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The Trick

After a long day, I was relieved to take a break from work and have lunch. It was well past the time I preferred to eat, and I could feel myself getting a little faint from hunger. I dropped the lunchbox on the desk with a thud, then paused to regard the fingertips of my cracked hands as they rested on the metal clips. Many years had passed since they were elegantly supple and full of dexterity. With a snort, I pulled open the clips of the lunchbox. As I did, there came a knock at the office door.

“Excuse me, sir,” a woman’s youthful, bubbly voice said from the brightness outside. “We're reporters for Showbiz, the new magazine. Can we have a word please?”

The name of the magazine meant nothing to me, so I shrugged. “How can I help you?”

The woman replied, “The theatre manager said we’d find you here. He said you’ve been here much longer than he has.”

Nodding, I chuckled, “I guess I have.” I lifted a hand to shield my eyes from the merciless sun shining through the door to better see the young lady. “Come inside, why don't you?”

Thanking me, she and her young male companion came inside.

“Pull up some chairs from the junk,” I offered. “Sorry about the mess. I wasn't expecting anybody to be visiting.”

“That's fine. We're sorry if we're interrupting your lunch or anything,” the girl smiled. I noticed her eyes flicking all over the place, taking note of the old junk and paraphernalia from years past that adorned my walls and shelves. “I’m Sally Green,” she added and motioned to the man. “This is Tom MacPherson, my photographer.”

“Glad to know you,” I grinned, offering my hand to him. As I took his hand in mine, I noted how smooth his hand was and could tell he had never done a day of manual labour in his life. “My grandson’s into photography. Would you like to offer him advice if I remember to tell him about you?”

“If he’s interested, he can call the office.” He said it with a self-important air. On that note, I decided then that the photographer might not be the right person to recommend as a mentor to my grandson after all. The business card found its way to the edge of my desk, just above the bin.

In contrast, Sally appeared more open and appealing by comparison. Her smile was warm and inviting, reminiscent of a soft drink advertisement’s model on television, and her eyes betrayed a quiet intelligence.

Tom had already plonked himself in a chair and was casting bored glances around the office while picking something from beneath his fingernails. I waited for Sally to sit before easing myself back into my own seat.

“So, what brings you here?” I asked, putting my lunchbox back on the shelf.

“We're doing a nostalgic piece about theatres in Australia,” Sally said, pulling out a small tape recorder. “The theatre manager referred us to you since you've been here longer than he has. He said you could tell us about the great entertainers you've seen perform here,” she added, looking at me with a polite expression, seeking my permission to record our conversation.

“Stan,” I mumbled, stuffing tobacco into the pipe and searching for my matches. “Call me Stan.” I was about to look in the drawer when Tom threw me a box of Redheads, with a hint of an exasperated sigh.

I caught the box neatly in one hand, using its fingers to extract a match and light it in a single motion. Their eyes lit up and they exchanged surprised glances. Sally’s intelligent eyes narrowed as she watched me light the pipe and breathe life into it. I was tempted to show off a little more but resisted the urge for the time being.

Her demeanour indicated she was only working this magazine while waiting for a big break. More likely, I guessed she aspired to be a television journalist than a writer. And she probably anticipated that big break as a means of escaping the furtive glances of her colleague that betrayed his previous attitude. Well, I thought to myself, I would have more than enough material to help give her the big break she needed.

As I was about to return Tom’s matchbox, Sally gasped with disgust at something behind me. I glanced in that direction, squinting to glimpse what she had seen, and felt glad I had stopped showing off.

“There was something near your lunch box, Stan!”

I looked again and saw nothing amiss, just the picture of me with that Malaysian singer who was a big thing during the 1970s, a very nice bloke who I admire. “Really?”

“It was kind of small,” she persisted. “Looked like -“

“Could’ve been a mouse,” I answered, preferring we did not talk too much about every little thing in my office. “They’re getting too smart for the traps.” I gave her a wink, intending to disarm her with my humour. It didn’t work.

“It seemed the wrong shape for -” Sally started to say but I cut her off as I thought of a story to tell her.

“You know, there was one guy who I knew back in 1933.” I paused to puff on my pipe. “He was a real entertainer.”

“Who was he?” Tom asked, looking at me through his camera and focusing.

I considered waiting for him to take the photo but continued speaking anyway and ignored the flash popping in my eyes. “He was a magician, an illusionist,” I replied, rising from my desk. “He was far better than Levante and Houdini mixed together. This man knew what showmanship and magic were about.”

My legs ached as I made my way to the wall on the other side of the office. Sweeping my arm toward a poster, I drew their attention to the topic of my conversation, a picture of a young man, dressed in tails and top hat, and a beautiful young girl floating in the air above him as he looked at her.

“Can Tom photograph that?” Sally asked. “I mean, is it allowed?”

“Sure, sure,” I nodded, coughing a little on my pipe’s smoke. God knows my wife has tried to stop me smoking, telling me I will get sick and die. Maybe she will be right one of these days but it will only be because I am trying to escape her nagging. “Go ahead and snap as many as you want. To my knowledge, that is the last poster in existence of the great Maximillian. It’s a lithograph. You won’t find many of them nowadays.”

“You’re kidding?” I heard Tom say as his flash popped twice, followed by a whining sound as it recharged. “I like the way they made every poster appear so dramatic and theatrical.”

“Maximillian was the greatest magician in his time,” I confirmed, sitting down again, glad that I had distracted Tom from taking photos of just anything he wished, even though I had suggested it earlier. “This story I’m about to tell coincides with a mystery which surrounds this very theatre.”

Sally’s eyes lit up as the word “mystery” left my lips and I knew I had thrown just the right bait to hook her with a story to present to her editor. Meanwhile, Tom who had been chewing gum the whole time, noisily popped it, for which his beautiful companion discreetly admonished him.

And I proceeded to regale them with the tale of Australia’s greatest vaudeville illusionist.



Adoring fans always packed the house whenever Maximillian, the greatest of Australian magicians, performed. He was the King of show business, topping the billboards wherever he played. His stage presence never changed offstage either, his demeanour always friendly to people on the street, no matter their circumstances. People loved him for his genuine manner, a quality lost on many modern celebrities. Unlike most magicians who play with a sense of superiority, Maximillian always allowed people to become part of his magic, endearing him to his fans.

No doubt about it, the show was an expensive production to run, and to watch. It cost five pounds to sit at his evening show, which lasted just half an hour. Yet he never failed to fill every seat with fans of all ages.

Maximillian’s first act always began with the curtain being drawn to reveal five dancing girls, dressed as gypsies. They were so beautiful that you had to believe that they were magic. The girls would swing themselves around the stage to a rich blend of music played by a full orchestra in the pit, much better than the pre-recorded rubbish that you get these days, and five men accompanied them, pushing a doorframe onto centre stage. The music would fill you, greatly adding to the atmosphere, drawing you into the scene unfolding on stage, when suddenly thunder clapped with a brilliant flash of red light from the empty doorframe. Thin red smoke rose like a plume and, from that very vapour which concealed nothing, Maximillian mysteriously appeared.

Mark my words; people loved it and the young magician had the whole world at his feet back then. As soon as people saw his handsome face, they would be clapping and cheering. Not even that magician who made the clouds change shape to form messages in the sky last year received as much applause. If Maximillian had wanted to run for politics, he would have been a one hundred percent favourite. There could be no doubt about that, people loved him and they always gave him at least three encores at every show. Those were the good old days of vaudeville in Australia.

At the time of this story, Maximillian was frequently changing his act. The people still loved his performances and the way he presented himself, but he was still searching for perfection. He could produce doves from thin air with his sleeves drawn back, and he could turn his attractive assistant into a kangaroo in a puff of smoke, without putting her in a box. However, Maximillian still was not content with that. He felt certain that somewhere out there in the wide world, a greater kind of magic was waiting for someone like him to discover. Therefore, he searched through the library of every town
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