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Eleven-year-old Harry Mancini 
is not Harry Houdini, the famous escape 
artist who died in 1926. But Harry 
does live in Houdini’s old New York 
City home, and he definitely knows 
everything there is to know about 
Houdini’s life. What is he supposed to 
do, then, when someone starts texting 
him claiming that they’re Houdini, 
communicating from beyond the grave? 
Respond, of course.

It’s hard for Harry to believe that 
Houdini is really contacting him, but 
this Houdini texts the secrets to all of 
the escape tricks the dead Houdini used 
to do. What’s more, Houdini’s offering 
Harry a chance to go back in time and 
experience it for himself. Should Harry 
ignore what must be a hoax? Or should 
he give it a try and take Houdini up on 
this death-defying offer? But what if 
Houdini wants more than just friendship 
with Harry? What if he actually wants 
to change places with him . . . and leave 
Harry trapped in 1931?

Best-selling author Dan Gutman 
understands what kids love to read, 
and his latest page-turning story is 
guaranteed to keep you gasping with 
surprise at an adventure no one would 
have predicted—especially not the boy  
it happened to.
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DAN GUTMAN  
is the author of more than 150 
books for children and adults, 
including the bestselling My Weird 
School series, The Genius Files,  
The Flashback Four series, and  
the Baseball Card Adventure 
series. His first book for young 
readers was Baseball’s Biggest 
Bloopers. Thanks to his many fans 
who voted in their classrooms, he 
has received nineteen state book 
awards and ninety-two state book 
award nominations. Dan lives 
with his wife in New York City, 
eight blocks from the house on 
113th Street where Houdini  
used to live.

Jacket design by Kevin Keele

“This is all a big mistake,” I protested. “I’m not really Houdini. 
I’m just a kid.”

The straitjacket was made of very heavy brown canvas, 
with a leather collar and leather cuffs. The sleeves were about 
twice as long as regular sleeves, and sewn up to close off the 
ends. It was like putting your arms into two cloth sacks.  

The sleeves were overlapped so that my arms were 
crossed in front of me. At the end of each sleeve was a leather 
strap that wrapped around my body so the two sleeves met 
behind me and buckled in the back. Another strap was passed 
underneath, between my legs, and also buckled in the back.  

I was in big trouble.  
“This is all a mistake!” I said. “Let me explain!”
The men laughed.
While they were buckling me up, another guy came over 

lugging a long cable with a thick padded length of cloth at the 
end of it.  He wrapped the cloth around my ankles and tied 
my legs together with it.

“What are you doing that for?” I asked.
“So we can hoist you up in the air, of course!” he replied.
“Wait. What?” I said, my voice rising. “You mean I’ve got  

to get out of this thing upside down?” 

HoudiniandMe_JKT_1p.indd   1 8/3/20   1:01 PM

Houdini and Me
by Dan Gutman
 THEMES
• Modern Fantasy
• Time Travel
• Friendship
• Bullies

ABOUT THE BOOK
Harry has always admired the famous escape artist Houdini. And 
when Houdini asks for help in coming back to life, it seems like an 
amazing chance . . . or could it be Houdini’s greatest trick of all?
 
Eleven-year-old Harry Mancini is not Harry Houdini—the famous 
escape artist who died in 1926. But Harry does live in Houdini’s old 
New York City home, and he definitely knows everything there is to 

know about Houdini’s life. What is he supposed to do then, when someone starts texting him claiming that they’re 
Houdini, communicating from beyond the grave? Respond, of course.

It’s hard for Harry to believe that Houdini is really contacting him, but this Houdini texts the secrets to all of the 
escape tricks the dead Houdini used to do. What’s more, Houdini’s offering Harry a chance to go back in time and 
experience it for himself. Should Harry ignore what must be a hoax? Or should he give it a try and take Houdini up 
on this death-defying offer?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• Harry Mancini was born in Harry Houdini’s house 

on West 113th Street in New York City. How has 
he become obsessed with the great magician? How 
does Harry’s understanding of Houdini evolve over 
the course of the novel? 

• Harry Mancini learns from Houdini that the key to 
a magic trick is “misdirection.” How does Gutman 
use this tactic to build suspense? How do the twists 
in the plot contribute to the story overall?

• At what point do the fantastical elements of the  
novel become obvious? How does fantasy interact 
with reality in the story’s world? 

• Time travel plays an important role in the story. 
What is the magical device in this novel? This de-
vice has meaning other than simply making the time 
travel possible. What is especially symbolic about 
the device?
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• Harry Mancini and Zeke Austin have a unique rela-
tionship. Which boy is the leader of the pair? How 
do the boys play off each other’s characteristics? 

• Discuss Zeke’s reaction to Harry revealing his com-
munication with Houdini. How would you react if 
you were Zeke? 

• Why are the text messages that Harry receives from 
Houdini written in capital letters? Explain the first 
message, “YOU COULD HAVE ESCAPED” (p. 44).  
How does Houdini’s message “WE EXIST IN PAR-
ALLEL WORLDS” (p. 53) explain the supernatural 
and spiritual elements in the story? 

• The struggle between good and evil in an important 
theme in the novel. When does Harry Mancini real-
ize that Houdini is evil? How does Harry eliminate 
the evil force of Houdini?

• When Harry tells Houdini that he thought he was 
a good guy, Houdini replies, “I’M A DESPER-
ATE GUY. DESPERATE MEN DO DESPERATE 
THINGS” (p. 183). How does Harry himself feel 
desperate and powerless? 

• Harry reveals that he is afraid of heights and bul-
lies. Houdini tells him, “YOU CANNOT GET PAST 
FEAR UNLESS YOU CONFRONT IT” (p. 89). 
How does Houdini help Harry confront his fear of 
heights? Is Harry is ready to confront his bully when 
he awakes from the coma? 

• At the beginning of the novel, when Zeke suggests 
that they put at penny on the train track in Freedom 
Tunnel, Harry replies that it sounds like an urban 
legend. In what ways has Harry felt as though he has 
been a main character in an urban legend? 

• What is significant about the cell phone at the end 
of the novel? How are the characters of Harry and 
Houdini developed through the use of communica-
tion through dialogue?

• Good fantasy allows readers to see themselves more 
clearly. How does Harry see himself more clearly at 
the end of the novel? How do you see yourself after 
reading? 

• How does the novel appeal to the reader’s sense of 
wonder? Explain the familiar feeling created by  
Harry’s relationship with his mother and with Zeke. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Dan Gutman is the author of Houdini and Me. He grew up in New Jersey loving sports, 
which inspired him as an adult to write his Baseball Card Adventure series, beginning 
with Honus & Me, which was nominated for eleven state awards and adapted for televi-
sion. Other titles of his include the My Weird School series, The Genius Files series, The 
Kid Who Ran for President, and many more. He lives with his wife and two children in 
New York City. 

#HoudiniAndMe
JS 10.21

Guide created by Pat Scales, retired school librarian and independent consultant, Greenville, South Carolina.


