ludvik, catching his breath.

‘Prove it.’

‘What?’

‘Prove it.’

How could he prove it? Show them his cock? But before he’d even turned his mind to trying to solve that problem, another urge took over, and he heard himself praying: ‘Shema Yisrael, adonai eloheinu, adonai echoed, baruch she’m covid machoto, le’olam va ed . . .’

The other boys stared at him as if he was some exotic animal in a zoo. As he came to a halt, he realised he was still clutching the item under the pillow. He pulled it out – a battered pack of Piatnik playing cards – and used the confused and slightly resentful silence to change the agenda.

‘Would you like to see something?’ His English was suddenly more fluent. He had already rehearsed this script in his head. He’d used it as an exercise on the boat to practise his language skills, running over the lines again and again until they came fluently, as fluently as the moves he was about to execute. With a deft flowing gesture, he unsheathed the pack of cards from their box and went straight into a single-handed fan, which he offered to Neville. It was a risky strategy, but he was confident it would work. ‘Take one,’ he said lightly, nodding at the cards.

It was a reflex response he knew he could rely on: what does anyone do when they are offered a spread pack of cards? After only a moment, with suspicion still in his eyes, Neville reached out and resentfully took a card. Immediately he clutched it to his chest. He wasn’t going to make anything easy for Ludvik – whatever was about to transpire.

‘Show the others. Go on. I won’t look.’

As Neville did so, having committed the card, whatever it was, to memory, Ludvik felt his hands prepare the pack for the next stage of the trick, which he had found in the pages of the American magic magazine The Phoenix. No thought was required. He had done it so many times that every stage was habitual.

‘Now put it back, anywhere.’ He closed his eyes, turned his head away and offered the spread pack to Neville again. As the card was reinserted, his fingers conducted the necessary movements to bring the chosen card under control. He went straight into a relaxed-looking overhand shuffle to disguise the move, and thought unexpectedly of his father, the smell of his Calabash pipe: ‘I know, I know, you think your hands aren’t big enough to hold the deck. That’s got nothing to do with it. You learn by doing, and practising. Each time you master another sleight, it’s the same. You think: I’m never going to be able to do this. But you keep going. You hammer away at it, and then one day – something clicks. You’ve got it!’ He’d leaned forward, his eyes glowing. ‘And then it’s yours for the rest of your life.’

Neville’s card was now at the top of the pack, where Ludvik needed it to be. All he had to do was make it look like it wasn’t. He riffled the edge of the pack in preparation for bringing that about.

‘I’d like to try a little experiment. An experiment in probability . . .’ He noticed that the boys who had moved away at the revelation of his outsider status as a Jew had now moved back towards him; if anything, they were closer to him than they’d been before, drawn by the promise of diversion, and perhaps wonder, that he was offering them. Closest of all was Neville 117. ‘You placed your card back where you chose to; I didn’t influence that. Agreed?’

Neville looked at him. If there was a moment when he was going to quibble about who was now running things, the momentum of the trick itself and the promise of magic had erased it. He just nodded.

‘I’ve shuffled the pack freely and fairly. If I cut it one, two, three, four times . . .’ for each number he made a one-handed cut, delivering the words and the divisions of the pack at such a pace that it would surely be impossible to keep track of any single card, ‘it would be impossible, wouldn’t it, for the top card of the deck to be the one you chose?’

‘Yeah, it would.’ Neville obviously liked the challenge of this – the thought that Ludvik might be caught out by his own cleverness and end up failing.

Confidently Ludvik turned the top card over – or at least that was what his impromptu audience saw. ‘The six of hearts,’ he said triumphantly.

‘No. It wasn’t. Prick.’ Neville had got his wish. But Ludvik, with expert timing, adopted a carefully calibrated expression of discomfort that contained just a whiff of artifice about it, enough to let the onlookers know that the story wasn’t over quite yet.

‘Forgive me. As I said, this was more of an experiment than a piece of magic. Can I give you the six of hearts? One down, fifty-one to go.’ This was delivered more as an afterthought, a matter of little consequence.

Rather than hand the card to Neville, he gave it to the curious boy who didn’t seem to be one of Neville’s acolytes. Then he turned the deck so that the faces were towards himself and ran through the cards, pausing at one and pulling it above the others with its back to his audience. ‘Stupid! It was the nine of diamonds, wasn’t it?’

‘Yeah,’ said Neville, frowning, ‘but—’

‘Maybe you’ll allow me to correct my earlier mistake?’ Ludvik made the lightest of gestures and then turned the card around. It was the six of hearts – the card he’d just given to the other boy. The audience turned as one to face their peer, who looked at the card he was holding for the first time. It was the nine of diamonds.

‘What!?’ he exclaimed.

‘What is it?’ asked Neville, his surliness absent for a moment, as if the captivating trick had made him drop the mask he normally wore, just for a second or two. The other boy turned the card to show him.

‘How . . .?’

The illusion that the two cards had changed places was perfect.

‘Sometimes it corrects itself,’ said Ludvik, in a matter-of-fact way. He’d always been able to act, and whenever he presented this trick, he drew on that ability, playing the part of someone who absolutely believed he’d stumbled across some weird, quirky natural phenomenon yet to be categorised, like a primitive man faced with a magnetised needle swivelling north.

All the boys, including Neville, looked at him with smiles of disbelief on their faces. It was always interesting to Ludvik that mystification generated pleasure – rather than anger, or frustration, say. Everyone smiled whenever he performed this trick.

A low wail began somewhere in the distance, rising simultaneously in volume and pitch. The air-raid siren. The response was conditioned. The boys around Ludvik pelted back to their beds, reaching for their gas masks. A clamorous clattering sound filled the dormitory. It was Matron in a hastily pulled-on housecoat, rattling a steel ruler inside a saucepan. ‘Downstairs. Downstairs. Come on. Come on.’ The rush and hubbub of the other boys waking, going into the automatic routines they were trained for. This was still new for Ludvik. He reached for his own gas mask.

As they raced down the wide stairwell to the ground floor, Neville appeared at his side. ‘Show me how it’s done.’

Was this a command or a request? Ludvik wasn’t yet proficient enough in English to pick up the nuance. He guessed it was probably a bit of both.

‘I can’t just show you,’ he said, knowing this would provoke Neville. But before the other boy could speak, Ludvik added: ‘I’d have to teach you. You’d have to want to learn. Then it would be all right. But you’d have to keep it secret.’

‘I will.’

Ludvik just nodded. They would become co-conspirators, as all magicians were.

The siren was louder outside; there was a chorus of them, one in the school, more in the town, two miles away. But the approaching drone of twin-engine planes and the accompanying screeches of descent were louder. Ludvik knew what caused the latter – so called ‘Jericho trumpets’ fitted to the bombers with the sole intention of making that awful sound. Everyone was looking up, listening as they ran, trying to gauge whether the planes were coming in their direction. Ludvik stood there gazing at the sky.

‘Come on,’ said Neville. But Ludvik stayed where he was, watching. He’d found the flames of one of the engines. It was a clear night. Neville shook his head and ran on.

Ludvik wasn’t afraid of the plane. The only thing he was really afraid of was that he wouldn’t be able to remember his mother. Even now, he couldn’t bring her face to mind.



OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom5.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON












OPF/cover.jpg
‘Two great masters join forces

to explosive effect’
Richard Osman

 JEREMY DYSON"
> AND ANDY NYMAN

‘Magic tricks and spies . . . | absolutely loved every twist,

every turn, every blockbusting cliffhanger’
Steven Moffat

.4







