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	Let him that stealeth, or borroweth and returneth not, this book from its owner, let it change into a serpent in his hand and rend him. Let him be struck with palsy, and all his members blasted. Let him languish in pain, crying aloud for mercy, and let there be no surcease to this agony till he sink in dissolution. Let bookworms gnaw his entrails in token of the worm that dieth not, and when at last he goeth to his last punishment, let the flames of hell consume him for ever.
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	“A magician is an actor playing the part of a magician.”

	– Robert Houdin

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Disappearing Act

	A Speaker Short

	 

	 

	 

	I would swear on my mother’s grave that it was a real sword I pushed into the Great Scotini’s forehead. 

	“Worry not,” assured the magician, more for the audience than for me, “no mortal can harm the Great Scotini.” He said this with the hilt of the sword halfway into his forehead, where I had inserted it and then lost my nerve, loosening my grip. The sword wasn’t behind his head, a trick of perspective for the audience. Nor had he whispered me secret instructions. 

	In there.

	Squinting up at me with his eerily blue eyes, against his black robe on the dark stage his face looked moonlight-pale. And by Lord he was right. He was fine. He gave me a wink. Nevertheless, my grip stayed weak as I pushed the blade the rest of the way in. Then, with that long silvery scimitar sticking from the back of his head, the hilt protruding from the front like a horn, the Great Scotini preened left and right while the audience clapped politely, his white teeth beaming the way these traveling prestidigitators were famous for.

	His assistant, the Lovely Janet, prim and poised in her sparkly red leotard, pretended to prick her finger on the tip of the sword sticking out the back of his head, then made a pretty moue for the audience while she held up her slender finger. The old folks and children in the audience made wowed faces and clapped some more.

	After being led a slow lap about the stage, turning to all sides, the Great Scotini returned to where I was standing as stiff as a scarecrow, knelt before me again, and said, “Now, my good man, if you wouldn’t mind pulling it out…” and I am ashamed to say that my knees might have wobbled a little. Pushing it in had felt like cutting steak, scraping a bone. In that moment, I’d rather have pressed my hand to a hot stovetop than touch the handle of that scimitar again.

	But the audience was watching… 

	So, avoiding looking into the magician’s unsettling gaze, I grasped the sword’s handle and gently pulled until the tip withdrew from the front of his head like a spoon from a bowl of milk—no hole left behind, no drop of blood. The lovely Janet took the heavy sword from me while the Great Scotini drew a white handkerchief across his brow theatrically. 

	“Mr. Jasper Barton,” he said with a flourish my way, “take a bow.” I did, and the audience applauded, and I returned to my seat, careful when descending the stage’s narrow stairs.

	Old Mr. Sparks, seated next to me, in attendance with his plump wife, leaned my way as I sat. “Pretty good,” he said. “How’d he do that, then?”

	“What? I don’t know,” I told him, a tad sharply. 

	“Ah,” he said, obviously disbelieving, sitting back. Better than anybody, I knew these traveling shows usually had a plant in the audience, an accomplice who was secretly part of the show. The old man clearly believed I was that man. He looked like he wanted to wink to say he thought he was lucky to have been sitting next to me the whole time. It brought him much closer to the act.

	I didn’t know what to tell him. Up on stage, the Great Scotini and the Lovely Janet were taking their bows. My hands tingled, still feeling the sword’s resistance of meat.

	*

	One more trick, a chains and straitjacket escape, anti-climactic really, and the show was over. With one last broad grin the Great Scotini took his final sweeping bows. The curtains closed, the audience drained from the theater. I waited, and then made my way backstage and up the stairs. Of the two dressing rooms, the door to the first was open and the room empty, so I proceeded down the hall and knocked at the second.

	“Come in,” a man’s voice said right away.

	I pasted on my smile. How many times had I gone backstage after a show to greet the once prim performers now in their street clothes, draped over the furniture like slinky house cats, sucking greedily on cigarettes, collars loosened, usually with a half empty whiskey bottle on the dresser. 

	The door pushed open with a creak and there was the Great Scotini standing as if at attention in the middle of the room. “Mr. Barton,” he said happily, the same way he’d greeted me on stage, “what a pleasure. Won’t you join us?” He swept forward, grasping both my hands, and led me over to a high-backed kitchen chair on my left, next to an open, empty, red steamer trunk. 

	As far as dressing rooms went, the Marquis’ was not the smallest I’d seen, big enough to fit in a purse if not in a pocket. The high, chipped baseboards around the room were in many places overlapped by the peeling wallpaper. The one naked bulb in the light fixture above had blown; the only illumination came from the lone make-up table at which the Lovely Janet sat—I think looking at me in the mirror. Next to her, her ruby slippers lay atop a pile of clothes in an open alligator-skin suitcase. She’d since shoved her feet down into a pair of hefty black army boots, their tongues lolling out, which, considering she was wearing little more than a sparkly swimsuit, didn’t do much for her spritely stage presence—like attaching two anvils to a red balloon. On the wall behind the arc of intermittent light bulbs surrounding her mirror, performers of old had scrawled their names in black marker—I assumed the same black marker dangling from a string tied to a nail in the wall. I had never heard of my namesake “Jasper,” but the performer must have thought highly of himself to sprawl his own name two feet long and in block letters so that it blotted out at least five others.

	Having sat me down, the Great Scotini backpedaled to the middle of the room, eyebrows raised and still smiling at me as if thinking of a joke I wasn’t privy to. After a few seconds, I felt compelled to break the silence. “Thank you, Mr. Scotini, I—”

	“The Great Scotini,” said the magician with emphasis, and an accent I was sure he didn’t have a minute ago. Some performers shed hot wigs, unbuttoned tight pants, unwound with a drink and a cigarette. Others slipped out of a whole adopted nationality.

	“Sorry, Mr. … the Great Scotini, I’m here from the Harperville Gazette.” I laughed. “Obviously, I just saw your show. Would you mind if I could ask you a few questions for our readers? Um, a little write-up for the entertainment section?”

	“Yes.”

	“Ah, good.” I found myself looking at his forehead for a mark. “First—and this can be off the record if you like—did you know I was from the Gazette when you asked me up on stage? At the time, I was looking around for a confederate of yours in the audience, so imagine my surprise when you pointed to me.”

	“The Great Scotini did not know you were with the Gazette,” the Great Scotini said.

	I leaned in with a smile that pushed against all the muscles of my face: “I don’t suppose you could tell me how you did that trick with the sword either…”

	“The Great Scotini can tell you how the trick was done.”

	I sat back. “Oh, wonderful. Okay … that’s a surprise.” This was better than the usual How old are you and where are you from? line of questioning. I started looking for where I had put my pen and paper when a thought occurred to me: “You probably wouldn’t want me to write this down and tell everyone though, would you?”

	“The sword went into the head of the Great Scotini.”

	“I knew that much,” I laughed.

	“That is how the trick is done. The sword goes through the head of the Great Scotini.”

	From behind him I thought I heard the Lovely Janet chuckle. I met her eyes just briefly in the mirror. They were big and green—and yep, she was definitely having a laugh at me. On another small chair next to the dressing table, I realized that what I had taken for a fuzzy stole were actually two cats, curled up and snoozing.

	“Ah, I get it,” I said, settling in. If they were going to keep playing me for a fool, we’d see how they liked their review in the Gazette’s morning edition. “Okay, then, let’s start at the top. What kind of magic should I put down here for your act? Is it Egyptian magic? Is it the magic of the ancients? Would you say the mysterious east?”

	“Magic is magic,” said the Great Scotini with a twirl of his hands. Was he looking somewhere over my shoulder?

	“Yes, of course,” I said. Oh. Maybe we had a language problem here that I hadn’t recognized. “But what do you call your magic?”

	“The Great Scotini has no magic,” said the Great Scotini. “The Great Scotini is not a man. The magic flows through the Great Scotini and it moves him.”

	“Okay, so if I put down ‘oriental,’ that should about cover it?” I said, digging into a pocket for a pen. Even if I didn’t get any useful answers, I could probably write up a short blurb on the show without the interview. I’d had a first-rate view, after all, even if the rest of the show certainly wouldn’t get top billing at a busier theater. Houdini had said the last word on escape acts. Without his talent for theatricality, escaping out of a straitjacket ranked about as highly as an attack of epilepsy. A tired choice for a finale.

	How did he make it look like that sword went through his head though? 

	The Great Scotini stepped over to the red steamer trunk. The Great Scotini is but a puppet without the strings,” he said, turning toward me. “He only does what the magic tells him to do.” 

	Behind him, the Lovely Janet rose from her chair, her long blond hair parted to fall over one shoulder. Under the bare
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