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                             To the Magicians  



              Above all, watch with glittering eyes the whole world 

around you because the greatest secrets are always hidden 

in the most unlikely places. Those who don’t believe in 

magic will never fi nd it.  

 —Roald Dahl   
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          I’ m  two  we e k s  into a three-month tour and tonight I’m 

at a college in Chicago, performing a show at an on-campus 

bar in the basement of the student union. Three hundred people 

are packed into a space that should hold only half that many. 

The room is dark and noisy. The audience is on its way to being 

drunk—even very drunk—and while this may not be the worst 

performance environment I have ever faced, it’s close. 

 In a gamble to take charge of the situation I’ve abandoned 

the small pipe-and-drape platform in the corner and now I’m 

standing on a table in the middle of the room. Every audience 

is diff erent. Sometimes you have to charm them or cajole them, 

sometimes you have to entice or fascinate, and sometimes you 

have to roll up your sleeves and fi ght, winning the room with a 

careful blend of intensity and goodwill, convincing the audi-

ence that you’re either a genius or a madman and that, either 

way, they should probably stop for a second and listen. Tonight 

my arrival onstage was met with a mixture of applause and 

disdain, the audience being equal parts people who came to 

see a magic show and people who came to drink. One six-foot, 

two-hundred-fi fty-pound bruiser with a crew cut started booing 

                          I N T R O D U C T I O N 



2 I N T RO D U C T I O N

even before they fi nished reading my introduction. Now I am 

standing on his table. 

 Except it’s not really me up there. The version of me who’s 

capable of climbing up in front of a few hundred people and 

commanding the room is tougher and smarter than I am. He is 

wild and unpredictable. He’s faster on his feet and capable of 

making bold, intuitive leaps that I could never make in the real 

world, and he can stick the landing, too. He’s also kind of an 

asshole. He cares far more about the show than he does the 

sensibilities of the audience, and his priorities can get me into 

trouble. 

 “Listen,” I say, scanning the room, deliberately meeting the 

eyes of everyone who booed just a minute ago, “in a minute, you 

are going to see something impossible. Some of you are going 

to scream. Some of you are going to yell. This gentleman here 

is going to shit himself.” Crew Cut is looking at me like he 

wants to fi ght, but I have him pinned in his seat with the gaze 

of three hundred people who are fi nally paying attention. For 

the moment he can only glower. 

 “I’m not doing this for the money. I’m not doing this for the 

glory. If I were, I sure as hell wouldn’t be here. I’m here because 

I’ve spent my entire life learning to do something incredible, 

and tonight I’m going to share it with you. When I’m done, you 

can clap, you can boo, you can stay, you can leave—I don’t give 

a shit.” 

 This succeeds in shocking them. I’ve pushed the audience 

about as far as they will go and I can feel their attention 

wavering between fascination and off ense. Now the entire room 

has turned to watch. Whether this is because they’re interested 

in seeing what I’m about to do or because they think I’m about 
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to get the shit kicked out of me doesn’t matter. For the moment, 

I have them. 

 “I’m going to give this gentleman my wallet. He probably 

hates me right now, so I understand this might seem dangerous, 

but I’m choosing him because he’s the biggest one in the bar, and 

I need someone to keep the wallet safe.” I’m edging back the 

hostility now. At some point I need these people to like me, so 

now that I have their attention I’m dialing down the aggression. 

 I look down at Crew Cut. “What’s your name?” 

 He looks at me like he wishes he’d gone somewhere else for 

the evening. 

 “Marcus.” 

 I hand him my wallet. “Marcus, I want you to put this on 

the table and put both hands on top of it. Don’t open it yet. But 

make sure that no one else opens it either. Got it?” 

 Marcus nods. I’ve put him on the spot but I’m about to make 

it up to him. I know that if this works he will remember this 

experience for the rest of his life. He will tell his children about 

this moment. I’ve spent six years developing this illusion and it’s 

been worth the eff ort. If I had fi ve minutes to justify my entire 

existence as a magician, this is what I would perform. Given 

my strained relationship with tonight’s audience, fi ve minutes 

might be all I have left. 

 I turn to the rest of the room. 

 “I’m going to need six random people to help. If I just asked 

for volunteers you might think that I had confederates in the 

audience, so I’m going to take this gentleman’s hat”—and here 

I reach down and snatch a baseball cap from someone’s head—

“and throw it out into the room. If you catch it, stand up. We’ll 

do that six times.” 
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 Thirty seconds later six people are standing and the man has 

his hat back. 

 “I need each of you to think of a number between one 

and fi fty. When I point to you, call your number out loud so 

everyone can hear.” 

 “Sixteen.” 

 “Thirty-two.” 

 “Nine.” 

 “Forty-three.” 

 “Eleven.” 

 I pause before the last person. A girl is standing in the back 

of the room, holding a beer in one hand. I don’t think she came 

here intending to watch a magic show, but she started paying 

attention as soon as I climbed onto the table, and when the hat 

fl ew toward her a minute ago she jumped up to catch it. 

 “What’s your name?” 

 “Jessica.” 

 “Jessica, before you tell me your number I just want to say this: 

When you go home tonight, you are going to be unable to sleep. 

You’re going to lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, driving your-

self crazy wondering what would have happened if you had 

named a number other than the number you are about to 

name.” 

 The audience laughs. Jessica just listens. 

 “Before you give me your number, I want you to know in 

your heart of hearts that it was a free choice, that there is no 

way I could have gotten inside your head to make you give me 

the number I wanted. Right?” 

 She nods slowly. 
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 “What number are you thinking of?” 

 “Fourteen.” 

 Silence here. Every great illusion has a moment of calm 

before the build to the end, and right now the room is completely 

quiet. At some point in the last minute the bartender started 

watching and turned off  the music. Everyone is still. 

 “Some of you are going to think of this as a trick, and that’s 

fi ne. I’m a magician, and magicians do tricks. But we can all 

agree that up to this point there is no way I could have controlled 

which of you were going to catch the baseball hat or what 

numbers you would say.” 

 The six people nod. 

 “Some of you are going to think of this as a coincidence, but 

I want to point out that the odds of this working by chance 

alone are in the trillions. What are the numbers again? Sixteen, 

thirty-two, nine, forty-three, eleven, and fourteen, right? Look 

at this.” 

 Marcus has been sitting at the table the entire time, holding 

the wallet and watching the performance. I point to the wallet. 

 “Marcus, could you stand up for a second?” 

 He stands. I ask him to hold the wallet up above his head so 

everyone can see, and he does. 

 “You have been holding my wallet the entire time. Open it 

and look inside. You should fi nd a lottery ticket. Take it out.” 

 Marcus opens the wallet and removes the lottery ticket. 

 “This isn’t a winning lottery ticket. I’m not a millionaire. 

But I want you to look at the numbers on the lottery ticket. I’m 

going to hand you the microphone. Read them out loud.” 

 I am watching his face now, waiting for him to see it. 
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 There. 

 “Oh,” he says quietly. “Oh shit. Oh no.” He looks at me. His 

eyes are very wide. He looks back at the lottery ticket. “Oh 

shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.” 

 He has been holding the microphone. Everyone else is 

straining for a view of whatever it is that he’s seeing, but they 

can hear him clearly. 

 “Oh holy shit. No fucking way. Get the fuck out of here, 

man. What the fuck?” The audience is watching Marcus ascend 

to a sort of crazed delirium. 

 “Read them the numbers printed on the ticket, Marcus.” 

 Marcus raises the microphone. “Sixteen, thirty-two, nine, 

forty-three, eleven, and fourteen.” 

 The room explodes. I don’t know how else to say it. One 

moment three hundred people are leaning forward in a dead 

quiet, straining to understand what’s happened. Then Marcus 

reads the numbers and panic surges through the room as if a fi re 

is breaking out. People are on their feet, screaming and jumping 

and turning to one another. Some are laughing. Someone 

runs for the exit, knocking over a table. Jessica has her hands on 

her face, her mouth open. Marcus has dropped the microphone. 

He is reading the ticket over and over again, shaking his head 

and laughing. 

 I want you to see his face. I want you to see the joy, the 

open, unaff ected joy. It’s the kind of joy that reminds you that 

what you mistook for dull, uninspired brutishness a moment 

before was actually just weight—the weight of worry, of pain, 

of anxiety, of the world—and for a moment it has gone, and the 

face that shines without it is extraordinary. Magicians get to see 
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people at their very best, and in this transformation you can see 

actual magic through the illusion. 

 As if on cue, the bartender restarts the music. I have been 

onstage for fi ve minutes. I don’t remember what happens for 

the rest of the show and it doesn’t matter. For the moment I’m 

fi lled with adrenaline and warm from victory. I am wide awake. 

Tomorrow I’ll leave early and travel all day so I can do it all 

over again in another town for another audience, but right now 

my thoughts are here in this room, and the room before that, 

and the hundreds and hundreds of theaters, auditoriums, and 

ballrooms before that, all the way back to my fi rst performance. 

I was nine years old. I made a coin vanish on the playground, 

the entire world went crazy, and I learned that you can say 

something with a magic trick that is hard to say any other way.  



     PA RT  O N E 



             A L C H E M Y 

          Som ewh e re  i n  my  parents’ house there’s a picture of me 

at age seven. I’m crouched in the grass in the backyard on a 

summer evening, surrounded by fi refl ies, lifting my cupped 

hands as if I’m holding a secret and want to share it. At that age 

it’s easy to be amazed. The world is new and you are new in it and 

free from the ridiculous certainty that comes so easily with age 

that the inner workings of the universe are not only knowable 

but already known. 

 My fi rst interest in magic came long before I became a magi-

cian, and though I have gone on to perform my show thou-

sands of times for hundreds of thousands of people, to this day 

when I think about magic I think about two memories from a 

time before I knew anything about tricks. 

 The fi rst was when I lay on the fl oor under the piano when 

my dad played before bedtime. During the day he worked as a 

dentist, but we rarely saw him at the offi  ce. We saw him when 

he came home and painted in the basement or paced the back-

yard with a yellow legal pad writing terse, fi ery letters to the 

editor of the local paper about public policy and the environ-

ment. He’d read them to us at dinner and my mom would 
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invariably protest—“Art! You can’t say that in public!”—and 

my younger brother and I would laugh in delight at her exas-

peration. But in the evenings he would turn out the lights and 

sit at the piano and I would lie underneath, listening. The only 

light in the room came from the lamp for the sheet music—

Beethoven, Bach, Rachmaninoff . The music fi lled the house 

but from underneath I could hear the mechanics of the piano, 

too—the faint creak of the pedals, the click of the keys, the felted 

hammers striking the strings, the deep resonance of the sounding 

board. You could get lost in those sounds. 

 From the most expensive concert grand to the cheapest church 

basement clunker, a piano is essentially a wooden box stretched 

with wire. It’s a cumbersome piece of furniture. And as I listened 

all those nights before bed, I realized that the majesty and the 

mystery of the piano is that this heavy, ungainly apparatus can 

give birth to the  Moonlight Sonata . That you can coax from this 

box of wood and wire a sound so light and pure and beautiful, 

that anything so fi rmly rooted in the physical could call into 

being something that borders so closely on the transcendent: 

this—lying on the fl oor underneath my dad’s piano—was the 

fi rst time I really noticed the experience of magic. 

 The second came maybe a year or so later. One night my 

mom came upstairs to wake me and my younger brother. It felt 

like midnight but it was probably only nine or ten. She held my 

sleeping baby sister and asked us to come downstairs. Dad had 

already started the car and put blankets on the back bench seat 

and we set out into the night, on an adventure, they said. 

 We lived in Ames, Iowa—a small liberal college town 

surrounded by endless stretches of corn and soybean fi elds—

and fi fteen minutes out of town on the two-lane highway we 
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were beyond the reach of the city’s light and enveloped in total 

darkness. The entire world was reduced to the faint illumina-

tion of the dashboard and a short smudge of yellow from the 

headlights on the road ahead. We pulled off  the highway onto a 

gravel road. Dad turned off  the engine and we all got out. 

 On either side of the road the corn rose above my head and 

the warm summer wind breathed quietly through the stalks. I 

stood there, expectant, I imagine, and uncertain why we had 

come. And then I looked up. 

 This was not the sky. I had seen the sky—I knew how the 

sky looked at night, and this was some diff erent thing entirely. 

The comforting veil of faint stars that mildly wrapped every 

other night had been replaced by a void of terrible space and 

time and distance, stretching infi nitely up and infi nitely away, 

forever. There was Mars. There was the Milky Way. There was 

the universe in all of its awful, overpowering majesty towering 

above us, inexplicably high and distant, hostile and beckoning, 

dangerous and wild, a haunted place where we were the only 

ghosts for miles. 

 Then the meteor shower began. My dad led us up a low hill 

and laid the blankets on the wet grass. I don’t remember how 

long we all lay there, watching the sky, but I became aware 

for the fi rst time that the entire planet—the oceans, London, 

Mount Everest, everything—lay directly and totally behind 

me. Somehow the night sky had unveiled the true nature of 

this road, mistaken during the day as a gravel route through a 

cornfi eld but revealed now as the fi nal patch of earth at the very 

edge of the world. That night the mystery of our situation felt 

like one grand miracle, hidden just out of sight unless you 

really try to see it. That there is something rather than nothing, 
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and that we are here to be part of it—surely this is amazing. How 

is this so easy to forget? How is this so easy to ignore, silence, or 

overlook in the pursuit of other things? Even at a young age we 

learn the universe is fi lled with loneliness and fear, but lying 

there, clinging to the blanket as the earth spun and the meteors 

fell and the whole of existence stood out on display, I recog-

nized that whatever else it was and whatever I became in it, the 

universe was also fi lled—to the very cusp—with wonder. 

 Now, decades later, I worry that the experience of wonder 

becomes harder and harder for me to fi nd as I get older. This 

has nothing to do with education—wonder is not the product 

of ignorance—but it does have something to do with certainty. 

As an adult, I am tempted to establish and reaffi  rm at all times 

the boundaries of my existence—to say “This is my life and I 

have a good grip on it,” like an ostrich in his own personal 

kingdom under the sand. But my favorite moments are the ones 

that shoot this certainty full of holes, that barge in unannounced 

and track mud all over the carpets, grab me by the shirt, drag 

me out into the street and say, in eff ect, “Wake up, you fool, and 

open your eyes. There is more to it than that.” 

 So if I were to tell you about my experience as a human being 

I wouldn’t tell you about my triumphs or my defeats. Everyone 

has them, and they’re more the result of life than the actual stuff  

of its creation. I wouldn’t tell you about my fears or my suff ering. 

Again, everyone has them, and mine are not particularly unique 

or acute. All things considered, so far I have been pretty lucky. 

 Instead, I would tell you about the moments I have stood 

rapt in awe, or quiet with wonder, and in so doing, seen beyond 

the surface of things. I have spent most of my life and all of my 

career trying to understand this experience, yet it has never 
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become commonplace or ordinary. On the contrary, it stands 

out as one of the only experiences in this world that is wholly 

good. Wonder, astonishment, magic—that sense of waking up 

and seeing things the way you saw them before they became 

ordinary. This is the root of it for me, the curious joy and 

the primal dread of the unknown. There’s something there—

in the dark sky at night or in the bare branches of the trees 

against the gray November clouds, or in the summer wind as it 

comes in from the sea with the smell of another land just over 

the horizon—reminding us that the universe, the world, and the 

human heart are larger and more mysterious than we can possibly 

imagine. This is magic. 

 So this—all of this—came fi rst. The magic tricks came later, 

and the less we dwell on them, the better. This is not a book 

about tricks. This is a book about magic—the experience of 

magic—and you can fi nd it anywhere. People fi nd it in music 

and movies, in mountaintops or conversation, in the night sky 

or in the  Moonlight Sonata . Magic tricks are just a way to 

remember something you already know, or maybe knew and 

then forgot somewhere along the way. Take them for what they 

are and they’re nothing. You can’t look at them. You have to 

look through them, like a telescope. 

 � 

 I became a magician by accident. 

 When I was nine years old I learned how to make a coin 

disappear. I’d read  The Lord of the Rings  and ventured into the 

adult section of the library to search for a book of spells—nine 

being that curious age at which you’re old enough to work 

through thirteen hundred pages of arcane fantasy literature but 
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young enough to still hold out hope that you might fi nd a book 

of real, actual magic in the library. The book I found instead 

taught basic sleight of hand technique, and I dedicated the next 

months to practice. 

 At fi rst the magic wasn’t any good. At fi rst it wasn’t even 

magic, it was just a trick, and at fi rst it was just a bad trick. I 

spent hours of each day in the bathroom, running through the 

secret moves in front of the mirror above the sink and getting 

lost in the possibility that if I became good enough I could make 

the coin disappear. I dropped the coin over and over, a thou-

sand times in a day, and after two weeks of this my mom got a 

carpet sample from the hardware store and placed it under the 

mirror to muffl  e the sound of the coin falling again and again 

to the fl oor. I had heard my dad work through passages of new 

music on the piano, so I knew how to practice—slowly, delib-

erately, going for precision rather than speed—and one day I 

tried the illusion in the mirror and the coin vanished. It did not 

look like a magic trick. It looked like a miracle. 

 One of the lessons you learn very early on as a magician is 

that the most amazing part of a magic trick has nothing to do 

with the secret. The secret is simple and often dull: a hidden 

piece of tape, a small mirror, a duplicate playing card. In this 

case the secret was a series of covert maneuvers to hide the coin 

behind my hand in the act of opening it, a dance of the fi ngers 

that I learned so completely I didn’t even have to think. I would 

close my hand, open it, and the coin would vanish not by skill 

but by real magic. 

 One day I made the coin vanish on the playground. We had 

been playing football and were standing by the backstop in the 
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fi eld behind the school. A dozen people were watching. I showed 

the coin to everyone. Then it disappeared. 

 Imagine for a moment that you are at school. You see someone 

holding a quarter. Then, without warning or context, the quarter 

disappears. Or imagine that you see anything that would qualify 

as impossible. A man walks through a wall. A garbage can levi-

tates. The pages in your hand turn into a pigeon and fl y away. 

This would not be a small experience. It would, in fact, be one 

of the defi ning moments of your life. Your instinct would not 

be to applaud or laugh or turn jovially to the person next to you on 

the train and off er an explanation as to how your book could have 

disappeared. It would not feel like a piece of entertainment—it 

would feel like a car crash or an explosion, or a violation of the 

laws of nature and a direct, crippling assault on your funda-

mental sense of certainty about the ways of the world. The 

appropriate response to something that feels truly impossible is 

not applause: the appropriate response is fear; fear and, as you 

are running away, some hidden, pure, secret joy that maybe the 

world is bigger than you thought. 

 In any case, they screamed. They yelled, laughed, scrambled 

away. Everyone went crazy. This was great. This was Bilbo 

Baggins from  The Lord of the Rings  terrifying the guests at his 

birthday party by putting the One Ring on his fi nger and just 

vanishing in front of everyone. 

 The teacher on duty crossed the playground to investigate. 

Mrs. Tanner was a wiry, vengeful woman who dominated her 

classroom with an appetite for humiliation and an oversized 

plastic golf club she wielded like a weapon, slamming it down 

on the desks of the unruly and uncommitted. Once she swung 
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it directly at Aaron Gray, stopping the head of the club just a 

few inches from his face, which dissolved immediately into a 

crumpled mess of tears and shrieking, sobbing fear. Aaron Grey 

was a bastard, to be sure, but Mrs. Tanner was worse. 

 She marched toward me and demanded to know what was 

going on. The coin vanished for her, too. She stopped. “Do it 

again,” she said, and I did. I’m sure my hands were shaking, but 

when I looked up everything had changed. This was someone 

else entirely. It’s possible that Mrs. Tanner didn’t jump up and 

down and scream with quite as much volume as the third 

graders, but I will remember the look on her face—the look of 

wide-eyed, open-mouthed wonder—forever. 

 Two certainties. First, this was clearly the greatest thing in 

the world. I had never seen anyone react to anything the way 

my teacher had responded when the coin disappeared. I kept 

seeing her face—the stern, authoritarian fa ç ade melting into 

shock, fear, elation, and joy, all at once. The kids, too. The same 

new kids at the same new school had been transformed for a 

moment from a vaguely indiff erent, vaguely hostile pack of 

scavengers and carnivores into real people. If you could make 

people feel like this, why wouldn’t you do it all the time? Why 

didn’t everyone do this? For anyone—but especially for a nine-

year-old boy at a new school—this transformation is almost 

indistinguishable from real magic. 

 The second certainty was harder to reconcile. I had uncov-

ered a mystery. The more I thought about it, the stranger it 

became, and even now it intrigues me as much as it did that day 

on the playground. 

 Here it is: all of it—the chaos, the shouting, the wide-eyed 

wonder—all of this came from a coin trick. As amazing as it 
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was for my audience, the moment was far more amazing for me. 

I knew that it was just a trick and I was just a kid. But the reac-

tions of the students and the teacher were so much greater than 

the sum of these modest parts that I didn’t know how to explain 

them. I was back under the piano again, hearing the creaking 

and straining of the instrument bringing out a sound that was 

maybe from that piece of furniture but certainly not of it. The 

weight of this disparity is hard to overemphasize. Something 

incredible had happened that day on the playground. I might 

have caused it, but it had not come from me. I had inadvertently 

tapped into something visceral and wild. I could still see the 

teacher’s face. I could still hear the shouts of fear, astonishment, 

and joy. The joy was the hardest to explain. Surprise comes easy, 

but joy never does. I was an alchemist who had somehow—

unknowingly, unintentionally—discovered how to turn lead 

into gold. 

 Even a nine-year-old knows this is impossible. You could 

only do that with real magic. 

 � 

 I became a magician because I loved the experience of awe 

and wonder. Also because I thought a good magic trick might 

impress girls, frighten bullies, stupefy adults, and generally lead 

to a life of mystery and adventure. When the coin vanished on 

the playground I felt as if I had found a secret path into another 

world and I wanted to see where it led. 

 The Ames Public Library was my only real link to the world 

of magic, and there I uncovered the secret architecture of 

deception invented by magicians to create marvels. I learned 

everything I could fi nd: technique, theory, sleight of hand, 
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misdirection. Of the many misconceptions the general public 

holds about the world of magicians, the belief that we are 

particularly good at keeping secrets is the most baffl  ing. Even a 

modestly funded public library contains entire lifetimes of 

material—how to fi nd a chosen card, how to pick a lock, how 

to levitate a dollar bill, and on and on—and for a child these 

discoveries do not feel like magic tricks. They feel like a 

hidden map to buried treasure or a letter that falls down your 

chimney on your eleventh birthday that says  Dear Harry, you are 

a wizard . Here in these books of magic the impossible became 

possible and the world of fi ction was suddenly and unexpect-

edly made real. 

 From the beginning I could see that behind the deceptions 

in each of the magic tricks lurked something very real—larger, 

but harder to see. Even though the tricks were ostensibly “fake,” 

the experience of the audience was genuine, palpable, and more 

than a little unsettling. The young magician discovers the 

disarming ease with which a good piece of magic can open a 

window to something raw and untamed within the human spirit 

that is usually kept private and shielded from the public view. 

 I remember doing magic for a friend of my parents one 

afternoon—a burly, gregarious man from Chicago who liked 

to slap you on the back and grinned as though everything was 

an inside joke. He started watching politely, face frozen in that 

vanilla-frosting smile adults reserve for children when they want 

to communicate just how completely they are paying attention, 

but then the magic happened and all of that dropped away. 

“Holy shit!” he shrieked. “Holy shit! Art, did you see that?” He 

looked at my dad, and then down at me again, his face a rapture 

of unbridled joy and incredulity. “Holy shit!” 



A L C H E M Y 21

 What strange current passes through the mind of a grown 

man as he jumps up and down in the kitchen shouting “Holy 

shit!” at a ten-year-old boy whose magic trick requires nothing 

more than a duplicate playing card and a piece of double-sided 

tape? Certainly this was a clue to something essential. You can 

only see so many grown, sober, educated adults jumping up and 

out of themselves with amazement before you begin to suspect 

that the magician is tapping into something primal, even 

universal, that goes far deeper than anything gained or lost 

through age and experience. Everyone assumes that magic is 

best appreciated by children, but any magician in the world 

will tell you that while you might be hired at the birthday 

party to entertain the kids, it’s the adults watching from the 

back of the room who react with the most depth and emotion. 

 � 

 A year or so later, David Copperfi eld—the most famous 

magician in the world—brought his international tour to Ames, 

Iowa, and my fate was sealed. I still remember coming home 

from school with my brother one day that fall. The house felt 

diff erent. My mom appeared, smiling in the doorway, and before 

we even dropped our backpacks to the fl oor she said, “Do you 

know what I did today?” Clearly, it was something wonderful. 

“Do you know who is coming to town? David Copperfi eld is 

performing at C. Y. Stephens Auditorium and we’re all going 

to go. I got tickets today and we’re in the third row.” 

 She dropped to her knee and handed me a newspaper clip-

ping showing a man standing astride a motorcycle on a stage 

fi lled with light and smoke.  david copperfield—beyond 

imagination—live on stage  .  
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 I knew about David Copperfi eld somehow, though at this 

point I had still never actually seen a magician. Ames doesn’t 

get a lot of magic shows, and I hadn’t seen any of the TV specials, 

so my only knowledge about how it should look came from 

books. And now the biggest magic show on the planet was 

coming to a theater just down the road. 

 The night of the show I’d insisted that we arrive at the 

theater early to make sure we had plenty of time to be excited 

in our seats before the show began. My brother and I had 

dressed up for the occasion—one of the two or three times in 

my entire childhood that I wasn’t wearing sweatpants—and my 

parents parked the car and walked us toward the towering, 

monolithic C. Y. Stephens Auditorium. It rose from the parking 

lot like a mountain, the tallest building in town. A line stretched 

around the theater and in the back we saw three semi trucks 

with  copperfield  spelled out along the side. All day at school 

we had been talking about the show. Apparently that Sunday 

the youth pastor at one of the churches in town had condemned 

magic as the work of the devil, infusing my fourth-grade class-

room with controversy, and someone at my dad’s offi  ce who 

had seen the show in Chicago a month before wasn’t allowing 

her children to go because she feared the magic would frighten 

them. My parents thought we could handle it, but before the 

show they talked to my brother and me about everything we 

would see—specifi cally, that these were illusions performed 

by a magician and we didn’t need to worry. I clutched my 

ticket and handed it to the man at the door. Then we went in. 

 As we found our seats, I looked around the room. It was full, 

and, surprisingly, full of adults. My brother and I were maybe 

the youngest ones there. This was not children’s night at the 



A L C H E M Y 23

theater. The sound system blasted something modern and loud 

and smoke fi lled the darkened stage and billowed out into the 

cavernous hall, catching the overhead houselights and trans-

forming this auditorium into someplace strange and vaguely 

ominous. The room crackled, as if a spark would set off  the whole 

thing. Even before the start of the show this was the greatest 

night of my life. I was ten years old and living in the middle of 

the cornfi elds, and the most famous magician in the world was 

about to walk out onto that stage and blow the whole city away. 

 I don’t remember the show. The specifi cs don’t matter. 

Amazing things happened and at the end we all stood and 

clapped for a long, long time. At some point during the perfor-

mance I remember looking over at my parents. They looked like 

children. These were no longer adults. Whatever time and age had 

put upon them was gone. I had never seen my dad smile like 

that before, like a kid at a magic show. 

 When the applause fi nally ended I didn’t want to leave. I 

wanted to stay in my seat. I wanted to live there and feel that 

way again and again. If you could use your life to give people the 

experience we’d just had at the show, why would you do anything 

else? Children can want something with more keening power 

than anyone, and in this moment—and all of the ones that 

followed—I wanted to do magic above all else. Take everything 

else but leave me this. I will give anything.  
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