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Disillusioned
Marie cuddles up to her boyfriend in bed and together they watch the young woman being dismembered with a rusty hacksaw. She’d hoped her silk nightie and the wave she’d curled into her hair might result in a more romantic evening, but Leon’s so enthralled by the horror in front of them it’s like he’s been hypnotised.

The young woman bites down on her gag as the saw rips through the soft tissue of her thigh; its dulled teeth severing muscle and nerve, artery and vein, eventually grinding through the bone. 

Marie looks away, searching the bedroom for distraction. On the dresser, Leon’s magic wand pokes out of his top hat like a cocktail umbrella in one of those Martinis they serve on Rue Saint-Sauveur. There’s an ace of hearts tucked into the edge of the mirror and a ping pong ball resting on an upturned cup on the windowsill. The room is full of magic tricks but tonight is Leon’s night off.
On the television, the young woman fades from consciousness. Her assailant, a struggling actor, strokes the nose of the hacksaw along the length of her ribcage, eventually resting the blade against her neck. “I made a deal with a man who makes things happen,” he says, struggling to contain his excitement. “With your help, I’m going to be famous.” The camera doesn’t flinch as he sets to work.
Leon doesn’t flinch, either. 
“I don’t understand what she did wrong,” says Marie when the film is over. “She was only trying to rescue her dog.”
“Her father told her to stay home,” says Leon. “She should have listened.” He smiles mischievously, the way he did all those years ago when she first found him busking in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower, and says “Want to see a trick?”
“Always.”
For months she’d followed him around Europe, from city to capital city, watching him perform in clubs and bars. She’d shared in his frustration when audiences didn’t show up and paid his bills when the money didn’t materialise. Her mother had begged her to come back to England but she refused, saying all she ever wanted was a little magic in her life and Leon had the whole world up his sleeves. When her savings ran out, they returned to Paris and rented an apartment in Quartier Pigalle, home of the Moulin Rouge and Grand Guignol theatre. Marie took a job teaching English and managed to conjure up enough money to keep them afloat while Leon looked for the trick that would make him a star.
“Don’t go anywhere,” he says, heading for the door. 
She curls a long, slender leg over the duvet and whispers “Then don’t be gone too long.”
The wind breathes through the shuttered windows, wobbling the ping pong ball and brushing softly against her skin. The film credits are accompanied by a quiet chorus of children’s voices, a simple refrain building to a more complex canon. Their voices are so clear they could be serenading her from the cobbled street outside. She pulls her dressing gown over her shoulders and snuggles down under the duvet.
Whenever she watches a horror movie, she’s left with the feeling that the world may never be the same again, as if reality was just a dream all along. Tonight’s was the worst one yet. Leon had been pestering her to watch it all week, saying he was sure she’d enjoy it, but she knew from the opening scene it was going to be a case of endurance over entertainment. And now she’s suffering with what she calls a horror hangover—the post-movie certainty that there are monsters under the bed and demons in the closet. Even the tagline on the DVD case says “The horror doesn’t end when the movie does.” If only Leon would come back to calm her nerves.
She sits up when another gust of wind blows the ping pong ball off the cup. The ace of hearts has curled away from the mirror as if it’s trying to escape its own reflection. On the television, the children’s voices begin to crescendo and she wants to turn the volume down but she can’t find the remote control. If he wasn’t banging boxes in the next room, Leon would say, “It’s vanished like a cheap prop.”
Whatever he’s doing, she wishes he would hurry up. 

On the windowsill, there are now three cups, all in a row. The ace of hearts has nearly folded in two and Marie can see a second card hiding behind it. She moves closer to the edge of the bed, nearer the door, trying to rationalise these inconsistencies. Maybe she didn’t notice the other cups because she was focused on the ping pong ball. Maybe the ace was always curled and it’s her perspective that’s changed. 

But the chanting on the television is definitely growing louder. She jumps when another gust of wind knocks the cups from the windowsill and they tumble to the floor. She pulls the duvet up protectively, fingers squeezed tight, as the ace of hearts flutters down from the mirror, revealing the thin-lipped grin of a joker. Thankfully, the top hat is still on the dresser, right where it’s supposed to be.

Except now there’s nothing in it.

“Leon?” she calls. “Leon!”
“Hey Sweetie,” he says.

She whips around to find him sitting on the bed next to her, twirling his magic wand like a baton. There’s no way he could have returned to the bedroom without her knowing. But Leon’s a master of misdirection. The cups, the cards and the noises from the next room must have been designed to distract her while he sneaked back in.

Assuming he ever left.

Like all good magicians, her boyfriend is meticulous when it comes to preparation. He probably picked the film because of the suggestive tagline on the cover. She’s about to compliment him on his work when he stops twirling the wand and says, “Would you like to see a trick?” This time, the smile that creeps across his face is nothing like the smile she fell in love with nearly a year ago. It’s toothy and malevolent. With a flick of his wrist, the wand becomes a rusty hacksaw. 
Marie’s instincts carry her swiftly to the bedroom door, her dressing gown flapping around her thighs. There’s no time to think or reason why. If she’s mistaken, if she’s being foolish, she’ll find out soon enough. Right now she needs to get as far away as she can.
She stumbles into the darkened hall, pulling the door shut behind her. Her fingers skim the wall, feeling blindly for the light switch but finding nothing. It doesn’t matter. At the end of the short hallway, the apartment door will open into the stairwell that will lead her down to the main entrance. Whatever mischief has corrupted her boyfriend, she’s sure she’ll be safe once she’s outside. 

She reaches for the door but her hand comes back empty. She takes a few more steps and then a dozen more but the hall goes on and on. More tricks. She hurries forward, determined to escape, reminding herself that the magician only wins when you believe in magic. She hears a noise behind her and turns to see Leon standing in the lighted bedroom doorway, hacksaw in hand. He’s twenty metres away at least. How is that possible? He steps out of the bedroom and she retreats, only to collide with a solid surface. Thank God for hard edges. Leon approaches, saying “You should have gone home to Mummy when you had the chance.” Marie shoulders her way through the door, her eyes retreating in shock from the naked bulb overhead. She isn’t in the stairwell; she’s in a room she’s never been in before, a room of harsh shadows and no mercy. In the middle of the room is a long wooden table with leather straps at each corner and an old fashioned video camera. Tell-tale stains blossom across the cold concrete floor.
She saw all this in the movie. Every last detail. She’s about to scream when Leon covers her mouth with a piece of scented fabric.

“I made a deal with a man who makes things happen,” he says. “With your help, I’m going to be famous.”
Everything falls out of focus.
