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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 find it.

—Roald Dahl



CONTENTS



Introduction



1

PART ONE



Alchemy



11



Heroes



24



How to Be a Starving Artist



37



Tour



48



Fake



58



How to Light Yourself on Fire



70



The Break



80

PART TWO



How to Disappear



97



Kolkata



105



The Train to Varanasi



117



The Snake Charmer



129



x



CONTENTS



Godmen



144



Choomantar



161



Go North



173



Now We Put the River to Sleep



187



The Poet



198



The Street Magicians of Shadipur Depot



205



The Train to Jodhpur



222



Here Is Real Magic



234



Acknowledgments



243



I N T RODUC T ION



I



’ m t w o w e 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 different. 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 fight, winning the room with a

careful blend of intensity and goodwill, convincing the audience 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-fifty-pound bruiser with a crew cut started booing
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even before they finished 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 fight, but I have him pinned in his seat with the gaze

of three hundred people who are finally 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 offense. 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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