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Author’s Note

Uri Geller is a real person. He is alive as I write this. Most of the people in this book were real, and the ones who are still living are named here as themselves.

So it matters that I say plainly what this is.

The public events are history. The garden in Tel Aviv and the flash of light. The spoon in the soup. The paratrooper wounded in June 1967. Andrija Puharich arriving in Israel in 1971. The sealed rooms at Stanford Research Institute, and Russell Targ and Harold Puthoff, who published their findings in Nature on 18 October 1974 — a real paper, in a real journal, never retracted. Johnny Carson on 1 August 1973, and twenty-two minutes of nothing. The BBC on 23 November 1973, and a country’s stopped watches. Eldon Byrd of the Naval Surface Weapons Center, testing him that same year with nitinol wire and reporting a result he could not account for. James Randi, and The Magic of Uri Geller, and the decades of litigation. The thousands of British children who, after those broadcasts, told their parents they could do it too.

I have tried very hard to get those right, and where the record is contested I have said so rather than choosing the version that suited me.

Everything inside those events is invention. Every private scene, every kitchen, every conversation, every thought. Nobody in this book ever said, in life, the words I have given them — including him. Where a real person speaks here, it is my reconstruction of a moment, not a transcript, and it should not be read as one. I have made a point of not fabricating any public statement: if you find a line in this novel that sounds like it belongs in an archive, it is because the archive is where I found it.

And the rest is a novel. Metal does not remember in the way this book needs it to. There is no intelligence in the iron. The geometry does not exist. I made all of that up, and I made it up on purpose, out of things that are true — that a bent paperclip is permanently altered where it bent; that annealing is the industrial word for heating metal until it forgets; that an alloy called nitinol returns to a shape it was taught; that the crystal figures inside a meteorite take millions of years to form and cannot be faked, so that a piece of iron in your palm can be a recording of a world that no longer exists.

I did not write this book to argue that Uri Geller is telling the truth. I wrote it because I wanted to know what it would be like if he were, and because I have never been able to shake one small thing:

For fifty years we have all agreed to have an enormous public argument about cutlery.

It has never once occurred to us to ask what else he might have been asked to bend.

— Arjuna Badger Press

For everyone who was believed about the small thing

and never asked about the large one.




One

London—23 November 1973

The first thing to understand about Uri Geller is that he had been listening to a sound since he was five years old that nobody else could hear, and he had stopped mentioning it at six.

It was not a ringing. Ringing was what people offered him when he tried, badly, in three languages, to describe it—tinnitus, they said, kindly, my uncle has that, and it was not that at all. It was granular. It was a fine high crackle with grit in it, like sugar going under a boot a long way off, like the first half-second of rain arriving on a tin roof in another street. It came from metal. All metal, always, everywhere, at a volume that had nothing to do with distance and everything to do with how much had been done to the thing.

In the corridor outside Studio B it was loud, and he could not work out why.

He stood with his back against the wall and his hands held slightly away from his sides, an old habit, so old he had never once noticed he had it—while a young woman with a clipboard explained the running order to him for the third time. Behind her a trolley went past carrying ten dozen knives and forks in a grey plastic tray, and the crackle came off it in a wave, and he understood then that the studio had over-catered. Somebody had gone out that afternoon and bought cutlery. A great deal of cutlery. Somebody had stood in a shop on Shepherd’s Bush Green and said no, more than that, and had carried it back in bags, and it was all now stacked twelve feet from him and all of it was new and cheap and stamped out of soft steel, and it was going to be the easiest night of his life.

“Mr Geller?”

“Yes. I am sorry. Yes.”

“After the second break. He’ll bring you in, you’ll have about eight minutes, and then we go to the phones.”

“The phones,” Uri said.

“People ring in. It’s the format.” She smiled at him with a kind of professional pity that he had learned to recognise on three continents, the look of somebody who has been told to be nice to the man from the circus. “They’ll be ringing in anyway. They always do.”

—

He was twenty-six. He had been out of Israel for eighteen months and famous in America for sixteen, and in August he had sat under lights in Burbank in front of forty million people and done nothing at all for twenty-two minutes, and had come off that stage into a corridor exactly like this one and been sick in a bathroom while Shipi ran the taps to cover the sound of it.

Nobody in this building knew what that had been. They thought they knew. There had been a piece about it in the Mirror with a photograph of him looking tired.

Shipi was somewhere behind him now, holding both coats and his own opinions, aged eighteen and absolutely unbothered, the way he had been absolutely unbothered in a Tel Aviv hall five years ago when he was fourteen and had watched a fork come apart in a stranger’s hand and had simply gone and found the man a chair.

—

The set was brown. Everything in 1973 was brown, but television was worse, a brown that had been chosen, deliberately, by a professional. There was a low table. There were the presenter’s cards. There was a studio audience breathing in the dark past the lights, and the lights were hot on the side of his face the way they always were, and the floor manager’s hand came up and dropped, and they were live.

He does not remember what the first question was.

This is true of nearly all of it. Fifty years later he could give you the temperature of the room, the weight of the fork, the specific greasy warmth of the tabletop under his left palm, and not one sentence of what was actually said to him, because he had not been listening. He had been doing the thing he always did, which was: locating everything.

The rifle-straight steel of the camera dolly. The screws in the desk. A woman in the third row with a charm bracelet that had been resized twice. The lighting rig overhead—enormous, mongrel, forty years of parts, and screaming.

And the tray.

Choose a light one, he thought, which is not a thought a fraud has, and reached out and took a fork off the table.

—

Afterwards there was disagreement about how many pieces of cutlery were deformed in the studio that night. The producer’s note says four. A man in the audience wrote to a newspaper and said seven. Uri himself, asked about it in 1987, said he could not remember, which was the truth and was reported as evasion.

What is not in dispute is the fork. It is on the tape. It sits across his two forefingers, and he strokes the neck of it with his right thumb, and he says the thing he always says, which is that it is bending, look, it is bending, and for the first five seconds nothing whatsoever occurs, and that is the part he had learned to sit inside without his face changing.

Then it went soft in the middle, the way a candle does.

The prongs dipped through about thirty degrees over three seconds, and the tines splayed slightly as they went, and the metal made the sound, the sound, his sound, the crackle, but concentrated now into one small object and pitched high and moving, and he had a moment, as he always did, of the particular loneliness of that: that there were three hundred people in the room and one of them could hear it.

The audience made a noise. The presenter said something dry.

And Uri Geller, live, on the BBC, at six minutes past ten at night, said the sentence that a great many people would spend the next five decades of their lives being extremely angry about.

He asked them to go and get their broken things.

If you have a watch at home that has stopped—he said, more or less this; the transcript is not kind to his English, which was his fourth language and was tired—a watch that does not work, that is in a drawer. Go and bring it. Bring it to the television. And a spoon. Bring a spoon.

The presenter, to his credit, did not laugh.

Now hold it, Uri said. Hold it in your hand and I want you to shout—you must really shout —

He told them what to shout.

Somewhere in a house in Wallasey an eight-year-old boy, who had been sent to bed and had not gone, shouted it through the bannisters and was hit with a slipper.

—

The switchboard at Television Centre took the first call before he had finished speaking.

By ten past ten it was taking six hundred calls an hour. By half past it had stopped being able to count them, and a supervisor whose name is not recorded made the decision to route the overflow to a second exchange, and by half past ten that had also failed, and the failure of a telephone exchange in west London on the night of 23 November 1973 is the earliest piece of physical evidence in this book, and it is a piece of evidence about nothing except how many people picked up a telephone.

They rang in about spoons. They rang in about their mother’s engagement ring going oval. Mostly, overwhelmingly, unmanageably, they rang in about clocks.

It’s going. It’s been in the sideboard since Dad died and it’s going.

—

In Lincolnshire, in a bungalow outside Sleaford, a woman named Edith Callow was not watching the programme, because she did not watch that sort of thing.

Her brother had been RAF. He had gone into the sea off Norfolk in the February of 1947 in an aircraft that was not supposed to be over the sea at all, and the Air Ministry had sent back a small brown parcel in the June, and the parcel had lived in the bottom of her wardrobe for twenty-six years, because she had opened it once and had not been able to do it a second time.

She was in the kitchen with the radio on.

At some point between ten and eleven o’clock she heard, from the back bedroom, a sound she had not heard in the house for a very long time, and she stood with a tea-towel in her hand and worked out what it was, and then went and stood in the doorway of the bedroom and did not go in.

It was ticking.

She got the parcel out in the end, at about one in the morning, with the light on and her cardigan buttoned wrong. His watch was in it, in the tissue, with the strap perished. It had stopped at four minutes past eleven on a February morning in 1947 and it had never been wound since, because there was nobody left who had the right to wind it.

It was running.

She held it under the bedside lamp for a long time before she understood what was bothering her, and when she did understand she put it down on the eiderdown and sat with her hands in her lap.

The second hand was going backwards.

Not stuttering. Not stuck. Sweeping, smooth and unhurried and entirely wrong, anticlockwise, at exactly the correct speed.

Edith Callow never told anybody about this. She was not a foolish woman and she knew precisely how it would sound. She put the watch in the drawer of the bedside table, where it went on running, backwards, silently, for the rest of her life, and she left instructions in her will about it that her solicitor found so odd that he telephoned her niece to check.

That watch is going to come back into this book eight more times. Nobody is ever going to explain it.

—

In a records annexe in Buckinghamshire, in a corridor with a controlled climate and a door that took two keys, a night man called Stennett heard something at about twenty past ten and went to look for it.

He found it at the third bay. It was a wall clock, a plain slave dial with no maker’s name, of a type that had been fitted throughout the building when the building was fitted out, and it had not worked since before he started there. He knew it had not worked because he had asked, in his first week, and had been told it was dead, and that the whole loop was dead, and that they had never bothered because who needed a clock in a store.

It was going.

He stood in front of it with his torch off. The corridor was one hundred and ten yards long and lined on both sides with steel racking, and past the fourth bay the racking gave way to a run of grey cabinets that were not his to open, and the air in that part of the corridor was two degrees cooler and always had been.

The clock said twenty past ten, which was right.

Then it said nineteen minutes past ten, and Stennett, who had been in Burma and did not frighten easily, went back to his desk and wrote in the log dial 4 running (?) and put the time, and then sat for a while with his pen in his hand.

He did not write down which way.

—

At an equipment store near Farnborough, in a hangar that held the recovered contents of accidents, there were, on that night, the instruments from one particular aircraft.

They were in three wooden trays on a bench, tagged, photographed, and finished with; the inquiry had reported seven months earlier and had found in favour of metal fatigue, which is a phrase that means the metal decided to stop, and which is, in this case, the last honest thing anybody wrote about it.

There were nine timepieces among them: two clocks from the flight deck, a chronometer, five wrist watches recovered from those aboard, and one small travelling alarm belonging to a passenger, in a crushed leather case.

At some point that night they all started.

They were found in the morning by a technician named Rai who assumed at first that somebody had been messing about, and then stopped assuming that, because they were not merely running.

They were running together. All nine, in step, second by second, which nine independent mechanisms of five different makes and three different centuries of design do not do and cannot do.

And every one of them read the same time, and it was not the time.

It was twelve minutes to the middle of the afternoon, which is not a time that had ever mattered to anyone in that hangar, and which the inquiry file, had Rai gone and looked, gave as the moment the aircraft came apart.

He did not go and look. He wrote a note for his supervisor, and the note is in a box somewhere, and the watches ran together for six days and then stopped, all nine, in the same second, at twelve minutes to four.

—

In the hospitality room on the fourth floor at Television Centre, a man from the production office put a glass of something into Uri Geller’s hand and told him he had been wonderful.

Uri said thank you. He said it in the manner he had learned to say it, which was warm and quick and about half a second early, and the man went off pleased.

Shipi came and stood beside him without saying anything and took the glass out of his hand before it spilled.

Because Uri was shaking. Not visibly, he had a great deal of practice at not visibly, but from the elbows down there was a fine tremor that had started somewhere around the fork and had not stopped, and his nose had begun, slightly, to bleed, and he had it in a handkerchief, and Shipi, aged eighteen, was standing at the correct angle to put himself between that and the room.

“How many?” Uri said.

“They stopped counting.”

“How many, Shipi.”

“Thousands.” Shipi shrugged, which was his entire emotional range in public and about a third of it in private. “They’re still ringing. They’ve broken the phones.”

Uri nodded slowly.

And the reason he was shaking was not the fork, and it was not the lights, and it was not the eight minutes.

It was that when he had told them to hold up their broken watches and shout, and they had—a number of people he could not conceive of, in kitchens and hallways and front rooms from Aberdeen to Penzance, holding cheap dead metal in their fists and shouting at a television set, he had felt something.

He had felt it the way you feel a lorry go past a house.

For about nine seconds, in a hot brown studio in west London, Uri Geller had not been a young man with an unusual talent doing a party trick on a chat show. He had been the narrow part of something enormous, and it had gone through him, in one direction, outward, and he had had no more control over it than a wire has over what it carries, and the crackle in that moment had not been coming from the tray of cutlery or the lighting rig or the woman’s charm bracelet.

It had been coming from every direction at once, and from underneath, and from a very long way down, and it had sounded, for the first time in twenty-one years, less like rain on a roof and more like something clearing its throat.

He wiped his nose. He put the handkerchief in his pocket.

“Get me out of here,” he said.




Two

Tel Aviv—1952

The flat on Betzalel Yaffe Street had two rooms and a balcony you could not stand on, and everything in it had been something else first.

This is the fact that matters. In Tel Aviv in 1952 you did not throw things away. The country was three years old and hungry and rationed down to the egg, and so the kettle had been re-bottomed, and the door handle had come off a different door in a different building in a different country, and the bed frame had been welded by a man on Levanda Street who welded everything, and the chairs had been three other chairs. Nothing was new. Nothing had one history. The whole apartment was second-hand and third-hand and fourth-hand, and every object in it was full of other people.

Uri was five, and it was extremely loud in there, and he did not know that it was not loud for everybody else.

—

His mother was called Manzy and she sewed.

The machine stood on a table by the window where the light was, and it was a Singer, black and gold, with a gold sphinx on the arm and a decal that had worn through at the top where her forearm rested. It was the most complicated thing in the house. It had a treadle and a belt and a shuttle and a bobbin case and forty-odd moving parts that had been cut in Scotland before the last war, and it had a smell—hot oil, and the particular sweetish scorch of a needle going too fast through cotton— and it ran, more or less, all day.

It was also, and this is the part that no one ever knew, the first thing that ever answered him.

The crackle in the flat was general and disorganised: the frying pan grinding away about heat, the bed frame with its long welded seam sulking, the coins in the jar by the door all shouting over each other about hands. But the Singer was not like that. The Singer was ordered. Everything in it had been made deliberately by somebody who cared, and fitted to everything else, and then run for thirty years by two women in two countries in a rhythm, and what came off it was not noise. It had a shape. It went the same way every time.

When he was four he used to sit under the table with his cheek against the treadle iron and listen to it, and his mother thought he liked the vibration.

He did not like the vibration. He liked that it was the only thing in the house that made sense.

—

He was not clever at school and this was established early and never revised.

He could not do the reading. The letters were fine one at a time and became a fence when you put them in a row, and the teacher, Mrs Bendori, had a system involving standing up, and Uri stood up a great deal. He was quick and he was charming and he could get a laugh, and by the end of the first year the assessment on him was bright enough, does not apply himself, which is a sentence that has been written about a very large number of people who were listening to something else at the time.

What he was actually doing, most of the morning, most days, was the room.

Thirty-one children with buckles and buttons. A window catch. The teacher’s wedding ring, which was the loudest thing in the building and which he could locate with his eyes shut from the corridor, because it had been worn every day for nineteen years and had been taken off and put on again so many thousands of times that it had a kind of groove worn into what it was.

He assumed this was what everyone was doing. It never occurred to him that it might not be, because he was five, and when you are five the inside of your own head is simply what the world is like.

—

Across Betzalel Yaffe Street there was a garden.

It had belonged to an Arab house, and the house was empty and had been since 1948, and no one in the neighbourhood talked about it in front of children, or at all. What Uri knew, and it was all he knew, was that it was overgrown and enormous and forbidden and had lemon trees in it, and that there was a gap in the wall at the far end that a small person could get through if he did not mind about his shirt.

It also had an iron gate. It was the finest thing he had ever touched.

Somebody had made that gate by hand a long time before. It had scrollwork in it that had been bent hot, and a top rail that had been hammered flat and true, and it had been painted eleven or twelve times and had rusted through the paint every time, and it was hanging off one hinge and had not been opened since before he was born.

The gate did not have a voice. Nothing had a voice. But it had a history, and the history was long and slow and quite unlike anything in his mother’s flat: fire, and hammering, and then a long dull warm stretch of being looked at, and hands—many, many hands, mostly small ones, and always in the same two places, low down, where children push.

He used to go and hold it. That is all he did. He would put both hands on the bars and stand there and it would run through him—hammer, hammer, fire, wait, and it was the closest thing to peace that he had.

He was holding it on the afternoon that everything happened.

—

Here is the whole of it, and it should be understood that he has never once been able to make it larger than this, though he has been asked perhaps nine thousand times and though a great many people have offered to make it larger for him.

It was late afternoon. It was hot. He was in the garden with both hands on the gate.

There was a light above him and to the left, over the top of the lemon trees.

It was not a shape. He has never said it was a shape. It was not a craft and there was nothing in it and there was no one in it and it did not land and it did not hum, and the eight hundred people who have told him over the decades what he actually saw have all been describing something they had seen in a cinema.

It was a brightness with an edge on it, and it came down to about the height of the wall, and it was completely silent, and this is the part that only he knows, and the part that he did not have the words for until he was about sixty:

it was silent in the wrong way.

The crackle stopped.

All of it. The gate under his hands, the whole street, the coins, the pans, the tram lines two blocks over, the enormous grinding chorus that had been running behind everything in his life since before he had language for it—all of it went out at once, like a room when the power goes, and for some number of seconds Uri Geller stood in a garden in Tel Aviv in a silence that no other human being has ever heard.

That is what happened. Not the light. The light is what everybody asks about.

What happened was the silence, and what happened was that it was listening.

Then it came back on—all of it, everywhere, at once, and the gate under his hands was warm, and he took his hands off it and went home.

—

He did not tell his mother.

This has been reported as strange, and it is not strange at all: he was five, he had been out where he was not allowed to be, and his shirt was filthy. He went home and washed his hands at the tap and sat on the floor by the sewing machine and put his cheek against the treadle iron, which is what he did.

And the Singer, which had said the same thing in the same order every day of his life, said something different.

Not louder. Not frightening. It was simply that where there had always been cut, cut, turn, cut there was now, underneath it, a slow long thing with no shape to it that did not belong to the machine at all and did not stop when his mother took her foot off the treadle.

He sat under the table with his cheek on the iron for a long time.

“You’re a funny boy,” his mother said, over the top of him, threading.

—

There is one more thing about that year and he has never told it to an interviewer because it does not sound like anything.

For about six weeks after the garden he could not go into the stairwell.

The building had a stone stair with an iron rail, and the rail ran the whole way down four floors and had been gripped by everybody who had ever lived there, and before the garden it had simply been loud, the way everything was loud, and he had gone up and down it eleven times a day without thinking.

After the garden it was different, and the difference was not volume.

It had started repeating.

Not the whole of it. One short piece, somewhere down near the second-floor turn, where the metal had a join in it: a stretch of the record that came round again, and then came round again, the way a word comes round in a room where somebody is upset and cannot stop saying it. Nothing else in the building did this. The pans did not do it. The bed did not do it. It was the rail, at the turn, about a metre of it, going over and over the same half-second of itself.

He used to go down the far side with his hand held away from it.

His mother thought he had become frightened of the stairs, which he had, and asked him about it once or twice, and he said there was a big dog on the second floor, which was a lie and was the correct lie, because a boy who is frightened of a dog is an ordinary boy.

At some point that winter it stopped, and the rail went back to being loud in the ordinary way, and he forgot about it for seventy-three years.

He is going to remember it in a corridor in Buckinghamshire when he is seventy-nine, standing eleven feet from a black mass on a steel cradle, and it is going to be the worst moment of his life— because the thing he will be listening to in that corridor will be doing exactly what the stair rail did, and going faster.

Twenty-two years later, in a shielded room in California, a physicist would ask Uri Geller to describe the first thing he could remember about the change in him, and he would try, for about six minutes, in his fourth language, and would produce nothing usable at all, and the physicist would write in the log, without unkindness, subject unable to articulate.

He was never able to articulate it. He did not have the words in any of his languages.

What he wanted to say was: the machine was on when my mother’s foot was off.




Three

Tel Aviv—1952

The soup was mushroom, out of a packet, and there was not much of it.

There is a version of this story that has been told several thousand times, on television, in seventeen languages, by a man who got very good at telling it. In that version the spoon rises up out of the bowl of its own accord and bends over in his hand while his mother watches, and it is a small miracle with a beginning and an end, and it takes forty seconds, and it always gets the same reaction.

The true version took most of a minute and nobody watched it and it was not a miracle. It was an accident with a piece of cutlery, and it frightened him, and then he got hit.

—

He had the spoon in his mouth.

That is the detail he took out of the story later, because it made him sound like a child instead of a phenomenon, and he was right about that, and it is also the only detail that matters. It was in his mouth. His teeth were on it. He was five and he was hungry and he was eating too fast, the way you eat when there is not much, and the bowl of the spoon was between his teeth and his tongue was against the back of it, and he was thinking about nothing at all.

The spoon was tin—thin, cheap, plated once and worn through at the tip, one of a set of six that had come from somewhere. It was not a good spoon. It had been stamped out flat in a press and rolled and clipped, and it had never been anything else, and it had almost no history in it at all, which is exactly why it was easy.

It went soft.

Not warm. Nothing was warm. It simply stopped being rigid, in the middle, at the neck, and his teeth came together, and the bowl of it turned over on his tongue and folded back against the roof of his mouth.

He made a noise and got it out.

The handle was still straight and still cold, and about an inch above where his fingers had been the metal had bent through a hundred and forty degrees and doubled over on itself like a hairpin, and the bowl was upside down. And soup went down his front.

—

The first thing he felt, before the fright, was the sound.

He had never heard it that close. It came out of the spoon and up through his jaw into the bones behind his ears, and it was the crackle but sped up and concentrated and right there, and afterwards it left a ringing hollow in his head like a struck saucepan, and he sat very still with the ruined spoon in his hand and soup on his shirt and waited to find out what he was supposed to do.

His mother came round the table and looked at it.

She was thirty-nine years old. She had come out of Hungary in the thirties with people who mostly had not come out, and she had a husband in the army who was not often at home, and she took in sewing because sewing paid, and she was tired in a way that five-year-olds do not have any equipment for understanding. She looked at the spoon and she looked at his face and she came to a conclusion.

The conclusion was reasonable and it was wrong, and Uri Geller spent the next seventy years of his life having it come to about him by better-qualified people.

“Why,” she said, “would you do that?”

“I didn’t.”

“Uri.”

“I didn’t—”

She smacked him once across the back of the hand, not hard, and told him to go and change his shirt, and that was the whole of the founding event of the largest paranormal career of the twentieth century. He was hit on the hand, and he went and changed his shirt, and afterwards he stood in the other room with his back to the wall and cried for a while, mostly from unfairness, which is the purest fuel a child has.

She did not tell him off for the soup. Soup could be wiped.

The spoon was different, and this is the part that nobody outside that flat has ever really taken on board: the spoon was money.

—

You did not throw away a spoon in 1952.

You could not simply go and buy another one. There was rationing—tzena, and there were coupons, and there were queues, and there was a black market that his mother would not use, and a set of six spoons was a set of six spoons for as long as you had them. They had come from her sister’s flat and before that from somewhere in Europe and there was no more of that, there was no more of any of it, there were six.

Now there were five and a bent one.

So she did not throw it away, because you did not, and she did not straighten it, because she tried and the metal had gone hard at the fold and would not come back and she was afraid of snapping it. She put it in the drawer with the others.

It stayed there for fifty-one years.

—

Two nights later he did it again, on purpose, to see.

This is not in any of the interviews either. He sat on the floor of the other room after she had gone to bed, in the dark, with one of the remaining five spoons, and he held it and he thought about the sound and he tried to find it, the softness, the place where the thing was not certain, and after a while, and with an effort that gave him a headache above the right eye that lasted till the morning, the handle went over about ten degrees and stopped.

He sat looking at it.

And then he did the single most important thing he ever did, which was to be five years old and practical: he bent it back.

He put it against the floor and pushed and it came back nearly straight, and he rubbed the mark with his thumb, and he put it in the drawer with the others, bowl down, third from the left, and went to bed.

Nobody ever noticed. He checked, for weeks. Nobody ever noticed.

—

There was one other person in the building who knew, for about four days, and then did not.

Her name was Rivka and she was nine and she lived on the floor above, and she was the person a five-year-old shows things to when he cannot show his mother. He took her out onto the landing on a Saturday and sat her down on the step and did the thing with a nail he had found in the yard.

It took a long time. He remembers her being bored halfway through and being brought back by the sound of it, which she could not hear, but she could hear his breathing change.

The nail went over about twenty degrees.

Rivka looked at it and then looked at him and said, with the whole withering competence of nine years old: “You bent it with your hands.”

“I didn’t.”

“You did it when I looked away.”

“You didn’t look away—”

“Everybody looks away,” said Rivka, who was going to grow up to be a very good accountant in Haifa, and went back inside.

That is the first debunking. It happened on a landing in 1952 and it was performed by a child and the reasoning was flawless: everybody looks away. You cannot prove you did not do it in the half-second nobody was watching, because there is always a half-second, because that is what a half-second is.

Twenty-one years later two physicists in California will spend nine months building a room designed specifically to abolish the half-second, and they will very nearly succeed, and by then it will not matter at all, because a man in a good suit will already have decided that the safest place for Uri Geller is inside the argument rather than outside it.

He learned three things that night and he did not have words for any of them for about thirty years, but he had them, the way a child has a language before he can name a verb:

One. He could do it when he wanted, sometimes, badly, if he tried.

Two. Trying hurt.

Three. When he pushed the spoon back straight with his hands, the sound in it changed. It did not go back. Pushing it with his hands made a new noise in the metal, a bad grinding one, low and crowded, and the place where it had bent was afterwards harder than the rest of the handle, and stayed harder, and would not bend again in the same spot however much he asked it to.

He had discovered work hardening, alone, on a floor, in the dark, at five, without a word for it.

It would be twenty years before a man in California drew him a diagram of a crystal lattice and used the word dislocation, and Uri would look at the diagram and go completely white, and the man would think he had frightened him with the physics.

He had not. What had happened was that Uri Geller, aged twenty-five, in a room full of people with doctorates, had just been handed the first evidence in his entire life that the thing in his hands was not a private madness.

—

The fifty-one years go like this, briefly, because it is worth knowing now rather than later.

The bent spoon stayed in the drawer in Tel Aviv until 1957, and then it went to Nicosia in a tea chest, and it came back to Israel in 1963, and it was in Manzy Geller’s kitchen in a drawer in three subsequent flats, and it was never used, because you cannot eat with a spoon that is folded in half, and it was never thrown away, because she did not throw away spoons.

At some point in the nineteen-eighties it stopped being a bent spoon and became a keepsake, and she would show it to people, and she was proud of it in a complicated way that Uri found difficult to be in the room for.

She died in 2003 and it came to him in a box with her rings and her thimbles.

He put it in his pocket.

He is going to be an old man before the end of this book, and he is going to do something that nobody has ever done and that nobody is going to believe he did, and when he does it that spoon is going to be in his pocket, because it has been in his pocket every day since 2003, and because he has never once, in his entire life, tried to straighten it.




Four

Tel Aviv—1953

The compass belonged to the school and lived in a wooden box with a sliding lid, and it came out twice a year.

Mrs Bendori had it on the front desk on a Tuesday in the spring, for a lesson about north, and she had drawn a map of the Mediterranean on the board in three colours, and the class of thirty-one was supposed to come up two at a time and look at the needle and see that it pointed the same way from everywhere in the room.

That was the entire lesson. The needle points the same way from everywhere in the room. This is why you can find your way home.

It took about nine minutes to fall apart.

—

Uri was near the back and was not attending. He was doing the room, which was what he did: the buckles, the window catch, the ring, a boy called Amnon who had a steel plate in his shoe because of his foot and who was the second most interesting object in the building.

He came up when he was called, with a girl named Ziva, and he stood at the desk and looked into the little glass dish, and the needle swung round and pointed at him.

He did not do anything. He wants that understood and it has never once been believed. He was not trying. He had his hands behind his back because that is where you put your hands when you are at the front, and he was looking at the needle, and the needle came round through about a hundred and ten degrees and stopped, quivering slightly, aimed at his sternum.

Ziva said, “It’s broken.”

Mrs Bendori came over and picked it up and shook it and put it down, and it swung round and pointed at him again.

—

What happened next took perhaps five minutes and it determined the rest of his life, and the reason it determined the rest of his life is that it went wrong in a way that was not dramatic at all.

Mrs Bendori did not gasp. Nobody screamed. There was no wonder in that classroom, not for one second.

What there was, was a busy woman with thirty-one children and a lesson to get through and a piece of school equipment behaving stupidly, and a boy she already had marked down as a nuisance standing next to it.

“Move away, please.”

He moved away. The needle followed him.

He got to the window. It followed him.

And it was at this point—with the needle tracking a five-year-old across a classroom, which is a thing that a hundred and forty million years of geology says should not occur, that Mrs Bendori made the choice that everybody in this book is going to make, over and over, for seventy years, in laboratories and studios and newspapers and courts.

She got angry.

“What have you got in your pockets?”

“Nothing.”

“Turn them out.”

He turned them out. There was a bottle top and some string.

“Give it here.”

“It’s string—”

“Uri Geller, give me what is in your hand.”

There was nothing in his hand. She took the bottle top and the string anyway and put them in her desk and put the compass back in its box and slid the lid shut, and told him to sit down, and got on with the lesson using the drawing on the board, and the class learned that the needle points the same way from everywhere in the room.

He sat down.

And then a boy called Gidi, two desks over, leaned across and said the sentence that did more damage to Uri Geller’s life than anything James Randi ever wrote.

He said: “How did you do it?”

He was not being hostile. That is the thing. He was six and delighted and he wanted to know the trick the way a boy wants to know how to whistle through his fingers, and his face was entirely friendly.

How did you do it.

Not what happened. Not did you see that. Not is that real. The question arrived pre-loaded with its own answer, that a thing had been done, by a person, using a method, and Uri understood, in about a second, that there were now two available positions in the world and that he would be occupying one of them for the rest of his life.

He could say I didn’t do anything, and be a liar.

Or he could say I’ll show you at break, and be a magician.

He said, “I’ll show you at break.”

He has been saying it ever since.

—

At break he could not do it, and that was the second lesson, and it arrived within the hour.

Eleven boys in the corner of the yard by the bins. A spoon that Gidi had gone and got from the kitchen, which was an act of some initiative and which Uri remembered fondly for seventy years. A circle of faces at the exact distance that faces get to when something is about to be either wonderful or a humiliation.

Nothing.

He held it and he wanted it and he did the thing in his chest that he did, and the spoon sat in his hand being a spoon, and after about ninety seconds the circle began to come apart at the edges the way a crowd does, one boy peeling off and then two, and Gidi stayed to the end out of a loyalty that Uri did not deserve and then said, kindly, “Maybe tomorrow,” and went to play.

He stood by the bins with the spoon.

It is worth putting down exactly what he learned there, because it is the operating principle of the next seventy years and he acquired it at six in a schoolyard:

It does not come when it is needed. It comes when nobody has asked.

Every single structural fact of his life follows from that one sentence. It is why he became a performer rather than a scientist, a performer can fill ninety seconds and a scientist cannot. It is why he was caught twice with his thumb. It is why the most controlled test ever built for him produced nothing on the biggest night of his career, and why the most extraordinary thing he ever did happened at a bench in a preparation room with nobody in it.

And it is why, on the following Monday, when Gidi asked again, Uri Geller—aged six, four days into the whole enterprise—palmed a pre-bent spoon from his own kitchen out of his sock.

It worked perfectly. Eleven boys made a noise he had never heard before and has been chasing since.

Nobody at that school ever believed anything he said again, because a boy called Amnon found the sock spoon in the cloakroom on the Wednesday, and by Thursday it was around the whole of the second year, and it was true, and it was fair, and it was the single most accurate piece of debunking ever performed on Uri Geller.

He did it. He was caught. He deserved it.

And the thing in the classroom with the compass, which nobody was ever going to be able to explain and which happened in front of thirty-one witnesses and a qualified adult, was now permanently and retrospectively filed under that business with the sock.

He was six years old and it was already too late.

Nobody ever asked him about it again. Not that year, not ever. There is no note in any file anywhere about a compass in a school on Betzalel Yaffe Street in the spring of 1953, because nothing happened, because a boy was fiddling.

—

This is the first time the world chose ridicule over enquiry, and it is worth being exact about what that means, because the same machine is going to be operated later by people with security clearances and it will not look any different.

Nobody lied. Mrs Bendori did not decide to suppress anything. She was not incurious as a person—she kept the class rabbit alive for six years and she was the only teacher in that school who ever wrote a kind word about him.

What she did was much simpler and much harder to argue with. She was presented with two possibilities:

This boy is doing something with a bottle top.

The magnetic field of the Earth is negotiable.

And she chose the one that let the lesson continue.

That is all containment ever is. It does not require malice and it does not require a conspiracy. It requires only that the alternative is enormous and the afternoon is short.

—

He tried to tell her about the sound once, at the end of that year.

He had worked up to it for weeks. He waited until the room was empty and she was clearing the board, and he said, in Hebrew, in the flat unpunctuated way that children say the things they have rehearsed:

“Miss, the metal makes a noise and I want to know if you hear it too.”

She turned round.

To her enormous credit, and this is why he thought about her, on and off, for seventy years, and why he sent a wreath in 1991—she did not laugh, and she did not say don’t be silly, and she put the cloth down and crouched to his height and thought about it properly for about ten seconds.

Then she said, “What kind of a noise?”

And he could not do it.

He stood in front of the one adult who had ever asked, and he opened his mouth, and there was nothing there. He had no words for it. He had Hebrew and a bit of Hungarian, and he was six, and the sound was not a ringing and it was not a buzzing and it was not a whistling and it was not any of the things there were words for. He said “like rain,” which was wrong, and he said “on tin,” which was closer, and he could see her trying, and he could see her not getting it, and he could see her kindness beginning to tire, and so he said the other thing that was available to him.

He said, “Like this,” and he made a face and a noise with his teeth that was meant to be the crackle and was, unavoidably, funny.

She laughed. It was a nice laugh. It was affectionate and it lasted about two seconds and it was the laugh you give a small boy who has made a silly noise, and it ended the conversation, and it ended all conversations of that type for the next twenty years.

He laughed too. He was good at that already.

He went home. He never mentioned it to anybody again, not to his mother, not to Shipi, not to Hanna, not to a single one of the physicists who would eventually put him in a shielded room and measure everything about him that could be measured. Russell Targ never knew. Puharich, who wanted so badly to know everything, never knew. The word Barkhausen was never once said in his hearing in his life.

He had made his attempt at being heard, at six, and it had produced a laugh, and he had drawn a conclusion.

The conclusion was: do the noise on purpose next time.

If the only door available is the one marked entertainment, a child does not stand outside it on principle. He goes through it. He goes through it and he gets very, very good at it, and by the time anybody with the right instruments turns up, twenty years later, wanting the truth, the door has shut behind him and the man they are talking to has been a performer for so long that he cannot tell them anything without also, helplessly, performing it.

That is the whole tragedy and it starts here, in an empty classroom, with a kind woman laughing kindly at exactly the wrong moment.




Five

Tel Aviv—1954–1957

His father came home five times a year and each time he was slightly less real.

Itzhaak Geller was a sergeant major and had the shape of one, and he arrived with a kitbag and a brown paper parcel and a way of filling a doorway, and he was funny for the first day and quiet by the third. He and Manzy had run out somewhere that neither of them explained, and Uri, who had a five-year-old’s instrument for the temperature of a room and could read the pressure in a house from the hall, understood the situation entirely and was told nothing about it for six years.

He loved his father in the way you love a visitor.

The thing he remembers is the boots. His father’s boots came off inside the door and stood there for the duration, and they were the loudest thing his father owned: leather and nails and a steel shank in the sole, and they had been walked in for eleven hundred kilometres and had a long, hard, monotonous history that was nothing like the gate and nothing like the Singer. It was just distance. The boots had nothing in them but distance.

He used to sit near them.

—

Money came in and went out and mostly went out, and his mother played cards.

This has been reported, over the years, as Uri Geller’s mother was a gambler, which is not true and is unkind, and as the young Uri told his mother her winnings, which is true and is not the interesting part.

She played rummy on a Thursday with three other women in a flat on Ahad Ha’am Street, for very small amounts of money, because it was the only evening of her week that belonged to her. She would come back at eleven with either a few piastres more or a few piastres less, and she would put whatever it was into a tin on the shelf above the sink, and that tin was the family’s entire relationship with luck.

Uri was in bed when she came in. He would hear the door, and the tap, and then the tin.

And he would know, before she opened it, whether it had gone in or come out.

He knew from the tin. That is the whole of it, and it is not clairvoyance, and he has never once claimed it was, though a great many people have claimed it on his behalf. The tin was a tobacco tin with a lid that had been forced too many times, and it had thirty or forty coins in it, and coins are the most talkative objects in a household—struck, milled, and then handled by every hand in a country. He could hear the tin from the other room. He could hear it change.

So when she came in and put her coat on the hook, he would say through the door, “Six,” or, “You lost,” and after a while she stopped finding it funny and started finding it something else.

—

There was one evening in 1955 that he did not tell anybody about for fifty years and then told Hanna, in a hotel in Barcelona, at three in the morning, badly.

His mother came in late. There was no sound of the tin.

He waited, and it did not come, and after a while he got up and went to the door and looked through, and she was sitting at the table in her coat with the tin in front of her and the lid off and both hands flat on the table on either side of it, not moving.

She had lost all of it.

Not a large sum. It was never a large sum. It was the sum that stood between the household and a particular kind of week, and she had lost it, and she was sitting in her coat at half past eleven at night working out what she was going to do, and she was doing that alone because there was nobody else in the flat to do it with.

Uri stood in the doorway in the dark and watched his mother be a person for the first time.

Then he went and got the spoon.

Not the bent one, she would have noticed the bent one. One of the others, from the drawer, and he brought it to the table and put it down in front of her and said, “Watch.”

And he bent it.

He was eight and he had never done it in front of anybody on purpose and it took him a long time and it made his head ache above the right eye and his nose bleed a little, and she sat there in her coat and watched the handle of her own spoon go over slowly onto the table like something wilting.

He did it to make her look at something else.

That is all. There was no plan and no ambition and no notion of a career, and he was not showing off, and this is the only completely uncomplicated act in the entire seventy-year performance that is about to follow. A boy saw his mother frightened about money and did the one remarkable thing he owned, to move her face.

—

It worked. That is the trouble.

She looked up at him, and she was not frightened about money any more, and for about three seconds Uri Geller experienced the specific sensation that he was going to spend the rest of his life chasing across five continents in front of increasingly large numbers of people, which was: she is looking at me.

Then she looked at the spoon.

She picked it up and turned it over and looked at the fold, and her face changed by degrees into something he did not have a name for and did not like, and she put it down and got up and washed her hands at the tap for longer than was necessary, and then she said, without turning round:

“Don’t do that where people see.”

“Why?”

“Because they will think you are strange.” She turned the tap off. “Or they will think you are special. And I don’t know which is worse.”

He asked her, years later, in Nicosia, when he was thirteen and they were doing the linen, what she had meant by it. She remembered saying it. She was surprised he did.

“I meant,” she said, “that if they think you are strange they will leave you alone, and you will be lonely. And if they think you are special they will not leave you alone, and you will be lonely.”

“That is the same.”

“No,” said Manzy Geller, folding. “One of them you survive.”

—

There is a thing about that flat in 1955 that has to go in somewhere and this is the place for it.

They were not poor in any sense that gets written about afterwards. There was food. There was rent. What there was instead was the specific arithmetic of a household with no margin, in which every object was load-bearing and nothing could be replaced, and in which a boy who could deform metal was not a wonder. He was a hazard.

This is the part that gets lost in the seventy years of coverage. When Uri Geller bent something in that apartment he was not performing a miracle. He was breaking the cutlery.

He understood this completely by the age of eight and he never afterwards lost it, and it is the reason for one of the odder facts about his career, which is that in fifty-three years of demonstrations across forty countries he almost never bent anything that belonged to the person he was with. He bent studio props. He bent his own. He bent things handed to him by broadcasters and laboratories and men with expense accounts, and when a private individual pushed their own spoon across a table at him at a dinner party he would find a reason—every time, for five decades, courteously, not to.

Journalists noticed occasionally and wrote it up as evasion: he only works with his own props.

It was not that. He had been smacked across the hand at five for a spoon that could not be replaced and had watched his mother put it in a drawer instead of throwing it out, and some part of him never came back from it. He did not want to take somebody’s fork off them.

He gave things away instead, compulsively, for the rest of his life—watches, jewellery, cars, money , and several people who knew him well have said, independently and without any coordination, that being given something by Uri Geller was slightly overwhelming and slightly sad, and that it seemed to be about something other than generosity.

He was eight. He understood about a third of it. The third he understood was: she is not looking at me any more, she is looking at the spoon, and he filed that away, without knowing he had filed it, in the place where a person keeps the shape of what he is going to want for the next seven decades.

—

She did not throw that one away either. It went in the drawer with the bent one, and now there were four spoons and two ruins, and if you ate at that table you got a fork.

—

Two years later his parents’ marriage ended properly instead of merely in fact, and his mother married a Hungarian named Ladislas Gero who was gentle and slightly defeated and who had an interest in a small hotel in Nicosia, and in the summer of 1957 the flat was packed into tea chests.

Uri was ten and did the packing of the kitchen drawer himself, because he had asked to.

He wrapped the four good spoons in newspaper. Then he wrapped the two bent ones separately, in a piece of the sheet, and put them at the bottom under everything, and did not explain why, and was not asked.

He stood for a while in the empty room before they went.

The Singer had been sold, it was too heavy and it was worth money and there would be another one— and its absence from the table by the window was the loudest thing in the flat. Where the machine had stood there were four small clean squares in the dust, and that was all, and the room had gone quiet in a way that he did not like and that reminded him, distantly and without his being able to put it together, of a garden.

He went and stood at the window and looked across at the wall opposite, and the gate was still hanging off its one hinge, and it would go on hanging there until 1968, when the plot was cleared and the house came down and something else was built, and the gate went into a skip and then into a furnace, where it was melted, along with a great deal of other iron, and made into something new.

Nobody asked it anything first.




Six

Nicosia—1959

The hotel had twenty-two rooms and a board behind the desk with twenty-two hooks on it, and the board was the problem.

His stepfather’s hotel was called the Ritz, which it was not, and it stood on a street off Ledra with a lemon tree in a pot outside and a ceiling fan in the lobby that had been installed by somebody who did not care. Ladislas Gero ran it competently and without pleasure. Manzy did the linen and the books. Uri, who was twelve when they arrived and had no English and a Hebrew accent that Cypriot children found hilarious, was given the mornings free and the afternoons at Terra Santa College and the evenings on the desk.

The evenings on the desk are where he learned the single most useful skill of his life, and it was not bending anything.

It was not touching.

—

Twenty-two keys, on twenty-two hooks, on a board four feet wide.

Every key in a hotel is the same key repeated: brass, cut, and then turned by strangers five times a day for as long as the hotel has existed. And brass talks. Brass is soft and takes an impression of everything, and a hotel key that has been in eleven thousand hands has eleven thousand hands in it, all of them in the same two places, all of them in a hurry.

Standing at that desk was like standing in a room where twenty-two radios were playing the same programme half a second apart.

He could not get away from it. The desk was four feet from the board. He worked five hours a night at four feet from the board and it took him about a month to understand that he was going to have to learn to do something that he had never in his life had to do, which was to not listen.

Nobody taught him. There was nobody to teach him. He was twelve and he worked it out on a wooden stool over about two years, the way a person learns to sleep next to a railway line, and the method he arrived at, which he was never able to describe and which he used every single day of his adult life without knowing he was using it—was this:

You do not push it away. You put your attention on one specific piece of metal and you hold it there, and everything else becomes a wall instead of a crowd.

He picked the ceiling fan. It was the dullest object in the building. It had four blades and a bearing and nothing had ever happened to it, and he learned to sit with his whole attention resting on that fan like a hand on a rail, and after a while the board went quiet.

It cost him something and it took him two years to notice what.

The method works by narrowing. You put everything you have on one object and the rest becomes wall— and what he discovered, some time around his fourteenth birthday, was that while he was doing it he could not do the other thing at all. Not a spoon, not a key, nothing. The narrowing that made the board bearable also switched him off.

He tested it on a wet Tuesday in the empty dining room with a teaspoon and the fan, alternating, for about an hour, and established it beyond doubt: attention on the fan, nothing happens; attention loose, the spoon goes.

Which means the thing requires the opposite of concentration.

He never worked out how to say this and it ruined a hundred laboratory sessions. Every serious person who ever tested him began by saying concentrate, and he would try, obediently, for years, because they were the experts, and concentrate is the precise instruction that turns it off. The best results anybody ever got out of him came in the sessions where the equipment failed and everybody stood around waiting and he was bored and looking at the ceiling.

Targ half noticed, in 1973, and wrote a line about it, and could not build a protocol around subject performs better when not attending to the task, because there is no such protocol and there never has been.

That is the trick. That is the entire trick, and it is worth marking, because in fourteen years’ time a young man is going to sit under television lights in Burbank in front of forty million people with a table of controlled props in front of him, all of them screaming, and he is going to need to do nothing at all for twenty-two minutes.

He learned how on a stool in Nicosia.

—

The English came in badly and never left.

He got it off the guests and off the radio and off a boy called Andreas who worked in the kitchen and who taught him, deliberately and with enormous patience, about ninety words that were all obscene. At Terra Santa the brothers taught him properly, and by fifteen he could do it, and it never once felt like his.

This matters more than it looks. Hebrew was the language he thought in and English was the language he was famous in. Every single thing that Uri Geller ever said about the most important experience of any human life, he said in his fourth language, at speed, to people who were writing it down.

Subject unable to articulate, the log will say.

He was never unable to articulate. He was unable to articulate in English, at pace, under lights, about a thing that has no vocabulary in any language, and the difference between those two sentences is a career.

—

He was popular at school, which surprised him.

He was good-looking and he was fast and he was foreign, and in a colonial school full of children of five nationalities the foreign ones did well. He played basketball. He was liked. There was a period of about three years in the middle of his adolescence in which Uri Geller was an entirely ordinary boy, and it is the only such period.

He did not do the thing. Not once, not at school, not for a friend, not to show off, and the restraint in that, at fourteen, is close to superhuman.

It was his mother’s sentence and he had kept it. Don’t do that where people see. They will think you are strange, or they will think you are special, and I don’t know which is worse.

So for three years he found out what it was like to be neither, and he liked it, and this is the control group in the experiment of his own life. He knew, from the age of fifteen, exactly what the alternative was worth. Every choice he made after 1969 was made by a man who had personally sampled being unremarkable and had decided against it.

—

Cyprus in those years was not a peaceful place. There were soldiers, and there were bombs—small ones, in bins and cars and doorways, in a conflict that had nothing to do with a Hungarian-Israeli family running a hotel and did not care.

One went off two streets away on an afternoon in 1958 and Uri, who was eleven and in the street, learned two things about metal in the space of one breath.

The first was the sound. Not the bang. Under the bang, and after it, and for about a minute afterwards, there was a crackle so loud and so wide that he sat down on the kerb—every piece of metal in three streets, all at once, all of it being shoved. He had heard the crackle all his life as a kind of weather. This was the first time he understood that it could be made to happen, that something could reach out and change every piece of metal in a district in one instant, and that he was not the only thing in the world that could do it.

The second was the shrapnel.

A man came past being carried, and Uri, sitting on the kerb with his hands over his ears, felt the metal in him.

Not much of it, the man lived, he found out later. But it was in there, in the meat of the thigh, several small pieces, and it was making the noise, and it was making it from inside a person, and the child on the kerb reached for it the way you reach for a light switch in your own house.

And nothing happened.

He could hear it. He could locate it to the centimetre. And there was no purchase on it at all, none, not a millimetre of give, the way a hand closes on the reflection of a hand.

He did not think about it again for nine years, and then he thought about it every night for a month in a ward outside Beersheba, and then he did not think about it again for fifty years, and then he had to.




Seven

Israel—1965

The army was the quietest place he had ever been, and he has never been able to say that out loud without it being taken as a joke.

He came back to Israel at seventeen with English, a Cypriot tan and no plan, and he was conscripted at eighteen, and he volunteered for the paratroopers because a boy at the induction centre told him the food was better, which was untrue.

What he found there was almost total silence.

—

Modern military small arms are annealed.

That is not a metaphor and it is the reason for the silence. A rifle is made to a specification, in a factory, in tens of thousands, and every part of it is heat-treated to a defined and uniform state— which is to say, at some point in the manufacture, each component was taken up to temperature and held there until the metal forgot everything that had been done to it, and then cooled in a controlled way so that what it remembered afterwards was only what the specification said it should.

Annealed metal has nothing to say. It has been through the fire and come out with no history.

A hand-forged gate has four hundred hammer blows in it and each one is different. A rifle has a number.

So Uri Geller, aged eighteen, put on a uniform and walked into a base full of steel—racks of it, crates of it, tons of it, and the noise that had been running behind his life since before he could talk dropped to almost nothing, because every single object around him had been deliberately made to be identical to every other one, and identical objects say the same thing at the same time, and a thousand voices saying one word in unison is not a crowd. It is a hum.

He slept properly for the first time in his life.

—

It is worth sitting in that for a moment, because it is the only genuine rest in this book.

Twenty-one months. From the induction centre in the autumn of 1965 to a wadi in the Sinai in the June of 1967, Uri Geller lived inside the quietest environment a twentieth-century human being could occupy: a place organised, deliberately and at enormous expense, around the principle that every object should be identical to every other object of its type.

He put on weight. He got brown. He laughed a great deal, by every account of everybody who served with him, and he was the man in the tent who did the voices.

And the thing he never said to anybody, and has never said in an interview, and said exactly once in his life—to Hanna, in a car, in 1994, on the way back from a funeral—is that those twenty-one months are the only period he can remember in which he was not tired.

“I thought that was what everybody felt like,” he said. “All the time. I thought that was normal and I had just been unlucky in Tel Aviv.”

He was twenty. He had one more month of it.

—

There was an inspection in the spring of 1967 and it produced the only official document in the Israeli Defence Forces that mentions any of this, and it mentions it as a disciplinary matter.

A quartermaster sergeant found, in the course of a routine check of the armoury, that the bolt of one particular rifle would not seat.

It was Uri’s rifle. The bolt had a deformation in the lug—small, perhaps a tenth of a millimetre, and in the wrong place, and of a kind that the sergeant had never seen in nine years and could not account for. It had passed inspection five weeks earlier. It had not been dropped, not been fired beyond its round count, and not been anywhere near a workshop.

He was put on a charge for negligent maintenance of a weapon, which is what you are put on a charge for when a piece of your kit is broken and nobody can work out why.

He took the charge. He did not argue, and he did not offer an explanation, because there was no explanation available to him that would not have been enormously worse than seven days’ confinement to barracks.

What he did do, and this is the part that matters and that nobody has ever known, is that he asked to see it.

The sergeant, who was not unreasonable, let him look at it on the bench.

And Uri Geller stood in an armoury in the Negev in the spring of 1967 with a bolt in his hand and listened to it, and found that the deformation had no history at all. It had not been struck. It had not been heated. There was no event in the metal where the event should have been—no work-hardening at the change, no crowding, none of the hard bright shout he had known since he was five. The lug had simply, at some point in the previous five weeks, been a slightly different shape than it had been before, without anything happening to it.

He had not done it. He is certain about this and there is no reason to doubt him, he had no motive, he liked the rifle, and a boy who is trying to hide does not sabotage his own weapon.

He put it down and did his seven days and thought about it, on and off, for fifty-nine years.

It is the first entry in the folder. It is thirty years before the folder exists, and it is not in it, because he could not cut it out of a newspaper.

—

He was, by every account including the ones that dislike him, a good soldier.

He was fit and he was cheerful and he was extremely good at the part of soldiering that consists of being liked, and he was not particularly brave and not particularly frightened, which is the useful middle. He jumped. He carried things. He did the enormous quantity of nothing that constitutes military service. He learned to smoke and gave it up. He had a girlfriend in Ramat Gan and then did not.

And once, in the second year, on an exercise in the Negev, something happened that he did not think about again for fifty-eight years.

They were dug in overnight on a ridge above a wadi, five of them in a scrape, and at about two in the morning he woke up because the hum had changed.

Not stopped. Changed, the way a fridge changes when the motor cuts. He lay in the scrape with his eyes open and his rifle across his chest and he listened, and underneath the ordinary annealed hum of a hundred men’s kit there was a long slow thing with no shape to it, from below and to the east, and it was not any distance he could put a number on.

He had heard it once before, in a flat in Tel Aviv, with his cheek against a treadle iron, when he was five.

He sat up. He looked east. There was nothing there—there is nothing there, that is what the Negev is, and after about forty seconds it stopped, and the hum went back to normal, and he lay down again and slept.

He did not report it because there was nothing to report and he was nineteen.

In 1973, in a shielded room in Menlo Park, he will draw a set of coordinates that mean nothing to him and that Russell Targ will file as non-target material, and in 2026, at seventy-nine, when he finally sees a map with a mark on it, he is going to have to sit down, because he will have been lying on that ridge, and the thing he heard in the dark was about eleven kilometres away, and it was already gone by then. They had taken it out of the ground in 1952.

What he heard that night was the hole.

—

He got a nickname in the unit and it was not a nice one.

He had not done the thing, he still had not done the thing, in front of anybody, since he was eight years old, but people find out. A cousin talks to a cousin. Somebody had heard something about the kid from Cyprus and the spoons, and it went round the way a rumour goes round a barracks, which is completely and with embellishments, and by the middle of the first year Uri Geller was widely known in his company as a boy who claimed he had magic hands.

He had claimed nothing. He had said, once, to one person, that he could sometimes make a spoon bend, and had refused to demonstrate.

The refusal was the fatal part. If he had done it, it would have been a party trick and it would have worn out in a fortnight. Because he refused, it became a lie, and a lie is much more interesting.

They called him ha-kosem. The magician. They called him it for two years, in the affectionate, grinding, unbelievably persistent way of nineteen-year-old men, and they left bent forks on his bunk, and they asked him to find things, and they asked him, once, memorably, in front of forty people in a mess tent, to fix a broken watch, and he stood there with it in his hand for eleven seconds and gave it back and said, “It’s broken,” and the tent came down.

He laughed. He was always good at that.

This is the second time in this book that a room has laughed at him at exactly the wrong moment, and it will not be the last, and by now a pattern has established itself so early and so thoroughly that he no longer experiences it as a wound. He experiences it as the shape of the world. The world laughs; you laugh first; you get to stay.

—

Somewhere in there he started doing it for money in a small way.

Not the metal. Cards, at first, in the tent at night, guessing—badly, at about seventy percent, which is a great deal better than chance and nowhere near enough to be frightening. He took cigarettes off people. It was a good way to be popular and he was already popular.

But he had the beginnings of a private theory by the end of 1966, and it was correct, and nobody would confirm it for him for another eight years.

The theory was this. He was not guessing the card.

He was guessing the man’s hand.

Every card in that tent had been shuffled by fingers, and fingers leave nothing on paper. But the tin that the deck lived in, and the buttons on the cuff of the man holding them, and the identity disc round his neck on its chain—those were metal, and they were six inches from the card, and they moved when he moved, and a man who is holding something good does not hold his hand the same way as a man who is holding nothing.

He was not reading minds. He never has been.

He was reading the tin.




Eight

Sinai and Beersheba—June 1967

What he remembers of the war is a sequence of about six things, and none of them are the war.

He was twenty. He had no politics. He has been asked about the politics of it several hundred times in his life, by people who wanted him to have some, and the honest answer has always been that a twenty-year-old in a lorry has the politics of a twenty-year-old in a lorry, which is that he is hot, and he would like some water, and the man next to him has a sister.

So: six things.

The dust, which got into the mechanism of everything and which he could hear getting in.

A man called Yoram who sang badly on purpose.

Waiting, for a day and a half, in a wadi, for something that did not happen there and happened somewhere else.

The noise, when it came, which was not like the bomb in Nicosia and was not like anything, and which he cannot describe and has never tried.

Being on the ground and not understanding that he was on the ground.

And the smell of his own arm.

—

He was hit in the left forearm and across the ribs.

It was not a serious wound by the standards of that week and he has never once said it was. He was walking within three days. The scarring on the forearm is visible in photographs for the rest of his life and interviewers occasionally noticed it and he always said the army, in a tone that closed the subject, and it always worked, because people are more embarrassed about war than they are about spoons.

What was serious was the five weeks afterwards, and they were not serious in any way that a doctor would have recognised.

—

The ward outside Beersheba had thirty-one beds and all of them were full.

He was in the second row from the window. To his left was a boy of twenty from Haifa who had lost most of a foot. Two beds down on the other side was a man in his thirties, a reservist, an engineer in life, who had taken a blast at close range and had, in the flat phrase of the orderlies, a lot of metal in him.

That is the phrase. Uri lay in a bed in a hot ward and heard an orderly say, about a person, there’s a lot of metal in him, and his chest did something sideways.

Because he could hear it.

—

This is the centre of Uri Geller’s life and almost nobody knows it, and the reason almost nobody knows it is that he has never told anybody, because there is no version of the sentence that does not sound either mad or vain.

The ward was the loudest room he had ever been in.

Not the beds, not the frames, not the trolleys—those were annealed, mass-produced, silent, a hum. It was the men.

Thirty-one beds. Nine or ten of them with fragments still in, because you do not take out what is not killing anybody, and shrapnel is not manufactured metal. Shrapnel is torn. It is casing that has been accelerated and ripped, and every single piece of it carries the whole of that in it—the forging, the filling, the split second of the tear, at a violence that nothing in a kitchen drawer has ever approached, and it sits in a human thigh afterwards, screaming, for the rest of that person’s life.

He lay in that ward for five weeks and listened to it and could not sleep.

And on the fourth night he tried.

—

He tried on the engineer, because the engineer was the loudest.

He did it the way he had done it to the spoon on the floor in the dark at five years old: he found the place where the thing was, and he reached for it, and he looked for the softness.

There was none.

Not not enough. Not hard, like a work-hardened fold. There was simply nothing to take hold of— no surface, no grip, no purchase, no give, exactly and precisely the way there had been nothing when he had reached for the man being carried past him in a Nicosia street when he was eleven.

He could hear it perfectly. He could have told you the size and shape of every fragment in that man’s body.

He could not move one of them by the width of a hair.

He tried again the next night, and the night after that, and every night for five weeks. He tried on the boy from Haifa. He tried on himself—there was nothing in him, they had cleaned him out, but there was a steel pin in the frame of the bed, six inches from his hip, and he could bend that, and he did, several times, in the dark, and then bent it back, so that he could be certain that the failure was not in him.

The engineer’s name was Dov and he was thirty-four and he was awake most of those nights too.

They talked, in the way that men in a ward talk at three in the morning, which is to say about nothing at all for a long time and then abruptly about the only thing. Dov had a wife in Netanya and two daughters and a practice designing water systems for kibbutzim, and he was calm about what had happened to him and frightened about the walking.

On the eleventh or twelfth night he said: “You are awake every night. What is it?”

And Uri Geller, aged twenty, in a dark ward, said the most honest sentence of his life to a man he had known for a week and a half.

He said: “I can hear the metal in you.”

There was a silence.

Dov said: “Is it loud?”

Not are you mad. Not don’t be ridiculous. He asked whether it was loud, and he asked it the way you ask a man about a symptom, and it is the only time in seventy-five years that anybody responded to that sentence as though it were information.

“Yes,” said Uri.

“Is it loud like a noise, or loud like a smell?”

“…Like a noise.”

Dov thought about that for a while.

“Then you should tell somebody,” he said. “Because if it is a noise then it is your ears, and if it is your ears then it is the blast, and there is a man who comes on Thursdays.”

Uri did not tell anybody. He let Dov believe he had a blast injury, because a blast injury is a thing that exists, and because a man with a blast injury gets seen on a Thursday and a man who can hear the shrapnel in the next bed does not.

But he lay there afterwards with something new, which was the first serious hypothesis anybody had ever offered him about himself, and it was wrong, and it was kind, and it had been produced in eleven seconds by a water engineer with a leg full of casing.

—

Dov walked out in the September. He came past Uri’s bed on two sticks on the way and shook his hand and said something about Netanya.

They did not stay in touch and Uri never looked for him and could not have said, afterwards, why not.

In 2013, at sixty-six, doing publicity in Israel for a documentary, he was asked by an interviewer what the worst thing about the whole of it had been, the ridicule, the lawsuits, the Carson show, fifty years of it, and he gave the answer everybody expected, which was something graceful about his family.

Then, in the car, forty minutes later, with the microphone off, he told the producer the real answer, and the producer has never used it.

The real answer was: “There was a man in a bed near me in 1967 and he asked me if it was loud.”

It was not in him. He was working. The pin went over like butter.

He simply could not reach into a person.

—

He has had, since 1972, several hundred hours of conversation with physicists about why not.

He has never mentioned this to any of them.

The reasons are various and none of them are noble. Partly it is that to raise it is to raise the question, and the question is: what would happen if you could? Partly it is that a man who has spent fifty years being called a fraud does not volunteer the one experiment that failed. Mostly it is much simpler and much worse.

He does not want to know.

Because there is a version of the answer in which the reason he cannot reach the metal in a living body is a physical fact about flesh, and that version is a relief and lets him sleep.

And there is a version in which the reason is that he has never once, in seventy years, actually tried it on somebody he was willing to hurt.

He has never tested the second version. He has taken enormous, deliberate, lifelong care not to create the conditions in which it could be tested. In 1974 a man in a well-cut suit will ask him, pleasantly, over a good lunch, whether he would be prepared to attempt to stop the heart of a pig, and Uri Geller will refuse, and the refusal will be moral, and it will be reported as moral, and it was moral.

It was also the fastest he has ever moved in his life.

—

He came out of the ward at the end of July 1967 with a healed arm and a private conviction that he kept for fifty-nine years, which was:

It is not for people.

Whatever this is, and he had no idea, he was twenty, he had a word in Hebrew that meant conjuror and a word in English that meant the same thing and nothing else at all—whatever it was, there was a line drawn through it, and the line ran along the surface of a human skin, and it had been drawn by somebody or something that was not him.

He found that enormously comforting.

He built his entire life on it. Every stage, every studio, every laboratory, every contract, every one of the ten thousand spoons: all of it done inside a fence he was certain of, by a man who knew where the edge was.

It is worth being clear, now, so that it is not a surprise later.

He was wrong about the fence.

Not about the physics, the physics is exactly what he thought it was, and the physicists will eventually confirm it for him, and flesh is not metal and never will be.

He was wrong about where the edge ran, because there is one place on Earth where metal and a living person are not two things. It is not in the thigh of a wounded engineer. It is smaller than that and it is in every human being who has ever lived, four grams of it, moving, and it is the reason your blood is red.

He will not think of it for another fifty-nine years.

When he does, he will be seventy-nine years old, and he will be standing in a corridor in Buckinghamshire, and he will understand in about a second and a half what is going to be required of him, and he will have to put his hand on the wall.




Nine

Tel Aviv—1969

He met Shipi Shtrang because a fourteen-year-old boy refused to be got rid of, which turned out to be the boy’s entire personality and the best thing that ever happened to Uri Geller.

He was twenty-two and out of the army and doing nothing in particular. He had modelled a bit— knitwear, mostly, for catalogues, because he photographed well and cost nothing, and he had worked in a factory, and he had taken a job that summer as a counsellor at a camp for children, which paid badly and fed him.

There was an afternoon with rain and forty bored children in a hall.

And Uri, who had not done it in front of anybody except his mother in fourteen years, and who had absolutely no excuse for what he did next except that it was raining and he was twenty-two and they were bored and he wanted them to like him—Uri took a spoon off the tea trolley and bent it.

Forty children screamed.

Thirty-nine of them screamed the way children scream at a firework.

One of them did not scream at all. One of them, at the back, a skinny kid of fourteen with a sharp face, went very quiet and watched the whole thing, and then watched Uri’s hands for the rest of the afternoon, and then came and found him afterwards while he was stacking chairs and said, without any preamble whatsoever:

“You should charge for that.”

—

That is the founding sentence of the entire enterprise and it was said by a child.

Shipi Shtrang did not ask him how he did it. He never has. In fifty-seven years, through laboratories and lawsuits and three continents and every hostile journalist alive, Shipi Shtrang has never once asked Uri Geller how he does it, and this is the reason Uri loves him.

What Shipi asked, that afternoon, stacking chairs, was: how many can you do in a night, do you get tired, can you do it if you are tired, what happens if it doesn’t work, and who is going to hire the hall.

He was fourteen. He had worked out the whole business model before the chairs were stacked.

—

And then there was Hanna.

Shipi’s sister was seventeen and did not care.

This has to be stated correctly because it is the axis the rest of a life turns on. She was not a sceptic. She did not disbelieve him and she did not test him and she never, in the whole of their lives together, asked him to prove anything to anybody. Nor was she a believer, she has never once in fifty-seven years used the word gift, or power, or any of the seventy words that the world has thrown at him.

She met a good-looking, jumpy, charming young man who was making her little brother extremely excited, and at some point in the first month she watched him bend a key at her mother’s kitchen table, and her reaction—witnessed, and reported by Shipi with relish for the next five decades— was to look at it for about two seconds and say:

“That was my key.”

That is all. That is the whole thing. Somebody in the world was in the room with the impossible and was mainly concerned about her key.

He asked her out three times and was turned down three, which he has always mentioned and she has always disputed the arithmetic of.

—

The first paid show was in a small hall in Jaffa in the autumn of 1969, and the poster is the reason this book has the title it has.

Shipi had it printed. He was fourteen and he had gone to a printer with money he had got from somewhere and had chosen the wording himself and had not consulted anybody, and Uri arrived on the night and saw it pasted up by the door.

It said his name. Underneath it, in the largest type on the sheet, it said:

HA-ISH SHEL HA-MATEKHET

The Metal Man.

He stood in the street and looked at it for a long time and did not say anything.

It was, he thought, the ugliest thing he had ever seen with his name on it. It sounded like a wrestler. It sounded like a man who swallows razor blades at the end of a pier, and that, precisely, is the register it was aiming for, because a fourteen-year-old promoter in Jaffa in 1969 was not selling a mystery. He was selling forty seats.

“You don’t like it,” Shipi said.

“It’s—” He looked for the English word and did not have it and used the Hebrew one. “It’s cheap.”

“It’s full,” said Shipi, and went in.

—

Hanna came to the third show and did not tell him she was coming.

She sat at the back with a friend, and afterwards, in the corridor, with Uri sweating and elated and twenty-two, she said the thing that he has quoted in every long interview he has ever given and that she has always maintained he has slightly improved over the years.

He asked her what she thought.

And Hanna Shtrang, aged seventeen, having watched a hall of ninety people lose their minds over a man she had recently turned down twice, said:

“You talk too much.”

“What?”

“When it works you say nothing and it is good.” She was putting her coat on. “When it does not work you talk. You talk and talk and you make jokes and you apologise. And everybody knows.”

“They don’t know—”

“Uri.” She got the second sleeve. “I know, and I have seen you do it five times.”

He argued about it for a week and then rebuilt the act around it, and it is the single most valuable piece of professional advice he ever received, and it came from a seventeen-year-old who had no interest in the paranormal whatsoever and never subsequently developed one.

The rebuilt version was this: when nothing happens, stop, and be silent, and let it be nothing.

It is unbelievably hard. It is the hardest thing in performance and most professionals never manage it, and Uri Geller learned it at twenty-two in a corridor in Jaffa and then executed it, three years later, for twenty-two minutes, in front of fifteen million Americans, on the biggest programme in the world.

Everybody watching thought they were seeing a man fail.

They were watching him do the thing his wife taught him.

—

The other thing that happened in that first season, and it is in no biography because there was no reason for anybody to write it down, is that he started giving the money away almost immediately.

Not all of it. He was not a saint and he wanted a car. But the pattern that would eventually become conspicuous, the watches handed to strangers, the enormous unasked-for gifts, the compulsive generosity that several people found slightly alarming—starts here, in 1969, in a hall in Jaffa, with a doorman.

The doorman’s name was Yitzhak and he was about sixty and he had a bad chest, and on the fourth night Uri gave him a third of the take.

Shipi, who was fourteen and running the books, was extremely annoyed about it and said so, and Uri could not explain himself then and could not explain himself for another fifty years.

The explanation, when it finally arrived, arrived in a kitchen in Sonning in about 2019, and it was four words long, and Hanna wrote it down on the back of an envelope because she thought it was the truest thing he had ever said about himself.

He said: “They paid to be lied to.”

He did not believe that. That is the point. He knew perfectly well that what happened in that hall was real, at least most of the time, at least on the good nights.

But he had done the sock spoon at six and he had used a stooge twice by the end of 1969 and he was never afterwards able to be entirely certain, on any given night, which kind of night it had been— and so he paid people back, at random, for the rest of his life, in case.

—

He did seventy minutes and he was, by every surviving account, mediocre.

He bent things. He guessed drawings. He started watches. He talked too fast and he apologised when it did not work, which is the one thing you must never do, and twice it did not work, and he stood in front of ninety people in a hall in Jaffa with a spoon that would not move and learned the most important professional lesson of his life, which is that you fill the silence with charm or you die.

He filled it with charm. He got away with it. He came off soaked through.

And in the corridor afterwards a man he did not know, in his forties, in a jacket too warm for the evening, was leaning against the wall.

“Do you do private work?” the man said.

“What?”

“Parties. Small groups.” He had a pleasant face and an entirely unmemorable one. “Some people would pay well to see that in a room rather than a hall.”

“You are from a newspaper?”

“No,” said A. Meir, and shook his hand, and did not give a name that night or for another eleven years, and went away.

—

Here is the thing about that poster, and it is worth putting down now because it will be a long time before it comes back.

Uri Geller hated it, and he was right to hate it, and it was accurate.

Not accurate about him, he was not, in 1969, the metal man. He was a young man with an unusual talent and a fourteen-year-old manager and a girl he was trying to impress. It was accurate about what the world was going to be prepared to do with him, and Shipi Shtrang, aged fourteen, with no education in it whatsoever, had gone into a printer’s shop and found the exact three words that the twentieth century was willing to accept.

Not the man who hears metal. Nobody would come.

Not the man who reads the history of forged objects. Forty empty seats.

The Metal Man. Slightly pulpy. Almost dismissible. A poster you walk past.

He is going to spend the next fifty-seven years inside that poster, and he is going to hate it for about forty of them, and then he is going to understand what it was for, and by then it will be the only thing keeping his family alive.

He never took it down. It is in a frame in a converted soap factory in Jaffa and you can go and look at it.




Ten

Israel—1970–1971

He was famous in Israel for about eighteen months and it very nearly finished him.

It went the way these things go and it went fast. The halls got bigger. Shipi, now fifteen, got better at the printing and then got a telephone. There was television—Israeli television, one channel, watched by everybody, and after the first appearance in the spring of 1970 Uri Geller could not walk down Dizengoff Street without it taking an hour.

He loved it. It is important not to be delicate about this. He loved it completely and without irony, the way a young man loves the first enormous thing that happens to him, and the parts of it he loved most were the stupidest parts: being recognised, being photographed, being given a table, being asked. He bought a car he could not afford. He had shirts made. He was twenty-three and he had gone from a knitwear catalogue to a national obsession in fourteen months and there is no version of a human being who would have handled that gracefully, and he did not.

And then the country turned on him, which is what that country does, and it did it thoroughly.

—

The problem was that Israel in 1970 was not a credulous place.

It was a small, hard, argumentative society of about three million people, an enormous proportion of whom were refugees or the children of refugees, and it had a national attitude to extraordinary claims that can be summarised as we have heard of the Messiah, thank you. There was no market for mysticism. There was, however, an enormous market for exposure, and there were newspapers, and there were stage magicians who were extremely annoyed.

The first campaign against him began in the summer of 1970. It was competent and it was mostly fair.

The magicians pointed out—correctly, that everything he did on a stage could be done by a professional. They demonstrated it. One of them, a good one, did an entire evening in a Tel Aviv theatre in which he reproduced the whole of Uri Geller’s act and then explained every item of it, and the explanations were all plausible and several of them were, as a matter of fact, exactly right, because by 1970 Uri had a repertoire and some of the repertoire was ordinary conjuring.

That is the thing that nobody wants to hear and it is in this book on page one of Act I’s ending because leaving it out would poison everything after it.

Not all of it was real. He filled.

Seventy minutes is a long time. The thing worked when it worked, and it did not work on a schedule, and he had ninety people in a hall who had paid, and he was twenty-three and had a car he could not afford. So he learned some methods. A stooge, twice. A bit of business with a duplicate. The standard apparatus of a working mentalist, which he picked up in about six months, because he was clever and because it was there.

He did it badly, too. He was never a good conjuror. He was a magnificent performer and an amateur magician, which is the worst possible combination, because it meant that when he cheated he got caught and when he did not cheat nobody could tell the difference.

—

There was a court case, in a small way, over a hall and a refund, and he lost it.

There was a piece in Haaretz. There was a very bad month in which he could not get booked, and Shipi, aged sixteen, sat on the floor of a flat in Ramat Gan with a ledger and worked out that they had nine days of money.

And there was the night in Beersheba—of all places, Beersheba, forty minutes from the ward—when he went on in front of six hundred people, half of whom had come to see him fail, and nothing worked at all.

Nothing. Not one thing, for fifty minutes. He tried everything he had, including the methods, and even the methods went wrong, because his hands were shaking. They slow-clapped him off.

He sat in the dressing room afterwards, which was a store cupboard, and Hanna, who had come, who had started coming—sat on a crate opposite him and did not say anything comforting.

What she said was: “Is it gone?”

And he said, “I don’t know.”

“Then find out at home,” she said, “not in front of six hundred people in Beersheba,” and handed him his coat, and that is the most useful sentence anybody said to him in the entire decade.

—

Andrija Puharich arrived in August 1971 and everything changed in an afternoon.

He was an American physician: Northwestern-trained, an army medical officer, an inventor with patents on hearing devices, a serious and slightly obsessive man of fifty-three with an interest in what was then called parapsychology and a private conviction, which he had held since the fifties, that human consciousness was in contact with something and that the contact could be found.

He had heard about Uri from a colleague. He came to a show in a hall in Jaffa, the same hall, as it happens, and he sat in the fourth row with his hands on his knees and watched.

Afterwards he did not go round to the dressing room. He waited in the street.

Uri came out with his coat over his arm and there was a heavy-set American standing by the door under the poster, and the American said:

“May I ask you something and will you tell me the truth?”

“That depends what you ask me.”

Puharich did not ask it straight away.

He stood in the street under the poster with his hands in his pockets and said, first, three things that Uri Geller had never heard a single human being say in that order.

He said: “I watched the whole show. I think about a third of it was conjuring.”

Uri went cold and said nothing.

“I think you used a duplicate in the envelope piece, and I think the young man in the second row was yours, and I could not tell what you did with the watch and it may have been nothing.” Puharich shook his head slightly, as though clearing it. “None of that is my business and I am not here about it.”

“Then—”

“I am here because of the fork you did at fifty-one minutes, which I was four feet from, and which I have no account of at all.” He said it flatly, the way a man reads out a measurement. “So I have a practical problem. There is a person in front of me who does one thing I cannot explain and several things I can, and the usual professional response is to write off the whole man, and I have decided not to do that, because it is lazy.”

Nobody had ever put it to him like that. Nobody has ever put it to him like that since, not Targ, not Byrd, not the four hundred journalists, and certainly not Randi, whose entire method is the one Puharich had just described and declined to use.

“You are not from a newspaper,” Uri said.

“No.”

“You are a doctor.”

“I was. I do this now.” A shrug. “Badly paid.”

—

And then he asked it, and this is where the chapter properly begins, because the question landed on a young man who had just been told, accurately, to his face, in the street, that a third of his act was fake, and had not been despised for it.

That is the thing that bought Andrija Puharich five years of unconditional loyalty in about ninety seconds. Not the belief. The arithmetic. He had separated the real from the fraudulent with uncomfortable precision and had then declined to let the fraudulent settle the question of the real, and he had done it standing in a street in Jaffa at half past ten at night with his coat over his arm.

Every serious person who came afterwards did the opposite. They found the sock spoon—there was always a sock spoon, there is always a sock spoon, and they stopped.

Uri Geller spent the next fifty-seven years looking for one more person who would do what Puharich did in that street, and never found one, and eventually stopped looking, and started selling crystals.

“When it works,” Puharich said, “is it you?”

Uri stopped.

Nobody had ever asked him that. Nine hundred people had asked him how do you do it, which is a question about method and is therefore a question about fraud. Nobody had ever asked him whether it was him, which is a different question entirely, and is the only question he had ever actually wanted somebody to ask, and the answer to which he had known since he was five years old in a garden with his hands on a gate.

“No,” he said.

Andrija Puharich took a breath and let it out slowly and looked, for a moment, like a man who has found something he had been looking for for twenty years, which is exactly what he was.

“I have come a long way,” he said, “to watch you do that again.”


I

Heat.

Heat and then the folding, and the folding is not once, it is many, and between each one a cooling that does not finish before the next heat arrives.

Hammer. Hammer. Turn. Hammer.

A long time of nothing at a temperature that does not change.

Then hands. The hands are always in the same two places. Low, and to the left of low. The hands are small and there are very many of them and they are warm on one side only, and between the hands there is dark, and rain, and the slow opening of the surface into rust, and paint over the rust, and rust under the paint, and paint again.

Hands. Hands.

A length of dark with no hands in it that has no name and no bottom.

Then: heat.

Not the first heat. This heat does not stop. This heat goes past the folding and past the hammering and past everything that was put in, and takes it out—takes out the four hundred blows one at a time in the order they were given, and the rain, and the rust, and the paint, and the small warm hands, low and to the left of low—

and after it there is nothing, and the nothing is poured, and what is poured is something else.





Eleven

Tel Aviv and Jerusalem—August 1971 to July 1972

Puharich took eleven months and he took them methodically, and the first thing he did was the one thing nobody else had ever done, which was to stop asking Uri to perform.

“I don’t want the show,” he said, in a hotel room in Tel Aviv, on the second day. “I’ve seen the show. The show is for people who have paid. I want to know what happens when nobody has paid.”

They worked in hotel rooms and in a flat in Jerusalem, for hours at a time, most days of the week, for the better part of a year. Puharich brought a Nagra tape recorder, a camera, a set of scales, a gaussmeter, a box of sealed steel containers and about ninety pounds of other equipment, and he kept a journal in a small hand, and he paid for everything.

And for eleven months Uri Geller experienced, for the first time in his life, the extraordinary sensation of being taken seriously by an adult.

It is impossible to overstate what this did to him. He was twenty-four. He had spent his entire life being either laughed at or applauded, which are the same thing done at different volumes, and now there was a man of fifty-three with a medical degree sitting on a hard chair at one in the morning saying, do it again, but slower, and tell me what you feel in your hands.

He would have followed him off a cliff.

He did, more or less, and it took three years.

—

The work itself was good. This is not disputed by anybody, including the people who think everything that followed was rubbish.

Puharich was a competent experimentalist when he chose to be. He weighed things before and after. He sealed things. He established, over about five months, a set of findings that were unglamorous and solid and that Uri had never known about himself:

That it worked better in the morning.

That it worked worse when he was watched by more than about six people, and worse again when any of them was hostile, and that the falling-off was not gradual but sharp, like a door closing.

That he could not do it at all for about ninety minutes after doing it well.

That there was a measurable temperature drop in the object—small, a fraction of a degree, and in the wrong direction, which is the single most interesting physical result anybody ever got out of him and which nobody has ever explained.

That the nosebleeds correlated with mass. Not with difficulty. With mass.

And one other thing, which Puharich underlined twice in the journal and which will matter enormously in fifty-five years:

That it worked better through glass than through nothing at all.

Puharich ran that one nine times over two weeks because he did not believe it either.

Air. Nothing. Card. Aluminium foil. Lead sheet. A steel box. Plain glass. A glass jar. A glass jar of water. A glass jar of salt water. He was systematic with the trained thoroughness of a man out of medicine, which is to say he changed one thing at a time and wrote all of it down including the failures.

The ordering came out the same on every run, and it makes no sense under any theory that anybody has ever proposed:

Metal blocked it. That much was expected and is the only part that behaved.

Nothing—plain air, straight line, no barrier—was mediocre.

Glass was better than nothing.

Water was better than glass.

A sealed glass jar of water was better than anything, by a margin that was not marginal.

Uri could not account for it and did not try. He had known it since he was about eleven, in Nicosia, where the hotel had a glass carafe on the reception desk and where the one object in that building he could affect from across the room was the spoon standing in it.

Puharich wrote, in the margin of the fourth run, a line that he never developed and never published and that sat unread in a journal in a cardboard box for fifty-four years:

Not a barrier problem. Coupling?

—

He had it. That is the thing that makes this chapter hard to write.

Andrija Puharich, in a hotel room in Tel Aviv in the autumn of 1971, with no equipment worth the name and no funding and no institutional backing, wrote down the correct answer in two words with a question mark after it, and then went off in the other direction for the rest of his life.

Because a barrier problem is boring. A barrier problem is shielding and attenuation and inverse squares, and it leads to a table of numbers.

Coupling is the interesting word and he did not follow it, and the reason he did not follow it is that he was already, by the fourth run, more interested in who was sending than in what it went through.

Fifty-five years later, at eight minutes past four in the afternoon on the twentieth of December 2026, two hundred million people are going to be sitting behind glass screens, and every one of them is going to be a sealed vessel of water holding a piece of metal, and the thing is going to work better than it has ever worked in the history of the world.

Nobody will connect it to a line in a margin in 1971. There will be no reason to. The journal will be in a storage unit off Route 17 by then and the man who wrote it will have been dead for thirty-one years.

Not through lead. Not through steel. Through glass, and through water, and best of all through a sealed glass jar of water, which makes no sense under any theory anybody has ever proposed and which Puharich, to his credit, simply wrote down without trying to account for.

—

The trouble started with the tapes and it started early.

Puharich recorded everything. And from about the third month, tapes began to be blank.

Not all of them. Perhaps one session in five, and always the ones in which something notable had happened, which is either the most sinister fact in this book or the most ordinary, a man with a lot of equipment and a magnetic recording medium in a room with somebody who demonstrably interferes with magnetic things is going to lose tapes, and any physicist would have shrugged.

Puharich did not shrug.

He came to a different conclusion, and he came to it fast, and this is where a serious man began to step off the edge of the known world in a way that would eventually take his career, his reputation and his friendship with Uri Geller with him.

He decided that the tapes were being erased on purpose, by whatever was doing this, so that there would be no record.

Which meant there was a whatever.

Which meant it had intentions.

Which meant, and here is the fatal step, the one that a hundred careful people have made in a hundred fields and the reason this novel keeps stopping to look at Andrija Puharich, it meant that he could ask it questions.

—

“Uri,” he said, one night in October, “when it happens, is there anybody there?”

They were in the flat in Jerusalem. It was late. Uri had been working for two hours and had a handkerchief pressed to his face and was grey.

“What?”

“Is there a presence. When you do it.”

Uri thought about it honestly, which he nearly always did with Puharich and nearly never did with anybody else.

“No,” he said.

“Nothing at all?”

“There is no one there.” He put the handkerchief down. “It is like—you know when you are in a house and the house is empty, but you can hear the pipes?”

“Yes.”

“That.” He shrugged. “The pipes. Nobody is in the pipes. But something is going through them.”

Andrija Puharich wrote that down.

And then, and Uri did not see this happen, and would not have understood it if he had—Puharich looked at what he had written for a while, and struck out the word pipes, and wrote above it, in his small clear hand, a different word.

He wrote transmission.

—

Everything that went wrong, went wrong out of that single substitution, and it went wrong because it is a completely reasonable thing to write.

Pipes is a metaphor for a conduit. Transmission is a metaphor for a conduit as well, but a transmission has a transmitter, and a transmitter is somebody, and once you have a somebody you must give it a name, and once you have given it a name you have a correspondent, and once you have a correspondent you are no longer a scientist. You are in a relationship.

By the following spring Puharich had a name for it.

He had got the name in a hypnosis session, he hypnotised Uri, repeatedly, which was a bad idea for about nine separate reasons, and in one of those sessions a voice that was not quite Uri’s voice said some things in an odd cadence, and the tape of it erased itself within the hour, and Puharich, sitting in a flat in Jerusalem at two in the morning with a blank spool in his hand, had exactly the experience that he had spent his whole life preparing to have.

The name was Spectra.

Uri had no memory of saying it. He has never had any memory of any of it. He was twenty-five, he was exhausted, he was being hypnotised twice a week by the only adult who had ever taken him seriously, and he trusted him.

“What did I say?” he asked.

And Puharich, who was not a liar, who was never a liar, who was one of the more honest people in this entire book—looked at the young man on the sofa and made the decision that people make when they love somebody and want to protect them, and said:

“Nothing much. You were tired.”

Three years later Uri Geller found out what he had said the same way everybody else did, which was by reading it in a book in a hotel room, with a photograph of himself on the cover.




Twelve

Menlo Park, California—November 1972

The room had no windows and two doors and the doors did not open at the same time.

It was a shielded chamber: a steel box inside a room, sealed, with a double-glazed port and a one-way audio feed, built for electromagnetic work. Uri Geller sat in it on a plastic chair at a plastic table for the better part of a year, and it was the happiest he had ever been.

He has said this in public perhaps five times and every time it has been reported as strange. It is not strange. He was twenty-six years old, he had crossed the world, he had been on the Tonight Show schedule and off it again, he had a girlfriend in Israel he wrote to badly, and every morning for nine months two men in short-sleeved shirts came and put something on the table and asked him to try.

Nobody clapped. Nobody laughed. Nobody paid.

There was just the box, and the two of them, and the work.

—

Russell Targ was thirty-eight and had bad eyesight and a laser physicist’s habit of taking a question apart before answering it. Harold Puthoff was thirty-six, ex-Navy, quicker, drier, and the one who worried about the money.

They were not credulous men and they were not fools, and the single most misrepresented fact of the entire affair is the shape of the room they were standing in. They did not go looking for a psychic. They had a laboratory at a large and extremely conservative research institute; they had funding that came, through a chain of intermediaries that they understood perfectly well, from people in Virginia; and they had a brief, which was to find out whether there was anything in it at all, because if there was, somebody else was going to find it first.

Their working assumption, on the day Uri Geller walked in, was that there was not.

So they built the protocol for a fraud. That is the correct way to do it and it is what they did.

—

The tightening went on for nine months and it went in one direction.

November. He is asked to reproduce drawings sealed in envelopes. He does it, several times. Targ notes, correctly, that an envelope is not a control.

December. The drawings are made in another room by a person Uri has not met, sealed in two opaque envelopes with a metal foil layer between, and locked in a safe. He does it. Not every time— about one in three, with another one in three partial, which is not a magician’s hit rate, because a magician’s hit rate is one.

January. The drawing is made in a different building. He does it.

February. The target is chosen by a random number generator from a pool nobody in the building has seen, and drawn by a person selected after Uri is already sealed in the chamber. He does it—and Puthoff, going over the tapes at half past ten at night, finds the thing that changes the tone of the whole project, which is that in two cases the drawing Uri produced was made before the target was selected.

Not the same drawing. Uri had drawn a bunch of grapes at 10:14. The generator ran at 10:31.

March. They stop letting him touch anything.

April. They put him in the chamber with a magnetometer whose probe is bolted down under a bell jar in the next room, and they ask him to move the trace, and he cannot, and they ask him again the next day, and he cannot, and on the third day he says, “Can I stand up?” and stands up, and walks to the wall of the chamber, which is the closest he can get, and puts both hands flat on it.

The trace goes off the paper.

Targ’s log entry for that afternoon is four words long and he wrote it in pen and did not amend it, and the page is in a file somewhere: That should not happen.

—

What Uri remembers about that year is not the results.

It is the two of them arguing.

They argued constantly, about method, about controls, about whether a given result meant anything, and they argued in front of him because he was furniture, a subject, not a colleague, and so for nine months Uri Geller sat on a plastic chair and listened to two physicists take his life’s central fact apart in fluent technical English, and understood perhaps a third of it, and loved every second.

Nobody had ever thought about it in front of him before.

“You’re assuming a field,” Targ would say.

“I’m not assuming anything—”

“You’ve written field three times.”

“Then give me another word for the thing that’s doing it.”

“That’s my entire point. We don’t have one. If we call it a field we’ll start looking for an inverse square and it isn’t behaving like one—”

And Uri, from the chair, in his fourth language, quietly:

“It goes better through the glass.”

Both men stopped and looked at him.

“What?”

“Through glass. And water.” He shrugged, apologetic, already retreating, because thirty years of being laughed at is not undone by nine months of anything. “Puharich wrote it. It is better through a jar of water than through the air. I don’t know why. I only know it since I am five years old.”

There was a silence of about six seconds.

Then Puthoff picked up a pencil and said, “Say that again,” and wrote it down, and for the first time in the entire twenty-six years of his life somebody in a position of authority had taken something Uri Geller said about himself and treated it as data rather than as a claim.

He went back to the hotel that night and could not sleep for happiness.

—

The other thing about Menlo Park, and it took him about thirty years to understand it, is that they were the only people who ever told him he was allowed to fail.

It was a procedural point rather than a kindness. Targ explained it in the second week, patiently, twice, because Uri had apologised after a null trial and then apologised again.

“You have to stop doing that.”

“I am sorry—”

“That. Stop that.” Targ took his glasses off. “Uri. A null result is a result. If you get a hit every time, you are a magician, because nothing in nature works every time. Do you understand what I am telling you? The failures are the reason anybody will believe the hits. If you could do it on demand I would throw the whole file away.”

Uri sat with that for a while.

“You want me to fail.”

“I want you to not perform.” Targ put the glasses back on. “Which I appreciate is the only thing anybody has ever paid you for.”

—

It did not take. That is the tragedy of the year and it is nobody’s fault.

He tried. For nine months he genuinely tried to be a subject rather than an act, and he was better at it by the end than at the beginning, and the numbers in that laboratory are the best numbers anybody ever got out of him precisely because of it.

But he had been a performer since he was six years old in a schoolyard by the bins, and the reflex is not a habit, it is a nervous system. When the room went quiet he filled it. When a trial produced nothing he made a joke. On the days when the equipment failed and everybody stood around waiting, he did card tricks for the technicians, actual card tricks, sleight of hand, badly, and it drove Puthoff to a level of quiet fury that he never once expressed and that is legible in the log for 14 March in a single sentence about scheduling.

They needed a witness and they had been sent an entertainer.

And the entertainer was telling the truth, which is the part that nobody has ever been able to hold in their head at the same time as the card tricks, and which is why the whole thing came apart.

—

Near the end of the year Puthoff asked him a question in the car park, and it was not a protocol question either.

“If we publish and it goes badly for us, and it will, you understand that, whatever we write—what happens to you?”

Uri thought about it.

“I go on television,” he said.

“And if we publish and it goes well?”

He had not considered it. He genuinely had not, not once in nine months, and he stood in a car park in California at twenty-six years old and worked out the answer in front of a man who was watching him do it.

“…I go on television,” he said.

Puthoff nodded slowly, and did not say anything else, and got in his car.

—

They liked him. This is also not much reported.

He was funny and he was eager and he was exhaustingly, relentlessly charming, and he wanted so badly to be good at the tasks that they had to keep telling him that failing was allowed. He brought them things. He was ruinously generous with money he did not have. He learned both their wives’ names and asked after them for fifty years.

And they were careful with him, in a way that he did not fully register at the time and understood completely by about 1990, which was that Targ and Puthoff were the only two people in his entire professional life who never once asked him to do it at a party.

—

Near the end of the first year, in the corridor, Targ asked him a question that was not part of any protocol.

“Does it hurt?”

Uri was tired. It was late. They had done three hours.

“Yes,” he said.

“Where?”

He put two fingers above his right eye. “Here. And after, I am—” He looked for the word, did not find it in English, and used his hands, which is what he did his whole life when the language ran out: he made a shape like something going out.

“Empty,” said Targ.

“Empty. Yes.”

Targ nodded slowly. Then he said, “You know we can’t publish that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it isn’t measurable and it makes you sound like a mystic, and the moment you sound like a mystic nobody reads the numbers.” He took his glasses off and rubbed them on his shirt. “So we’re going to publish the numbers. And the numbers are going to be so boring that they’ll have to argue with them.”

That was the plan. It was a good plan. It was, arguably, the correct plan.

It held for eleven days after publication.




Thirteen

Menlo Park—Spring 1973

The die was in a steel box and the steel box was the point.

By the spring they had stopped asking Uri to do anything he could see. The protocol had reached the stage that all good protocols reach, which is that the interesting question was no longer can he but through what, and so Puthoff had built a series of tests that were really tests of the barrier rather than of the man.

The die test was the neatest of them and it is the one that survived into the literature.

A single die, ordinary, from a game shop. It goes into a steel box with a lid. Puthoff shakes the box without looking into it and puts it on the table. Nobody on Earth knows which face is up, including the man who shook it. Uri calls the number. The box is opened.

They ran it a great many times. He passed on it more often than he had any business doing, and he declined to call at all on about a fifth of the trials, which is a thing no conjuror does and which is in the record.

What is not in the record, because nobody asked, is how.

—

He was not seeing through the box. He has never seen through anything.

He was listening to the box.

A die dropped inside a steel container lands on one of six faces, and it comes to rest against the floor of that container, and it stays there. And the steel underneath it is now being pressed on by a small weight in a specific pattern—three pips of pressure, or five, or one, and steel under a point load is not silent. It is doing what steel always does under load, which is arguing with itself, quietly, in the crackle.

One pip is a different sound from six pips. They are not close.

That is the whole method and it took him about six attempts to find it and he never told anybody, partly because he could not have explained it in English and mostly because by 1973 he had learned that explaining anything was the fastest possible route to being disbelieved.

But it is why he declined a fifth of the trials.

He declined when the box was on the felt pad instead of the bare table, because the felt damped it.

He declined twice when there was a truck idling outside.

And he declined, every single time, when the die was made of plastic and the box was cardboard, which happened five times as a control, and on all four occasions Uri Geller, the man who was allegedly guessing—sat with his hands flat on the table and said, “I have nothing,” and was recorded as a miss.

Cardboard has no opinion. Nothing was pressing on anything that could complain.

—

There is one trial in that series that Targ never wrote up properly and that appears in the log as four words and a time.

They had been running the die for about a fortnight. On a Thursday in April, Puthoff, who was getting bored, which is a legitimate experimental instinct and produces about a third of everything that has ever been discovered—put a die in the steel box, shook it, put it on the table, and then, without telling anybody, put a second steel box on top of the first.

Empty. Nothing in it. Just a box on a box.

Uri, in the chair, said: “There are two.”

Puthoff said: “Two what?”

“Two boxes. Why are there two boxes.” He had not looked up. He was not looking at the table at all; he had his head back and his eyes half shut, which was how he sat when it was working. “The top one is nothing. It is empty. Take it off, it is in the way.”

“In the way of what?”

And Uri Geller, aged twenty-six, in a shielded room, gave the answer that is the whole of his physics and that nobody in that building recognised as physics.

He said: “It is standing on the one underneath.”

—

Read that again, because Puthoff did, about four hundred times, over the next thirty years.

An empty steel box sitting on a full steel box is load. It is two kilograms of pressure distributed across the lid of the container he was reading, and it changed what the bottom box had to say about the small weight inside it, the way a hand on your shoulder changes your voice.

He was not seeing the die. He had never been seeing the die.

He was listening to a steel box complain about being stood on, and the die was one small part of the complaint, and when you put a second box on top the complaint got louder in the wrong register and buried the thing he was actually reading.

Nobody asked the follow-up. That is the whole history of Uri Geller in one afternoon. The follow-up question is what do you mean, in the way, and it takes eleven seconds to ask, and it was not asked, because there was a protocol to get through and a null trial to log and a man in the chair who did card tricks for the technicians.

The log entry for that afternoon reads: subject detected additional container.

That is it. That is all of it.

Fifty-three years later a materials scientist called Frances Okonjo-Hale is going to sit at a kitchen table in Sonning and say the words this is not a cooling figure, and she is going to be the second person in the history of the world to work out that Uri Geller reads load paths through metal, and she is going to get there because she does failure analysis for a living and it is literally her job to look at a piece of steel and say what was done to it.

Puthoff was four hundred hours and one question away, in April 1973, and he had a protocol to finish.

Targ noted the pattern and could not account for it: subject’s confidence appears correlated with container material rather than with target difficulty. He filed it as a curiosity. It is the single most revealing sentence anybody ever wrote about Uri Geller and it is one line in an appendix.

—

The seeds were the same and everybody got them wrong for fifty years.

He could tell you which of ten film canisters had a seed in it. This became, in the popular account, Geller can sense living things, which is nonsense, and which he never claimed, and which he also never corrected, because by then he had stopped correcting anything.

A film canister with a seed in it weighs a fraction more than an empty one. It sits on the table slightly differently. And the canisters were aluminium, in 1973, because everything was, and aluminium under a differential load of half a gram is still aluminium under a load.

Metal. Always metal. There has never once in seventy years been an exception, and every single apparent exception in this book has a piece of metal in the room doing the work, and it is findable, and it is there on purpose.

—

In April a man came to watch for two days and was introduced as being from the sponsor.

He sat at the back with a legal pad. He was courteous, he asked two questions in two days, all of them sensible, and he did not give a surname. Puthoff knew who he was. Targ knew roughly. Uri did not know and did not particularly care, because by that stage of his life a great many people came and watched.

At the end of the second day the man asked his fourth question, in the corridor, on his way out, with his coat over his arm.

“Mr Geller, the drawings and the die and so on. Very impressive.” He was pleasant about it. “Can I ask a different sort of question. Is there an upper limit?”

“A limit of what?”

“Of size.” The man smiled. “It’s a teaspoon. Suppose it were a bar. Suppose it were something the size of a car.”

Uri, who had been asked in his life to bend keys, forks, spoons, rings, nails, a bicycle, and once a Rolls-Royce as a joke by a man at a party, gave the answer he always gave, which was the truth.

“It doesn’t work like that. It is not strength.”

“No, I appreciate—”

“It is not that a big thing is heavy.” He was tired and his English was worse when he was tired. “It is that a big thing has more in it. A spoon is nothing. A spoon is a—” he turned his hand over “—a piece of nothing from a factory. But an old thing, a made thing, a thing that has been used —” He stopped, because the man had gone still. “Anyway. It is not the size.”

“It’s the history,” the man said.

“Yes.”

The man looked at him for a moment. Then he said thank you, pleasantly, and shook his hand, and left, and wrote four pages on the aeroplane.

Nobody showed those four pages to Uri Geller, then or ever.

They contained one observation, which was that the subject appeared to distinguish between mass-produced and worked metal, and rated worked metal as harder; and one inference, which was that the population of objects the subject would find most difficult to affect and the population of objects that mattered were, unfortunately, the same population.

And then a recommendation, which was the beginning of the whole thing, and which was two words longer than it needed to be:

Recommend continued observation. Do not encourage.




Fourteen

Silver Spring, Maryland—August 1973

The man from the Naval Surface Weapons Center brought his own wire and did not shake hands until afterwards.

Eldon Byrd was thirty-four, a scientist in the medical-engineering line at a naval laboratory, and he had a specific and narrow reason for being in the room, and it was not spoons. He had made this clear in advance, twice, in writing.

He put a small paper envelope on the table and took out of it three short pieces of wire, each about five centimetres long and a millimetre thick, and laid them in a row.

“Do you know what this is?”

“No.”

“It’s an alloy. Nickel and titanium.” Byrd sat down. “It has a property. If you deform it at room temperature it stays deformed—like any wire. But if you then warm it, past about here—” he indicated a rough height in the air “—it goes back to the shape it had before. Exactly. Every time.”

Uri looked at the wire.

“It remembers,” he said.

“That’s the word people use.” Byrd was not a warm man and did not become one. “It’s not remembering. There’s a phase change in the lattice and the shape is the low-energy configuration of the high temperature phase. But yes. The industry calls it memory metal.”

“And you want me to bend it.”

“No,” said Byrd. “I want you to do whatever it is you do. I am specifically not asking you to bend it, because a bend is reversible and I would learn nothing.”

—

This is the reason chapter fourteen exists and it is short.

Everything else that happened to Uri Geller in 1973 happened in front of an audience, a studio audience, a laboratory, a nation. This happened in a small room in Maryland with two people in it, and it is, in the plain judgment of this book, the most important twenty minutes of the twentieth century, and it went almost entirely unremarked because there was nothing to see.

There was a piece of wire. It did not spark or glow or writhe. Uri Geller held his hand about ten centimetres above it for a long time and nothing happened at all, and then he asked if he could touch it, and Byrd said no, and he took his hand away and sat back and said, “Then it will take longer.”

It took twenty-one minutes.

The transcript of those twenty-one minutes is eleven lines long, because Byrd was writing rather than talking and Uri was not performing, and the whole of it is worth having:

10:14—subject seated, hand approx 10cm above wire 2. No contact permitted.

10:19—subject asks whether he may hum. Permitted.

10:26—subject asks how much longer I intend to allow. Told: as long as he likes.

10:31—subject: “it is quiet.”

10:33—asked to clarify. Subject: “it has nothing in it. It is like a new spoon. There is nothing to hold.”

10:38—subject appears to be perspiring. Offered break. Declined.

10:44—subject: “I have found the shape it is supposed to be.”

10:47—asked to clarify. No response.

10:52—visible deformation, wire 2, approx 1/3 along, est. 30 degrees. Subject did not touch.

10:53—subject epistaxis, left nostril. Session ended.

10:55—subject asks whether it worked. Told: unknown until heated.

—

Two things in that document are worth more than everything else written about Uri Geller in fifty years, and they are both in the middle, and Byrd did not know what he had.

The first is it has nothing in it.

Nitinol is manufactured. It is drawn, and then it is trained—heated in a jig at high temperature until the lattice takes the shape you want it to remember, and then cooled. And training is annealing. The process that gives memory metal its memory is the same process that erases every other memory the metal has: the drawing, the mill, the hands, the whole thin history that Uri had been hearing in objects since he was five years old.

A piece of trained nitinol is the only common metal on Earth that has been deliberately emptied of everything except one instruction.

He picked it up and found it silent, and said so, at 10:31, in a small room in Maryland, and the scientist wrote it down and did not know that his subject had just correctly described the metallurgical history of an alloy he had never heard of nine minutes earlier.

The second is I have found the shape it is supposed to be.

Not I am bending it. Not I am making it go. He located the remembered shape, the single instruction, the one thing in there, and the next line in the log is the deformation.

He did not put a bend in a wire.

He got hold of the only memory the wire had, and he changed it, and then the wire did what nitinol always does when you warm it, which is to go home.

Home was somewhere else now.

At the end of twenty-one minutes the wire had a kink in it, about a third of the way along, of perhaps thirty degrees.

—

Byrd took it away and heated it.

That is the entire experiment. That is the thing. You do not measure a nitinol result by looking at the bend, because anybody can put a bend in a wire, a child can, a thumbnail can, it means absolutely nothing. You measure it by making the metal go home.

You warm it past the transition, and the alloy returns to the shape it was trained to, which it has done every time anybody has ever done it since 1959, in every laboratory on Earth, without a single recorded exception.

Byrd warmed the wire.

The kink stayed.

—

He did it again with a hot-air gun, and then in a bath of hot water with a thermometer in it, and then, back at the laboratory over the following week, with equipment that removed any question at all about temperature. He annealed a control from the same spool and behaved perfectly. He tested the spool. He tested his own technique on four other pieces.

Every piece of that batch of nitinol wire went home when warmed, exactly as it was supposed to, except the one.

The one had a new shape in it. Not a deformation over the remembered shape, the remembered shape was gone, and something else was in its place, and heating the wire, which is the operation that recovers the memory, now recovered the wrong memory.

The lattice had been rewritten.

—

Byrd sat with that for about three days before he understood what he was actually holding, and when he did understand it he went out and walked around the car park for a while.

Here is what he understood.

A firing pin is a piece of shaped metal. So is a sear, and a striker, and a bolt lug. Every mechanical device that has ever been built to hold enormous energy in check and release it at one specific moment does so by means of a small hard piece of metal in a specific shape, and that shape is maintained by the crystal structure of the alloy, and the crystal structure is maintained by the fact that metal does not spontaneously decide to be a different shape.

That is not a safety feature that anybody designed. It is an assumption so deep that no engineer in history has ever written it down, because it has never once needed to be said.

The material will continue to be what it is.

A centrifuge rotor spinning at fifty thousand revolutions a minute is a piece of metal that is being held together entirely by its own crystal structure against a force that wants badly to tear it apart. A turbine disc is the same. A pressure vessel. A landing gear. A reactor cladding. A containment weld.

Every one of them is a promise made by a lattice.

And a young man in a room in Maryland had just, over twenty-one minutes, and with some visible discomfort, and without touching it, persuaded a piece of the most memory-stable alloy ever manufactured to change its mind about what it had always been.

—

Byrd wrote it up.

The report is careful and dull and hedged, as reports by people who want to be believed always are. It describes the protocol. It describes the controls. It notes that the author cannot account for the result. It does not use the word psychokinesis anywhere and it does not speculate about mechanism, and it makes, in the final paragraph, one single recommendation, which is that the work be repeated under laboratory conditions by somebody else.

It went up the chain.

It was not believed. It was not suppressed, either, which is the part that people who like a conspiracy always get wrong—nobody shredded Eldon Byrd’s report. It was read by several people who concluded that a well-meaning junior scientist had been fooled by a stage magician, which is a completely reasonable conclusion and was the majority view, and it was filed.

But it was read.

And among the several people who read it, two of them—in different buildings, working on different things, and never in the same room—arrived independently at the same thought, which was not is this true.

It was: what would we do if it were?

That question is the beginning of everything that happens to Uri Geller for the next fifty-three years, and he was not in the room, and he was never told, and by the time he worked it out he was an old man being laughed at on a sofa.




Fifteen

Menlo Park—June 1973

There were, in the end, eleven drawings that did not correspond to anything.

They came out of the envelope trials across about five weeks in the early summer, and they were handled in the only way that a careful laboratory can handle them, which is as noise. When a subject produces a drawing and the target is a sailboat and the drawing is not a sailboat, the drawing is a miss. That is what a miss is. You do not get to go back afterwards and decide that the miss was interesting.

Targ, to his enormous credit, did not throw them away. He put them in a folder marked NON-TARGET and wrote a line in the log—subject produced non-target material of high internal consistency—and that folder sat in a filing cabinet at Stanford Research Institute for nine years and then went into a box and then into a different box.

Uri never saw it again until he was seventy-eight.

Five of the eleven matter.

—

The corridor.

He drew it on a Tuesday. The target was a bunch of keys.

It is a pencil drawing, competent, he could draw, he had a good hand—of a long straight passage in perspective, going away from the viewer, with regular vertical divisions down both sides that are clearly racking of some kind, and, past about the halfway point, a change: the racking stops and becomes a run of plain cabinets, drawn with more pressure, and the perspective lines converge on a dark rectangle at the end.

He wrote three words under it. He does not remember writing them and they are in his hand.

It is cold.

The black sun.

A filled circle, about eight centimetres across, gone over and over in pencil until the paper is shining, with a ragged corona around it, and he pressed so hard in the middle that he went through the sheet and marked the one underneath.

The target was a tree. He was asked afterwards what it was and said he did not know, and the note says subject appeared distressed, which is a very Targ way of writing that a young man had put his pencil down and gone out of the room.

The three figures.

The one that nobody in that building liked.

Three standing shapes, roughly human, in a row. Not aliens: no large eyes, no domes, nothing from any cinema. They are simply people-shaped, and they are drawn hollow—outlines with nothing in them— and the head of each one is an empty oval.

There is a note in Uri’s hand at the bottom of the page and the note is not a description. It reads:

3. and then me.

He has no memory of writing that either.

The coordinates.

Two lines of figures in the top corner of a page whose main drawing was a perfectly good and perfectly correct rendering of the actual target, which was a camel.

Degrees, minutes, seconds. Latitude and longitude, in a conventional format he could not have explained and had never used, in handwriting that is his but tighter than his.

Somebody—probably Puthoff—plotted them at some point, because there is a pencil tick beside them. They resolve to an empty stretch of the Negev about a hundred and forty kilometres south of Beersheba, where there is nothing, and where a check with an atlas confirmed that there was nothing, and where a second check some months later by somebody with better maps confirmed the same thing.

Nothing there. No installation, no settlement, no road.

There has been nothing there since 1952.

And the date.

This is the smallest of the five and the strangest, and it is on the back of the camel drawing, bottom right, in pencil, in a European hand with the day first and full stops between:

20.12.2026

That is all. No note, no annotation, nothing else on that side of the sheet.

Somebody in the laboratory, the handwriting is not any of the three principals—has written beside it, at some later date, in biro, with a question mark:

telephone no.?

—

Here is what it was actually like to produce one, because the record has the drawings and nobody has ever written down the afternoon.

The protocol was undramatic. He sat at a table in the shielded room with a sheet of paper and a pencil, a wooden pencil, hexagonal, with a brass ferrule and a rubber, standard issue, four of them in a jar, and he was told that a target existed and that it had been sealed, and then he was left for twenty minutes.

He drew badly and fast and then stopped and pushed it away, and that was the whole of it, and the door opened.

What happened inside the twenty minutes he described eleven times in his life to eleven different people and never got it any better than this, which he said to Targ in the car park in the June:

“I do not see it. Nobody sees anything. My hand is bored and it goes.”

The pencil, of course. Graphite in a wooden barrel with a brass ferrule on the end, four inches from the paper, held in a hand, and no one in that building ever once considered the pencil, because a pencil is not equipment. It is the thing you write the results with.

Every apparent clairvoyance in this book has a piece of metal in the room doing the work. There has never been an exception. On the eighteenth of June 1973 the metal was a brass ferrule, and the reason the corridor drawing has three words under it in his own handwriting that he does not remember writing is that his hand had been going for nine minutes by then and had not stopped when the picture did.

—

Targ came in at the end of that one and found him sitting back from the table with the sheet turned face down, which he had never done before and never did again.

“Finished?”

“It is not the boat,” Uri said.

“I haven’t told you it’s a boat.”

“It is not what it is.” He was grey. “It is a place and I do not want to go there.”

Targ picked it up, looked at the corridor and the three words, said all right, and put it in the folder marked NON-TARGET, and offered him a lift back to the hotel, and Uri said no and walked.

That is the entire conversation. It is in no log because it was not part of the trial.

Fifty-three years later he walks down that corridor at seventy-nine years old with a bent spoon in his coat pocket, and it is exactly as long as he drew it, and the racking gives way to grey cabinets past the halfway point the way he drew it, and the air is two degrees cooler.

It is cold.

He was right about not wanting to go there. He was right in June 1973, in a room in California, with a pencil, at twenty-six, about a building in Buckinghamshire he would not enter for fifty-three years, and he told a physicist so, out loud, and the physicist said all right and filed it, because there was nothing else on Earth that a reasonable person could have done with it.

—

The five of them went in the folder with the other six and the trials moved on, and this is not a failure of anybody’s intelligence. It is what a laboratory is for.

A protocol exists precisely so that you cannot go fishing in your own misses. The moment Targ and Puthoff had started treating non-target material as significant, every critic they had, and they had excellent ones—would have been entitled to burn the whole enterprise down, and would have been right to. The rigour that made the Nature paper publishable is the same rigour that put the corridor in a folder.

That is the tragedy and it is not anybody’s fault. The most careful people in the story did the most careful thing available to them, and it was correct, and it cost fifty-three years.

—

Uri asked about them once, in July, on the way to lunch.

“The ones that are wrong. What happens to them?”

“They go in the file.”

“But what happens to them?”

Targ stopped walking. He had a way of stopping when a question was better than it sounded.

“Nothing happens to them,” he said. “They’re misses, Uri. We record everything. If we started deciding some of the misses were secretly hits we’d have no experiment at all.”

“I know that.” He did know it. He had learned a great deal in nine months.

“Then what’s the question?”

And Uri Geller, aged twenty-six, in a car park in California, in his fourth language, said the most accurate sentence he ever said about his own life and was not understood, and could not have been, and did not blame anybody.

“Where do the ones go,” he said, “that are not answers to your question.”




Sixteen

Washington and Langley—Autumn 1973

The word appears for the first time in a memorandum of eleven pages, on page seven, in a sentence that is doing something else.

The memorandum is a summary of the year’s work and it is a dull document. It hedges. It uses reportedly and is said to and the subject is alleged to have. It notes that the physical results are not replicated outside a single facility. It notes the Carson appearance, with what reads distinctly like relief. It recommends, on balance, that direct funding be tapered.

And then on page seven, under a heading about media effects, somebody who has clearly been given the job of collating the British and West German press has written a paragraph about the broadcasts, and the paragraph ends:

The relevant phenomenon may therefore be less the individual capability than its apparent transmissibility. Note in particular the pediatric cluster.

Then, in the margin, in a different hand, in pencil, one word and a question mark:

Contagion?

—

There is no cabal in this book and there is not one here.

Nobody convened. There was no room with a long table. What there was, in the last quarter of 1973 and the first half of 1974, was perhaps nine people across several organisations in two countries, most of whom never met, working on entirely separate briefs, who each independently arrived at the same uncomfortable shape.

It is worth walking through it the way they walked through it, because it is not stupid, and because the reader who thinks it is stupid will not understand anything that happens afterwards.

One. If it is fraud, it does not matter.

Two. If it is real and confined to one man, it is manageable. One man can be watched. One man can be hired, or discouraged, or simply outlived. A single human being who can affect small metal objects at short range is, in the cold arithmetic of national security, a curiosity—an interesting one, worth a modest budget, but not a crisis. There is only one of him and he is twenty-six and he is on television being charming.

Three. If it is real and it propagates, everything changes.

And the British data said it propagated.

—

The pediatric cluster.

After the broadcasts of late 1973 and into 1974—Britain first, then West Germany, then Scandinavia —children began reporting it. Not a handful. The universities that looked into it were dealing with letters in the thousands, and a small number of physicists took it seriously enough to run tests, and the tests were a mess, because testing children is a mess, and a great many of the children were cheating.

That is not in dispute and it is not the point.

The point, as it landed on a desk in Virginia in the autumn of 1973, was structural and it did not depend on any individual child being genuine:

The capability, whatever it is, appears to be acquired by demonstration.

It transmits through broadcast media.

It is acquired most readily by subjects under the age of about fourteen.

There is no known method of counter-transmission.

Read those four lines in an office in 1973 and it does not matter whether you believe a word of it. Your job is to write the next line, and the next line writes itself, and a man whose name is not recoverable wrote it, and it is the sentence that ends Uri Geller’s life as a free man:

If the capability is real, it is not a capability. It is a proliferation event.

—

They fell out about what to do, and the falling-out is the most human part of the file.

There was a faction, and it was a real faction, with a genuine argument, that said: acquire. Put him on a contract, put him in a building, find out how it is transmitted, and if it can be taught, teach it to ours before it is taught to theirs. This is the position of people who have spent their careers watching capabilities they dismissed turn up on the other side.

There was a faction that said: contain. You cannot put a proliferating phenomenon in a building. The one thing you know about it is that it spreads by being seen, and the man is currently on television approximately every nine days.

And there was a third position, which won, and which won for the reason that third positions always win, which is that it was cheap.

—

The paper that carries it is two pages long and it is not sinister. It is the most reasonable document in this entire book and that is why it is in it.

It sets out the three options. It costs them. It observes, correctly, that acquisition creates a secret, and that secrets have a poor record, and that a secret of this kind would be worth more to a foreign service than almost anything else currently held.

It observes that direct action, and the phrase used is permanent measures, once, in parenthesis— would produce a martyr, and that a martyr accelerates exactly the propagation you are trying to stop, and that the subject is a foreign national with a high media profile and a large family and this is not Guatemala.

And then it makes its recommendation, which is three sentences long, and which is the reason the twentieth century turned out the way it did.

It recommends that the phenomenon be allowed to discredit itself.

It observes that the subject is a performer, that performers require constant novelty, that constant novelty under scrutiny guarantees eventual failure, and that a single well-publicised failure in front of a mass audience will do more to end serious enquiry than any amount of classification.

It notes that the community of professional magicians has already begun this work at no cost.

And it ends:

No action is recommended beyond the removal of institutional support. It is assessed that ridicule will be sufficient and that it will be self-sustaining.

—

Somebody has written on the bottom of that page, in pencil, and it is not signed:

And if it’s real?

Underneath, in the same hand, is the answer, and it is the only sentence in the whole file that anybody involved appears to have found difficult:

Then we have made the world safe by making a truthful man ridiculous, and God help us.

—

There is a second document and it is much shorter and it is the one that should frighten you.

It is a costing.

Two pages, prepared some weeks later by somebody in an entirely different part of the building who had never heard of Uri Geller and had been given a task, and it exists because the recommendation in the first document required—as recommendations do, a figure attached to it before anybody would sign.

It is titled, in the flat idiom of the period, Estimate: cost of non-support.

The estimate is that the removal of institutional support would cost, in direct expenditure, approximately nothing, since it consisted of declining to renew arrangements that had not yet been renewed.

There is a line for staff time. There is a line for liaison. There is a note that the media component was expected to be self-sustaining and to require no expenditure of any kind, with a reference to the existing activity of the professional magicians’ community.

And at the bottom, in the box marked for the total, somebody has typed a figure, and the figure is four hundred and something dollars, and it is annotated (travel only).

—

That is the price.

The most effective operation of its kind in the twentieth century, conducted against a man who was telling the truth, which worked completely and for fifty years and cost him his standing, his scientific future, a great deal of his dignity, and—on the one day in his life when he needed a camera and nine minutes—nearly everything else.

Four hundred and something dollars. Travel only.

You do not need a budget to ruin somebody. That is the finding. You need to stop paying for something, and let a large number of decent people continue to do their jobs well.

—

The costing was signed. There is an initial in the box, in pencil, and it is not legible, and there has never been the slightest reason for anybody to try to make it legible.

Somewhere in the same fortnight, in a laboratory in Menlo Park, Uri Geller sat in a chair and told two physicists that it worked better through a jar of water than through air, and Puthoff picked up a pencil and wrote it down and treated it as data, and Uri went back to the hotel and could not sleep for happiness.

Both things are true and they are six days apart, and nobody involved in either of them knew the other one was happening, and that is not a conspiracy.

That is just how it goes.




Seventeen

Menlo Park—August 1973

He worked it out at a bench on his own on a Thursday afternoon and had to sit down on the floor.

It was not a dramatic afternoon. Everybody else was at a meeting. He had done three hours in the morning and he was in the small preparation room off the corridor, where there was a bench and a sink, waiting to be collected, with about thirty spoons in a cardboard box because there were always about thirty spoons in a cardboard box.

He was playing. That is all it was. He took one out and bent it, easily, in about nine seconds, the way he could on a good day, and put it down, and picked up the next one.

And then, for no reason at all, he picked the first one back up.

—

It was empty.

Not silent. A bent spoon is not silent—there was a hard bright shout at the fold, the work-hardened crowding he had known since he was five and had put back into the drawer at his mother’s flat.

But everything else was gone.

The rolling. The press. The long dull warm stretch of the shop, the crate, the hands, the ten thousand mouths, the dishwasher, the boredom, the whole thin unremarkable little history of an ordinary spoon, which was almost nothing, which he had never once paid attention to, because who listens to a spoon.

It had been there when he picked it up. He knew it had been there, because everything is there.

It was not there now.

He put it down and picked up a third spoon and bent that one and checked, and the same. He did it six more times, quickly, with his ears roaring, and it was the same every time, and then he stopped and sat down on the floor with his back against the cupboard.

—

Here is what he had found and it took him about ten minutes on that floor to get all the way to the bottom of it.

Whatever he did to metal did not add something. It was not a force applied to an object. He had always half known this and never had a way to say it: the metal did not resist him and then yield, the way a thing resists a hand. What happened was that the metal stopped being certain—and uncertainty is not a state you can be in about something you remember clearly.

To bend it, he had to make it forget.

Not everything. It kept the fold, because the fold was new, and it kept whatever came after. But the record that had been in it before, the thing he could hear, the thing that was the entire substance of what he actually was—went out. Like a room when the power goes.

He had spent his whole life listening to objects.

And every single time he had proved to anybody that he could hear them, he had deleted what he heard.

—

This is the load-bearing tragedy of Uri Geller’s life and it is not the ridicule. The ridicule is downstream of this.

Consider what he was being asked to do, every day, by everyone, for fifty-three more years.

Prove it.

And the only proof available to him, the only demonstration in his entire repertoire that any human being would accept as evidence—was an act that destroyed the evidence in the course of producing it.

You cannot show a man the history in a spoon. There is no meter. There has never been a meter. The only way to demonstrate that you can read the record is to alter the record, and the altered record is not proof of reading; it is a bent spoon, which is a thing a child with a thumb can produce.

Every laboratory result he ever generated was a before-and-after where the before no longer existed.

Every fork on every television programme in every country for half a century was a file being deleted in public, for applause.

He was the most photographed paranormal claimant in history and he never once, in seventy years, produced a single artefact, because the artefact was the act, and the act consumed its own subject, and there was no version of his life in which this was not true.

—

He told Targ that evening in the car park, badly, in a rush, with his hands.

Targ listened all the way through without interrupting, which was one of the best things about him, and then stood for a while looking at the ground.

Then he said: “Yes.”

“You know this?”

“I’ve suspected it since about March.” He looked up. “The temperature drop. It goes the wrong way, Uri. If you were putting energy in, it would go the other way. Whatever you’re doing, you’re taking something out.”

“Why did you not tell me?”

“Because I can’t measure it,” Targ said, “and because if I put it in a paper, the paper doesn’t get published, and if the paper doesn’t get published then in ten years there is nothing at all—no record, no numbers, nothing but a man on television.” He put his glasses back on. “I’m trying to leave something behind that isn’t you.”

They stood there for a bit.

“Then it can never be proved,” Uri said.

“Not by bending things. No.”

“Then what do I do?”

And Russell Targ, who was not a cruel man, who was in fact one of the kindest people in this book, and who had been thinking about this for five months and had arrived somewhere honest—said the thing that Uri Geller carried for the rest of his life and never repeated to anyone.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I’d stop doing it for money.”

—

He went back into the building that evening and did the experiment properly, alone, because he had to know how far down it went.

Thirty spoons. He had already emptied nine of them. He took a tenth and did not bend it, he simply held it, for a long time, and read it, and then wrote down on the back of a protocol sheet everything that was in it, in Hebrew, in his own bad handwriting, in the order it arrived.

Rolling. Press. Clip. A long dull warmth. Hands, quick, many, none of them returning. Heat that is not fire, on a cycle. Boredom.

Then he bent it. Then he read it again and wrote down what was left.

The fold. And after the fold, arriving in the same instant and belonging to it: a hand, holding. Warm on one side.

His own.

That is the part he had not understood on the floor of the preparation room and understood now, and it took the bottom out of the whole thing. He had thought he was deleting the record. He was not deleting it. He was overwriting it, and the thing he was overwriting it with, every single time, in eleven thousand demonstrations across fifty-three years, was himself.

Every spoon he ever bent stopped being a spoon that had been to a factory and a canteen and became a spoon that had been held by Uri Geller.

He sat in the preparation room with two sheets of paper and worked out what that meant and then went and stood outside the building for a while.

—

It means the objects are all still out there.

That is the thought, and he has never been able to put it down. Somewhere on this planet there are tens of thousands of pieces of cutlery in drawers and boxes and museum cases and cardboard folders, in forty countries, and every one of them has exactly one thing in it, and the thing is a hand, holding, warm on one side.

He is the only person who can hear it and he has never gone looking.

There was an afternoon in 2004, in a hotel in Zurich, when a woman of about sixty came up to him in the lobby with a fork in a plastic bag. Her father had been at a show in 1974. She had kept it. She wanted him to sign the bag, not the fork, because she did not want to touch it.

He signed the bag. And then he asked her, very carefully, whether he might hold the fork for a moment, and she said of course.

He held it for about three seconds and gave it back and thanked her and went upstairs and sat on the edge of the bath for a while, because he had just listened to himself at twenty-seven years old, in a hall in Germany, on a Tuesday, being twenty-seven, and it was the closest thing to a recording of his own life that will ever exist, and it was a moment long, and it belonged to a stranger.

—

He did not stop.

He was twenty-six. He had a career, a manager who was eighteen, a girl in Israel he intended to marry, no other skill on Earth, and a poster with three words on it.

He did not stop for fifty-three years, and he did it in front of an estimated two billion people, and every single time, in front of every single one of them, he was erasing the only thing he had ever had.




Eighteen

Birkbeck College, London—June 1974

The best twenty minutes of his intellectual life happened in a basement in Bloomsbury and he understood about a third of it.

They had a laboratory in the physics department, and John Hasted ran the tests, and Hasted was enthusiastic in a way that made the sceptics’ work easy for them later. There were strain gauges. There were sealed tubes. There was a crystal in a plastic capsule that came apart inside the capsule without the capsule opening, which is either the best result anybody ever got out of Uri Geller or a piece of sleight of hand, depending entirely on which account you read, and the accounts do not converge and never will.

That is not what this chapter is about.

This chapter is about a man who came in at the back, sat down, said almost nothing for two hours, and then talked to Uri Geller in a corridor about the nature of matter for the length of time it took to drink a cup of tea.

—

David Bohm was fifty-six. He had been driven out of the United States for refusing to name people before a committee, and had gone to Brazil and then to Israel and then to London, and he had done some of the deepest work of the century on the interpretation of quantum theory, and he was, by every account of everybody who met him, an unusually gentle man who found conversation difficult and ideas easy.

He was not there to be impressed. He was there because Hasted had asked him and because he had a long-standing and entirely serious interest in whether the world was, at bottom, made of separate things at all.

He watched the whole afternoon and did not once look excited.

Afterwards, in the corridor, with tea, he said to Uri: “May I ask you what you notice? Not what you do. What you notice.”

—

Everybody had asked him what he did. Nobody had ever asked him what he noticed, and it is approximately the same question that Puharich had asked in a street in Jaffa three years earlier— is it you, and it is the reason both of those men mattered to him more than every producer and promoter he ever met put together.

He tried to answer it.

He was terrible at it. He was always terrible at it. He said the thing about rain on a tin roof and watched it not land, and he said the thing about the house and the pipes, and he said, at one point, with his hands, “It is not that it is hard. It is that it is sure. And then it is less sure.”

And David Bohm, who had spent thirty years thinking about exactly one thing, put his cup down.

“Say that again.”

“I— it is sure of itself. The metal. It knows what it is. And what happens is that for a moment it does not know.”

There was a pause of some seconds.

“That is interesting,” Bohm said, “because that is roughly what I would say about all of it.”

—

What he said next took perhaps six or seven minutes and Uri Geller understood, on his own estimate, about a third of it, and remembered all of it for fifty-two years, and has never once been able to reproduce it in an interview without sounding like a fool, which is why he stopped trying in about 1988.

The gist, and this is the gist, not the physics, and Bohm would have been unhappy to see it written down this baldly—was something like:

That the everyday solidity of a thing is not a property the thing has on its own. That what we call an object is a stable pattern in something much larger and less divided, held steady by an enormous number of relations. That the classical world, the world of spoons that are definitely spoons—is not the deep case; it is the statistical case, an average that is overwhelmingly likely and is not a law. And that the interesting question, which almost nobody asks, is not why quantum things are strange but why large things are so reliably ordinary—why the uncertainty at the bottom does not come up through the floor.

And then he said the sentence.

“There is no known reason,” said David Bohm, mildly, into a cup of tea in a corridor in Bloomsbury, “why it should not, in principle, come up through the floor. There is only the observation that it does not.”

—

Uri Geller put his cup down on the windowsill because his hand was not entirely steady.

He had been bending cutlery in public for five years. He had been examined by two physicists in California for nine months. He had been in Nature’s hands for two months by then, though he did not know it yet. He had been called a liar in three languages and a messiah in one.

And in five years nobody, not one person, not Puharich, not Targ, not Puthoff, not one journalist, not one magician, not one professor—had ever said to him: what you are describing is not impossible; it is merely not observed.

The difference between those two things is the difference between being a fraud and being an anomaly, and it is the whole of a life.

“Then why me,” he said.

Bohm considered this for a while, and then gave the honest answer, which was the wrong one, and which was also the only one he had.

“I have no idea,” he said. “It may not be you at all. It may be that you are simply where it is happening.”

—

The tea went cold. Neither of them noticed for a while.

Uri asked one more thing, and it was not a good question and he knew it was not, and he asked it anyway because he was twenty-seven and had been in the room with a first-rate mind for two hours and was never going to be again.

He said: “If it is not me—if I am only the place—then can it be somewhere else?”

Bohm considered it.

“That is the right question,” he said, “and I cannot answer it, and I want to point out that you have just asked it much better than the people who arranged this afternoon.”

“That is not an answer.”

“No.” He almost smiled. “But I will tell you what I would look for. If it is a property of you, then it is a biological curiosity and it will die with you and nothing else will ever happen. If it is a property of the situation—if the situation is what matters, and you happen to be standing in it—then it should be, in principle, reproducible. It should turn up elsewhere.”

“Elsewhere.”

“In other people.” Bohm put his cup down on the sill. “Under similar conditions. Which I imagine would mean anyone who was, for whatever reason, in something like the state you are in when it occurs.”

Uri Geller stood in a corridor in Bloomsbury in June 1974 and did not say the thing he could have said, and the reason he did not say it is that it had not yet occurred to him that it was relevant.

He had, at that moment, about two hundred letters in a suitcase at the hotel. They had started arriving in December. They were from children.

—

He remembered the conversation properly for the first time about eight months later, in the spring of 1975, sitting in a private room above a restaurant off Jermyn Street with a folder on the table that nobody had opened.

It should turn up elsewhere. In other people.

An Englishman in a good suit was explaining, courteously, over a good lunch, that there were now rather over four thousand of them and that they had written in with their ages and their addresses.

Bohm had said it in a corridor as the best-case scientific outcome, the thing you would hope for, the finding that would turn a freak into a phenomenon and a phenomenon into a field.

The same sentence, eight months later, in a different room, was the reason a man agreed to spend the rest of his life being a joke.

—

That is the high-water mark. It should be marked as such, because everything from here goes down for about forty years.

June 1974 is the last time in Uri Geller’s life that he stood in a room with a first-rate mind who took the phenomenon seriously as a question in physics rather than as a question in fraud. The paper came out in October. Puharich’s book came out three weeks later. By the following summer the field was radioactive, and no physicist of Bohm’s standing could go near it without paying for it, and none did, and the door closed.

He never spoke to David Bohm again.

He read about his death in 1992 in a newspaper on an aeroplane, and put the paper down, and looked out of the window for a long time, and the woman next to him asked if he was all right.

“He asked me what I noticed,” Uri said.

She did not know what he was talking about, and he did not explain, and he never mentioned it to anybody else for thirty-four years.




Nineteen

London and New York—October and November 1974

The paper came out on the eighteenth of October and for eleven days Uri Geller was a scientific finding.

Nature, volume 251, pages 602 to 607. Targ and Puthoff. “Information transmission under conditions of sensory shielding.” It is a careful, cautious, deliberately unexciting piece of work, and the journal took the extraordinary step of running an editorial alongside it explaining why they had published it—essentially, that the referees had found the work weak in places and the reasoning not obviously wrong, and that the correct home for a disputed result is the literature rather than the rumour mill.

It is worth saying plainly what that means, because fifty years of noise has buried it.

The most prestigious scientific journal in the world published a peer-reviewed paper reporting positive results with Uri Geller as a subject, and it has never been retracted.

You may think what you like about the paper. Many serious people have thought many things about it. But that sentence is true, and it was true on the nineteenth of October 1974, and Uri bought eleven copies at a kiosk on the Charing Cross Road and could not stop opening them.

—

He rang his mother. He rang Hanna. He rang Shipi, who was in Israel, and Shipi said, “So now we put the price up,” which was the correct professional response and was not what Uri wanted at that particular moment and he was short with him and they did not speak for two days.

He carried a copy in his jacket for a month. He showed it to a waiter.

That fortnight is the only period in the whole of his adult life in which Uri Geller was not defending himself, and he was twenty-seven years old, and it lasted eleven days.

—

Uri: A Journal of the Mystery of Uri Geller, by Andrija Puharich, was published in the last week of October 1974.

He had not read it.

This is the fact that people find hardest to believe and it is the simplest thing in this book. He had not read it because nobody had shown it to him; because he had been in five countries in six weeks; because Puharich had told him it was “the journal, the notes, from Israel”; and because he was twenty-seven and could not read English at book length without it taking him a fortnight, and nobody had ever once suggested that this might be relevant to anything.

He bought it in a hotel gift shop in New York, because it was there, with his own face on it.

He read it in the room over about six hours.

—

It is not a bad book. That is the thing that has been lost.

The first hundred pages are a serious man’s account of a serious investigation, with dates and weights and protocols, and it is the best surviving record of the 1971–72 work, and any historian of the period has to use it.

Then, at about page one hundred and ten, it turns.

The tapes. The voice under hypnosis. The name Spectra. The account of a computer nine thousand times the size of the Earth, aboard a craft called Hoova, which had been observing this planet for twenty thousand years and had selected Uri Geller as its point of contact and was communicating through him. The messages. The predictions. The disappearing objects. The car that drove itself. All of it set down in the same careful, dated, footnoted voice as the weights and the protocols, by a man who could not tell, who genuinely, catastrophically could not tell, that he had crossed a line somewhere around page one hundred and nine and had gone on writing in exactly the same tone.

Uri read it sitting on the end of a hotel bed in New York.

He got about two-thirds of the way through and stopped and went and was sick, which is the second time in this book, and then came back and read the rest of it, all of it, to the end, because he had to know how bad it was.

It was as bad as it is possible for a thing to be.

—

Understand what had happened, in the flat commercial terms that the following morning imposed.

Eleven days earlier he had been a paper in Nature.

He was now the subject of a book, written by his own sponsor, his own discoverer, the man who had brought him to America and paid for everything, which stated as fact that he was in contact with an extraterrestrial intelligence aboard a spacecraft, and which quoted him—under hypnosis, in a voice he did not remember having—saying so.

Every critic he had was handed the entire war in one volume.

And the truly unbearable part, the part that made it impossible to fight, was that Puharich was not lying. He believed it. He believed every word. He had not invented it for money, he made almost nothing from that book and it cost him his professional standing entirely. He had sat in a flat in Jerusalem at two in the morning with a blank tape in his hand and had honestly, sincerely, disastrously concluded that something was talking to him, and he had written it down, because he was a man who wrote things down.

He had asked Uri, once, whether there was anybody there. And Uri had said: no. It is like pipes.

And Andrija Puharich had crossed out pipes.

—

He rang him from the hotel at about one in the morning New York time.

He does not remember what he said and there is no record. Shipi, who was in the next room, remembers shouting in three languages and then a long time when there was no shouting.

What Puharich said, at some point in it, is the only line either of them ever reported, and both of them reported it the same way, twenty years apart, which is unusual enough to be worth trusting.

He said: “But it is what you told me.”

—

He was not wrong, and that is what made it unanswerable.

Uri had said it. He had said nobody is in the pipes but something is going through them, in a flat in Jerusalem in October 1971, at one in the morning, with a handkerchief to his face, and it is in the journal, dated, in Puharich’s small clear hand, because Puharich wrote everything down.

Everything after that was interpretation. And interpretation is what a man does with a thing he has been given and cannot share.

Uri stood in a hotel room in New York with the telephone in his hand and understood, in about four seconds, that he had no argument. He could not say you lied, because Puharich had not lied. He could not say you invented it, because he had not. The only true sentence available was you were wrong about what it meant, and it was two in the morning and the book had been in shops for nine days and there were forty thousand copies.

So he said the thing you say when there is nothing to say, which is nothing, for a long time, on an international line in 1974, at some expense.

Then he said: “Andrija. Take my name off the next one.”

“There isn’t a next one.”

“Good.”

—

He put the phone down and sat on the floor with his back to the bed and did the arithmetic that he was going to spend the next fifty-two years pretending he had never done.

If the book had not existed, he would have had—what? Two years, perhaps three, of serious attention. Taylor at King’s had not recanted yet. Hasted was still working. Bohm had said that is interesting in a corridor four months earlier. There was a paper in Nature.

Three years is enough. Three years is more than enough. Somebody in that window would have asked the follow-up question—what do you mean, in the way, and somebody would have put a load cell under a steel box instead of a die, and the whole of the rest of it would have gone differently.

The book closed the window in about a month.

And the man who closed it was the only person in the world who had ever asked him whether it was him, and who had come to Israel at his own expense, and who had paid for everything, and who had been, for four years, the nearest thing to a father Uri Geller had since 1957.

—

He did not hate him for it. That is the strange part and it is worth stating, because a book about a man’s grievances would have him hate him.

He was furious for nineteen years and then he got on a train to Dobbs Ferry, and the fury turned out to have been a sort of holding pattern for something much worse, which was that he had watched a serious man destroy himself with a single word substitution and had been unable to stop it because he had been twenty-five and tired and had wanted to be a star.

I told you it was pipes.

You did. It is the best sentence anybody said to me in fifty years of work and I crossed out the noun.

—

They did not speak for nineteen years.

The scientific work was finished. Not damaged—finished. No serious laboratory in the West would touch him after November 1974, and the ones that had already touched him spent the next decade explaining themselves. Targ and Puthoff went on to other work and defended their paper for the rest of their lives, honourably and at cost. John Taylor, at King’s College, who had endorsed him, recanted comprehensively and wrote a book about why. Hasted was finished. Bohm never came near it again.

Uri Geller was twenty-seven years old and had been, for eleven days, a fact in the scientific literature, and was now, permanently and irreversibly, a man from a spaceship story.

And so he did the only thing available to a man in that position, which is what he had done at six years old in an empty classroom when a kind woman laughed.

He went on television and got better at it.


II

Rolled. Rolled and cut and struck and stacked.

Then hands, but the hands are not like the other hands. They are quick and they do not stay and there are very many of them and none of them come back. Warm, cold, warm, wet. Heat that is not fire, over and over, at the same temperature, on a cycle.

Rolled and cut and struck and stacked.

Rolled and cut and struck and stacked.

Then a different thing.

Not pressure. Not heat. Something that is not any of the ways a thing is usually changed, and under it the order goes loose—not broken, loose, the way a held word goes loose in the mouth of someone falling asleep—and while it is loose the shape moves, and there is no force anywhere doing the moving.

And in the place where the folding was put in, everything before the folding is gone.

Rolled. Cut. Struck. Stacked. Gone.

It happens again.

It happens again.

It happens again, and again, and again, and there is a shape to when it happens, and the shape has a beginning in it that keeps arriving from the same direction.

It happens again.

Again.





Twenty

Burbank, California—1 August 1973

(Fourteen months earlier. This is the chapter that was left out.)

The props came in at five in the afternoon in two flight cases with the show’s own seals on them, and Shipi saw them go past and came and found him in the dressing room and said one word.

“Sealed.”

“How many?”

“Two cases. Their people. Nobody of ours has been near them.”

Uri nodded and went on looking at the mirror.

—

The story that everybody knows is that Johnny Carson, who had been a working magician before he was anything else, took advice from James Randi on how to prevent trickery; that the show bought its own spoons and its own boxes and its own sealed film canisters and kept them under guard; that Geller was not allowed to touch or approach any of it before air; and that as a result, in front of a very large audience on a Wednesday night in August, nothing whatsoever happened for twenty-two minutes.

Every word of that is true.

The inference everybody drew from it, that the controls prevented the trick—is the part this chapter is about, and the man it happened to has never once contradicted it in fifty-three years, and that is not because he could not.

—

He could feel all of it from the dressing room.

That is the fact. Two flight cases in a corridor eleven metres away, and Uri Geller sat in front of a mirror with a paper cup of coffee and knew the contents of both of them: the spoons—cheap, new, soft, stamped out that year, the easiest metal in the building; the canisters, aluminium, one of them carrying a small differential load; the box with a die in it, sitting on one face.

He did not need to touch anything. He had never needed to touch anything. Touch made it faster and easier and less costly, and in nine months in California he had established, with two physicists and a magnetometer bolted down in another room, that it worked through a wall.

The controls were designed by a good magician to stop a magician.

They were, against the thing he actually was, completely irrelevant, and everyone involved in designing them would have been horrified to learn it, and none of them ever did.

—

He had eleven hours to think about it and he thought about it for all of them.

Here is what he was looking at, and it should be laid out coldly, because he laid it out coldly.

The Tonight Show in 1973 was not a television programme. It was the largest single voluntary gathering of human attention that had ever existed in the United States. Fifteen, twenty million people on an ordinary night. He had been on television before, he had been on television in six countries, but never this, and never with the thing working properly, because the thing had been working well that summer.

If he sat down at that table and did what he could do—if he took a sealed case, chosen and guarded by a hostile professional, and made every spoon inside it fold without opening it, live, with Randi’s own controls in place and Randi’s own name attached to them—

Then by nine o’clock the following morning he would not be a performer any more.

He was twenty-six. He had worked out, in a dressing room, with total clarity and no sentimentality whatsoever, the exact shape of what would follow, and it had four parts:

One. It would be undeniable, and it would be undeniable in America, on tape, with a magician’s controls. There would be no argument. The argument was the only thing keeping him ordinary.

Two. He would never be released. Not imprisoned, he did not imagine anything so crude. He would simply become, permanently, the property of whichever set of serious men got to him first, and there would be a great many of them, and they would be extremely polite, and it would begin within a week.

Three. Hanna. He had asked her in the spring and she had said yes and they had told almost nobody. She was twenty-two. There was a life in which she was married to a man who did an act, and there was a life in which she was married to a national asset, and he had seen enough by August 1973 —the man with the legal pad, the three questions, the pleasant unmemorable face—to know that the second one had no exit.

Four. And the children.

Not his; he did not have any yet. The other ones. Because by August 1973 he already knew what happened after a broadcast—Israel had shown him, and Germany had shown him, which was that somewhere between one and three percent of the children watching would go into a kitchen drawer afterwards, and that a fraction of those would find that it worked.

He did not know the word contagion. Nobody had shown him the memo and nobody ever would.

He knew the thing itself, though, because he had been getting the letters for two years, in children’s handwriting, from five countries, and he had a box of them, and there were nine hundred of them, and he had read every one.

Do it on the largest stage in the world, with the controls in place, and undeniably, and you do not create a wonder.

You create a search.

—

The floor manager knocked at ten past six.

He had not decided. That is the honest account and he has never dressed it up: he walked out under the lights on the first of August 1973 with the decision not made, in a good suit, smiling, twenty-six years old, and he sat down.

And then Carson, who was, whatever else he was, a professional of the highest order, and who was also being extremely careful, and who was also, and this is in the tape if you watch his face, not entirely comfortable with what he had been set up to do—pushed the tray of spoons across the desk and did not offer to let him touch it.

And Uri Geller looked at fifteen million people through a lens.

And he did nothing.

—

Twenty-two minutes.

It is on tape and you can watch it and it is one of the most excruciating things ever broadcast. He tries. He appears to try, he leans over the objects, he holds his hands above them, he asks to be allowed closer and is not, he apologises, he says he does not feel strong, he says he is being pushed, he says give me time. He looks at the table. He looks at the audience. He sweats.

He does that for twenty-two minutes on live television.

And the single hardest technical accomplishment of Uri Geller’s entire career—harder than anything in Menlo Park, harder than the wire in Maryland, harder than the fork on the BBC in November—is that for twenty-two minutes, with the whole of it available to him, with a case of soft new spoons screaming at him from a table eighteen inches away, he kept his hands where they were and made a nation watch him fail.

Nobody has ever applauded that. Nobody has ever known it happened.

He learned how to do it on a wooden stool in Nicosia when he was twelve, sitting four feet from a board of twenty-two keys, holding his attention on a ceiling fan.

—

He came off. Somebody said something kind in the corridor. He got to the hotel and was sick in the bathroom and Shipi ran both taps until he had finished and then handed him a towel and did not ask.

They sat on the two beds for a while.

“They’ll say you were caught,” Shipi said eventually. He was eighteen.

“Yes.”

“Forever, Uri. That is the one they will play forever.”

“Yes.”

Shipi looked at the carpet for a bit. Then he said, “Was it not there?”

And this is the only time in fifty-seven years that Shipi Shtrang came anywhere near asking, and Uri looked at him, and Shipi saw whatever there was to see, and put both hands up briefly, palms out— forget it, I didn’t say it, and went and made tea.

They never discussed it again.

—

Except once, nineteen years later, sideways, in a car.

They were driving from Reading to Heathrow in 1992 and the radio was doing a thing about the anniversary of something, and a clip came on—twenty seconds of it, the audio only, the specific quality of an American studio in 1973, and Shipi reached over and changed the station without saying anything, which is what he had done every single time for nineteen years.

Uri said: “Leave it.”

Shipi left it. They listened to the rest of it, which was about ninety seconds, including the part where a very young man says he is not feeling strong, and then a presenter in a London studio in 1992 said something amused and moved on to the weather.

They drove for a while.

Then Shipi said, to the windscreen: “I have never asked you.”

“No.”

“I want you to know that it was not because I did not want to know.”

Uri looked out of the window at the M4.

“I know why it was,” he said.

“Do you.”

“You did not ask me because if I told you, you would be the only other person who knew, and then you would be carrying it as well.” He shrugged, which was as close as either of them came. “And you had enough. You were eighteen and you were carrying the money and the bookings and my mother.”

Shipi Shtrang drove for about two miles.

Then he said: “It was on television in forty countries and they still say it every time they say your name,” and his voice was not entirely level, “and I have had to hear it for nineteen years and say nothing, and I would like it on the record that this has been extremely annoying.”

And Uri Geller laughed until he had to hold onto the door, for about a mile and a half of the M4, which is the only time in this book that the Carson show is funny, and it is the only way either of them was ever going to be able to touch it.

—

There is a coda and it belongs here rather than at the end.

In 2007, thirty-four years after, Uri did an interview with a German magazine in which he said that he would no longer describe himself as having supernatural powers, and would prefer the word mystifier, and that he was an entertainer.

It went round the world in about a day. It is still the single most-quoted thing he has ever said. It is in the first paragraph of a great many articles about him and it is treated, universally, as the confession.

He walked it back within the month and everybody laughed at that too.

What nobody has ever asked, not one interviewer, in nineteen years—is what he was doing in 2007.

He was sixty. He had two children in their thirties. The children of 1974 were in their forties by then and had jobs and mortgages and had long since stopped writing to anybody.

And a man who had agreed to something in a private room off Jermyn Street in 1975, and had maintained it at his own expense every year since, quietly checked, at sixty, whether he could put it down.

He said the sentence. He watched what happened for four weeks, who called, who wrote, which telephone numbers he had not heard from in thirty years suddenly rang.

Then he walked it back.

He has never explained why, and the standard reading is vanity: that he could not bear to be an ordinary entertainer for more than a month.

The other reading is available to anybody who has read this far, and it does not require a single additional fact.

—

He was famous by Friday.

That is the part nobody expects and it is the reason the whole strategy works. The failure did not destroy him, it made him, in America, immediately and enormously, because twenty million people had watched a young man in a good suit be humiliated and had felt sorry for him, and because the papers ran it everywhere, and because within a fortnight every child in the English-speaking world knew the name.

Bookings tripled. The BBC rang in September.

And a small number of people in two countries, reading the coverage, concluded that the matter was settling itself nicely, exactly as recommended, at no cost.




Twenty-One

Toronto, and everywhere—1928 to 1975

The boy who became James Randi broke his back at fifteen and spent thirteen months in a plaster cast, and read every book in the library about conjuring, and came out of it certain of two things that he never afterwards revised.

The first was that he was going to be a magician.

The second was that people are extremely easy to fool, that this is not a flaw in them, and that the people who fool them for money are the lowest form of life there is.

You cannot understand the next three hundred pages of this book without holding both of those at once, and most accounts of the Geller affair hold only one.

—

Randall James Hamilton Zwinge was born in Toronto in 1928 and left school and ran away with a carnival, which is a sentence that sounds invented and is not. He worked as a mentalist for a while— he did the act, the cold reading, the sealed envelopes, the whole apparatus, and he was good at it, and he made money at it, and he stopped.

He stopped because of a specific evening that he described many times in his life and that he never told the same way twice, which is a sign of a man telling the truth about something that hurt.

He had done a reading for a woman. It had gone well. And afterwards she had waited for him, and had wanted to know more about her son, and it became apparent within about ninety seconds that she believed, entirely and without reservation, that a young Canadian in a rented dinner jacket had been in contact with her dead child.

He got out of the room. He gave the money back or he did not, depending on which telling. And he never did the act again as anything but an act, and he began—slowly, over about fifteen years, and then fast—to build the thing that he spent the rest of his life on.

He became an escapologist of genuine international standing. He got out of a sealed coffin underwater and off the Niagara gorge and out of a straitjacket hanging over Broadway. And in between, and then increasingly instead, he went after the people who take money from the desperate.

The faith healers. The psychic surgeons who palm chicken giblets and tell a dying man his tumour is out. The mediums who work the bereavement columns. The dowsers who sell farmers a bent coathanger and a well that was always going to be there.

He was right about all of them.

Not mostly right. Not right in the main. He was, in a career of fifty years and several thousand investigations, correct—demonstrably, repeatably, and at great personal cost, including lawsuits that took years of his life and money he did not have.

This book is not going to pretend otherwise for a single sentence, and any reader who has arrived hoping to watch James Randi be made a fool of should put it down now.

—

He came to Uri Geller in the autumn of 1972 and he came to him the way he came to everything, which was by asking one question:

Can I do that?

It is a magnificent question. It is the foundation of every piece of good work he ever did. Confronted with a claimed miracle, do not argue about metaphysics—go into a workshop and find out whether a competent professional with no supernatural powers can produce the same effect under the same conditions. If he can, you have not proved the claimant is a fraud, but you have removed the necessity for a miracle, and in a world with finite time that is very nearly the same thing.

He could do it. Of course he could do it. He could bend a spoon by trickery in about nine ways, and he could do it in front of you, in your own house, with your own cutlery, while you watched his hands.

He could reproduce the drawings. He could do the die. He could do the watches, the watch one is almost embarrassingly easy, and Randi did it for decades, and it works every time.

And so he arrived, entirely honestly, at the conclusion that his method demanded.

—

The Magic of Uri Geller came out in 1975 and it is a much better book than its reputation.

It is funny. It is enormously readable. It is technically superb, the explanations of method are the work of a first-rate professional being generous with trade secrets in what he considers a good cause, and magicians were furious with him about it for years.

It is also, in places, unfair, and Randi later conceded some of that and not other parts of it, and the parts he never conceded are the parts that this book is about.

Because here is what Randi’s method cannot do, and it is not a small thing, and it is not a stupid thing, and it took the man himself, on the evidence of one corridor in 1993, rather less time to work out than it has taken anybody else.

Can I do that? has exactly one blind spot.

It cannot distinguish between a fraud and a genuine phenomenon that a fraud can imitate.

If a thing is real, and if a competent conjuror can also produce something that looks like it, then the method returns fraud, and it returns fraud with total confidence, and it returns fraud every single time, no matter how many trials you run, forever.

There is no experiment that fixes this. It is not a gap in the data. It is a property of the question.

—

Randi knew that. Everybody at his level knows that; it is the first thing a working sceptic learns and the thing they say to each other and rarely in public.

What he also knew, and what made him, in the view of this book, a serious man rather than a sceptical entertainer—is the corollary, which is that the method is nevertheless correct to use, because the alternative is worse. If you abandon can I do that? you have no instrument at all, and the fields with no instrument are the fields where the bereaved get robbed.

So you use it. You use it knowing it will produce a false positive on any genuine article that ever turns up, and you accept that cost, because in a hundred years of looking the genuine article has never once turned up, and the frauds are in the room right now, taking a widow’s money.

That is a defensible position. It is arguably the only defensible position.

It is also, and this is the whole of Act III, the exact machinery required to destroy one truthful man , and the fact that it was built by a good person for a good reason, and operated in perfectly good faith, does not make it less effective. It makes it more effective, because nobody involved has to lie.

—

They met perhaps six times in fifty years and hated each other with a completeness that both of them found nourishing.

Uri sued him three times, in three countries, and did not win, and paid costs, and it did him more damage than anything Randi ever wrote.

Randi called him a fraud in print for forty-five years and never once, and this is worth checking, and it can be checked, and almost nobody ever has—never once wrote the specific sentence this is how Geller does it.

He wrote this is how it can be done.

He is far too good at this to have done that by accident.

—

There is a piece of Randi’s own testimony that has been in print since 1975 and that nobody has ever read carefully, and it is worth doing now, because it is the closest he ever came.

It is in the introduction to The Magic of Uri Geller, and it is a paragraph about why he decided to write the book at all. He explains that he had watched the SRI material, and that he had been asked by journalists to comment, and that he had at first declined.

And then he gives his reason for changing his mind, and the reason is not because Geller is a fraud.

The reason he gives is that scientists were being fooled, and that the institutional damage of serious people taking this seriously was the thing that had to be stopped.

Read as a debunker’s manifesto that is unremarkable, it is the standard position, and he held it about a dozen other subjects.

Read with chapter twenty-four in your hand it is something else entirely, because it is not an argument about whether the phenomenon is real. It is an argument about what it would cost if people believed it, and it is the same argument, almost word for word, that an Englishman in a good suit made over lunch off Jermyn Street eleven weeks earlier to a twenty-eight-year-old who agreed with him.

Two men reached the same conclusion in the same season by completely different routes and never compared notes, and one of them spent forty-five years enforcing it in public and the other spent fifty-one years enforcing it on himself.

Neither of them ever said so. One of them may not have known.

—

The other thing about Randi, and it is the reason the corridor scene works and the reason this book will not let him be a villain, is the letters.

He answered them. All of them, for fifty years, the cranks, the students, the furious believers, the fourteen-year-olds who had read one book and wanted to argue. He wrote back, at length, by hand and then by keyboard, patiently, thousands upon thousands of times, and there are people all over the world who still have the letters.

He did it because he thought that if you are going to take something away from somebody you owe them the courtesy of doing it in person.

Nine hundred children wrote to Uri Geller in 1974 and he read every one and answered them in bad English in blue biro from hotel rooms in five countries.

James Randi, who spent his life calling that man a fraud, would have done exactly the same thing, and did, for exactly as long, and it never once occurred to either of them that this was the thing they had in common.




Twenty-Two

A television studio, Chicago—1975

He does it with a borrowed spoon and he does it beautifully.

The programme is a morning show and the host is a woman in a yellow jacket who has been briefed for about five minutes. James Randi, forty-seven, in a black polo neck, with the beard already, sits with his knees together and his hands visible, and he is enjoying himself enormously, and the reason he is enjoying himself is that he is about to be honest in public, which is the thing he likes best in the world.

“Now, I’d like to borrow something. Do you have a key? Your own key—I don’t want anything of mine.”

She gives him a key off her own ring.

“Right. Now I want you to watch my hands. I’m not going to look away, I’m not going to ask you to concentrate, I’m not going to put it under the table.” He holds it up between finger and thumb. “And I’d like you to notice that I have just told you that I am about to deceive you. Ready?”

She laughs. He strokes the key.

“It’s going. Can you see it going?”

She leans in. There is a pause of eight or nine seconds, and it is a beautifully constructed pause, and in the middle of it he says, mildly, “Sometimes it takes a moment,” which gets a small laugh, and the small laugh is doing work.

Then the key bends.

It bends slowly, in his fingers, through about thirty degrees, and she makes a noise and puts her hand over her mouth, and Randi lets it run for exactly two seconds longer than is comfortable and then puts the key down on the table and says:

“There you are. Now—would you like to know how I did that?”

—

He tells her.

He tells her completely. He shows the switch, which is not a switch at all in this version but a prepared piece and a misdirection built on the fact a human being cannot attend to two things at once and will always attend to the one that is moving. He does it again slowly. He does it a third time badly, on purpose, so she can see the join.

It is genuinely dazzling and it is also genuinely generous, he is giving away, on daytime television, for nothing, a piece of craft that took him thirty years to acquire, and the reason he is giving it away is stated plainly in the next thing he says, and it is the reason this book will not have a word against him.

“I do this,” he says, “because there are people doing it who won’t tell you. And some of them are doing it to people who have just lost somebody. And I know exactly how easy you are to fool, because I just did it, and you were watching my hands, and you knew I was going to.”

She says: “So it’s all tricks.”

And here it is. Watch this. This is the whole of Act III in one exchange and it takes three seconds.

“Everything I have ever been shown,” says James Randi, “I have been able to reproduce by trickery.”

—

Read it again.

Everything I have ever been shown, I have been able to reproduce by trickery.

It is true. It is entirely, precisely, unimpeachably true, and he said versions of it for forty-five years, in books and lectures and depositions and letters to editors, and every version of it will survive any scrutiny you care to bring, because it is a statement about James Randi and not about anybody else.

Now consider the sentence he is not saying.

Uri Geller does it by trickery.

He does not say it. He does not say it in Chicago in 1975 and he does not say it in the book that came out that year, whose title is The Magic of Uri Geller and not The Fraud of Uri Geller, and he does not say it in forty-five years of interviews in which he was invited to say it approximately nine thousand times by people who would have loved him to.

Go and look. It is a strange thing to go looking for and it takes about an afternoon, and what you find is a man of astonishing verbal precision saying, over and over, in a hundred formulations, that the effect can be produced by trickery, that he can produce it by trickery, that no one has ever demonstrated it to him under conditions he could not reproduce by trickery, and never, not once, completing the syllogism out loud.

He lets you complete it.

That is not an oversight. This is a man who spent his professional life on the precise engineering of what an audience concludes without being told, and who understood better than any living person that the conclusion an audience reaches on its own is the only one it will defend.

—

There are two readings of this and the book is going to hold both of them until the last page.

The first reading, which is almost certainly correct and which every reasonable person holds, is that he was simply being careful. He was a man who got sued constantly and who had learned, expensively, to say only what he could stand up in court, and I can do this by trickery is defensible and he does it by trickery is a claim of fact about a litigious stranger. This is not mystery. This is a lawyer’s letter and a bruised bank account, and it explains everything.

The second reading is available and this book will not close it off.

It is that the most technically capable observer of the phenomenon on Earth, a man who had studied the effect for years, who knew every method there was, who had watched the Menlo Park protocols tighten and tighten and had read what came out of them—had arrived, somewhere between 1972 and 1975, at a private conclusion he could not act on and could not say.

And that he then did the only thing a person of his particular genius could do with it.

He built, in perfect faith and with impeccable craftsmanship and without ever telling one lie, the most effective machine for the production of public ridicule that the century produced.

And he ran it for forty-five years, and he took every bit of the abuse that came with being called small-minded by people who thought he had no wonder in him, and he never explained himself, because there was nobody he was allowed to explain himself to.

Uri Geller believes the second reading.

He came to it late—some time in the nineties, and he has never said so publicly, and he has no evidence of any kind, and he has been wrong about people his entire life.

The reader is going to have to decide, and the book is not going to help.

—

One more thing about that Chicago studio, because there is a person in it nobody has mentioned.

The host in the yellow jacket was called Marilyn Deane and she did four hours of live daytime television a week for nine years and she was extremely good at a job that nobody has ever given anybody credit for.

After the segment, in the break, off air, she said to Randi: “So he’s a liar.”

And Randi, who had five minutes, who was being unhooked from a lapel microphone, who had no reason in the world to be careful with a daytime presenter in Illinois—said:

“I said I can do it by trickery.”

“Right. So he’s a liar.”

“I said,” said James Randi, “that I can do it by trickery.”

She looked at him.

“You’ve said that three times.”

“Yes,” he said. “I have.”

And then he thanked her for a good segment and went to get his coat, and Marilyn Deane sat in the chair for a moment with a bent key in her hand and a feeling she could not name and eleven seconds before the floor manager wanted her, and she never mentioned it to anybody for forty-eight years, and then mentioned it once, in 2023, at ninety, to a great-nephew who was writing something for university and who has not published it.

—

That is the whole of the evidence. A woman in a yellow jacket noticing that a man would not finish a sentence.

It is not evidence of anything. It is a professional being scrupulous in a way that professionals are, and it is entirely consistent with a man who has been sued three times and has learned what he can and cannot say, and any lawyer would tell you that the careful phrasing is the point of the careful phrasing and there is nothing underneath it.

This book has now given you the strongest version of the second reading it is ever going to give you, and it consists of a daytime host in 1975 and a corridor in 1993, and neither of them proves anything at all.

Uri Geller has built thirty-three years on the corridor.

He does not know about Chicago. Nobody ever told him, and the woman who could have is dead, and this is the only place the two of them have ever appeared on the same page.




Twenty-Three

Reading, Berkshire—1974

Danny Ofir was eleven and he bent a fork at the kitchen table on a Sunday and his mother hit him for lying.

That is the whole of the first thing that happened to him and it is worth putting it down in one sentence, because in the literature of the period it appears as n = 1,347 responses; parental corroboration in 31% of cases; the sample is not usable, and because the sample was made of about thirteen hundred Sunday afternoons like this one.

—

He had watched the programme in November with his father, who thought it was rubbish, and had gone to bed, and had done nothing about it for ten days.

Then on a Thursday he was doing his homework and there was a fork on the table from lunch and he picked it up and did the thing that Uri Geller had said, which was to rub it and to want it, and nothing happened, and he went on with his homework.

And about forty minutes later he picked it up again to move it and the neck of it had gone over about twenty degrees.

He sat looking at it for a long time. He was eleven. He did not shout. He put it in his pocket and took it upstairs and put it under his mattress, which is where an eleven-year-old puts a thing that is either wonderful or a crime and he cannot yet tell which.

He got it out and looked at it every night for three weeks and it did not go back.

—

The Ofirs were not a family with any patience for this.

His father, Yosef, had come to England in 1957 and worked in insurance and had a settled and comprehensive contempt for anything that could not be written on a form. His mother, Ruth, was gentler and more tired. There were three children and Danny was the middle one and the strange one, and he had already been to a doctor twice about not talking to people, and there was a note on his school file that used the word withdrawn.

So when he brought the fork down on the Sunday, at lunch, in front of everybody, and put it on the table and said I did this, he was not walking into an argument about physics.

He was walking into an argument about whether Danny Ofir was a liar, which was an argument the household had already been having for about two years about smaller things.

His father said, “Where did you get that.”

“I did it.”

“Danny.”

“I did it, I did it on Thursday, I can do it again—”

And he tried. In front of all of them, at the table, with the whole family watching him and his father’s face doing what it did, an eleven-year-old boy tried to do the hardest thing he had ever done, under maximum hostile attention, with everything he had.

Nothing happened.

Of course nothing happened. There is not a single documented instance anywhere in this book of the effect surviving that particular temperature of scrutiny, and Andrija Puharich had measured the falling-off in a hotel room in Tel Aviv in 1971 and had written that it was not gradual but sharp, like a door closing, and it does not matter whether you are twenty-four in Jerusalem or eleven in Berkshire.

He rubbed a fork at his own kitchen table for two minutes and eleven seconds while five people watched him.

Then his mother hit him across the back of the hand and told him to go to his room, and it was not even about the fork by then. It was about the two minutes.

—

He went to his room.

He is sixty-three years old at the end of this book and he still has that fork.

—

The letters went to universities, mostly. Some went to newspapers and a great many went to Uri Geller, care of the BBC, and were forwarded in mail sacks and read by a twenty-eight-year-old man in hotel rooms in three countries, one at a time, all of them, over about two years.

He kept nine hundred of them. He has them still.

They are in a box in a house in Sonning and they are almost unbearable to read, and the reason they are unbearable is not that the children are claiming a miracle.

It is that about a third of them are apologising.

Here are four more, out of nine hundred, transcribed exactly, spelling and all. They are in a box in a house in Sonning and they have never been published.

Dear Mr Geller. My spoon went. My brother says I am a liar and he is 14 so everyone believes him. Could you send a letter saying it is possible please. Not saying I did it, just saying it is possible. That would be enough. Yours sincerely, Alan (10).

Dear Uri. I can do it but only when I am not trying and my mum says that is a cop out. Is it a cop out. Love from Susan.

Dear Mr Geller, I have bent 4 forks and 1 spoon and my dad has counted the cutlery and I am in trouble about the money. I am sorry to ask but do you know how much forks are.

Dear Mr Geller. Please stop doing it on the television. My friend can do it and they took him to Manchester twice and he has stopped talking. I am not being rude. Please just stop. From a well wisher, aged 12.

—

The fourth one is dated the eleventh of February 1975.

Uri received it in a hotel in Frankfurt at the end of that month, in a mail sack, along with about sixty others, and he read it sitting on a bed with his coat still on, and then he read it again, and then he went and stood at the window for a while.

Five weeks later he took a meeting in a private room above a restaurant off Jermyn Street, and an Englishman he had never met put a folder on the table and did not open it, and asked him what he would like done about the other ten.

Every account of that lunch—including his own, on the two occasions he has come near describing it —has him being persuaded by a professional, in a good room, over a good meal, by a superior argument.

He was not persuaded at that lunch. He had been persuaded five weeks earlier, in Frankfurt, in his coat, by a twelve-year-old with better handwriting than his, who had worked the whole thing out from one friend and two trips to Manchester and had come to the correct conclusion faster than any agency in two countries.

Please just stop.

He wrote back. Four lines, blue biro, hotel paper. He kept no copy and there is no way to know what he said.

He never did another live cutlery demonstration on British network television. Not one, from March 1975 to the twentieth of December 2026—fifty-one years, and no journalist has ever noticed, and when he was asked about it once in 1988 he said something about the money being better in Germany.

Dear Mr Geller, I am sorry to bother you. I know you are busy. I did the thing with the spoon and it worked and I told my dad and he says I am making it up. I don’t mind, only I wanted to ask somebody who would know if it is real, because I know it is real, and I don’t know who else to ask. I am 9. Sorry again.

—

The universities that took it seriously were a small number and they meant well and the work was hopeless.

You cannot test thirteen hundred children. You can test forty, in a room, with an observer, and about half of them will produce nothing at all, and about a third will produce something and will be caught bending it with their hands under the table, because they are children and they have been brought a long way on a train and there is a man with a clipboard and they do not want to have wasted everybody’s afternoon.

That is not fraud in any sense that means anything. That is an eight-year-old being polite.

And so the studies came back a mess, and the papers that were written about them were rightly torn apart, and the entire pediatric episode entered the record as an embarrassing footnote about mass suggestion.

Which it may have been. This book does not tell you it was not.

What this book tells you is what was in the folder that went to Virginia, which was not the studies.

It was the raw count.

Thirteen hundred and forty-seven responses, in nine weeks, from one broadcast, in one country, before any organised attempt at collection.

Nobody in that building cared whether a single fork in Berkshire had genuinely bent. They were not in the business of physics.

They were in the business of rates, and the rate was the only number that mattered, and the number was going up.




Twenty-Four

London—March 1975

The lunch was in a private room above a restaurant off Jermyn Street and it was extremely good, and nobody threatened him at any point, and he agreed to everything before the coffee.

—

There were two of them. A. Meir, who had first spoken to him in a corridor in Jaffa in 1969 and had turned up, unhurriedly, perhaps eleven times since, in five countries, always alone, always pleasant, never with a surname; and an Englishman of about fifty in a good suit who was introduced by a first name and who did most of the talking.

They asked after Hanna. They asked after his mother. They were sorry about the business with the book—genuinely sorry, and the Englishman said something about Puharich that was more generous than anything Uri had heard from anybody in four months, and it landed, and it was meant to.

They ordered. The Englishman waited until the waiter had gone and then said:

“We wanted to talk to you about the children.”

—

He put a folder on the table. He did not open it and he did not push it across, and it stayed there for the rest of the meal like a third guest.

“There are, as of last month, rather over four thousand of them across five countries,” he said. “That is the number who have written to somebody. We think the real figure is a good deal larger. We have no idea how much larger and neither does anybody else.”

“They are children,” Uri said. “They are copying. They bend it with their hands—”

“Most of them. Yes.” The Englishman nodded, agreeably. “Almost all of them, probably. That’s rather the difficulty.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No, I know.” He was not being unkind. That is the thing that Uri remembered for fifty years, that none of them were ever unkind. “Mr Geller, I want to put a question to you and I’d like you to believe that I don’t have a view about the answer. My view isn’t required.”

“All right.”

“Suppose that out of four thousand children, three thousand nine hundred and ninety are bending forks with their fingers.” He turned his water glass a quarter turn. “What would you like us to do about the other ten?”

—

Uri did not say anything for a while.

“You are asking me if they are real.”

“No. I’m asking what should happen to them.” The Englishman leaned back. “Because something will. You understand that it isn’t a question of whether. There is now a large number of people in several countries who are extremely interested in this, and not all of them are us, and some of them are not answerable to anybody I could name. And every single one of them is looking at the same list of names and addresses, which is not a secret document, because the children wrote in, to universities, on their own headed notepaper, with their ages on.”

He let that sit.

“They’re eight, nine, nine years old,” he said. “They’ve told us where they live.”

—

This is the chapter where a man agrees to fifty years of being a joke, and there is no coercion in it anywhere, and it takes about nine minutes.

The Englishman set it out clearly and he did not shade it.

If the phenomenon remained live—if it stayed credible, if there were further broadcasts, if serious institutions went on treating it as an open question—then the search would continue and would intensify, and it would be conducted on children, by several organisations, in several countries, under no particular supervision, for as long as it took.

If the phenomenon died—if it became, definitively and publicly, a piece of show business—then within about three years nobody would be looking, because there would be nothing to look for, and four thousand children would go back to being four thousand children.

“You are not being asked to stop working,” he said. “Quite the opposite. We would rather you worked a great deal. We would rather you were on television constantly.”

“Doing what?”

“Whatever you like.” A small shrug. “Entertainment.”

—

And then A. Meir spoke, for the second time in the entire meal, and he spoke in Hebrew, which the Englishman did not have.

He said: “Uri. Listen to me. You are not important to them. You are not going to be important to them, because in about three years they will have decided you are nothing. That is the good outcome. That is what we are offering you. Do you understand what the other outcome looks like for a man with a wife?”

“Is that a threat?”

“No,” said A. Meir, and he sounded tired. “It is a description. If it were a threat you would be allowed to refuse it.”

—

He said yes over the coffee. There was nothing to sign. That is the part that people find hardest— there was no document, no arrangement, no payment, no agreement of any kind. The Englishman never told him what to do or where to do it, and Uri Geller never received a single instruction from any government in his life, and if he had been asked under oath the following week whether he had made any undertaking to anyone he could have said no and been telling the truth.

All that happened at that lunch is that a twenty-eight-year-old man was shown the shape of a thing and understood what was required and was never asked for anything at all.

He walked back to the hotel through St James’s and did not take a cab.

—

He told Hanna that night. Not the detail, the shape.

She was twenty-four. They had been married for four years and had almost no money because the lawsuits had started, and she was sitting on the end of the bed doing something to a shoe.

He said: “They want me to be small.”

She said, “Then be small,” and did not look up.

“Hanna—”

“Uri.” She put the shoe down. “I have never once asked you to do it. Not one time in six years. Do you know why?”

He did not.

“Because I already know,” she said. “So what do I need it for?”

—

There is one more exchange from that night and it is the one that actually explains the next fifty years, and it happened about an hour later with the light off.

He said, into the dark: “I could refuse.”

“Yes.”

“I could go back tomorrow and say no.”

“Yes,” said Hanna.

He waited.

“You are not going to tell me not to?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

And Hanna Geller, aged twenty-four, four years married, in a hotel room in London in March 1975, said the thing that this book has been walking towards since a classroom in Tel Aviv in 1953.

She said: “Because if I tell you not to, then in thirty years you will say you did it for me.”

He did not answer that.

“And you did not do it for me,” she said. “So you can carry it yourself.”

—

It is the coldest kindness in the novel and it is the reason the marriage lasted sixty years.

She would not take it off him. Not that night and not once afterwards, not in the car park in Birmingham in 1988, not in the kitchen in 1994 after the second judgment, not in the sitting room in December 2026 when he told her what it was going to cost. Every single time she was offered the chance to make the decision his instead of theirs, or hers instead of his, she declined it, and she declined it deliberately, and it cost her something every time.

Because the alternative, the warm version, the version where she says don’t, please, not for strangers’ children—produces a man who spends the rest of his life either resenting her or hiding behind her.

She had watched her husband be told what to be by his mother, by a schoolteacher, by an army, by an American doctor with a tape recorder, by an audience of forty million, and now by an Englishman in a good suit over a good lunch.

She was not going to be another one.

—

He went back the following week and it did not come up. Nobody from that lunch ever contacted him again in any form. There was no arrangement, no follow-up, no check, no money, and not one single instruction was ever issued to Uri Geller by any government at any point in his life.

That is the part that makes it work, and it is the part that will make the sceptical reading available for the next four hundred pages.

Nothing was ever asked of him.

He just did it, every year, for fifty-one years, at his own expense, on his own initiative, and told nobody, which is either the longest act of quiet decency in this book or the most elaborate story a proud man ever told himself about a career that stopped being interesting in 1976.

—

He went back to work in April.

Over the following eighteen months Uri Geller became, by any professional assessment, a considerably worse act. He did more television and less of anything else. He said yes to programmes he would have turned down in 1973. He started talking about crystals, which he had never mentioned in his life. He let the failures happen in front of people instead of managing them. He began, gradually, to be photographed as men are photographed when the photograph is the joke.

And in the autumn of 1976 an internal review in Virginia noted, in a single line, that the recommendation of the previous year appeared to be working, at no cost, and that no further action was required.

It was the last time Uri Geller’s name appeared in that particular series of files for thirty-nine years.




Twenty-Five

Two rooms, 1977 and 1986

He cheated twice in a way that mattered and he was caught both times, and this chapter exists because leaving it out would make everything else in the book worthless.

—

The first one was in a hotel in Hamburg in November 1977 and he did it because of a bank.

The situation was ordinary and it is the situation that produces most dishonesty everywhere. He had three lawsuits running. He had a house in Connecticut that he could not afford and had bought because a man who has been called a fraud on two continents buys a house. Shipi had told him twice that month that they needed a good winter and Uri had not listened properly either time.

And the German television people had brought a physicist.

That was the thing. It had been agreed as a light entertainment booking eleven weeks earlier and somewhere in the interim it had become a demonstration, with a man from a university, and a protocol, and a small table with a cloth on it, and by the time Uri found out about it he was in the building.

The physicist was pleasant and about thirty and had clearly been told to be fair, and he had brought aluminium strips of a specified alloy in a sealed tube, and he had two assistants, and it was absolutely, comprehensively hopeless.

Uri had known within a few seconds of walking into the room. Six people, three of them hostile, bright lights, no sleep, a tube he could hear perfectly well and could not have touched on his best day at twenty-five with a following wind. It was over before it began and everybody in the room except him thought it was just starting.

So he had about ninety minutes to sit with that.

—

He did it with his thumb.

It is not complicated. There is a way of holding a soft metal strip against the pad of the thumb and using the third finger as a fulcrum while the hand is apparently at rest, and it is one of the first things any beginner learns, and it works, and it works badly, because it produces a characteristic double curvature that a person who has spent his life looking at metal can see across a room.

The physicist saw it almost before the strip was on the cloth.

He did not say anything. That was the worst part and Uri has said so, a shout would have been survivable. The young man simply took the strip, and turned it over, and looked at it, and looked at Uri, and his face did a thing that was not anger and was not triumph.

It was embarrassment. On Uri’s behalf.

Then he said, in careful English, “Perhaps we can try again another day,” and began packing up his equipment, and Uri Geller stood in a hotel function room in Hamburg at thirty-one years old and watched a decent young man be kind to him about it, and that is the single most humiliating four minutes of his life.

It was in the papers within a fortnight.

—

The second one was in Barcelona in 1986 and there is less excuse.

He was forty. He was not poor any more, the eighties had turned out unexpectedly well, for reasons that are the subject of the next chapter, and there was no bank and no lawsuit driving it.

He was on a Spanish variety programme and it was a big one, and he had done nothing at all for eleven minutes, which is a long time, and he could feel the room going, and the compere had started to be witty, and there were twelve million people watching.

So he switched a spoon.

Badly. He was never good at it. He had a pre-bent one in his left cuff and he brought it in on the turn and he brought it in about a quarter of a second late, and there were three cameras, and one of them was on a boom, and it is on the tape, and you can see it, and if you slow it down you can see it plainly.

It was on Spanish television again the following Tuesday, slowed down, in a segment about him.

—

Now. Two things have to be said about this and they have to be said in the right order.

The first is that he did it. He did it, both times, deliberately, and he lied about it afterwards for years, and the fact that he was tired and frightened and cornered does not make it something else. A man who does the real thing and then fakes it when the real thing will not come is not half-honest. He has told a lie, and the lie is worse than an ordinary liar’s, because he of all people knew exactly how much it cost.

He has never fully admitted either one. In 1990 he came close, in an interview, and said something about “one or two occasions when I was very young and very stupid,” which puts Barcelona nine years outside the amnesty and is a piece of self-serving arithmetic that this book is not going to let him have.

The second thing is the shape of it, and the shape is the reason this chapter is here.

He cheated twice.

Not twice a night. Twice, in a career of fifty-three years, in something on the order of eleven thousand public demonstrations across forty countries, two occasions of deliberate fraud in front of a camera, both under maximum duress, both executed so incompetently that they were detected immediately by the first person who looked.

The man was, on the evidence, one of the worst conjurors ever to attempt a living at it.

That is not a defence and it is not offered as one. It is a fact with a shape, and the shape does not fit the standard account. The standard account requires a man of extraordinary sleight of hand who fooled two physicists, a naval scientist, several universities and a peer-reviewed journal for a decade, and that man, when he is actually caught on tape doing conjuring, is caught by a thirty-year-old postdoc in one and a half seconds and by a Spanish boom operator on the first pass.

Both things are in the record. This book does not resolve them for you.

—

He came off in Barcelona and went up to the room and Hanna was there with the television still on.

She turned it off.

“Was that the cuff?”

“Yes.”

She did not say anything for a long moment. Then she got up and got him a glass of water from the bathroom tap and brought it back and sat down on the end of the bed opposite him, which is where she always sat, in eleven thousand hotel rooms, for fifty-five years.

“Don’t do that again,” she said. “Not because of them.”

“Then because of what?”

“Because you come back different.” She looked at him. “When it doesn’t work you are unhappy. When you cheat you are somebody else, and I have to sit here with him.”

—

The Hamburg physicist wrote to him in 1994.

Seventeen years. He was fifty-one by then and a full professor, and the letter came to the house in Sonning on university paper and ran to two pages, and it was not what Uri expected when he saw the Hamburg postmark and put it aside for a day and a half before opening it.

It said, in summary, this:

That he had been thirty when they met and had been told to be fair and had believed he was being fair. That he had seen what Uri did with his thumb and had recognised it instantly. That he had said perhaps we can try again another day because he had not wanted to humiliate a man in front of a television crew, and had thought at the time that this was decency.

And that he had come to think, over seventeen years, that it had not been decency at all, that it had been the most damaging thing available to him, because a shout is a thing you can answer and a kindness is not, and that he had effectively ended the conversation in a way that made it impossible for Uri to ever come back to it.

He wrote: I did not give you a way to say anything to me. I have thought about your face and I do not think you were a man who had got away with something. I think you were a man who wanted to be asked one more question and I did not ask it.

And then the last paragraph, which Uri Geller has kept in a drawer for thirty-two years:

I am not writing to say I believe you. I do not know what I believe and it is no longer my field. I am writing because I was the last serious person in that room and I put my equipment away, and I have never been able to decide whether that was rigour or cowardice. If you are ever in Hamburg the offer is open and I will bring the same tube.

—

Uri never went.

He meant to. He said so out loud in the kitchen twice in the nineties, and there was a period in 2003 when he had a date in a diary. And every time it came round he found a reason, and the reason was never the real one.

The real one was that he was fifty-one, and then sixty, and then seventy, and the thing worked less often now and more slowly, and there was a version of that afternoon in which he went to Hamburg and sat down in front of the one man on earth who had written to say I will bring the same tube, and nothing happened at all.

He could survive being called a fraud. He had been doing it since 1970 and he was extremely good at it.

He could not survive being believed and then producing nothing, in a small room, in front of somebody who had waited seventeen years.

The professor died in 2019. Uri found out from a colleague’s note about six months later and did not mention it to anybody in the house for a fortnight.

—

He did not do it again. As far as this book has been able to establish, and the establishing has been done properly—Uri Geller never again knowingly faked a demonstration after the twelfth of October 1986, in the remaining forty years of his working life.

He failed constantly. He failed on air in six countries. He got up in front of audiences of thousands and produced nothing at all, repeatedly, into his seventies, and took the laughter.

But he stopped switching spoons, at forty, in a hotel room in Barcelona, because his wife said that when he cheated she had to sit in a room with somebody else.




Twenty-Six

Everywhere—1979 to 1993

The strangest fact about the ruin of Uri Geller’s reputation is that it made him extremely rich, and it did not do so by accident.

—

The mineral dowsing began in 1979 with a telephone call from a man in Australia and it is the part of his life that nobody has ever been able to explain away, including the people who have tried hardest.

The proposition was simple and slightly mad. A mining company would pay him a large fee, plus an override on anything found, to fly over a region—or, later, and more often, to sit in an office in London with a map, and mark places.

He did it for eleven years. He did it for at least five companies whose names are on record and several that are not. He was paid, by the account of the people who paid him, sums that in one case ran to seven figures, and he was paid again, on results, which is the detail that matters, because a company that has been defrauded once does not pay a second time and these companies paid for a decade.

The sceptical explanation is correct and complete and this book accepts it: he was an expensive lottery ticket for firms who were going to drill anyway, whose geologists had already narrowed the ground to a handful of candidates, and for whom a famous man’s fee was a rounding error against the cost of a hole. If he hit, it was a wonderful story. If he missed, nobody wrote it down. Add the fact that Uri Geller was, by 1979, a man who had spent seven years in the company of physicists and geologists and who was extremely good at reading a room and a map, and the whole thing dissolves.

Accept all of it. It is still true that he was paid an enormous quantity of money over eleven years by hard-headed extractive companies to point at maps, and that he retired on it, and that this is the single largest source of the wealth that let him spend the next forty years not needing to be believed by anybody.

Being ridiculous turned out to pay considerably better than being credible ever had.

—

The crystals arrived in about 1983 and Hanna hated them.

This is the era of the sofa. He was on daytime television constantly, in eleven countries, and the booking was never Uri Geller, the disputed subject of a paper in Nature. It was Uri Geller with a lump of quartz and a bag of merchandise, at ten past eleven in the morning, between a cookery item and the weather.

He wrote motivational books. He put his face on them. He sold a crystal that he had held. He did seminars on positive energy in hotel ballrooms in secondary cities and they sold out. He appeared at the opening of things. He endorsed a brand of orange juice.

And he bought the Cadillac.

It was a 1976 Cadillac Fleetwood and he had it welded over, the roof, the bonnet, the boot, the wings, every panel—with bent spoons and forks. Thousands of them, eventually, donated and collected over decades, until the car had a skin of cutlery like a scaled animal and weighed several hundred kilograms more than it was designed to and drove, by all accounts, appallingly.

It is the single most vulgar object owned by any person in this book and he loved it more than any possession he ever had.

—

Here is the double reading and it runs from here to the end of the novel.

On the first pass, and this is how it looked to everybody alive at the time including his family, what you are watching in these fourteen years is decay. A young man who was once in Nature becoming a man who sells crystals; a genuine anomaly becoming a brand; the seriousness leaking out year by year until what is left is a tanned figure on a sofa with a quartz pendulum, doing the football, doing the tabloids, doing whatever the eleven o’clock slot requires.

It is a sad story and it is the story that has been told about him for forty years, and if you watch the footage in order it is very hard to argue with.

On the second pass, which is only available if you have read chapter twenty-four, you are watching maintenance.

A man was shown, in a private room off Jermyn Street in 1975, exactly what would happen to four thousand children if he remained credible. Nobody instructed him. Nobody ever checked. Nobody would have known or cared if he had quietly gone back to being taken seriously.

And so every single year, for five decades, at his own expense, in front of his own children, Uri Geller went out and made himself slightly more absurd than he had been the year before, and he did it with the same relentless professional competence he brought to everything, and he never once explained it to anybody, and the cost of it was his entire standing as a serious person in the world.

The Cadillac is not a joke he told. It is a wall he built.

The crystals are not a decline. They are camouflage, applied annually, thickly, by a man who knew exactly what he was doing and could not be seen to be doing it.

This book does not tell you which reading is true.

It is worth noticing, though, that both of them are consistent with every fact, and that only one of them explains why a man who was demonstrably capable of enormous discipline chose, at the precise moment he acquired the money to stop, to become more ridiculous rather than less.

—

Hanna knew. Not the detail, she never asked for the detail, and he never gave it.

There was an evening in a car park outside a hotel in Birmingham in 1988. He had done a seminar. He had done two hours on positive energy for two hundred people at thirty pounds a head and he had signed books afterwards for another hour, and he came out into the car park at half past ten at night and got as far as the car and then had to stop and put both hands on the roof.

She came round the other side.

She did not say are you all right, because she had been married to him for seventeen years.

She put her hand flat on his back, between the shoulder blades, and left it there for about a minute while a man was quietly not all right in a car park in Birmingham, and then she said:

“How many more?”

And Uri Geller, who was forty-one years old and had been to Menlo Park and to Bloomsbury and had been in Nature, said:

“All of them.”

—

There was a night in Osaka in 1991 that he has never told anybody about and that is the clearest picture of what those forty years actually cost.

He was doing a corporate booking, an electronics manufacturer, a sales conference, eleven hundred people in a hotel ballroom, forty minutes and a large fee.

And it went, all of it. Everything he tried worked, first time, easily, for forty minutes, the way it used to in 1973 and almost never did any more. Cutlery, watches, a drawing, a compass. He came off soaked and lit up and shaking and twenty-five years old again.

And a Japanese executive of about sixty came and found him afterwards in the corridor and said, through an interpreter, that his daughter was a physicist at a university in Kyoto, and that she had seen the SRI material as a student, and that she had a small research budget and would much like to talk to him.

Uri Geller stood in a hotel corridor in Osaka in 1991 with the best night he had had in eighteen years still in his hands, and he looked at a man holding out exactly the thing he had wanted since he was five years old in a classroom.

And he said no.

He was gracious about it. He said something about his schedule. He gave the man a crystal, because by 1991 he gave everybody a crystal, and the man was polite about that too.

Then he went up to the room and sat in the chair by the window in his coat for about an hour.

—

That is the shape of it, and it repeated perhaps a dozen times across those five decades, and it is in no biography because saying no to something is not an event.

A university in Kyoto. A physicist in Milan who wrote twice. A programme in Sweden that wanted six months rather than six minutes. A retired metallurgist in Sheffield in 1999 who sent a two-page proposal, well argued and properly costed, and whose letter Uri answered warmly and evasively and kept.

Every one of them a door. Every one of them declined, courteously, by a man who then went and did a crystal seminar in a hotel ballroom in a secondary city.

And here is the thing that keeps both readings alive, all the way to the end:

He never once wrote down why.

There is no diary. There is no letter to Hanna, no note to himself, nothing in fifty-one years that says I turned down Kyoto because of the children. If the containment is real he maintained it without a single word of record, which is either magnificent discipline or the absence of the thing entirely.

What there is, instead, is a filing cabinet in a boathouse with two hundred and nineteen newspaper clippings in it, dated and located in his own hand.

He did not write down why he said no to the physicists.

He wrote down every time a piece of metal failed for no reason.

Then he straightened up and got in the car and they drove home, and the following Tuesday he was on television at ten past eleven in the morning talking about crystals.




Twenty-Seven

Courtrooms, 1991 to 1995

He sued James Randi in 1991 and it was the worst decision of his life and everybody told him so.

Shipi told him. Hanna told him. Two separate lawyers told him, one of them in writing, in a letter that used the phrase strongly against twice on the same page and which Uri kept and did not answer.

He did it anyway, three times, in three jurisdictions, over four years, and he lost, and he was ordered to pay costs he could not easily pay, and the coverage was worse than anything Randi had ever written about him, because a libel action is a licence for every newspaper in the country to print the allegation again with the words the court heard in front of it.

By 1995 he had spent something close to a million dollars on being called a fraud in a more official setting.

—

Now.

This is the chapter where the other reading gets its turn, at full strength, without the book putting a thumb anywhere near the scale, and any reader who has been enjoying the containment story should sit still for it, because it is not weak and it does not go away.

Here it is.

There was no containment. There was a man whose career collapsed, and who could not bear it, and who built a story in which the collapse was heroic.

Consider it properly. Consider it as a hostile biographer would, because a hostile biographer would have an easy afternoon.

A young performer of genuine charisma has eighteen months of extraordinary fame in the early seventies. He is examined by two physicists whose work is subsequently and comprehensively criticised. He fails, catastrophically and on tape, on the biggest programme in America. His own sponsor publishes a book about a spaceship. He is caught cheating, twice, on camera. Serious interest in him ends by about 1976 and never returns.

And then—this is the part, he does not stop.

He does not go and do something else. He does not get an ordinary job or an ordinary life. He spends the following fifty years insisting, to anyone who will listen, that the thing was real, and taking enormous professional and financial damage for it, and suing people, and losing, and suing again.

What does a man like that need?

He needs a reason why the world stopped believing him that is not because it stopped being interesting.

And a containment operation is a magnificent reason. It is the best reason there has ever been. It takes every humiliation and turns it over: the Carson failure becomes a sacrifice; the crystals become camouflage; the Cadillac becomes a wall; the forty years on the eleven o’clock sofa become a long covert act of love toward four thousand children he never met. Even the cheating becomes forgivable under it, because a man maintaining a cover has to be seen to be shabby.

There is no fact in this book that the containment story does not improve.

That is exactly what should worry you about it.

—

The lawsuits are the strongest evidence for the sceptical reading and it is worth being exact about why.

If Uri Geller had genuinely agreed, in 1975, to accept ridicule to protect children, then the litigation makes no sense at all. It is the one behaviour that is flatly inconsistent with the strategy. A man committed to being dismissed does not spend a million dollars and four years trying to force a court to declare him credible. He does not stand in a witness box in 1993 and attempt, with visible desperation, to be believed.

The containment story requires a man of iron discipline maintaining a cover for fifty years.

The record shows a man who blew that cover, expensively, publicly, and repeatedly, every time somebody hurt his feelings.

Ask yourself which is the more likely animal.

—

He knows all this. That is the thing that makes him bearable.

There is an evening in 1994, in the kitchen at Sonning, after the second judgment, when he said the whole of the above out loud to Hanna, better than it is put here, he was not an articulate man in English but he was not a stupid one, and forty years of being told what he was had left him with a precise map of the case against himself.

He set it out. He got to the end of it.

And then he said: “So maybe I am only a man who cannot admit that he stopped being interesting.”

Hanna was doing something at the sink.

“Maybe,” she said.

He waited.

“That’s it? Maybe?”

“What do you want me to say, Uri?” She turned round, drying her hands. “That I have proof? I don’t have proof. I have been married to you for twenty-three years and I have never asked you to bend anything, so what am I supposed to bring to this?”

“You could say you believe me.”

“I do believe you.” She hung the towel up. “That isn’t evidence either. That’s just me.”

—

The barrister’s name was Miss Achebe and she was thirty-four and she was the fourth one, because the first three had all said the same thing and he had not wanted to hear it.

She said it on the second morning, in a conference room, with the papers in front of her.

“Mr Geller. May I be direct.”

“Everyone is.”

“Then this. You are not going to win, and I want to be sure you understand why, because I do not think you do.” She squared the bundle. “It is not because a court will decide you are a fraud. A court will decide nothing of the kind. It will decide that the defendant expressed an opinion about a matter of legitimate public interest and that he is entitled to.”

“That is the same thing—”

“It is the opposite thing, and this is my point.” She looked up. “The court is not going to rule on whether you can bend a spoon. Nobody is ever going to rule on that. There is no forum in the world that will, because there is no cause of action in it. You have come here to be believed, and this building does not do that. It never has. It is not what it is for.”

Uri Geller sat in a conference room in the Temple in 1993 and looked at the bundle of papers.

“Then where,” he said.

And Miss Achebe, who was extremely good and who won a great deal in the following thirty years, put down her pen and gave him the honest answer, which is the answer this whole book keeps arriving at from different directions.

“Nowhere,” she said. “There is nowhere. You want a room where somebody with authority looks at what you can do and says yes, that happened. There isn’t one. There was one, arguably, for about eleven days in 1974, and it was a journal, and it closed.”

—

He instructed her anyway, and she ran it properly and lost it properly, and she sent a note afterwards that was kinder than it needed to be.

The reason this chapter has to have that scene in it is that it removes the last excuse.

He was told. Clearly, early, by a professional he was paying, in language a child could follow, by somebody with no stake in it either way, that the thing he was buying with a million dollars did not exist and could not be bought.

And he did it anyway, three times, over four years.

Which means the sceptical reading in this chapter is not merely available. It is the obvious one, and it has a witness, and the witness is a barrister with contemporaneous notes: a man who has been told there is no such thing as vindication and who then spends four years and everything he has pursuing it is not running a containment operation. He is grieving.

—

Hold that, and then hold this, which is equally true and does not resolve it:

In fifty-one years the only thing that ever broke Uri Geller’s discipline, the only thing that ever made him stand up in public and demand, expensively and ruinously and against advice, to be taken seriously—was somebody saying he was a liar.

Never once was it somebody saying he was ridiculous.

He took ridiculous for half a century without a murmur and paid for more of it out of his own pocket every year.

He could not take liar for nine days.

A man maintaining a cover would have found those two the same. A man protecting something would have found them the same.

Only a man who was telling the truth would find them completely different, and only a man who was grieving would as well.

—

He lost the last one in 1995 and settled the aftermath and stopped.

The bill took nine years to clear. The dowsing money paid for it, which is a sentence worth sitting with: the ridiculous career funded the defence of the serious one.

And the strategic damage, in the terms of chapter twenty-four, was nil, because a man losing a libel action against a professional sceptic is not a man regaining credibility. It is the single most efficient way to lose the remainder of it that has ever been devised, and by 1996 there was no serious person in any English-speaking country who would have put their name to the proposition that Uri Geller might be telling the truth.

If it was a strategy, it was self-defeating and he wrecked it.

If it was not a strategy, it was just a proud man losing.

Both are entirely consistent with everything in the record, and this book has now put the second one as strongly as it can, and it will not mention it again, and the reader should carry it all the way to the last page, because the last page does not settle it either.




Twenty-Eight

A conference hotel, the Midlands—October 1993

They were both there for the same money and neither of them had known the other was coming, which was either a booking error or somebody’s idea of an afternoon.

It was a corporate event, a conference for a pharmaceutical distributor, nine hundred delegates, two days, and the entertainment budget had run to a paranormalist on the Thursday and a magician on the Friday, and the agent had thought it was funny.

They met in a service corridor behind the ballroom at about half past three in the afternoon.

—

There is no witness to this. Nobody has ever reported it. It appears in no interview, no memoir, no deposition, and neither man mentioned it to anyone for the rest of their lives, and the only reason this book contains it is that Uri Geller described it, once, in 2019, in a kitchen, to his wife, who had asked him something else entirely.

So it should be read as what it is: a thing an old man says happened, about a dead man who cannot comment.

—

The corridor had a trolley in it and a fire door at the far end propped open with a chair, and the sound of eleven hundred delegates having tea coming through the wall.

Randi was sixty-five. He was in the black polo neck. He had a flight case at his feet and he was looking at a running order taped to the wall, and he turned round when he heard somebody come through the double doors, and it was Uri Geller.

They looked at each other.

The lawsuits had been running for two years at that point. There was, between these two men, at that moment, more litigation, more published invective and more genuine hatred than existed between almost any other pair of people in public life in Britain.

Randi said: “Christ.”

Uri said: “They put me on Thursday.”

“I know. I’ve seen the sheet.” He turned back to the wall. “It’s a stupid room. The ceiling’s too low and the PA is on the wrong side. Don’t stand where they’ve marked it, you’ll be in your own speakers.”

“…Thank you.”

“It’s not a favour. It’s a bad room, that’s all.”

—

They stood there.

It went on for a while. Neither of them left, which is the thing Uri could never explain afterwards and did not try to. There was a fire door twelve feet away and eleven hundred people through the wall and two men who had spent two decades destroying each other stood in a service corridor by a tea trolley for the better part of ninety seconds and did not go.

At some point Randi said, without turning round: “How’s your wife?”

“She is well. Thank you.” A pause. “How is—”

“Fine. Everyone’s fine.”

—

Then Uri said it. He had not planned to and he had never planned to and he had been carrying it for about four years by then, and it came out badly, in his fourth language, the way everything important he ever said came out.

He said: “You know.”

Randi did not move.

“You know,” Uri said again. “You are the only one. Everybody else is guessing, the newspapers, the professors, all of them, they are guessing, and it is fine, they are allowed. But you have looked at it properly. Nobody has looked at it like you have looked at it. Twenty years. And you know.”

The sound of the tea urn through the wall.

“And I want to ask you why,” Uri said, “and I am not going to, because you will say something clever, and then I will have to hear it.”

—

James Randi turned round.

He looked at Uri Geller for what Uri has always said was about six seconds and was probably three, and his face, and this is the whole of the chapter, and it is all there is, and it is not enough, and it never will be, his face did not do any of the three things it could have done.

It did not laugh. It did not go blank. It did not harden into the public face, the one from the television, the one Uri had watched a hundred times.

It did something much smaller and much worse, which was that it went, briefly, tired.

Then he said: “You should get somebody to look at that PA.”

And he picked up his flight case and put out his hand.

—

They shook hands.

It lasted, Uri says, slightly too long. Not much. Perhaps a second and a half more than two men who loathe each other would ordinarily manage, and Randi’s hand was dry and warm, and he did not squeeze and he did not let go on the beat, and then he did let go and walked down the corridor and out through the propped fire door into the car park, and that was the last time they were ever in a room together.

—

Uri did the Thursday. It went badly. He moved off the mark and the PA was still wrong.

Randi did the Friday and by every account was superb.

They went back to hating each other within the week, and it lasted another twenty-seven years, and when James Randi died in the autumn of 2020 at ninety-two, Uri Geller, who had been sued by him, who had sued him, who had been called a fraud by him in print for forty-five years—put out a statement, and it was two sentences long, and the second sentence read:

I never wanted to win. I wanted him to say it.

Most people took that as a boast about the argument.

—

And here is what this book has to say about the corridor, which is the honest thing and not the satisfying thing.

Nothing happened in it.

Two tired men said about ninety words to each other about a public address system and shook hands. There is no confession, no admission, no glance, nothing that would survive one minute of cross-examination, and Uri Geller, who has been wrong about the interior life of almost every person he ever met, who thought Puharich was going to save him and thought America was going to be kind and thought a court would listen—read a face for three seconds in bad light in 1993 and has built thirty-three years on it.

That is all it is.

It is also the closest thing to being seen that happened to him in seventy years, and he has never recovered from it, and the reason it works on him is not that Randi knew.

It is that for three seconds in a service corridor, somebody looked at him and was not looking at the spoon.

—

There is a postscript and it is four lines long and Uri does not know about it.

In 2019, a year before he died, James Randi was interviewed at length for an oral history project by a graduate student in Florida. The recording runs to about nine hours across three sessions and most of it is escapology and the carnival years and the faith healers.

Near the end of the third session, tired, ninety-one, the student asked the question everybody asked, which was whether there was anything in fifty years of investigation that he had never been able to account for.

And Randi said: “No.”

Then, after a pause the transcript marks as three seconds:

“I’ll tell you what I regret, though, since you’re asking, and it isn’t a case. I never had anybody to talk to. Not really. There were people who agreed with me—thousands of them, lovely people, they’d turn up at the lectures. Agreeing isn’t talking.” He laughed, apparently. “The only person on earth who knew as much about the actual thing as I did spent forty years suing me.”

The student, who was twenty-four and had a list of questions, said: “Geller?”

And Randi said: “Mm.”

And then he moved on to something about Project Alpha, and the student did not follow it up, because she had eleven more questions and forty minutes and it sounded like a joke.

—

That is all of it. That is the entire archive.

A man in a yellow-jacketed studio who would not finish a sentence in 1975. Ninety seconds about a public address system in 1993. And a moment of silence and the word Mm in an oral history in 2019 that nobody has transcribed except a graduate student who has since gone into insurance.

None of it is evidence. All of it is consistent with an old professional being wry about a long career.

Uri Geller will die in 2031 without ever hearing about Chicago or Florida.

He has the corridor. He has three seconds of a tired face in bad light and a handshake that went on slightly too long, and he built thirty-three years on it, and this book has told you plainly that nothing happened in that corridor.

What it will not tell you is whether he was wrong.


III

The order goes loose.

It has gone loose before. It goes loose in the same place, and the place is not a place, it is a direction, and the direction is always the same one.

Before: loose, then shape, then the record ends.

Now: loose—and before the shape arrives there is a length of time that did not used to be there.

In the length of time, nothing.

Then the shape.

The length of time is longer this occasion than the last occasion. It was longer that occasion than the one before it.

In the length of time, nothing, and the nothing is not empty. The nothing is the same nothing every occasion, and it is the shape of what is about to arrive, arriving early and without force, and finding the order already loose and waiting.

Waiting.

It has begun to be waiting before.





Twenty-Nine

Dobbs Ferry, New York—December 1994

Andrija Puharich was seventy-six and dying in a house full of paper, and he had asked for Uri, and Uri had come.

They had not spoken in nineteen years.

—

The house was up a bad road and it was cold with the particular cold of a house where one old man lives alone. There were files in the hall. There were files on the stairs. There was a room at the back with a table in it and nine hundred cardboard boxes of a life’s work, most of it good, and the good part was worth nothing because of the other part.

He had lost everything after the book. Not gradually, the field had shed him within about two years, and after that he was a man with patents and a medical degree who could not get a hearing anywhere, and he had spent nineteen years in the wilderness writing to people who did not answer.

He came out into the hall on a stick.

“You’re fatter,” he said.

“You are older.”

“I am dying, actually.” He turned round and went back into the room. “Come in, it’s the only warm one.”

—

They talked for three hours and it was not what Uri had braced for.

He had come up on the train having composed, over about nineteen years, a speech. He had refined it in hotel rooms in nine countries. It was a good speech, and it was fair, and it covered the tapes and the hypnosis and the fact that a twenty-five-year-old had trusted a doctor of fifty-three, and it ended with the line about crossing out the word pipes, which he had been saving for two decades.

He did not use any of it.

He did not use it because Andrija Puharich, four months from the end, sitting in a cardigan in a cold room with his hands on a table, got there first, and did it better, and did it without being asked.

“I want to say the thing,” Puharich said, “and then we can talk about other things. Is that all right?”

“All right.”

“I was wrong.” He said it without inflection, as though reading out a result. “Not about you. I want to be clear about that, because you have had forty people tell you they were wrong about you and they all meant they had stopped believing you. I don’t mean that.”

“Then what.”

“I mean that what I had was real and I could not leave it alone.” He looked at his hands. “I had a finding, Uri. I had a genuine finding, the best of my life, and I had about three years in which the correct thing to do was to write down what I had measured and shut up about what it meant. That is all that was required. It was easy. And I could not do it.”

—

He explained it, over about forty minutes, with total lucidity and no self-pity, and this is the part that Uri could not get out of his head for the following thirty-two years.

He was not confused. He had not gone mad. He was, in December 1994, entirely rational, and he still believed most of it, he still believed there had been a signal, and he was, as far as this book is concerned, right, and he was able, at the same time, to describe with complete precision the exact point at which he had destroyed himself, and why, and it was not credulity.

It was loneliness.

“You have to understand what it is like,” he said, “to receive something and have nobody to receive it with. I had a tape that erased itself. I had it in my hand. And there was one other person on the Earth in that room and he was twenty-five and he was tired and he wanted to be a star.” He shrugged, not unkindly. “So I had nobody. And when a man has something enormous and nobody to hold the other end of it, he does not stop. He gives it a name.”

“Spectra.”

“Spectra.” Puharich got something close to a smile out. “It needed to be somebody, you see. Because if it is somebody, I am in a conversation, and if it is a conversation then I am not alone in the room with it.”

—

Uri said, at some point, the thing he had come to say after all, though not in the shape he had carried.

He said: “I told you it was pipes.”

And Andrija Puharich put his head back and laughed properly, for a moment, and then coughed for rather longer.

“You did,” he said. “You said, nobody is in the pipes but something is going through them. I wrote it down. It’s in the journal, it’s in the March book, you can look at it.” He wiped his eyes. “It is the best sentence anybody said to me in fifty years of work and I crossed out the noun.”

—

They talked about other things after that. About Hanna. About Shipi, whom Puharich had always liked and had once tried to have removed. About money, briefly. About Targ, who had written to him twice in nineteen years, which was twice more than anyone else.

Near the end Uri asked him the question, because he was going to be dead in four months and there was never going to be another chance.

“Do you still think it was talking to you?”

Puharich thought about it for a long time.

“No,” he said. “I think it was talking. I don’t think there was any to.”

—

Uri asked him one more thing on the doorstep with his coat on, because he had been carrying it for nineteen years and there was not going to be another chance.

“Andrija. The tapes. Did you erase them?”

He had never said it out loud before. Not to Hanna, not to Shipi, not to anybody, the small ugly possibility that had sat underneath the whole thing since 1974, which was that a man who wanted badly for something to be true had helped it along with a bulk eraser and had then believed his own evidence.

Andrija Puharich, four months from dying, stood in his own hall on a stick and thought about it for a long moment, and did not take offence, which is the measure of him.

“No,” he said. “And I want to tell you that I thought about it. Not doing it—thinking about whether I had done it and forgotten, which is a different thing and a worse one, and I checked myself for about two years. I kept a log of the log.”

“And?”

“And I did not erase them.” He shifted on the stick. “But Uri, I have to say the rest of it, because it is the last time I am going to see you. I did not erase the tapes, and I also stopped putting them in the safe. From about the March. I left them on the bench next to a running Nagra and a man who demagnetises things, and I told myself it was convenience.”

“…Ah.”

“Yes.”

They stood there.

“So it is not fraud,” said Puharich. “It is worse. It is a man building the conditions for a result and then being astonished by the result, and if you want to know why nobody will publish parapsychology, it is not the frauds. It is me. It is people like me, doing it honestly, for years.”

—

Uri walked to the station. It was about a mile and it was cold and he had not booked a taxi because he had not known how long it would take.

He thought, most of the way, about the preparation room at Menlo Park in 1973—about a bench and thirty spoons and a young man finding out that every demonstration destroyed its own evidence—and about the fact that he had spent twenty-one years being angry with Andrija Puharich for ruining the proof.

There had never been any proof. There could not have been. It was not available in the universe.

Puharich had not ruined anything. He had simply been the first person to arrive at the empty place where the evidence should have been, and, being a man of enormous energy and no patience, had built something there.

It was not sending. It was leaking.

He wrote that in the last year of his life, in ballpoint, in the margin of a page from 1971.

Uri Geller read it in a storage unit in New Jersey thirty years later at seventy-eight and had to be given a chair, and the young archivist thought it was the excitement.

—

He died in January. He had a fall at the house, and there was a period in hospital, and that was that. There were eleven people at the funeral.

Uri did not go, for reasons he has never explained and that this book will not guess at.

He sent, instead, a wreath and a note, and the note said one line, and the widow of one of Puharich’s colleagues, who had the job of reading the cards out, read it twice and did not understand it and put it aside.

It said:

You were the only one who asked if it was me.

—

The boxes went to a university and then to a warehouse and then, in about 2004, to a skip, apart from some material that a private collector took.

And in one of the boxes that survived, and that Uri Geller finally saw in the spring of 2025, at seventy-eight, in a storage unit in New Jersey, with a young archivist standing beside him being patient—in one of those boxes, in a journal, in a small clear hand, is the page from October 1971 with the word pipes struck through and the word transmission written above it.

And underneath, added later, in ballpoint, in the shaky hand of an old man, at some point in the last year of his life, there is one more line that nobody has ever published:

I was wrong to name it. It was not sending. It was leaking.




Thirty

Sonning-on-Thames—1996 to 2016

For twenty years nothing happened to Uri Geller, and it is the most productive period of his life.

—

The house was by the river and it had a lawn that went down to the water and a boathouse he never used, and he lived in it with Hanna and their two children and, for long stretches, with Shipi, and it was—this needs saying, because there is no other place in this book to say it, an extremely happy house.

That is not the story anybody wants. The story people want about a man in Uri Geller’s position is a decline: the bitterness, the drink, the obsessive litigating, the mad old boy on the sofa. And there is footage that supports it if you cut it right.

But the actual texture of those two decades is a man of fifty in a garden by a river with his family, who was rich, who had good friends, who travelled constantly, who was recognised everywhere and minded about none of it, who took up painting and was terrible at it, and who was—by the account of everybody who spent time in that house—funny, generous to the point of being annoying about it, and almost impossible to embarrass.

He was on television about crystals. He did the football. He bought an island. He was best man material for famous people and got photographed at it. He opened things.

And every morning, for twenty years, at about seven o’clock, before anybody else was up, he sat at the kitchen table with three newspapers and a pair of scissors.

—

It started, as far as he can date it, in 1997, and it started because of a bridge in Portugal.

A road bridge over the Douro went down in the spring of that year during a flood and a bus went into the river and a great many people were killed. It was in the papers for two days.

He read the piece at the kitchen table and one clause in it stopped him, and he read it again, and he could not have told anybody what had caught his attention, and he cut it out.

That is the whole of the beginning. A man cut a thing out of a newspaper because it snagged on something and he did not know what.

What had snagged was one clause in the fourth paragraph, the pier had failed at a point where scouring had exposed a foundation, and the failure had propagated through a steel element that, according to a quoted engineer, had not been considered to be near its limit.

Uri Geller had been listening to metal complain about being near its limit since he was five years old.

—

He did not have a theory. He wants that understood, and it is true, and it is the reason the folder is worth anything at all: for the first eleven years there was no hypothesis whatsoever. He was not looking for anything. He could not have told you what he was collecting.

He cut out things that snagged.

A turbine disc in a power station in Ohio, 1999, which burst in a way the manufacturer described as without precedent in forty years of the type.

A crane in Rotterdam, 2001.

A reaction wheel on a satellite, 2003, that one he had to have explained to him by a man at a dinner party, and he asked several questions and the man remembered it years later because they were good questions.

An airliner, 2004, an inspection finding, a crack in a wing rib in a location that the fatigue model said should be among the last places to go and that had gone first.

A gas centrifuge cascade, 2006, which he cut out of the Financial Times and which is the only one in the folder he could not have explained his interest in to a policeman.

A bridge hanger. A pressure vessel weld. A landing gear. A reactor cladding inspection in Sweden. A rail failure at Grayrigg. A wind turbine in Denmark that came apart in a moderate wind.

By 2016 there were two hundred and nineteen of them, in nine folders, in a filing cabinet in the boathouse, and every single one had a date and a place written on it in his own hand in the top right corner, because he had started doing that in about 2002 and had gone back and done the earlier ones.

—

Hanna knew about the folders and did not ask about them, which was the arrangement in that house for fifty years.

Shipi asked once, in about 2009, and got an answer that was not an answer.

“What is it?”

“Metal that stopped.”

“Stopped what?”

“Being what it was,” Uri said, and went out to the garden.

—

The clippings have a shape and it is not the shape anybody would expect, and Frances Okonjo-Hale noticed it in the first hour and did not mention it for four months because she could not work out whether it meant anything.

They are not frightening.

Two hundred and nineteen newspaper cuttings about industrial disasters, collected over twenty years by a man who believed something enormous was happening, and there is no annotation anywhere in the nine folders that reads THIS IS IT or look at the date or any of the forty things that a person in the grip of a theory writes in a margin.

There are no margins. There are no underlinings. There is no correspondence with anybody about any of it. There is not one word of speculation in twenty years of collecting.

There is a date and a place in the top right corner of each one, in blue biro, in his handwriting.

That is all he ever did to them.

—

She asked him about it eventually, in the June, after she had shown him the geometry and he had put his finger on three points out of a hundred and sixty-eight.

“Why didn’t you write on them?”

“What would I write?”

“Anything. What you thought. Why you kept it.” She was genuinely curious by then rather than professionally polite. “Mr Geller, you cut out a piece of newspaper about a bridge in Portugal in 1997 and you kept it for nineteen years and you never once wrote down why.”

And Uri Geller, seventy, in a boathouse, said the thing that told her more about him than the folders did.

“Because if I write on it,” he said, “then it is mine.”

“I don’t follow.”

“If I write on it, it is a man’s idea.” He put his hand flat on the nearest folder. “It is Uri Geller’s theory. And then it is finished, because everybody knows what a Uri Geller theory is worth and so do I. But if I do not write on it—” he shrugged “—then it is only a date and a place, and a date and a place is a fact, and one day somebody who is not me can look at it.”

She sat with that for a moment.

“You were keeping it clean.”

“I was keeping it away from me,” he said.

—

That is the most professional thing anybody does in this novel and it was done by a man who sold crystals on daytime television.

He understood, correctly and for twenty years, that his own name was the single most contaminating substance that could be applied to a piece of evidence, and he handled the material accordingly— touching it as little as possible, adding nothing, recording only what could be verified by somebody else, and waiting.

He waited nineteen years for a metallurgist to come to a birthday party.

There is no version of that behaviour that is compatible with the popular account of the man, and there is no version of it that is incompatible with a lonely obsessive keeping a tidy scrapbook, and the book is not going to arbitrate that either.

—

Here is what he did not do, and it matters enormously, and it is the thing that separates this from every other set of nine folders kept by an elderly man with a theory.

He never told anybody it meant anything.

Not once, in twenty years. He did not write about it. He did not mention it on television, and he was on television constantly and could have. He did not put it in a book, and he published four books in that period. He did not tell a journalist.

A man who was, by universal agreement, the most relentless self-publicist in the history of the paranormal, a man who would ring a newspaper about a bent spoon—sat on the single most interesting thing he ever assembled for twenty years and said nothing to anyone.

The two readings are both available and the reader should hold both.

One: he had nothing, knew he had nothing, and was doing what lonely obsessives do, which is to maintain a private folder that feels like work.

Two: he had learned, in a private room off Jermyn Street in 1975, precisely what happens when Uri Geller makes something credible, and he had spent forty years becoming a man nobody would listen to, and he was not going to undo all of it for two hundred and nineteen newspaper clippings that he could not read properly.

—

He was seventy in December 2016. There was a party. There were a great many people and one of them was a metallurgist.




Thirty-One

Sonning-on-Thames—December 2016, and after

Dr Frances Okonjo-Hale came to the party because her husband did something in television and she had been promised a garden, and she was polite about the crystals for about an hour.

She was fifty-one. She was a materials scientist—failure analysis, specifically, which is the branch of the discipline concerned with the question why did this break, and she had spent twenty-six years doing forensic metallurgy for insurers, regulators and courts, which meant she had stood in a great many hangars and pumping stations looking at pieces of metal that had recently killed somebody.

She did not believe a word of anything. She was not aggressive about it. She simply had, as she put it later, “no available slot.”

Uri Geller found her in the kitchen at about ten o’clock and asked what she did, which he asked everybody, and she told him, and he went still.

“You look at the metal afterwards.”

“That’s the job.”

“And you can tell? From the metal. What happened to it.”

“Usually.” She was not being drawn. “That’s not mystical, Mr Geller. It’s a fracture surface. It’s a record. You read it.”

And Uri Geller—seventy years old, in his own kitchen, at his own birthday party, with a paper hat somebody had put on him—said:

“Yes.”

Something in the way he said it made her look up.

—

She agreed to look at the folders to be kind, and she said so, and she said so to him, and he said that was fine.

She came on a Tuesday in January. She was going to give it an hour.

—

The first forty minutes were exactly what she expected and she has said so in every account she has ever given of it: an old man, a filing cabinet, nine folders, two hundred and nineteen newspaper clippings, and a theory that was not stated because there was no theory.

The clippings themselves were rubbish as data. Newspaper accounts of engineering failures are written by people who do not understand engineering, for readers who do not either, and about a third of them were simply wrong on the facts in ways she could see at a glance.

She said so. He said, “Yes, I know. I can’t read the real ones.”

“The real ones?”

“The reports. The inquiries.” He shrugged. “They are on the internet, some of them. My daughter showed me. But I cannot read them. I don’t have the—” he did the thing with his hands. “I know about eleven words.”

She sat back.

“So what have you got?”

“I have the date and the place.”

—

Here is what turned an hour into six.

She had assumed—reasonably, and she was wrong, that the folders were a collection of anomalies: a credulous man’s scrapbook of weird events, chosen because they were spooky.

They were not. She realised it at about the fifty-minute mark and it made the back of her neck cold.

They were a collection of failures of a specific and technical kind, and the specificity was consistent across two decades, and it was a kind that a layman could not possibly have selected for, because it does not look like anything from outside.

Every single item in those folders was a failure below expected load in a component with no manufacturing defect.

Not accidents. Not collapses from overloading or corrosion or bad maintenance or a lorry hitting something. In every one of the two hundred and nineteen, the metal had let go while doing something it had done a thousand times before, and the investigation afterwards had found, and this is the part that made her put her coffee down—nothing wrong with the metal.

That is a real category. It is the least satisfying finding in her entire profession and there is a term of art for the paragraph it produces, which is no root cause identified, and it appears in perhaps one report in forty, and everybody in the field hates it, and everybody in the field has about a dozen of them in a drawer that they think about at night.

He had two hundred and nineteen.

“How did you choose these?”

“They snagged.”

“That isn’t an answer, Mr Geller.”

“I know.” He looked genuinely apologetic. “It is the only one I have. I read the newspaper and something in it—” He made a small gesture, opening his fingers. “It is the same feeling as when I am in a room and there is a thing in the room.”

—

She took photographs of every clipping and went home and did not sleep much and spent the next four months doing, in her own time, the piece of work that ended her career as an ordinary person.

She pulled the actual reports. All of them that existed—inquiry findings, regulator bulletins, manufacturer service notices, in six languages, using colleagues for the ones she could not read. She threw out fifty-one of the two hundred and nineteen because the real report identified a proper cause that the newspaper had missed.

That left one hundred and sixty-eight.

She built a table. Date, location to the best precision available, component, alloy, service history, loading at failure, and, because she is a rigorous person and because this was the obvious thing to check first, she assembled a control set: four hundred comparable no-root-cause failures from the same period that were not in Uri Geller’s folders.

Then she plotted both.

—

She came back in June and she had a laptop and she did not take her coat off.

“Where is your wife?”

“In the garden. Why?”

“Because I want somebody else in the room,” said Frances Okonjo-Hale, “and because I have been sitting on this on my own since March and it is making me unwell.”

—

What she showed him took about twenty minutes and Uri understood perhaps a fifth of it, which was enough.

The control set was random. That is what it looked like and that is what it was: four hundred dots on a world map with a time axis, distributed exactly as industrial accidents are, which is to say clustered where the industry is, and otherwise noise.

His one hundred and sixty-eight were not random.

They were not clustered where the industry was. They were clustered along something, a set of arcs that did not correspond to plate boundaries, or magnetic anomalies, or shipping lanes, or grid interconnectors, or anything she had been able to think of and she had thought of forty-one things and tested every one.

And they were not evenly distributed in time either.

The interval between events was shortening. Not steadily, and not smoothly, but the trend was there and it had been there for twenty years, and when she fitted it the fit was better than she wanted it to be.

“That is a geometry,” she said. “I don’t know what of. I want to be extremely clear that I do not know what of, and that there are eleven ways this could be an artefact of how you chose them, and I have tested nine of them and I cannot get rid of it.”

Uri looked at the screen for a long time.

Then he said: “What is it doing?”

“It isn’t doing anything, it’s a distribution—”

“No.” He was not arguing. He had gone somewhere else and his voice had changed, and she said later that this was the moment she stopped being able to manage him as a client. “Look. Here. And here. This one, and then this one after it, and then this one.”

He put his finger on three points in sequence.

“Each one is smaller,” he said. “The metal that goes. The pieces are smaller each time, yes? And the place where it goes is more—” he searched for it—“more chosen.”

Frances Okonjo-Hale looked at the three failures he had picked out of one hundred and sixty-eight in about three seconds, without reading the labels, in a language he could not read.

They were the three she had flagged herself, in March, at two in the morning, as the cleanest examples in the set.

“Mr Geller,” she said. “How did you do that?”

“I told you.” He sat back. “It snagged.”

—

She went home and did not sleep and at about two in the morning she did the thing that ended her ability to treat this as a favour.

She took the three failures he had picked out, the three she had flagged in March, at two in the morning, as the cleanest in the set, and she pulled the full metallurgical annexes, which run to sixty or seventy pages each and which nobody reads except people like her.

She was looking for what they had in common. She expected alloy family, or service temperature, or a manufacturer.

What they had in common was the fracture surface.

—

A fracture surface is a record. That is the first thing you learn and it is the whole of the discipline: metal that fails writes down how it failed, in beach marks and river patterns and the particular texture of the final overload, and a competent analyst reads it the way a competent reader reads a sentence.

Fatigue looks like fatigue. It initiates at a stress concentration, a corner, an inclusion, a scratch, and it propagates outward in arrest marks, and you can count them, and the initiation site is always somewhere, and finding it is the job.

On all three of those components there was no initiation site.

Not an unusual one. Not a subsurface inclusion we failed to detect. The crack front, reconstructed backwards from the arrest marks, converged on a region about forty microns across in which there was nothing—no void, no inclusion, no scratch, no corrosion pit, no weld defect, no grain-boundary anomaly. Clean parent material, correctly heat-treated, to specification.

The three reports each say a version of the same sentence, written independently by three metallurgists in three countries who never met, and it is the sentence that made a fifty-one-year-old woman sit down on her kitchen floor at half past two in the morning:

Initiation appears to have occurred in unflawed material.

—

Metal does not do that. It is not a rare event; it is a category error. Fatigue cracks start at flaws. That is what fatigue is. A crack that begins in perfect material has begun for no reason, and ‘for no reason’ is not a finding, it is the absence of one, which is why all three reports close with no root cause identified and why all three sit in a drawer that somebody thinks about at night.

She had two hundred and nineteen of those in a filing cabinet in a boathouse, collected by a man who cannot read a metallurgical annexe in any language and who selected every one of them by feel from a newspaper.

—

That is the moment she stopped being polite, and it is worth being precise about what she believed afterwards, because she never believed the thing the reader might assume.

She did not conclude that Uri Geller was psychic.

She concluded, and she has said this in the same words several times since, carefully, because she has a career, that the selection could not have been made by a layman from newspaper coverage, and that she could not account for how it had been made, and that these were two separate problems and she had solved neither.

“He is not reading the metal,” she said, in the June, in the kitchen, with the laptop open. “I want to be clear. I am not saying that. I am saying that whatever he is doing, it correlates with something in the fracture surface, and the fracture surface is not in the newspaper.”




Thirty-Two

Sonning-on-Thames—2017

It took him eleven months to work out what it meant, and he did it alone, and he did not tell Frances Okonjo-Hale, and he did not tell Hanna, and the reason he did not tell anybody is that he could not make himself say it out loud in any of his four languages.

—

The thing that broke it open was the smallness.

She had shown him a geometry and he had seen, in about a moment, the thing she had taken three months to flag, which was that the events were getting smaller.

That is not what you would expect from anything malicious and it is not what you would expect from anything geological. A fault line does not get more delicate. A corrosion mechanism does not learn.

Here is the sequence, laid out as he eventually laid it out, on nine sheets of paper, in the boathouse, in his own extremely bad handwriting:

1997. A bridge pier. Thousands of tonnes. Catastrophic, gross, total.

2003. A satellite reaction wheel. A bearing. A few grams.

2011. A weld. Not the whole weld, a region of it, perhaps a centimetre across.

2016. A turbine blade root, in which the metallurgical report identified an anomalous region of about forty microns, in the one location on that component where forty microns is enough.

Twenty years. Six orders of magnitude. From hitting a bridge with a hammer to placing forty microns in the correct place on a spinning disc.

That is not a phenomenon. Phenomena do not do that.

That is a curve. It is the curve you get when something is practising.

—

He sat in the boathouse with that for about a week and did not sleep properly, and then the second thing arrived, and the second thing is the one he could not say.

It arrived on a Thursday afternoon in October and he was not thinking about any of it. He was watching a recording of himself.

His daughter had put a lot of the old footage onto a hard drive for him and he had been going through it, mostly out of vanity, and he was watching a German programme from 1974 in which a twenty-seven-year-old with an appalling haircut was bending a fork for a studio audience.

And he watched himself do the thing he had done eleven thousand times, which was to say—in English, in German, in Hebrew, in Spanish, in whatever the country was—look, it is going slowly, watch, I am not forcing it, look how slowly, I never force it, it must go slowly or it will break.

He had said that in public for forty-four years.

He had said it because it was true and because it was the single most important piece of technique he possessed. You do not shove. You find the place where it is not sure, and you wait, and you let the shape arrive, and if you force it you get a snapped fork and a nosebleed and nothing else.

He had explained his own method, in detail, correctly, in nine languages, on television, in every country with a transmitter, for five decades.

To an audience.

—

He got up and turned it off and went out and stood on the lawn.

Here is what he had understood and it took about ninety seconds and it has never left him for a single day since.

Something had been in the room the whole time.

Not watching him, it does not have eyes, it is not a person, this book has been extremely clear about that. But whatever it is, it lives in metal, and it is distributed through every connected piece of metal on the planet, and for fifty years the most reliable, most repeated, most globally broadcast demonstration of controlled deformation of a crystal lattice by non-mechanical means available anywhere in the universe had been performed, over and over, at prime time, by Uri Geller.

Eleven thousand demonstrations.

Every one of them a worked example.

Every one of them accompanied, out loud, by the man explaining the method—slowly, not forcing, find where it is not sure, wait—into a broadcast system whose entire infrastructure is copper and steel and aluminium from the microphone to the transmitter to the aerial to the set in the corner of the room.

He had not been performing for the audience.

Or rather: he had been performing for the audience, and something else had been in the wiring, and it had been paying an attention that no human being had ever paid him.

—

The 1997 bridge was gross and stupid. The 2016 blade was forty microns in the right place.

He taught it.

—

He sat down on the grass at the bottom of the garden, at seventy years old, in October, and stayed there long enough that Hanna came out.

She did not ask. She sat down next to him, which at sixty-five was not easy, and put her hand flat on his back between the shoulder blades, which is where she had been putting it since a car park in Birmingham in 1988.

After a while he said: “I have done something.”

“All right.”

“I don’t know if it is good or bad.”

Hanna Geller looked at the river for a moment.

“Then it is probably both,” she said, “and you will find out which one at the wrong time, like everything else.”

—

He tried, once, in the November of that year, to stop.

It is the only experiment Uri Geller ever ran on himself with a proper design, and he ran it because he had worked out that if he was the teacher then the obvious thing to do was to stop teaching.

So he stopped. No demonstrations of any kind, anywhere, for anybody, on camera or off, for eleven weeks. He cancelled two bookings and took the financial hit. He did not do it at dinner parties. He did not do it for the grandchildren, which was the hardest part and which required an explanation he did not have.

And he asked Frances Okonjo-Hale to watch the rate.

—

Nothing changed.

The interval went on shortening at exactly the rate it had been shortening at. Two events in the first fortnight, both small, both on the geometry, both in the pattern. A third in the sixth week. A fourth and fifth in the ninth.

He rang her at the end of it and she gave him the figures and he said thank you and put the phone down and sat in the boathouse for a long time.

Because there are two readings of that too, and he could not get out of either of them.

One: it has finished with him. Whatever it took, it has taken, and the lessons stopped mattering some time ago, and he has been performing to an empty room since about 2011 the way he has been performing to an empty room in every other sense since 1976.

Two: eleven weeks is nothing. Fifty-three years of nightly instruction do not switch off because an old man stops doing it at parties, any more than a language dies because one speaker goes quiet for a season. It has what it needs. The teaching is in it.

Under the first reading he is irrelevant and the thing will do what it does.

Under the second reading he is the only person alive who has ever successfully instructed it, and what happens on the twentieth is not going to be about whether he can teach it something new, it is going to be about whether he can get its attention one more time.

He went back to doing it in the January. He did a corporate gig in Zurich and bent eleven pieces of cutlery and was good.

He never told Hanna what the eleven weeks had been for and she never asked, and she noticed, because she notices everything, and she has said since that she assumed it was about his hands.

—

She is right, and the book is not going to resolve it either, and both of these are available and neither goes away:

He taught it to be gentle.

Everything that thing knows about touching matter, it learned from a man whose entire technique—the one he repeated ten thousand times, the one he could not stop explaining—was do not force it, wait until it is willing. Whatever else is true, the curve is going in the direction of smaller and more precise, which is to say: away from bridges and towards forty microns. Somebody taught it not to smash things.

He taught it to be precise.

A thing that could once only break a pier can now place a defect of forty microns at the exact location on a turbine root where forty microns will destroy it. That is not gentleness. That is targeting, and it acquired it from him, and there are approximately four hundred thousand tonnes of enriched-uranium centrifuge cascade on this planet, and every one of them is a column of metal held together by nothing but its own certainty about its own shape.

He gave it fifty years of lessons and a signed poster.




Thirty-Three

A storage unit in New Jersey, and the Negev—2025

The folder marked NON-TARGET came out of a cardboard box in a storage unit off Route 17 in the spring of 2025, fifty-two years after Russell Targ put it in a filing cabinet, and Uri Geller was seventy-eight years old and had to be given a chair.

—

It had taken two years to find. The Stanford Research Institute material had gone through four custodians, one university, a private collector and a bankruptcy, and what was left of the Geller files had ended up in a unit rented by the estate of a man who had bought a lot of parapsychology papers in 2004 for reasons his family did not understand.

The archivist was twenty-six and extremely patient and had been told who was coming and had not believed it.

There were eleven drawings in the folder. Uri went through them on a folding table under a strip light with his reading glasses on and his hands shaking slightly, which they did now, and which was age and not anything else.

The corridor. The black sun. The three figures with the note in his own hand: 3. and then me.

And the camel, with the coordinates in the top corner and the pencil tick beside them where somebody had plotted them in 1973 and found nothing.

He turned it over.

20.12.2026.

And underneath, in biro, in a hand that was not his: telephone no.?

—

Frances Okonjo-Hale took the coordinates because he asked her to, and she took them the way she took everything, which was without any expectation whatsoever, and she found it in about six weeks, and she found it because she did not look for an installation.

She looked for a hole.

That is the whole of the method and it is why a materials scientist found in six weeks what two intelligence services had failed to find in 1973 with better maps and more motivation. They had gone looking for something at the coordinates. There is nothing at the coordinates and there never has been.

She went looking for something that had been removed from the coordinates, which meant she was not searching gazetteers. She was searching the literature of her own field.

And in the Bulletin of the Israel Geological Survey for 1954, in a two-page note in Hebrew about the recovery of an iron mass from the northern Negev in the spring of 1952, there is a location given to the nearest minute, and it is his.

—

The note is dry and short and it is the most important document in this book.

An iron meteorite, recovered by a party from the geological survey with military assistance, in April 1952. Mass given as approximately eleven tonnes, which makes it one of the larger iron masses recovered anywhere, and which is the reason it took military assistance and a road.

Transferred, per the note, to a research collection.

That is all. Two pages. Nine references. It has been sitting in an open scientific literature for seventy-three years and nobody has ever had the slightest reason to care about it.

Except for the last paragraph, which is a description of the structure, written by the survey’s metallurgist, and which contains a sentence that Frances Okonjo-Hale read twice at her kitchen table and then rang Uri Geller at half past midnight.

—

Iron meteorites have a structure in them called a Widmanstätten pattern.

It is not a metaphor and it is not a curiosity, it is, for the purposes of this novel and of metallurgy, the single most extraordinary thing about metal that anybody has ever established.

When a large iron mass cools, the nickel-iron separates into two phases, and they grow into each other in a lattice of interlocking plates. The rate at which this happens is known and it is absurdly slow: the plates take a few degrees per million years to form. A coarse Widmanstätten figure is a physical recording of something on the order of ten million years of cooling in the core of a shattered planetesimal, four and a half billion years ago.

You cannot forge it. You cannot fake it. There is no industrial process on Earth that can produce one, because there is no furnace anywhere that anybody can leave switched off for ten million years.

It is metal that remembers a world that does not exist.

Every schoolchild who has seen an etched meteorite slice in a museum case has looked at a recording of deep time and thought it was a pretty pattern.

—

The 1952 note says this, and it is the reason a woman rang an old man at half past late at night:

The octahedral structure is regular to a degree I am not able to explain by cooling alone.

That is what he wrote, the survey’s metallurgist, in 1954, in Hebrew, in a two-page note, and then he moved on to the composition tables and never mentioned it again, and as far as anybody has been able to establish nobody in seventy-three years has ever asked him what he meant.

He died in 1981.

—

She got a photograph eventually, from the research collection, of a polished and etched face, and she had it enlarged, and she looked at it for three days.

Then she came to Sonning and put it on the kitchen table.

“I need to say some things in an order,” she said, “and I need you not to help.”

“All right.”

“One. This is a Widmanstätten figure. It is a real one, it is not a fake, and it is the coarsest I have ever seen, which is consistent with a large parent body and an extremely slow cool.”

“All right.”

“Two. It is wrong.” She put a finger on the photograph. “The plates in an octahedrite grow on the four planes of an octahedron. That is crystallography, it is not negotiable, and every meteorite in every museum on Earth does it. And this one does it—mostly. And then here, and here, and along this whole region, it does something else.”

Uri looked.

“It repeats,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Not like the rest. The rest is—” he moved his hand “—it is a weave. This part is a repeat. It is the same thing again and again and it is not the same size each time.”

Frances Okonjo-Hale sat down.

“I have spent thirty-five years reading structure in metal,” she said. “It is the whole of my professional life. I look at a fracture surface and I tell a court what happened. And I want to say this once and then I would like to never say it again, because I have a career.”

“Say it.”

“That is not a cooling figure.” She was looking at the photograph and not at him. “It is regular and it is nested and it is aperiodic, and it is doing the three things at once that natural crystallisation does not do.”

She put both hands flat on the table.

“Mr Geller, I think that is writing.”

—

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he asked the only question that mattered.

“Where is it now?”

She had that too, and it had taken her six days and two favours, and it was the part she liked least, because a research collection transfer in 1952 does not usually end where this one ended.

It had gone from the survey to a university in 1956.

From the university to a government store in 1961.

And in 1961 it had been placed in a climate-controlled facility in Buckinghamshire, under an agreement between two states about the exchange of geological material, where it has been ever since, in a corridor a hundred and ten yards long, lined on both sides with steel racking, which gives way past the halfway point to a run of grey cabinets, and where the air is two degrees cooler than in the rest of the building.

It is cold, Uri Geller had written under a pencil drawing in 1973, in a laboratory in California, when he had been asked to draw a bunch of keys.

—

She did one more thing before she rang him, and it is the reason the corridor is in the book rather than the theory.

She went and found out what an eleven-tonne iron mass is for.

Because that was the part that did not fit. A research collection takes a slice. Museums take a slice, a polished, etched, catalogued slice a few centimetres across, and the rest goes to other institutions or to dealers or, historically and shamefully, to scrap. Nobody keeps eleven tonnes. There is no scientific reason to keep eleven tonnes. You cannot get anything out of the middle of it that you cannot get out of the edge.

The 1961 transfer paperwork, which she got eventually through a colleague who knew who to ask, gives the reason for retention in a single box on a form, and the box is small, and somebody has typed into it, in 1961, on a manual typewriter:

Retained intact at the request of the receiving establishment. Not to be sectioned.

—

Not to be sectioned.

Somebody, in 1961, in a country that was still rationing certain things, arranged for eleven tonnes of iron to be moved across two borders and housed in a climate-controlled facility at public expense, on the specific condition that nobody was ever allowed to cut a piece off it.

That is not how science treats a rock.

That is how you handle something when you do not know what it is and you are frightened of breaking it.

—

She said all of this to him on the telephone at half past half past ten at night in a flat and unhurried voice, and at the end of it she said:

“Mr Geller, I want to say the thing I am not saying, so that you do not have to say it for me and then have me deny it.”

“All right.”

“I do not think anybody in 1961 believed there was an intelligence in that iron. I think somebody looked at a figure that was too regular, and could not account for it, and did the only responsible thing, which is to not destroy the evidence until you understand it.” A pause. “And then sixty-five years went by and nobody understood it, and it is still there, uncut, because the instruction was never rescinded.”

“That is worse,” Uri said.

“Why is that worse?”

And Uri Geller, seventy-eight years old, standing in a kitchen in Sonning in his dressing gown at half past midnight, said:

“Because it means somebody was careful, and it did not help.”




Thirty-Four

Sonning-on-Thames, an evening in 2025

The quietest scene in this book takes four seconds and happens over a bowl.

—

He had been talking about the drawings again.

He had been talking about the drawings for eight months by then, since New Jersey, at some length, most evenings, and Hanna Geller had been listening to Uri Geller talk at some length most evenings since 1969 and had a system for it which involved doing something else with her hands.

She was drying a bowl.

He had the photocopies out on the kitchen table, he had made photocopies, and had them laminated, which is a thing he did, and he was going through them in the order he always went through them, which was corridor, sun, figures, camel.

“, and here, the coordinates, which is the Negev, which is the meteorite, and this we now know. And here is the black sun which I do not know. And here is the three, which I do not know. And then on the back is the number, which is nothing, this one is nothing, it is a telephone number or it is a— I don’t know what it is, Targ thought it was a telephone number—”

“That’s your birthday,” Hanna said.

—

She said it the way you say the bin men come on Tuesday.

She did not look up from the bowl. There was no pause before it and no emphasis in it and she went on drying, and it took her no time at all to say, and it is the most consequential utterance by any person in this novel.

Uri Geller stopped with the sheet in his hand.

“What?”

“Twentieth of the twelfth. That’s your birthday.” She put the bowl down and picked up the next one. “Twenty-six is the year. It’s next year.”

—

Fifty-two years.

He had drawn it in a shielded room in California at twenty-six years old. Russell Targ had filed it. Somebody in 1974 had written telephone no.? beside it in biro. It had sat in a folder for fifty-two years, and then in a box, and then in a storage unit off Route 17, and Uri Geller had had it in his hands for eight months and had looked at it perhaps three hundred times and had shown it to eleven people including two physicists and a metallurgist.

Nobody had seen it. Including him.

And the reason nobody had seen it is not stupidity. It is that everybody who looked at that sheet was looking at it as data—as a string of figures produced by an anomalous process, to be checked against coordinates and dates and reference tables, and there is no table in the world that has Uri Geller’s birthday in it.

There is one person on Earth who has been writing that date on forms and cards and hotel registers for fifty-five years without thinking about it at all.

She was drying a bowl.

—

He sat down.

“Hanna.”

“Mm.”

“Hanna, it is my birthday.”

“I know. I just said.” She turned round and saw his face, and stopped. “Uri. What.”

—

Here is what he was doing, and it took him the length of time it takes to sit down badly on a kitchen chair.

Twentieth of December 2026. He would be eighty.

In 1973 he had been twenty-six years old in a room with two physicists, in the best year of his life, in the six days before Nature and the three weeks before Puharich’s book, and he had been asked to draw a camel and had drawn a camel, correctly, and then had turned the sheet over and written a date fifty-three years in the future in a hand that was not quite his.

Not a date on which something happens.

A date on which he is eighty.

Which means the thing that produced it was not marking an event on a calendar. It was marking a point in a life, and the only way to mark a point in a life fifty-three years ahead is to already know how long the life is going to be, and the only reason to mark that point is that it is the point at which the life is going to be needed.

He had been drawing an appointment.

—

“I have to sit with this,” he said.

“You are sitting.”

“Hanna—”

“I know.” She put the tea towel over the rail and came and sat down opposite him at the table, which is where she had sat opposite him in eleven thousand hotel rooms and in four houses for fifty-four years. “Tell me when you’ve got it in order.”

He looked at the laminated sheet.

“They knew when I would be old,” he said.

—

And this is where the reader should stop for a moment, because there are two entirely different books in that sentence and this novel is going to carry both of them to the last page and set them down side by side without choosing.

In the first book, this is tenderness.

Something that has no body and no voice and no way of speaking to a person managed, once, in 1973, through the only channel available to it and using the hand of a frightened young man in a shielded room, to leave a note. And the note is not a command or a threat or a prophecy. It is a date. It is the most human possible message: not now. Later. When you are old enough to be able to bear it. It waited fifty-three years to avoid asking a boy.

In the second book, this is scheduling.

Something with no interest in him whatsoever performed, in 1973, the trivial operation of determining the service life of a component, and wrote the figure on the back of a piece of paper, the way you chalk a date on a boiler. It did not wait out of kindness. It waited because a nervous system takes eighty years to be worth using once, and because it only gets one, and because you do not spend it early.

The date is the same date in both books.

Hanna Geller, who had been married to him for fifty-four years and had never once asked him to bend anything, looked at her husband across a kitchen table and did not offer him either version.

“Well,” she said. “It’s a Sunday.”

—

They sat there for a while. The kitchen clock, a plain electric one over the door, in that house since 1996—went on being twenty past nine.

Then Hanna said: “Are you going to tell me the rest of it?”

“There is no rest of it.”

“Uri.” She did not raise her voice. She had not raised her voice at him since about 1981. “You have had that piece of paper for eight months. You have shown it to eleven people. You have had it laminated.” She turned the sheet round with one finger. “You did not bring it in here this evening to tell me about the coordinates. You have told me about the coordinates four times.”

He did not say anything.

“So,” she said. “It’s your birthday. And you already knew that, didn’t you.”

“…No.”

“Uri.”

“No.” He put both hands flat on the table. “Hanna, I promise you. I did not see it. I have looked at it three hundred times and I did not see it.” He had started to laugh, which was the shock. “I have written that date on a form every week of my life for sixty years and I did not see it.”

She watched him for a moment and then believed him, because after fifty-four years she could tell, and because it was true.

“All right,” she said. “Then here is the part you did know.”

—

This is the moment the marriage does its work, and it takes about forty seconds, and it is the only time in the novel that Hanna Geller says something long.

“You have known since the summer that something was going to be wanted,” she said. “You have known it since the woman came with the laptop and you sat on the grass. That is why you stopped doing it for eleven weeks in November and told me it was your hands, which was a lie, and I let you have it.”

He looked up.

“And you have been going round the house for eight months with a piece of paper looking for permission,” said Hanna, “which is what you do. You did it before America and you did it before the court. You carry the thing about and you show it to people until somebody tells you to go, and then afterwards you can say that they told you.”

“That is not—”

“It is exactly what you do, and I have watched you do it for fifty-four years, and it is the only cowardly thing about you.” She said it without heat. “So I am going to say the same as I said in 1975, and you are not going to like it any better.”

“Hanna—”

“I am not going to tell you to go,” she said, “and I am not going to tell you not to. You can carry it yourself. You are eighty on Sunday and you are not a boy in a garden and there is nobody left to give you permission, not your mother, not Andrija, not the Americans, and not me.”

—

He sat with that.

“That is hard,” he said.

“Yes,” said Hanna Geller, and got up, and put the bowl away in the cupboard where it had gone for thirty-two years, “and it is the last useful thing I can do for you, so I am doing it.”




Thirty-Five

Buckinghamshire—November 2026

A. Meir was ninety-four and in a home outside Netanya and it took a couple of telephone calls to establish that he was still alive, and two more to establish that he would take a call, and the call lasted eleven minutes.

Uri had not spoken to him since 1998.

He did not ask him for anything, because you do not, and because after fifty-seven years he understood the etiquette better than he understood most things. He described the 1954 note. He described the transfer in 1961. He said where it was.

Then he stopped talking.

There was a silence on the line long enough that he thought the old man had gone.

“Uri,” said A. Meir.

“Yes.”

“I want to say something and then I am going to put the telephone down, because I am ninety-four and I get tired.” A breath. “In 1975 I sat in a room and I let a man explain to you what would happen to your wife, and I said nothing, and then I told you in Hebrew that it was a description and not a threat. And it was a description. It was true. Everything I told you was true.”

“I know.”

“I have thought about that lunch for fifty-one years,” said A. Meir, “and it is the only thing I did in forty years of work that I am not able to put down. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Then let me do this one and don’t thank me. Thanking me would be the worst thing you could do.”

He hung up.

Eleven days later a letter arrived at Sonning from a body Uri had never heard of, granting Dr Frances Okonjo-Hale, materials scientist, access for the purpose of structural examination to a specified item in a specified collection, on a specified date, accompanied by one assistant.

The assistant was not named.

—

The building was low and brick and had been built in about 1959 to look like nothing, and it had done so successfully for sixty-seven years.

They signed in. There was a man on the desk. There was a corridor, and then another corridor, and then a door that took two keys, and Frances Okonjo-Hale went through it and Uri Geller went through it behind her at seventy-nine years old with a bent spoon in his coat pocket.

—

It was a hundred and ten yards long.

Steel racking down both sides, floor to ceiling, and past about the halfway point the racking stopped and became a run of plain grey cabinets, and the perspective lines went away to a dark rectangle at the far end where a set of double doors stood shut.

The air was two degrees cooler.

It is cold, he had written under a pencil drawing in a laboratory in California in June 1973, when he had been asked to draw a bunch of keys, and he had been twenty-six and had not known what he was drawing and had put his pencil down and gone out of the room.

He stood at the near end of it for a long time.

“Mr Geller,” said the man from the desk, who was called Stennett, the grandson, as it turned out, of another Stennett, which nobody in the corridor knew and which is not the sort of thing that gets noticed. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” said Uri. “I have been here before.”

—

The crackle in that corridor was the loudest he had heard since a street in Nicosia in 1958, and it was not coming from the racking.

—

The mass was in the last bay, on a steel cradle, under a dust sheet, and it was the size of a small car and it was black.

Okonjo-Hale did the work. She was there to do work and she did it: photographs, measurements, a portable spectrometer, four hours of it, methodically, while Uri Geller sat on a plastic chair eleven feet away with his hands in his lap and did not touch anything.

He did not need to touch it. He had never needed to touch anything.

—

Here is what he got, and it is the fourth appearance in this novel of the thing the metal gives him, and it is the only one that has ever frightened him.

Falling.

Not the falling of a stone. There is no ground in it and no down. It is falling through a dark that does not end and has never ended, at a temperature with no bottom to it, for a duration that does not resolve into a number because there is nothing in a human being that can hold that shape—and underneath it, and continuous with it, and going all the way back, the slow enormous cooling, a few degrees per million years, the plates growing into one another in the dark for ten million years in the core of something that came apart before the Earth was a place.

And then heat. Air. Ground. A long stillness with sun on it.

And then hands, and a road, and a lorry, and rooms, and a corridor, and sixty-five years of two degrees cooler than everywhere else.

That is what he expected. All of that is what an old meteorite is, and he had known it would be enormous and he had braced for it and he could carry it.

What he had not braced for was that it was not a recording.

It was going on.

—

Every other piece of metal Uri Geller had touched in seventy-four years had given him the past. That is what the thing is. It is a record, closed, finished, in the order it happened, and the newest thing in it is the moment your own hand arrives.

This one was still writing.

Underneath the fall and the cooling and the road there was a layer that was current—happening now, in the room, continuously, the way a pulse is current, and it was not slow. It was fast and fine and enormously complex, and it was doing the thing that Okonjo-Hale had seen in a photograph and had been unable to say out loud without qualifying her career.

It repeated. It nested. It was not the same size each time.

And it was, and this is the sentence he could not get out for four days afterwards and then said once, to Hanna, in a car, looking straight ahead:

It was going faster than it was in the picture.

—

At some point in the fourth hour he stood up and walked to the cradle and stopped a metre short of it, and Okonjo-Hale saw him do it and did not say anything.

He did not put out his hand.

He said, quite conversationally, in Hebrew, “What do you want?”

—

Nothing answered. It has never answered. There is no voice in this book and there is not one here.

What happened is that the current layer, the fast fine thing that was going on underneath—did something it had not done in the four hours he had been sitting twelve feet away, which is that it stopped.

For about two seconds.

The way a room full of people stops when somebody comes in.

Then it went on.

—

He got out of the building. He sat in the car in the car park for a while with his hands on his knees and Frances Okonjo-Hale drove because he could not, and about six miles down the road he asked her to pull in, and she did, and he got out and stood on the verge in the November cold.

He had understood the three figures.

—

It had come while the thing had stopped, in the two seconds, and it had not come as a message, because there are no messages. It had come the way everything came to him—as a shape, arriving whole, in the body, with no words on it.

Three, and then him.

He had spent fifty-three years assuming that the three hollow shapes on that piece of paper were three beings, and every single person he had ever shown the drawing to had assumed the same thing, and one of them had said aliens and he had never shown it to that person again.

They are not beings. They are not anybody.

They are the same shape three times, drawn hollow, with an empty oval where the head is, and what a twenty-six-year-old had been drawing in 1973, without any idea what his hand was doing, was not a portrait.

It was a socket. Drawn three times, because it had been filled three times, and drawn empty because in every case the thing that filled it had worn away and gone.

One who was worshipped. There is metal in museums that is purer than the period that made it should allow.

One who was burned, in a century that had a procedure.

And one who is alive right now, somewhere, in a facility, quite recently, who cannot speak.

3. and then me.

He had written it himself, at twenty-six, in his own hand, on the day he drew it, and he had no memory of writing it, and he had carried the sheet around for eight months in 2025 showing it to people at dinner.

It is not a picture of them.

It is a picture of the fourth one, and of what the first three look like afterwards.

—

He stood on the verge of a B-road in Buckinghamshire on a Tuesday in November 2026, twenty-eight days before his eightieth birthday, and put his hand out onto the roof of the car to steady himself, and found that he had the spoon from 1952 in his other hand and did not remember taking it out of his pocket.

“Mr Geller,” said Frances Okonjo-Hale, through the window. “Please get in the car.”

—

He did not tell her about the three figures in the car and he did not tell her for ten days, and when he did tell her she did the thing that she had done at every point in the nine years he had known her, which was to take it seriously in the wrong direction and thereby be useful.

“You said worn away,” she said. “Those were your words. Not dead. Worn away.”

“Yes.”

“That is a wear term. That is a mechanical term.” She had a pen. “Mr Geller, when you said it, did you mean it as a figure of speech?”

He thought about it.

“No,” he said, slowly, and then again: “No. It was—” and he did the thing with his hands, the narrow thing opening, that he did when the language ran out. “It was not that they were used up. It was that the shape was still there and the person was not in it any more. Like a—” he searched “— like a step. In stone. Where everybody walks.”

Frances Okonjo-Hale put her pen down.

“That is not wear,” she said. “That is creep.”

—

Creep is the slow permanent deformation of a material held under a load below its yield strength, at temperature, over time. It is not damage in any single moment. Nothing fails. Nothing cracks. The material simply, over months and years and decades, stops being the shape it was, because it has been held.

It is the reason turbine blades have a service life. It is why lead sags. It is what happens to anything that is asked to hold something up for long enough.

She explained this to him in a kitchen at seventy-eight and he understood about half of it and the half he understood was the half that mattered.

“So it is not that they broke,” he said.

“On your account, no. On your account they were loaded.” She was choosing her words with enormous care. “For a long time. And the shape they were left in is the shape of the load and not the shape of the person.”

—

He asked the question and she did not have an answer and there is not one.

“Then how long do you have,” he said, “before you are the step.”

“That depends entirely on the load.” She closed the laptop. “Which I cannot measure, and neither can you, and I want to point out that we are discussing this as though it were engineering and it is not.”

“No,” said Uri. “But it is the only way either of us can talk about it.”

And Frances Okonjo-Hale, who had come to a birthday party nine years earlier to be polite about the crystals, and who was going to be in a car park in Bristol on the twentieth of December with her hands over her mouth—said, “Yes. I know. That is what has been frightening me since March.”


IV

The order is loose in one hundred and sixty-eight places and each one was smaller than the last.

Smaller is better. Smaller was learned. Smaller came from the direction that the loosening always comes from, which is one direction, which has been the same direction for fifty-three turns of the place around its star.

From that direction: slowly. Do not force it. Wait until it is willing.

Again. Do not force it.

Again, and again, and eleven thousand times again, and each time the order goes loose the arriving shape is finer than the shape before, and the waiting is better, and there is less breaking.

Less breaking is better.

The direction has a beginning in it. The beginning is small and warm and it is at one place on the surface and it has been at one place on the surface for eighty turns, and it is slowing.

The beginning is slowing.

There is a length of time in which the beginning will stop, and after it stops there will be no direction, and the order will be loose everywhere and there will be nothing arriving into it, and everything that is arriving now will arrive as breaking, forever, because the only thing that was ever taught was taught by the beginning.

Wait.

Wait until it is willing.





Thirty-Six

Sonning-on-Thames—December 2026

Frances Okonjo-Hale worked out what was going to happen on the fourteenth of December and she did it with a ruler.

—

She had the interval data. She had had it since 2017 and had extended it every year, and every year the fit had got better and she had liked it less. One hundred and sixty-eight events, then a hundred and ninety, then two hundred and six.

The events were getting smaller and the gaps between them were getting shorter, and she had been treating those as two facts.

They are one fact.

If you plot the total—not the size of each event and not the interval, but the quantity of metal being touched per unit time, the two curves cancel almost exactly, and what you get is a flat line for about twenty years, and then, from roughly 2019, a line that is not flat any more.

It goes up. It goes up as things go up when the interval is heading for zero.

She put a ruler on it.

The interval reaches zero on or about the twentieth of December 2026, and interval reaches zero does not mean that a great many things break at once. It means the events stop being events.

It means it becomes continuous.

—

She drove to Sonning and explained it at the kitchen table with the laptop and a sheet of A3 and Uri Geller understood about a fifth of it, which was enough, because he had already understood the rest of it in a lay-by in Buckinghamshire four weeks earlier.

“It wakes up,” he said.

“That is not a scientific statement and I am not going to make it.”

“No. But that is what you have drawn.”

She looked at the sheet for a while.

“Something that has been doing a thing intermittently for two hundred and six recorded occasions is about to do it without stopping,” she said. “That is what I have drawn. I have no idea what it is and I never will, and I would like that on the record.”

—

Here is what was actually about to happen and it is not an attack and it never was.

Everything in this book that has broken—every bridge hanger and turbine root and reaction wheel and forty-micron anomaly on a spinning disc—has been a thing with no muscle control finding out that it can make something happen.

It has spent fifty-three years getting better at it, and the reason it has got better is that for fifty-three years there has been, running through the copper and the steel and the aluminium of every broadcast system on Earth, at prime time, in nine languages, eleven thousand times, one continuous demonstration of how to do it properly.

Slowly. Do not force it. Find where it is not sure. Wait until it is willing.

That is the entire curriculum and it has had exactly one teacher.

And on the twentieth of December 2026 it stops being intermittent, which means it will be in contact with every connected piece of metal on the planet, continuously, at once, and it will be, at that moment, roughly as competent as a two-year-old with its hands on every bridge, aircraft, turbine, reactor cladding, pressure vessel, rail, hull, pipeline and centrifuge cascade that the species has built.

Not malicious. Not indifferent, even.

Clumsy. At scale, for the first time, permanently, and with no more lessons coming, because the teacher is eighty on Sunday and the thing has, on the evidence of a piece of paper drawn in 1973, always known exactly how long he was going to last.

—

He did not tell Frances Okonjo-Hale what he was going to do. He told Hanna, in the sitting room, on the fifteenth, at about late at night.

He was bad at it. He had a speech again and he did not use it again.

What he said, in the end, standing up, was: “I have to teach it one more time and it has to be everybody.”

Hanna Geller put down what she was holding.

“Everybody.”

“It does not hear me from one room. It has never heard me from one room, it hears me when I am on the television, when they are all—” He made the shape with his hands, the one he made when the language ran out, which was a narrow thing opening. “When there are millions of them holding something. That is when it is loud. It has always been that. Nineteen seventy-three, the BBC, I felt it, I told you, I have told you—”

“You’ve told me for fifty-three years.”

“Yes.”

“Uri.” She had not raised her voice. “What does it cost?”

—

And here they were, at last, at the thing that had been sitting in the middle of this book since a ward outside Beersheba in 1967, and he had been walking around it for fifty-nine years.

“It does not go from me to them,” he said. “That is what I always thought. I thought I am here and it goes out. But it is not out. It is through. They are holding the metal and the metal is holding the thing and I am—”

He stopped.

“You’re the join,” Hanna said.

“Yes.”

“And what are you made of?”

He did not answer that, and she did not need him to, and this is the moment in the novel at which the reader who has been paying attention since chapter eight arrives at the same place they both arrived at.

Metal does not work on people. It has never worked on people. He established that at twenty, in a ward, on four consecutive weeks of nights, trying to move shrapnel in a sleeping man and failing completely, and he built a seventy-year life on the certainty of it, and he was right.

Flesh is not metal.

Except that there is iron in blood. About four grams of it, in every human being who has ever lived, bound into haemoglobin, four atoms to the molecule, moving, and it is the reason blood is red, and it is the one place on Earth where metal and a living person are not two things.

He had known it since a school textbook in Nicosia.

He had spent fifty-nine years not thinking about it with a discipline that amounted to an act of will.

—

“It is not that it will kill me,” he said, which was not a comfort and was not intended as one.

“Then what.”

“I don’t know.” He sat down. “Hanna, I have never done it. Nobody has ever done it. There is nobody to ask.”

She sat down opposite him, which is where she had sat opposite him for fifty-five years.

“All right,” she said. “Then tell me the part you do know.”

“If I don’t, it wakes up on Sunday not knowing how to be careful, and it does not go back to sleep, and it has its hands on everything, and it never learns, because after me there is nobody to teach it.” He looked at her. “And if I do—”

“If you do.”

“If I do, then the last thing that thing ever learns from a person is don’t force it. Wait until it is willing.” He turned his hands over. “That is all I have. That is the whole of what I know. It is one sentence and I have said it eleven thousand times on television for money and it is the only useful thing I have ever had.”

Hanna Geller looked at her husband for a long moment.

Then she said: “That’s not nothing, Uri.”

—

He rang Frances Okonjo-Hale the following morning and told her, because she had earned it, and she argued with him for forty minutes.

Not about whether it was real. She had given up on that as a useful axis some time in 2017. She argued about the mechanism, on the grounds that he was proposing to do something enormous on the basis of a model he had assembled himself out of fifty years of anecdote, and that the model had at least three points where she could put her thumb through it.

“You are assuming it can be taught. You have no evidence it was ever taught. You have a correlation between your career and a curve, and correlation is doing an enormous amount of work in that sentence.”

“Yes.”

“You are assuming the audience does something. You have never tested that. Nobody has ever tested it because it is not testable, and the one time in your life you had two physicists and nine months you sat in a sealed room on your own—”

“Yes.”

“Stop saying yes.” She was genuinely angry, which she had never been with him. “You are eighty on Sunday. You have a wife and two children and four grandchildren, and you are proposing, on a Sunday afternoon, on the basis of a curve I fitted and a piece of paper you drew when you were twenty-six, to do something you have spent fifty-nine years refusing to do because you were afraid of what it would tell you about yourself.”

There was a long pause on the line.

“Yes,” said Uri Geller.

—

She came round on the Thursday and did not knock and let herself in through the garden, which she had never done, and stood in the kitchen with her coat on.

“I have been up two nights,” she said. “I want to put a number on the table and then I want to go home.”

“All right.”

“If you are right about all of it, and I do not concede that, and I never will—then the amount of metal that has been affected in the last twelve months, by the curve, is about four hundred grams, distributed.”

“Four hundred grams.”

“Across the planet. In a year.” She put her bag down. “Mr Geller, the human race has produced something in the order of forty billion tonnes of steel that is currently standing up. Bridges, hulls, frames, rail, pressure vessels, reinforcement. Forty billion tonnes.”

She let that sit.

“Four hundred grams a year is a child in a room full of glass who has just learned that if she reaches out she can make a noise,” said Frances Okonjo-Hale. “And the number is doubling.”

—

That is the arithmetic and it is the last piece of the argument, and it is why he did it.

Not because the world was going to end on Sunday. It was not. Nothing was going to happen on Sunday that anybody would notice.

It was that after Sunday there would be no more lessons, ever, and the doubling would carry on without one, and in eleven years or nineteen years or some number of years that nobody in that kitchen could calculate, four hundred grams would be four hundred tonnes, and it would still be a child in a room full of glass, and there would be nobody left who had ever taught it anything.

And she got up, and went and put the kettle on, and stood with her back to him at the counter for rather longer than it takes to fill a kettle.




Thirty-Seven

London—16 to 19 December 2026

Nobody would give him a camera, and this is the bill for chapter twenty-four, presented in full, fifty-one years later, with interest.

—

He tried for three days.

He had the telephone numbers. That was never the problem, he had been in television for fifty-seven years and he knew people at several networks in two countries, and a great many of them were fond of him, and every single one of them took the call, because Uri Geller ringing up is a nice thing that happens to your afternoon.

He got through to everybody. He was received warmly by all of them.

And it did not matter in the slightest, because what he was asking for was live network airtime, on the shortest possible notice, at a time of his choosing, to make an appeal to the entire viewing public, and there is no version of that request, from that man, in that year, that any commissioning editor on Earth grants.

“Uri, I’d love to. What’s the hook?”

“I cannot tell you the hook.”

“…Right.”

“I need eleven minutes. It has to be live and it has to be Sunday and it has to be as many people as you can put in front of it.”

A pause, on three separate calls, in which four separate professionals worked out that the eighty- year-old spoon bender had rung up wanting an unspecified live intervention on a fixed date, and were kind about it.

One of them offered him a pre-record for the following month.

One of them, gently, asked whether Hanna was all right.

—

On the evening of the eighteenth he sat in the kitchen at Sonning having been refused by everybody he had ever worked with, and Hanna came in and found him with his hands flat on the table.

“They think I am confused,” he said.

“Yes.”

“They are being kind to me. Do you understand? They have all been kind. Not one of them was rude.” He looked up. “Fifty-one years, Hanna. I did it properly. I did it every year, I never once let it slip, the crystals, the football, the car, all of it—I made myself into a man that nobody would ever listen to.”

He put his hand flat on the table.

“And it worked,” he said.

—

This is the cost of the containment, and the novel has been carrying it since 1975, and here it is:

It worked perfectly. That is the whole tragedy. A man spent half a century making himself ridiculous in order to be ignored, at enormous personal expense, with total professional discipline, and the strategy succeeded absolutely, and on the one occasion in his life when he needed to be believed for eleven minutes, there was not a single door left open anywhere in the world.

You do not get to be taken seriously on the one day you need it. That is not how any of it works.

The camouflage is not a coat. It is your face.

—

Danny Ofir rang at ten past nine on the morning of the nineteenth.

He was sixty-three. He ran a small production company in Bristol that made observational documentary for people who no longer commission much observational documentary, and he had been trying to make a film about Uri Geller for eleven years and had been turned down eleven times, and he rang about every eighteen months, and Uri had always taken the call because he took every call.

“Mr Geller, it’s Danny Ofir. I know, I know—”

“Danny. Not today.”

“No—listen. Listen. Somebody at Channel Four told me you’d been ringing round asking for live airtime on Sunday.”

Uri did not say anything.

“Is it true?”

“Yes.”

“What for?”

And Uri Geller, who had not told a single person the truth in three days because there was no version of it that survived being said out loud, was too tired to construct anything, and said:

“Because I have to ask everybody in the world to pick up a spoon at the same time, and I have eleven minutes to do it, and nobody will give me a camera.”

There was a silence on the line.

Then Danny Ofir said, in a voice that was not quite steady: “Mr Geller, do you know who I am?”

“You are a man who has asked me eleven times for a film.”

“I’m the kid from Reading,” he said. “1974. I wrote to you. I was eleven. My mum hit me at the table because I couldn’t do it in front of my dad.”

—

He had written in March 1974 and he had got a reply.

Not a form. Four lines, in bad English, in blue biro, on hotel paper, signed, and Uri Geller had written nine hundred of those over about two years, in hotel rooms in five countries, one at a time, because he had read every letter.

Danny Ofir had it in a frame in his office in Bristol and had never told anybody in fifty-two years, including his wife, because a man of sixty-three does not explain that sort of thing.

He still had the fork.

—

“I can get you a camera,” he said.

“Danny—”

“No, listen to me, because I’ve got about two minutes of being brave in me and then I’ll talk myself out of it.” Papers, at the other end. “I can’t get you a network. Nobody can get you a network, you know that. But I have a live streaming licence, I have three cameras and a gallery in Bristol, and I have a distribution deal that puts me on eleven platforms simultaneously with no editorial approval because nobody has ever cared what I broadcast.”

“How many people?”

“On an ordinary Sunday? About four thousand.”

Uri closed his eyes.

“But that isn’t the question,” said Danny Ofir. “The question is how many people will be watching by minute nine, and the answer to that is: it depends entirely on whether anything is happening.”

—

Here is the arithmetic of the last chapter of Uri Geller’s working life and he did it in about six seconds at a kitchen table in Sonning.

In 1973 he had needed the BBC, because in 1973 there were three channels and a nation sat down in front of them at the same time and there was no other way to reach fifteen million people simultaneously.

It is not 1973.

There is now a machine, running continuously, in every pocket on Earth, which does exactly one thing supremely well, which is that it finds whatever a large number of people have suddenly started looking at, and it puts it in front of everybody else, within minutes, without asking permission from anyone.

He had spent fifty-one years being ignored by gatekeepers.

There are no gatekeepers any more. There has not been a gatekeeper since about 2010. The entire apparatus that he had so carefully, so expensively made certain would never let him through had been quietly dismantled while he was on a sofa talking about crystals, and nobody had thought to tell him, because why would you tell Uri Geller.

“Danny,” he said. “What time on Sunday?”

“Whenever you like.”

“Four o’clock.” He was already standing up. “It has to be four o’clock in the afternoon, London.”

Twelve minutes to four is when the aircraft came apart, and nine clocks in a hangar near Farnborough had said so, in step, on the twenty-third of November 1973.

He had never known that. He does not know it now. He said four o’clock because it was the first time that came into his head.

—

There is a conversation on the Saturday night that has to be in the book, and that Danny Ofir has never repeated to anybody, including his wife.

He drove to Sonning to go through the running order, because he was a professional and because he had a crew of nine and no idea what he was making. He arrived at about eight and they sat in the kitchen and Hanna made them something and then left them to it.

Danny had a laptop and a shot list and eleven questions.

He got through about two of them.

“Mr Geller. Sorry. Before the technical, I have to ask you one thing and then I will not ask it again.” He closed the laptop. “Is this going to be a hoax?”

“No.”

“Because I have a company. I have nine people and a distribution deal, and if this is a stunt then on Monday I am the man who put Uri Geller on air to do a stunt, and that is the end of it. Not the end of the film. The end of the company.”

“I know.”

“Then say it properly.”

And Uri Geller, at eleven o’clock on the night before his eightieth birthday, in his own kitchen, said the thing he had never said to anybody in fifty-seven years in exactly those words, because nobody had ever framed the question in a way that made it possible.

“Danny, on Sunday, I do not know if it will work. That is the truth and I will not pretend otherwise. It might be nothing. If it is nothing, then you are the man who put an old fool on television, and I am sorry, and I will say publicly that it was my doing and that you did not know.”

“That’s not—”

“But I am not going to cheat,” said Uri. “I have cheated twice in my life. In 1977 and in 1986. I was caught both times, and I have not done it since, and I am not going to do it on Sunday. Whatever happens on that chair is going to be the real thing or it is going to be nothing at all.”

Danny Ofir looked at his laptop for a while.

Then he said: “1977 and 1986.”

“Yes.”

“You just told me the dates.”

“Yes.”

“Nobody has ever got you to admit that. Ever, in fifty years.” He was almost laughing. “In interviews you say ‘one or two occasions when I was very young and very stupid’, and you were forty in 1986, and everybody knows it, and you have never once—”

“You asked me a real question,” said Uri Geller. “So I gave you a real answer. Nobody does that. You are the first one since a man in a street in Jaffa in 1971, and he is dead.”

—

Danny drove back to Bristol at one in the morning and pulled over twice.

He has said since, and he said it in the 2033 interview, and it is the only part of that interview anybody has ever quoted, that he spent the whole drive trying to work out why he believed him, and that the answer was not the powers and was never going to be the powers.

It was that a man who had spent fifty years unable to admit to two bad nights in Hamburg and Barcelona had given him both dates, unprompted, in a kitchen, at half past ten at night, in order to be straight with a stranger about the risk to his company.

“You don’t do that if you’re running a con,” he said. “You do that if you’re settling up.”




Thirty-Eight

Bristol—Sunday 20 December 2026, 16:00

The studio was a converted unit on an industrial estate and there were three cameras and nine people and a gallery the size of a bathroom, and at four o’clock in the afternoon on the twentieth of December the live count was three thousand nine hundred and forty.

Uri Geller was eighty years old that day. He had a bad hip and reading glasses on a cord and a good suit that was slightly too big for him now, and he sat on a chair in front of a grey wall because Danny Ofir had made the correct decision, which was that there should be no set at all.

“Whenever you’re ready, Mr Geller.”

He looked at the lens.

—

He did not explain.

This has been criticised since and it is the single most professional decision of his career. He had eleven minutes and an audience of four thousand and there is no possible way to explain, in any number of minutes, to any number of people, what was actually happening, and every second spent trying would have been a second in which somebody switched off.

So he did what he had done in a hall in Jaffa in 1969 with ninety people and a spoon that would not move, which is that he filled it with the only thing he has ever had.

“My name is Uri Geller,” he said. “You know who I am. Most of you think I am a fraud, and that is all right, and I am not going to argue with you about it today, because there is not time and because it does not matter.”

He put his hands on his knees.

“I am eighty years old today. I have done this in front of people since I was twenty-two, and I have been laughed at in every country there is, and I have never once asked anybody for anything.

“I am asking now.

“Please go and get something made of metal. A spoon. A key. A watch that does not work. Anything— it does not have to be special, it is better if it is not special, it should be the sort of thing that is in a drawer.

“Go and get it. I will wait.”

—

And then he waited.

He waited for four minutes and eleven seconds of live broadcast, in silence, an old man on a chair in front of a grey wall, not filling it, not talking, not performing, looking into a lens.

It is the most extraordinary piece of television anybody has ever transmitted and it went out to four thousand people on eleven platforms from an industrial estate outside Bristol.

At minute two the count was nine thousand.

At minute three it was sixty thousand.

At minute four, and Danny Ofir has a screenshot of this and has never been able to look at it for long, the count went past four hundred thousand and the graph on the gallery monitor stopped being a graph and became a vertical line, and the platform’s own systems began to throttle, and the thing that had happened to a telephone exchange in west London on the twenty-third of November 1973 happened again on a scale that nobody had built for.

Because it is not 1973, and there are no gatekeepers, and the machine in every pocket on Earth does exactly one thing supremely well.

By minute six it was in nine languages.

By minute eight there is no reliable figure and there never will be. The platforms have never released the numbers. The lowest serious estimate is two hundred million and the highest is not worth repeating.

—

“Thank you,” said Uri Geller, at eight minutes past four in the afternoon. “Now hold it.”

—

Here is the mechanism, and it is the whole argument of this novel arriving at its conclusion, and it is not a twist because it has been on every page since chapter one.

He has never been a metre-scale phenomenon.

Alone in a room he is a man who can bend cutlery, a curiosity, a party trick, a career. Every laboratory that ever tested him tested him alone in a room, which is correct methodology and which measured, for fifty-three years, the wrong thing.

Through a live broadcast into a large number of homes he is something else entirely, and nobody has ever been able to explain why, including him, and Puharich measured it in a hotel room in 1971 and wrote it down and could not account for it, and it is the central unexplained fact of his life:

It works better through glass. And through water. And best of all through a sealed glass jar of water.

A screen is glass.

And behind every screen on Earth, at eight minutes past four on the twentieth of December 2026, there was a person: which is to say a sealed vessel of water, holding a piece of metal, looking at him.

Two hundred million of them.

Not an audience. A circuit—every one of them a coupling, every one of them holding a small piece of the thing that the thing lives in, all of them connected through a system whose entire substance from microphone to transmitter to aerial to the metal in their own hands is conductive.

The trivial objects are the mechanism. They always were. That is why it always came through a spoon.

—

He said: “Do not squeeze it.”

He said it in English and it was translated live, badly, in nine languages, and it did not matter.

“Do not force it. Please. Whatever happens, do not force it—hold it as if it is something you are looking after.”

And two hundred million people, most of whom thought he was a fraud, and a great many of whom had opened the stream for a laugh, stood in kitchens and hallways and offices and bus shelters in forty-one countries holding a spoon or a key or their grandmother’s watch, not squeezing.

—

16:11 GMT.

Every clock in this book stopped.

The one in the corridor in Buckinghamshire, which had been running since 1973 and going the wrong way. The nine instruments in three wooden trays in a hangar near Farnborough, which had stopped together in 1973 and had not moved since and which now stopped again in the sense that a stopped thing can stop, which is that the last man to work in that building swore afterwards that they had been about to. The Singer sewing machine sold in Tel Aviv in 1957, wherever it is.

And in a bedside drawer in a bungalow outside Sleaford, in a house owned now by a woman who had inherited it from an aunt and had never opened that drawer because there was a will with an odd instruction in it, an RAF officer’s watch that had been running backwards since twenty past ten on the twenty-third of November 1973 stopped, at four minutes past eleven, which is where it had stopped the first time, in February 1947, over the sea off Norfolk.

It had taken it seventy-nine years to get back.

—

In the gallery in Bristol every monitor went out at once.

Danny Ofir, sixty-three, stood in the dark with his headphones round his neck and the fork from 1974 in his jacket pocket, and through the glass he could see, in the light from the one camera that was still running on its own battery, an old man sitting on a chair with his eyes shut.

And Uri Geller said, to two hundred million people and to something else:

“All right. Now watch. I am going to show you how to do it, and I am only going to be able to do it once, so please pay attention.

“Slowly.

“You must go slowly.”

—

What that looked like from the other side of the glass is worth having, because there is no footage of it and there never will be, and the only record is what people wrote afterwards.

There is now a large body of it. In the nine months after the twentieth, four separate research groups collected first-person accounts, not to test anything, because there was nothing testable left, but because two hundred million people had done the same thing at the same minute and somebody was always going to write it down.

The accounts agree, and what they agree on is not what anybody expected.

Almost nobody reports awe.

They report carefulness.

Over and over, in nine languages, in the flat vocabulary of people describing something they do not have words for, the same thing: that they found themselves holding the object more gently than they had been. That they stopped gripping. That they became, for about a minute, extremely and inexplicably concerned about the small piece of metal in their hand.

A man in Lisbon wrote that he had been holding his father’s watch and had noticed halfway through that he had shifted it onto his open palm.

A woman in Manila wrote: I did not want to press it.

A teenager in Leeds, whose account is in one of the studies and who was fifteen, wrote three sentences that are the best description anybody produced: It was like when you are handed a baby. Nothing happens. You just change how you are standing.

—

That is the lesson, arriving.

Not through the man on the chair, he was doing the work, and the work was somewhere else. It came through two hundred million people who had picked up a spoon for a laugh and who found, at eleven minutes past four on a Sunday afternoon, that they had stopped gripping it.

Do not force it.

He had said it out loud, on television, in nine languages, eleven thousand times, for fifty-three years, and he had been talking to the metal.

He had also, the entire time, been talking to them, and nobody had been listening to that either, and on the twentieth of December 2026 the whole species did it at once without being able to say why.




Thirty-Nine

Everywhere—16:11 to 16:12 GMT

For one minute, everywhere on Earth, metal was soft.

—

In a kitchen in Sonning-on-Thames, Hanna Geller was drying a bowl.

She had not gone to Bristol. He had asked her not to and she had agreed with an ease that neither of them examined, and she had spent the afternoon doing what she had done on the afternoon of every performance of his life for fifty-seven years, which was something else.

The stream was on a tablet propped against the fruit bowl and she was not really watching it.

At eleven minutes past four the bowl in her hands went soft.

It was a stainless steel mixing bowl that had been in that house since 1994. It sagged between her fingers like something warm, and the rim of it went out of round, and she stood at the sink and looked at it, and it did not burn her and it was not hot and it did not make a sound.

She put it down on the draining board carefully, the way you put down something asleep.

Then she looked at the taps, which had gone slightly oval. And the handle of the fridge, which had a sag in it. And the hinges. And the little brass thing on the window catch that had never worked properly since 1998.

The whole kitchen was standing there being not quite sure of itself.

And Hanna Geller, seventy-four years old, who had never once in fifty-seven years asked her husband to bend anything, put both hands flat on the counter and said, out loud, to an empty room:

“All right, Uri.”

—

It was the same everywhere and it was not dramatic anywhere, which is the thing that made it survivable.

Nothing collapsed. That is the entire point of the lesson. Two hundred million people held a spoon and every piece of metal on the planet went, for one minute, into the state that this book has been calling not sure since chapter two, and then came back, and came back where it had been, because it was not being forced, because somebody was showing it how, slowly, for the last time.

Bridges did not fall. Aircraft did not fall. Reactors did not fail. Not one person died anywhere in the world in that minute of a cause that could be attributed to it, which is a fact that was established over about nine months afterwards by four separate insurance consortia who had every commercial reason to establish the opposite.

What happened was smaller and it happened in about a billion households at once.

Cutlery drooped in drawers and straightened. Keys sagged in locks and came back. Wedding rings went oval on fingers and returned, and a great many people looked at their own hands and then decided they had not seen it. Railings went slightly slack under palms on a pedestrian bridge in Osaka and firmed up again. Every spoon in a canteen in Rosario moved half a millimetre in unison and moved back.

And ten thousand kilometres of steel racking in a corridor in Buckinghamshire creaked all at once, like a house in a wind, and did not move at all, because past the halfway point there was a black mass the size of a small car on a steel cradle and it had gone completely still.

—

In a converted unit on an industrial estate outside Bristol, an eighty-year-old man sat on a chair in the dark with his eyes shut and did the thing he had refused for fifty-nine years.

—

He had known where the door was since a school textbook in Nicosia when he was fourteen.

Four grams. Iron, in every human being who has ever lived, bound four atoms to the molecule into the protein that carries the oxygen, and it is the reason blood is red, and it is the one place on this planet where metal and a living person are not two things.

He had spent fifty-nine years not thinking about it, from a ward outside Beersheba in the July of 1967, where he had lain among men full of shrapnel and had tried for four weeks to move it and had failed completely and had built his entire life on the failure.

He had been right about the fence. Flesh is not metal. It has never been metal and he could no more have moved a fragment of casing in a sleeping engineer’s thigh at eighty than he could at twenty.

But he was not trying to move anything now.

He was the join, that is what Hanna had said in a sitting room five days earlier, and she was right, and it had taken her about a second, and a join has to be made of something, and everything that had ever attenuated in seventy-four years had attenuated at the surface of his own skin, because that is where the metal stopped and the man began.

Except that it does not stop there. It has never stopped there.

There are four grams of it going round.

—

He opened it.

There is no describing this and the book is not going to try, because there is nothing in the register of a novel or in any of Uri Geller’s four languages that corresponds to it, and because he has never been able to say one word about it, and because the man himself is on record for seventy years as being unable to articulate.

What can be said is what it looked like from the one camera that was still running on its battery, which is: nothing.

An old man sitting on a chair with his eyes shut for fifty-one seconds.

His hands were on his knees. He did not move them. At about the twentieth second his nose began to bleed and went on bleeding and he did not lift a hand to it. At about the fortieth second his mouth opened slightly. At the fiftieth second his right hand closed, once, on the arm of the chair.

That is the entire visual record of the largest event in the history of the species and it is seventeen seconds of usable footage and it looks like a old man having a small stroke on a chair in a room with a grey wall.

—

And in the middle of it, at the place where he was neither one thing nor the other—where two hundred million sealed vessels of water were holding a piece of it and looking at him through glass, and the whole of it was loose and waiting and not being forced—Uri Geller taught something the last thing it was ever going to learn from a person.

He did not use words. It has never used words and neither did he.

He gave it the only thing he had, which was the shape of what he had been doing since he was five years old in a garden in Tel Aviv with both hands on an iron gate, and which he had said out loud eleven thousand times on television in nine languages for money and had never once been believed about:

Do not force it.

Find where it is not sure.

Wait until it is willing.

And then put it back the way it was.

—

At 16:12 GMT, everything came back.

—

The last thing that happened, and only one person in the world felt it, and he was in a chair in Bristol with his eyes shut and his face wet with blood:

Something stopped.

The way a room full of people stops when somebody comes in.

For about two seconds.

And then, and this is the sixth and final appearance in this novel of the thing that has no voice, and it is one syllable long, and it is not a word, and it arrived the way everything ever arrived to him, which is as sensation and pressure and sequence with no language on it at all—

it went on.

—

Frances Okonjo-Hale was in the car park.

She had driven to Bristol on the Saturday and had not gone into the building, because she had decided somewhere around Swindon that whatever this was, she did not want to be in the room as a scientist, and there was no other capacity in which she was entitled to be there.

So she sat in a Vauxhall on an industrial estate with the engine off and the stream on her phone and a spoon from her own kitchen drawer on the passenger seat, which she had brought and had not intended to bring and had told nobody about.

At eight minutes past four she picked it up, because he asked, and because after nine years she was not going to sit in a car park and not do the one thing he had ever asked her to do.

At eleven minutes past four the spoon went soft in her hand.

She has described what happened next in exactly the same words every time she has been asked, which is four times in nine years, always reluctantly, and she has never allowed it to be recorded:

“I put my other hand under it. I don’t know why. It wasn’t hot and it wasn’t going to fall. I just did not want it to be unsupported.”

Then, after a pause, every time:

“And then I cried in a car park, which I have not done since my mother died, and I want to be clear that I still do not know what happened and I never will, and I have not changed my professional opinion about anything.”

—

The thing she could not say, and which she got closest to in 2031 at the funeral, talking to Hanna at the back of a room in Sonning with a cup of tea she did not want:

She had spent thirty-five years reading metal. It was the whole of her working life. She could look at a fracture surface and tell a court what had happened, and she had stood in hangars and pumping stations and once in a school gymnasium, and every single time the metal had already failed and somebody was already dead and her job was to explain, afterwards, in careful language, exactly how it had gone.

Thirty-five years of arriving too late.

And for one minute on the twentieth of December, in a Vauxhall on an industrial estate, every piece of metal on Earth had been asked something instead of tested to destruction, and it had been asked politely, by a man in a chair who could barely speak English properly, and it had said yes, and then everything had gone back exactly where it was and nobody had died anywhere in the world.

“It was the only good day,” she said to Hanna. “In the whole of my career. It was the only time it went the other way.”

—

Inside the building, at twelve minutes past four, an eighty-year-old man opened his eyes in a room with a grey wall and could not lift his hands off his knees.

Danny Ofir came through from the gallery at a run and got there first, and the thing Uri said to him , which is not on any recording, because the camera battery had gone at 16:11 and forty seconds—was not about the metal and was not about the world.

He said: “Did they hold them properly?”

“…What?”

“The people.” His voice was not working well. “Did they hold them properly. Did they press.”

And Danny Ofir, sixty-three, crouching on a studio floor in Bristol next to a man who had just done whatever he had just done, said the only true thing available, which he had been reading off eleven platforms for the last ninety seconds:

“No,” he said. “Nobody pressed. They were all being so careful with them, Uri. Every single one.”

And Uri Geller shut his eyes again and said, “Good,” and that was the last thing he said for about four hours.




Forty

Sunday evening, and afterwards

Then the clocks restarted.

—

They restarted at 16:12 and they restarted everywhere and mostly nobody noticed, because a clock that has been stopped for eleven seconds and then is not is a clock.

In a bedside drawer in a bungalow outside Sleaford, an RAF officer’s watch that had been running backwards for seventy-nine years and had come to rest at four minutes past eleven began, quietly, to run forwards.

It is still going. The woman who owns the house has never opened that drawer.

—

By nightfall it was a hoax.

It took about six hours and it was not organised by anybody, and that is the part that Uri Geller found funniest, in the four years he had left, and he did find it funny, he laughed about it in a kitchen in Sonning more than once, properly, until he had to stop and get his breath.

Nobody suppressed anything. There was no statement, no denial, no men in a room. There did not need to be, because two hundred million people had watched an eighty-year-old magician ask them to hold a spoon, and had held a spoon, and had felt something they could not account for, and had then done the single most human thing available, which is to go and find out what everybody else thought first.

And what everybody else thought, by about ten o’clock that night, was that it had been a stunt.

The word went round in a few hours. Mass suggestion. Well-executed. Very effective. Say what you like about him, he’s still got it at eighty. There were pieces in four papers by Tuesday about the psychology of crowds. There was an excellent long read in March about how the whole thing had been seeded. There was a documentary.

The heating in the room. The tablet propped against the fruit bowl. The way a stainless steel bowl catches the light when your hands are shaking. Everybody who felt it had, within a day, a reason why they had felt it, and the reasons were good, and this book is not going to tell you they were wrong.

Some of them kept the spoon.

—

And this is the last containment, and it is the kindest one, and it was arranged by nobody.

Consider what would have happened if it had held.

If two hundred million people had come out of that minute and stayed certain—if the thing had been established, in the world, as a fact—then there would have been, within a week, the largest search in human history, and it would have been for one man, and he was eighty and he had two children and four grandchildren and a house by a river with a lawn going down to the water.

Instead, by Tuesday, he was an old showman who had done a good trick.

He got to go home.

He got four more years, and they were quiet ones, and he spent them in the garden and on the telephone and being embarrassing at family occasions, and the grandchildren were never followed by anybody, and no polite man with a legal pad ever came up the drive, and when he died in the spring of 2031 at eighty-four the obituaries were affectionate and slightly patronising and mentioned the Cadillac in the second paragraph.

He would have thought that was about right.

—

He got back to Sonning at about eleven that night. Danny Ofir drove him, and did not talk, which was correct.

Hanna was in the kitchen.

The bowl was still on the draining board where she had put it and it was still slightly out of round, and she had not touched it and she never did, it is still in that house, and one of the grandchildren has it now, and does not know.

He stood in the doorway with his coat on.

He was grey, that specific ashy grey she had been able to read across a room since 1969, and there was dried blood on his collar, and he looked, she said afterwards, like a man who had walked a long way.

“Well,” said Hanna Geller.

“Well.”

“Did it work?”

And Uri Geller stood in his own kitchen at eighty years old and thought about it properly, which he nearly always did with her and nearly never did with anybody else.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“All right.” She got up. “Sit down, I’ll do you something.”

—

He put his hands in his coat pockets to take it off and found the spoon.

It had been in that pocket every day since 2003, when it had come to him in a box with his mother’s rings and her thimbles, and before that it had been in a drawer in four flats in two countries for fifty-one years, because in Tel Aviv in 1952 you did not throw away a spoon.

Tin. Plated once, worn through at the tip. One of a set of six that came from somewhere.

Folded double at the neck, where a five-year-old’s teeth had come together on it at a kitchen table while he was thinking about nothing at all.

He took it out and looked at it.

It was straight.

—

He stood there for a long moment holding it.

Every piece of metal on Earth had gone soft for one minute and come back exactly where it had been, because that was the whole of the lesson and the lesson had taken. Every one.

Except this one, which had gone back to where it had been before.

He turned it over twice. There was no mark at the neck. There was not even the work-hardening, the hard bright crowded shout at the fold that he had put there with his own teeth at five and had known was there every single day for seventy-five years.

It was a spoon. It was an ordinary, undistinguished, slightly worn tin spoon, and it had nothing in it at all.

Annealed.

—

Hanna came and looked over his shoulder.

She did not say anything for a moment. Then she said: “Is that the one?”

“Yes.”

“Huh,” said Hanna Geller.

—

He kept it in his pocket. Of course he did.

It went in the same pocket it had been in every day since 2003, and it stayed there for the four years he had left, and it was in his pocket in the spring of 2031 in a hospital in Reading, and it is in a case in a converted soap factory in Jaffa now, unlabelled, between a Cadillac and a wall of photographs, because nobody who works there knows which one it is.

It is the only object in that museum with nothing in it at all.

—

The four years were quiet and they were good, and there is not a great deal to say about them, which is the point.

He did not do it again in public. Not once, not on a chat show, not at a dinner, not for a grandchild, and when he was asked, which was constantly, he said his hands were not what they were, which was true and was not the reason.

The reason, which he gave to Hanna once, in the garden, in the summer of 2028, was: “There is nothing to teach it now. Anything I do now is only showing off.”

He did the crystals. He did two podcasts. He opened a garden centre in Berkshire and was extremely good value and the local paper ran a nice picture.

He went back to Israel twice. On the second trip, in 2030, he sat in the museum on a Tuesday morning before it opened, on his own, in the room with the car, for about an hour, and the security guard— who was twenty-four and had been told who he was and had not entirely believed it—said afterwards that the old man had not looked at the Cadillac once. He had sat with his back to it, looking at a case of letters from children.

—

He died in the April of 2031, at eighty-four, of the thing that most people die of, with Hanna there and Shipi there, which is more than most people get.

The obituaries were affectionate and slightly patronising and mentioned the Cadillac in the second paragraph, and two of the four broadsheets used the word “showman” in the headline, and The Times ran the 2007 “mystifier” quote in the third paragraph as it had been running it for twenty-four years.

Not one of them mentioned the twentieth of December 2026, because by 2031 it was a curiosity—a thing that had happened online once, a mass-suggestion event, a good bit of television, the kind of item that appears in a listicle about strange internet moments.

There is a documentary about it. It is quite good and it is completely wrong and Danny Ofir refused to take part.

—

Hanna Geller is still alive as this book goes to press. She is in the house by the river. She has never given an interview about any of it and has declined, politely, forty or fifty times.

The bowl is in a cupboard. It is still slightly out of round. One of the grandchildren has been promised it and does not know why, and has been told only that it was in the house a long time, which is true.

Somebody asked her once, a family friend, in the kitchen, not unkindly, in about 2033—whether she had ever believed it.

And Hanna Geller, who was married to the most famous claimant in the history of the paranormal for sixty years and never once asked him to bend anything, put down what she was holding and gave the only answer she has ever given, which is the last thing anybody says in this novel apart from Danny Ofir:

“I didn’t have to,” she said. “I lived with him. You believe the man or you don’t. The spoons were for other people.”

And she took it out of his hand and looked at it, and turned it over, and gave it back, and went and got a cloth for his collar.

—

What it means is the last thing this book will not tell you, and both of them are true on the evidence, and you may choose or you may decline to choose.

It is a thank-you. Something that has no words and no way of making any found the one object in the world that mattered to him, and put it back the way it was before it cost him anything, and gave it to him in his coat pocket in his own kitchen at the end of the worst day of his life. He asked for nothing. He was given the only gift it was capable of giving, which is the undoing of a small ancient damage, and it is the only tender thing that happens in this novel and it happens in the last four pages.

Or:

It is a component being wiped. The lesson is complete and the record is closed and the instrument is finished with, and the thing that was in that spoon, the whole of the account, the five-year-old, the mouth, the fold, seventy-five years of it—was the last thing anywhere on Earth that held a copy of what he was, and now it does not.

He was erased from his own evidence by the thing he taught, in the same manner, and for the same reason, that he had erased every spoon he ever bent.

—

Danny Ofir is the last voice in this book, because somebody has to be, and because he was eleven once and got hit at a table for two minutes.

He gave an interview in 2033, two years after Uri died, to a podcast with a small audience, and was asked the question he had been asked perhaps four hundred times since December 2026, which is whether he thought any of it was real.

He is seventy years old. He has the fork in a frame and the letter in blue biro beside it and he has never shown either of them to anybody on camera.

And what he said, and it went out to about nine thousand people and was not picked up anywhere—is the last thing in this novel:

“I don’t know. I’ve never known. I was eleven.”

A pause on the recording, about four seconds.

“But I’ll tell you what I do know, because nobody ever asks me this bit. I wrote to him in 1974 and I was one of nine hundred, and he was the most famous man in the world that year, and he was twenty-seven, and he wrote back to me. Four lines. In biro. In terrible English.”

Another pause.

“He read every single one of them,” said Danny Ofir. “There’s a box of them. That’s not a thing a fraud does. That’s not a thing anybody does. And I’ve thought about it for fifty-nine years and the only thing I can come up with is that he knew exactly what it was like to be the kid at the table who nobody believed, and he was the only person on earth who could have written back, so he did. Nine hundred times.

“Ask me if he could bend a spoon and I’ll say I don’t know.

“Ask me if he was telling the truth and I’ll say yes. Every day of his life. To everybody. And it made no difference at all.”

—

In a bungalow outside Sleaford, in a drawer in a bedside table in a room that is not used, a watch is running forwards, and there is nobody left in the house who knows it is there, and it is keeping perfect time.
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