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For Mairéad, Breanna and Braden,
the three most magical people I know.


INTRODUCTION

THIS BOOK HAS THE POWER to transform your life. Within these pages are techniques and methods I have developed and refined over the past three decades that will help you transform the areas of your life that need to be transformed. It doesn’t matter where you live, what age you are, whether you’re in a relationship or not, whether you are currently employed or not, or whether you are rich or poor. I know these systems work and I know these techniques can transform your life forever.

I have used these techniques to inspire thousands of people all over the world to dig themselves out of whatever hole they were in, and kickstart a brand-new and totally improved life. I live by the philosophies and techniques in this book. Included are examples from my own life, some of them inspiring, some of them painful. They are there so that you can understand how success can be achieved and problems can be overcome by anybody.

Although I am a magician, among other things, this book comes with a warning. If you are expecting a wave from a magic wand to make you healthy, wealthy and famous, then this book is not for you.

As well as being a magician, however, I am also a husband, a father, a scientist, a mentalist, a hypnotist, an escapologist, a businessman, a mind coach, and a brain hacker. I have written the book so that my hacks and visualisations are easy to understand and can be used by a reader of any age or background.

I’ve used these hacks and techniques on sportspeople from Olympians to international rugby players. I’ve used them on ordinary people in all walks of life and even Hollywood A-listers. I’ve helped well-known businesspeople and celebrities. While I don’t pretend to have all the answers to all of the issues people face on a daily basis, I do believe I have a lot of tips and techniques that will help you in any walk of life.

If you’ve become one of those people who have an on-off relationship with the self-help section of your local bookstore, then you can finally stop spending your time standing with your head tilted at an angle, scanning the spines of books that may or may not help you achieve what you want to achieve in your life. You can stop picking them up, flicking through the pages for headlines or chapters that seem relevant to your life and your problems.

You can stop reading the backs of the books to see who the author is and what, if anything, anyone has to say about their methods. Finally, you can stop glancing at the price tag in the bottom corner of the book before deciding you can’t really afford to buy it, only to go out and spend the same amount on something else you don’t really need. Ask yourself these questions.

[image: image]  Why do you need to go to the self-help section of the store?

[image: image]  Why did you pick up this book?

[image: image]  Why are you reading this page?

The answer to all of these questions is simple, whether you know it consciously or not; you need, and want, to make changes in your life. These may be small changes, like getting over a fear of dogs, or bigger changes involving starting a totally new career or finding some way to pay your mortgage so that you don’t end up in arrears.

The fact is that if you feel you are stuck in any sort of a rut or need help in life – whether that’s in your home life, your career, your finances, your love life, your state of health, your social life or anything else – this book will help you move forward. I know because the hacks and visualisations contained in these pages are the very ones I continue to use daily in my own life.

You have the ability to attain the mindset you desire and change your life for the better, regardless of your circumstances. If you are ready to achieve a ‘magical mindset’ by not just reading this book, but by studying, applying, and repeating these hacks on a daily basis, then this book may just change your life forever. Read, study, learn, repeat, and live a magical life.

How to use this book

As well as stories from my own life, in each section there are moments where you will be urged to put the book down for a while and focus your attention on what it is you are really trying to achieve and how best to move forward. To do this properly and help you keep you on top of your ideas, your targets and your progress, I suggest you keep a journal. This should be an expensive leather-bound journal or at the very least a good hardback copybook. Just keep it handy and use it regularly.

This book is divided into nine sections: Confidence, Risk, Creativity, Success, Resilience, Positivity, Influence, Deception and A Magical Mind. While it’s probably best to read this book from beginning to end, it is written in such a way that you can skip to the relevant section that you need most. At the end of each section, there is a short list of everyday brain hacks, which can be used as reminders to help you get back on track quickly, and a tailored visualisation pertaining to the section topic. To complement these written visualisations, you can also hear an audio version of each one by visiting www.keithbarry.com/brainhacks and entering the password BRAINHACKS21. (There are also some pretty cool mentalism tricks in these pages that you can use to astound your friends and family. To complement these tricks, you can also watch a tutorial of each one on my website.)

Don’t worry if you find it strange at first, or even feel a bit daft doing it. We all feel a little out of our depth the first time we try anything. But if you stick with it and keep practising for at least 21 days, these visualisations have the power to transform your life.

In one of the first experiments on visualisation, in 1967, Australian psychologist Alan Richardson visited a team of college basketball players and recorded each player’s accuracy as they took free throw shots. He then split them into three groups for a month-long experiment. In the first group, students practised free throw shots for an hour every day. Instead of practising, though, the students in the second group were told to just visualise themselves making free throws instead. They were told to make the experience as realistic as possible. They were told to see the court and its surroundings, to feel the weight and texture of the ball in their hands, hear the sound of it bouncing off the floor, see the flight of the ball in the air and hear the swoosh of the net as it went in. Those in the third group were told not to play basketball for a month.

At the end of the month, all three groups were tested to check if they had improved. While the third group, who had done absolutely nothing, had shown no signs of improvement, the first group, who had physically practised, had improved their initial scores by 24 per cent. The biggest surprise, however, was the fact that the second group had improved by 23 per cent, even though all they had done was visualise themselves taking those shots.1

Since then, studies have shown that your brain doesn’t know the difference between deep, clear, vivid visualisation of an action and actually undertaking the physical action itself.2 If you visualise yourself achieving something you set out to achieve, then your brain thinks you have already done it and therefore believes that you can. Visualisation has become an important tool in achieving success for many people from all walks of life, including Michael Jordan, Tiger Woods, Michael Phelps, Oprah Winfrey, Will Smith and Arnold Schwarzenegger.

‘I visualised myself being, and having, what it was I wanted,’ said Schwarzenegger. ‘Before I won my first Mr. Universe title, I walked around the tournament like I owned it. I had won it so many times in my mind that there was no doubt I would win it. Then when I moved on to the movies, the same thing. I visualised myself being a famous actor and earning big money. I just knew it would happen.’ If you’re a football fan, you may know that, as I write, Wayne Rooney is currently the record goal scorer for Manchester United, with 253 goals. What you may not know, however, is that Rooney visualised himself scoring those goals the night before every game. After finding out what colour jerseys, shorts and socks his team would be wearing the next day, so that his mental imagery would be more colourful and realistic, Rooney would lie on his bed and imagine the scene. He could hear the crowd, feel the grass under his feet, feel the touch of the ball on his boots and sense the atmosphere in the stadium before visualising himself scoring and playing well. ‘I lie in bed the night before the game and visualise myself scoring goals or doing well,’ he once explained of his visualisation technique. ‘You’re trying to put yourself in that moment and trying to prepare yourself, to have a “memory” before the game.’

But visualisation is not just for artists, sports stars or celebrities. I use it every single day of my life and you can use it too. Every single thing I have achieved in my life, from headlining in Las Vegas to writing this book right now, is a direct result of deep, repetitive visualisation.


CONFIDENCE

the ability to deceive yourself to believe in yourself

‘I learned early on as an actor that confidence can be faked. If people feel you’re confident, then they’re confident.’ – George Clooney


1.

FROM THE CRADLE
TO THE STAGE

THE ROCKY ROAD TO CONFIDENCE

HERE’S A LITTLE SECRET. Nobody is born with confidence. In the same way that you are not born with the ability to ride a bicycle, drive a golf ball onto a fairway or drive a car, you are not born with confidence.

Confidence is a trait or skill you pick up and learn as you go through life. The amount of confidence you have at this moment in time has been influenced by your experiences in life so far. People who lack confidence have, unfortunately for them, had their abilities, their looks, their thoughts and their ideas put down and knocked over time by teachers, coaches, schoolmates, peers, strangers or even friends and family. So those doubts you have in your mind that you ‘can’t do that’, you’re ‘not good enough’, ‘not beautiful enough’, ‘not tall enough’, ‘not skinny enough’, ‘not intelligent enough’ and everything in between have all been learned.

Confidence is like a brick wall. Every snide remark, every put-down and every bad online interaction can chip away at the mortar, dislodge the bricks, or even knock the whole wall down altogether.

Often unintentionally, some of this chipping and dislodging of bricks can come from our parents or siblings. Our brains are like sponges. Information from all kinds of sources drips onto that sponge daily and everything, both the good and the bad, gets soaked up. If you are constantly being drip-fed the idea that you can’t do something, or that you are stupid or somehow less important than anybody else in the room, then you are eventually going to believe that. Consequently, you will have little or no confidence in yourself.

I was lucky enough to have very supportive parents and a pretty idyllic childhood, but I’ve also had my own confidence knocked on more than one occasion. My sister, Michele, and I had a great upbringing on the outskirts of Waterford City in the south of Ireland. We lived about six kilometres from the city centre, down a dark country road surrounded by fields in a then-rural area named Williamstown. Further out the road there were quite a few big houses built by doctors, lawyers and businessmen, earning the road the nickname Millionaire’s Row – but we lived in a modest three-bedroom bungalow with a decent-sized garden situated next door to my mother’s parents.

My grandfather, or ‘Gaga’, as we called him, grew his own vegetables, and worked on the land for various neighbours. He was also the only person in my family who ever showed me a magic trick. When I was very small, he used to do a trick with a piece of twine that involved putting it in his mouth, tying the middle of it to his finger, which touched his nose, and then pulling it through his finger with his other hand. I’ve only remembered him doing this recently but maybe subconsciously that little trick – which I still don’t know how to do – sparked my initial interest in magic.

When I was old enough to begin my education, my primary school was just a short walk across the fields behind our back garden. My mother and I used to hop the ditch every morning to begin the journey. On the way, we would pass cattle and sheep, and in spring it wasn’t uncommon to have witnessed a calf, foal or lamb being born before I sat down at my school desk.

Waterpark Junior School was an all-boys’ school, and was quite strict. While corporal punishment was banned in 1982, it was 1996 before it was made a criminal offence, so sometimes crude ways of ‘enhancing our knowledge’ were used, like the ‘splinter stick’ and knuckle raps to your temple if you got something wrong or weren’t paying attention. Having those things done to me in front of my friends didn’t do much to instil confidence in my ability to learn.

The school was also quite posh, and we actually had elocution lessons most days. At the time, there didn’t seem much point to me in standing up and rhyming off, ‘How, now, brown cow,’ and various other sentences, but in hindsight it probably helped me in the business I ended up going into. Apart from that, school in general was pretty enjoyable in those early years and I had a large group of school friends. We played outdoors together in all weathers after school.

As a child I had two main interests. I loved animals and I loved magic. One of the biggest TV shows of the time was The Paul Daniels Magic Show on BBC. With just three or four channels to choose from, Paul Daniels’ show was great family entertainment and was a staple of my Saturday evening routine for most of its fifteen-year duration.

At the age of five, I got a Paul Daniels Magic Set for Christmas. My first trick involved placing a ball under a cup, lifting the cup to reveal that the ball had disappeared and then, to the amazement of my audience – usually my parents and my sister – lifting it again to make the ball reappear. Once I had mastered this simple ready-made trick, I began to show it to various members of my extended family and delighted in the response that I got for my efforts.

My parents saw how much joy I got out of that little magic set, and Santa must have noticed too, because every year after that I would get a magic set for Christmas and my birthday. As I got older and the tricks became bigger and more elaborate, I revelled in the notion that I could completely fool and astound an ever-widening circle of family, friends, classmates, teachers and even complete strangers with a simple magic trick.

Although the world becomes a much more cynical place as we grow into adulthood, magic always brings me back to that childhood delight, that feeling I got and still get to this day, from seeing grown men and women stunned and amazed at little tricks like a handkerchief or a card vanishing in front of their eyes. I found that performing magic for friends and family was an amazing way to develop confidence at a young age. Magic gave me a belief in myself that I’m not sure I would have had if I hadn’t discovered my passion so early in life.

A move to the Christian Brothers-run Mount Sion school in the city centre, however, jolted me out of my happy-go-lucky prepubescent existence. I immediately struggled to fit into Mount Sion, but the one good thing about it for me was that my dad’s childhood home was five minutes away and I got to spend every lunchtime with my grandparents Paddy and Nancy. My grandfather worked in the local post office and my grandmother was a fantastic cook, baker and mentor. She was also decades ahead of her time, practising yoga and meditation before they were even on the radar in Ireland. If she were alive today, I’m sure the modern term for her would be ‘thought leader’. My daily lunchtime visits saw me build a really great bond with both of them as I grew up.

Most of the kids who went to Mount Sion lived nearby, in the city centre, so I was seen as an outsider. Not only an outsider but a posh outsider. Unlike them, I called my mother ‘mum’ instead of ‘mam’ or ‘ma’, and as far as they were concerned, I was from Millionaire’s Row and was a spoilt little rich kid and a target for their bullying – which often left me hobbling around school with dead legs, bruised arms or chewing gum in my hair.

In an effort to avoid the bullies, I tried changing my accent for a while, but my mother was having none of it at home, so I was a bit confused as to what to do. At the time, I was a pretty solid defender for football club Johnville FC, but after a year or so in secondary school, in an attempt to build up my confidence and face up to the bullies, I stopped playing football to take up Taekwondo with two of my few friends from Mount Sion, Cian Foley and David Burke.

I really got stuck into Taekwondo and, after a few years, had moved up to black tag, one grade away from black belt. But I never got my black belt. I stopped for two reasons: the fact that we trained outside and had been doing inclined press-ups on our knuckles on corrugated concrete (which wasn’t great for my long-term hand dexterity if I was to continue doing magic); and the fact that we started learning full-contact street-fight-style Taekwondo.

I remember sparring one day and getting kicked in the groin. Now, I had a protective cup on, but it was still sore and there were tears. As I welled up, the adult I was sparring with punched me in the nose and kicked me in the groin again. I fell to the ground as he shouted repeatedly at me to ‘Get UP!’ and continued kicking me.

As I lay there, defenceless, one of the older guys in the class, a six-foot-six behemoth who has since sadly passed away, came over and tried to get my sparring partner off me. When he repeatedly told the man to stop kicking me, his response was to keep on kicking me as he told my saviour, ‘If he’s on the ground outside a nightclub, they’re going to keep kicking him!’

When he eventually pulled the man off me, and I dragged myself to my feet, I began to have second thoughts about Taekwondo. I realised I was dealing with enough bullies in school without having to deal with a fully grown adult bully and I quit the club. Having begun to build my confidence through the sport, my last experience of Taekwondo left me feeling even more vulnerable than before I started.

STOP GIVING ENERGY TO PEOPLE WHO KNOCK YOUR CONFIDENCE

Even if you manage to get through school relatively unscathed, college or employment can bring a whole new set of people armed with chisels who add to that chipping and stripping away of your wall of confidence. After a while you begin to doubt yourself. You tell yourself, and even other people, that you are shy, an introvert. But shyness is just a word for not expressing yourself because you’re unsure, you don’t want to feel silly, stupid or inadequate. Thalia Eley, professor of developmental behavioural genetics at King’s College London, says shyness is only around 30 per cent genetic and that 70 per cent comes from your reaction to your environment. Being shy at a young age can come from domineering parents, coaches, teachers, bullies, or others who won’t let you have an opinion.

If you are over eighteen and are reading this book, though, then you need to realise that you are no longer a child who can be told to stay quiet or persuaded that you will never amount to anything. You are an adult and now is the time to accept responsibility for how you react to your environment. You can’t continue to spend your life trapped in a web of anxiety and shyness. You must take responsibility. It’s time to be yourself and stop blaming others.

If people around you are constantly knocking your confidence, then the first thing you must do is use the word ‘stop’. You need to actually tell whoever it is to stop doing or saying whatever it is that is making you feel uncomfortable or damaging your confidence. If they don’t stop then you need to either phase their opinions out of your life or phase those people out of your life and stop giving them your energy. You need to show them and, more importantly, yourself that you have matured, moved on and taken charge of your own mind.

Now, you might say something like ‘I don’t like confrontation. I can’t phase them out.’ Well, nobody in their right mind likes confrontation. The only people who like confrontation are bullies – and very often those bullies don’t realise they are bullies and don’t realise the harm that they have done.

On rare occasions, I still bump into the bullies from my old school. Often, they’ll come up to me and say how great it is to see me doing so well. As they speak to me, in my head I want to attack them, pay them back for their misdeeds, but, of course, that is not the correct response. I know the right thing to do is simply to continuously phase them out. As an adult you have to start to forget bullies. You have to get to a point where you no longer give those people energy. You need to stop their thought process interfering with yours.

As a thirteen-year-old, I still practised magic almost every day, but career-wise I wanted to be a vet and spent the summer of my first year in secondary school helping the local vet, Ken Kiersey. Ken was a farm vet, which often meant helping him inject cattle, and I even had to put my hand up the rear end of a cow once in a while. I’d come home covered in cow dung most days and my mother wouldn’t let me into the house until I’d stripped off my work clothes, but I absolutely loved it and worked with Ken for a couple of summers in an effort to get some experience of what it would be like if and when I got my dream job in the future.

At 14, I got my first ever paid magic show, a kids’ party for families of the employees of Kromberg & Schubert in the old Ard Rí Hotel up on the hill in Waterford City. My uncle Brendan had got the gig for me. I had taught myself a show and had rehearsed it over and over at home. Doing it at home, though, and doing it in front of a hundred crazy screaming kids was a completely different ball game.

The whole way through my act, my hands would not stop shaking. I could actually feel and see them shaking but I couldn’t stop them. I could barely pick up my props and the kids basically tore me apart for an hour. Every trick I did they would scream, ‘It’s up your sleeve,’ or ‘It’s in your pocket,’ or whatever else they could throw at me. They even grabbed my props and pulled my pockets inside out.

Although I got paid a small fee for the experience, I was a bit the worse for wear afterwards and my confidence in my ability as a magician had taken a really good battering. My mother could see from my body language as I slumped into the car that the show hadn’t gone well and by the time we reached my grandmother Nancy’s house I hadn’t spoken more than a couple of words.

Always a very positive woman, Nancy tried to boost my spirits by telling me that she knew a magician who could give me some advice. Full of enthusiasm, she picked up the phone and called him right there and then.

‘My grandson is a magician and I’m just wondering if you could give him some advice?’

‘Sure,’ came the reply and she handed the phone to me.

Excitedly, I began with ‘Hi, how are you? I’d just really like to learn some ...’

He stopped me mid-sentence with just four words.

‘It’s a closed shop!’

‘I’m sorry, what do you mean?’ I asked innocently.

‘Magic! It’s a closed shop!’ he repeated and hung up. That was it, the only advice I had ever had from a real magician. The combination of a very shaky first show and the lack of empathy from someone who had been there and bought the T-shirt, someone I aspired to be like, left me running really low on confidence for a long time after.

Slowly, over time, I realised the best reaction to people who knock you is no reaction at all. Give them and their thoughts no energy whatsoever. None. Zero. Zilch.

Constantly absorbing this negativity will become deeply ingrained within the neuro-circuitry of your brain and drag your confidence down. To eliminate this negativity you must immediately focus on your confidence wall. Instead of the negative comment chipping away at your wall, imagine yourself putting another brick into or on top of the wall. Add some mortar and smile internally because the person’s negativity is actually helping you build even greater confidence.

Years later I became friendly with the magician who fobbed me off when he saw me in the newspapers and made contact, but I’ll never forget that day and how I felt after it. It’s something I’ve learned from, and I currently mentor a couple of young Irish magicians, Aidan McCann and Daniel Cremin.

When I told Nancy the details about my disastrous first show and that I thought maybe I wasn’t good enough to be a magician, she gave me my first lesson in reality with the words ‘Well, that’s life, Keith. Sometimes things don’t go as well as you’d planned. We all find ourselves in situations where we feel out of our depth or that we don’t deserve to be there, but the thing you need to learn is that everybody feels like an impostor sometimes. The trick is to never give up and to keep doing the things you love until you realise you are as good as anybody else.’

WE ARE ALL IMPOSTORS

At the time, I had never heard of the term ‘impostor syndrome’, and I’m sure my grandmother never had either. In the decades that have passed since those words of advice from my grandmother, I have come to realise that absolutely everyone suffers from impostor syndrome at some point in their lives. Impostor syndrome is that feeling that you don’t belong in a certain environment or situation, that you’re not good enough to be there, don’t deserve to be there. It’s that feeling you get when you don’t believe in your own abilities.

The term was first coined in 1978 by Dr Pauline Clance and Dr Suzanne Imes after a study into highly successful women who, despite earning degrees, passing tests, and being formally recognised by their colleagues as excellent professionals, believed they were inadequate or incompetent and attributed their successes to luck.3

In the 1980s further research suggested that seventy per cent of all people feel like fakes or frauds at some point.4 In my experience, I’ve found the figure to be much higher.

Every single one of the athletes, businesspeople and entertainers I have worked with as a mind coach over the years has the same reaction when I reveal this simple fact to them. Invariably, they reply with a huge sigh of relief, ‘Oh my God, so it’s not just me!’

Society often dictates that we are all at different levels socially, which means people often feel they are less than the person they are dealing with, whether that’s their boss or their colleagues, friends or neighbours. The reality is that many people inherit and gain positions, possessions and power based on bloodlines, favouritism, looks, education, religion or race.

The greatest illusion of modern society is the fact that the majority of people who are now known as online influencers don’t show the reality of their lives off camera. Many of the world’s top ‘influencers’ and reality ‘stars’ have massive confidence issues. The majority of these figures have more problems than followers and definitely more problems than the ordinary Joe Soap. The fact that they look confident and sound confident is the illusion. In reality, many of the online singers don’t have the confidence to sing in real-life scenarios, lots of social media magicians don’t have the confidence to pull off a basic trick unless it’s pre-recorded in front of a camera and plenty of online comedians don’t have the confidence to stand on a stage in front of real people.

I know CEOs of multinational corporations who act like 12-year-olds at the weekend and have a side to themselves that they would never reveal to their colleagues. Although they command huge salaries, have great pension funds, drive nice cars, live in big houses, they genuinely don’t believe they should be in the position they are in. And they are not the only ones.

In my one-to-one coaching sessions over the years, lots of international athletes, celebrities, successful businesspeople and even global superstars have all confided the same thing to me. They don’t really think they should be in the position they are in. They are almost always waiting for somebody to expose them as a fraud, an impostor.

If you’ve ever had that feeling, then I have some good news for you. Absolutely everyone on this planet has doubts about their looks, their ideas, their relationships, their capabilities, even their whole way of life, at some stage or other. So, if you feel like an impostor in situations from business meetings to job interviews, auditions, joining a new team or class, even just meeting other people, remember that the people opposite you are more than likely feeling exactly the same or at least have felt that way at some point in the past.

When I was 15, I was among a group of students who went to Edinburgh on a school trip. After visiting Edinburgh Castle and almost putting my front teeth through my lip when I smashed my face off a handrail on my first attempt at ice skating, a classmate, Fergus Power, and I stumbled upon a magic shop on a little hill in the middle of the city.

On my grandmother Nancy’s advice, I had kept on doing magic, but I had never seen a magic shop before, didn’t even know such things existed, so I was blown away when I walked through the door and saw the number of tricks, props, illusions, gadgets and books inside. The place was a kaleidoscope of magic paraphernalia and I spent most of my pocket money on a trick that produced ‘smoke’ from your fingertips when you rubbed them together and two books entitled The Klutz Book of Magic by John Cassidy and Michael Stroud and Practical Hypnotism by Ed Wolff.

When I read the hypnotism book I was immediately fascinated. On the front of the book was a hypnotic spiral which I cut out and put on a pin so that I could spin it in front of people’s eyes as per the instructions inside. When I got back home and finished reading it, I couldn’t wait to find out if this hypnosis thing was actually real. As usual, my parents and my sister were the first guinea pigs for my newly acquired hypnosis skills. Of course, when I tried it, it didn’t work on them. So I was still unsure as to whether hypnosis was real or not.

The Klutz Book of Magic, however, had given me great new ideas and tricks and I wanted to try them out on the public. At the time there were a lot of talent shows being held in pubs in the Waterford area, but after my previous experience of performing in public, I was wary of following my grandmother’s advice when she suggested overcoming my impostor syndrome by entering them all. I knew my dad had been an entertainer when he was younger and had starred in musicals and ‘Tops of the Town’ shows in the area for years, so I decided to ask him for advice. He said, ‘Keith, if you practise, practise, practise, put the work in and know you have done the best you possibly can to be ready, then you can be confident of success.’

PRACTICE MAKES PERMANENT

When it comes to card tricks, there is an old magician’s saying that you should ‘practise until your fingers bleed, then put on plasters and practise until the plasters wear off. Then you know you’re ready.’

While refining the tricks I’d learned from The Klutz Book of Magic, I spent weeks and months with a deck of cards in my hands for up to eight hours a day. I would spend that time practising shuffles, cuts, slices, lifts and tricks. I would hold the cards all day just to get a feel for them. I got into the habit of showing anyone who entered my vicinity a card trick, which is something I have carried over to the present day. I sometimes made mistakes, but by making those mistakes in front of my family and friends, I learned from them without fear – and each mistake I made at home helped me ensure it wouldn’t happen in front of a crowd.

Even now, as a professional magician, I practise daily. I almost always have a deck of cards very near me. I practise showmanship. I practise sleight of hand in front of a mirror. I even practise speaking. In the middle of writing this section, I had a pitch meeting with an executive from a US TV channel. Every chance I got, in between working and spending time with my family, I practised for the pitch meeting. I practised so much that in the middle of the meeting I actually lost my voice for the first time in over five years. In the middle of the most important meeting of the year! Thankfully, it was at the end of my presentation, and I was able to hand over to my producer and chug a glass of water before signing off.

You, too, should practise whatever you need to practise, be that a presentation, a job interview or a wedding speech. Practise the way you hold yourself, the way you speak, the way you smile, everything. Practise on your family, on your friends and especially in front of the mirror. Record and review your practice sessions on your smartphone. Make your mistakes there and correct those mistakes as you go along.

By practising for weeks on end and forcing myself to do a lot of magic in front of a lot of people, my nerves eased slightly and my performance in the talent shows began to improve, although I never actually won any of them.

THE POWER OF SAYING HELLO

After entering almost every talent show in Waterford, at 15 years of age I borrowed one of my dad’s suit jackets, even though it was too small for me, and made my way into the city with the plan of going into every local restaurant and asking if I could do some table-hopping close-up magic for their customers as they dined. By then I had become quite adept at close-up magic and the nervousness regarding tricks was all but gone. Meeting new people and putting a business proposal to them, however, was a different prospect.

If you want to be confident when attending a business or social event, or simply when meeting new people, I’ve found that having a couple of simple things prepared can make a huge difference. To get over the hump of meeting new people at social events, I found magic was a great way to introduce myself when I was younger. ‘Hello, how are you? I’m Keith. I’m a magician. Do you wanna see something you will remember for the rest of your life?’ was my regular opening line. I will even give you a few of my favourite tricks at the end of this book that you can also use to help break the ice in any environment.

But you don’t need magic to have confidence walking into a room full of people. Preparing a couple of things, a couple of sentences or a couple of bits of information that you know are appropriate for the environment you are going into will go a very long way. If that environment is a blind date or a social gathering, then four or five questions about the other person’s favourite movie, favourite band, favourite sports team can often get a conversation rolling. Five or ten simple lines or questions can get a conversation started. Once you have those lines out and you can get into the flow, you’re off.

A simple hack to boost your confidence in talking to new people is to take every opportunity to do just that. When you go for a walk put your technology away. It blows my mind the number of people who have their heads down, hoodies up and earbuds in, retreating from the world during their walks. Instead of listening to headphones or scrolling through social media, simply say hello and smile at each person you meet. You may not get a reply from everyone, but you will get a reply from most. Sometimes you will even get a full-blown chat and when you do, you will be surprised at how easy it is. The weather, the traffic, the news are all common topics of conversation and there are no wrong ways to start a conversation.

Unless I am having a very odd off day (yes, it does happen, but not often) I am always ready to make eye contact and simply say hello to strangers. Even if you say, ‘It’s a cold day today,’ and the other person thinks it’s hot then you will get another couple of sentences out of that. You don’t have to spend ages talking to somebody but the simple act of saying hello will expose you to meeting new people and starting conversations that will boost your confidence.

The first restaurant I went into as a 15-year-old was the Wine Vault, one of the best restaurants in Waterford at the time. I had already envisaged myself traipsing around the twenty or so restaurants in town in the slim hope of getting into any of them, so I was prepared to take no for an answer and move to the next restaurant. As it happened, the owner, David Dennison, had seen somebody do table magic while he was on holiday in France, and when I pitched him my idea of doing magic at the tables, he said yes straight away.

As I left the premises, delighted that I had landed myself a weekend job doing magic, I began to realise I had something else to worry about. I would have to introduce myself to complete strangers over and over again. For the next day or two I tried to come up with a way of breaking the ice between myself and the customers. I eventually ended up introducing myself to the Wine Vault’s diners every Friday evening by saying, ‘Hi, I’m the wandering magician and I was wandering if you’d like to see some magic?’ While it may have been corny, the line almost always worked. I got paid the princely sum of £20 every Friday and sometimes got enough tips off the customers to double my pay.

While my magic skills had begun to earn me a few bob, the jury was still out on hypnosis – until one day in school, when I unexpectedly managed to hypnotise David Burke in the middle of double Irish!

As David began to strut around the classroom clucking like a chicken, I sat there as amazed as everyone else that my hypnotism had worked. Much to the amusement of my classmates, and the consternation of our Irish teacher, David strutted around the room clucking, squawking, and flapping his arms, totally unaware that everyone else was looking on astounded.

As we all laughed, David continued to cluck and peck until a shout from the teacher shocked him back to reality and he returned, bewildered, to his seat, where he promptly got detention for something he couldn’t even remember doing. That was the first moment I realised hypnosis was real and I rejoiced in the fact that my practising had finally paid off.

Not only did that chicken incident change my life but it changed David’s too. Afterwards, he asked me for a loan of the hypnosis book. Although we have remained friends ever since, I didn’t get that book back until about twenty-five years later. He presented it to me live on the Late Late Show and revealed to the viewers that he had been a hypnotherapist in Waterford for over a decade. I now regularly call him for advice on hypnotic techniques, as I regard him as the best hypnotherapist in Ireland by a long mile.

At home, I was still learning new magic tricks and continued to try hypnotism on members of my family whenever we met up for parties or gatherings. My first realisation that hypnotism could be used not just for entertainment purposes but to actually help people was when I convinced my father’s friend Michael to let me try and persuade him to give up smoking. Although I wasn’t nearly as proficient at the technique as a teenager as I am now, I sat him down that evening in my house and when I was finished, he refused a cigarette for the first time in over thirty years. Michael never smoked a single cigarette ever again. After that, I knew I wanted to become a hypnotist as well as a magician, but there was something more important looming on the horizon: my Leaving Certificate.

Academically, my veterinary dreams went out the window when I scored a pretty average 365 points on my first attempt. Even after repeating my exams the following year and boosting my score by one hundred points or so, I was still nowhere near the level required for veterinary college. When I told my parents that I wanted to be a full-time magician and hypnotist instead, they weren’t exactly overwhelmed by the idea. While they had watched me progress over the years, they saw magic and hypnotism as hobbies. Although they would continue to support my passions, they told me in no uncertain terms that I was going to college to further my education.


2.

FROM JACK THE LAD
TO KING OF CLUBS

HOW TO OPEN DOORS WITH YOUR TOES

BEFORE LEAVING MOUNT SION, I did an aptitude test one day with one of the nicer teachers in the school, Mr Barry (no relation). At the end of the test, he said, ‘Well, Keith, the results tell me you’re not great at science, so whatever you do in college, don’t do science.’ I had applied to various courses and colleges but when my CAO offers came back and veterinary science was out the window, perhaps with my teacher’s words of advice ringing in my ears, the rebel in me chose to study a four-year Bachelor of Science degree in University College Galway. Unlike secondary school, I loved college life. I made some great friends and made the most of Galway’s vibrant nightlife, festivals and parties and, as it turned out, I excelled at science without having to study too much.

I went home every weekend and continued working my close-up magic in the Wine Vault. By then I had made a few contacts through my shows and got to know popular Waterford entertainer Conor Halpin, who generously gave me a lot of work as a kids’ magician. When I was 18 and had completed my first year in college, Conor got me a summer job as a kids’ magician on the ferry from Rosslare to Cherbourg.

While the trip took 18 hours, I only had an hour’s work to do, had my own cabin and was getting paid £80 a day. The ferry was my first experience of mingling with other entertainers. On board there were Irish dancers, comedians and singers and for 18-year-old me it was all a big adventure. The ferry was my first introduction to the theatre of big stage shows, though, and with older, more experienced people involved, I suddenly found I was quite nervous in that environment.

While families in general were placid when it came to watching the singers, dancers and other artists, I found that as a magician I didn’t get the same treatment. As the children’s entertainer, I was seen by some families as the babysitter for the duration of my show. I would have kids from maybe fifty different families who always wanted to know how a magic trick was done. If they thought they knew, even if they were miles off, they weren’t long in letting me and everybody else know their theories.

After a while, doing magic on the ship reminded me of being back at my very first kids’ party in the Ard Rí and it began to knock my confidence again. At one point, my performance anxiety hit such a peak that I came up with a mid-show routine so that, under the pretence of looking for a prop, I could quickly duck behind my cloth-covered magic table and vomit into an empty bucket I had there. The trick was to get the kids to shout the magic words ‘Wizzy wizzy woo’ over and over so that they couldn’t hear me puking.

At the end of one particularly nervous show I decided to throw in a gag. I told all the kids in the audience to go and get ten pence from their parents, who were sitting around the entertainment area looking on. When the kids returned, I told them to put their ten pence into their closed hands and shout the words ‘MAGIC, MAGIC, MAGIC’ out loud. When they did, I told them to shout even louder. Again, they all followed my instructions as the parents stuck their fingers in their ears to drown out the noise.

‘Okay, kids,’ I smiled, winking at the onlooking parents, ‘you’re now all holding a magic ten pence. Later on, tonight, when you go to bed, put that ten-pence piece under your pillow and when you wake up in the morning it will have turned into a twenty-pound note.’

As the adults laughed and groaned, I walked off stage happy to be finished for the night. I thought no more of it until I was awoken by a bang on the door of my cabin at seven o’clock the next morning. When I opened the cabin door, the chief purser, the ship’s manager if you like, was standing there holding a piece of paper. It was a note that read, ‘I owe you £20, the magician.’ Beside the chief purser was a young kid whose parents obviously didn’t think much of my gag and were pretty irate about having to fork out £20 to their child.

To save face, I gave the kid twenty quid out of my own pocket, but even then, the child’s parents were quite snotty about it when I saw them afterwards. I got a slap on the wrist off the chief purser and spent most of the day replaying the scene in my mind and worrying about the coming night’s performance. Were there going to be more kids demanding money? Were there going to be more angry adults waiting for me? What was I doing thinking I could be a magician in the first place?

That night I was more nervous than ever. I felt like everyone was out to get me: the parents, the kids, the chief purser. I was so nervous that my whole body had begun to tense up and for some reason I had curled my toes as tight as I could. Just before I went on stage, I found myself randomly mumbling the words ‘It’s going to be okay. They’re my best friends, they’re my best friends, they’re my best friends...’ over and over again to myself to calm myself down.

AFFIRMATIONS

I have since learned, of course, that affirmations like the one a panic-stricken teenage me had been blabbering to myself backstage that night have been around for donkey’s years. The reason affirmations have been around so long is because they work. Most of the world’s top performers, from sports stars to businesspeople, use affirmations. So, what are they and how do they work?

Many people have heard the phrase ‘Every day, in every way, I’m getting better and better.’ It’s so old it’s new again and a lot of people probably have heard it without realising it’s an affirmation. Although that particular affirmation is a good starting point, I have discovered that the more detail you can add into your affirmations the more effective they will be. As with the basketball experiment in the introduction, affirmations work because our brains don’t know the difference between reality and a good visualisation. When you regularly repeat affirming statements, your brain begins to take these statements as fact. I have since updated and added what began as a panic-stricken ramble into one of my regular pre-show affirmations and I use others every single day.


STOP NOW, grab your journal and take a moment to write down three short affirmations that really resonate with you at this moment in time.

For example, if you are nervous or scared of what other people think of you, then maybe you can use an affirmation like:

‘Nobody but me decides how I feel. I am confident and capable at what I do. I own my mind; nothing and no one will enter it without my permission,’ or ‘I believe in my abilities. I trust each and every decision I will make today will be the right decision for me. I deserve good things and I am confident in my ability to achieve everything I want in life.’



Affirmations, when repeated regularly, can help trick your brain into believing you are brimming with confidence. Once your brain believes those affirmations, it’s only a matter of time before you actually are brimming with confidence and belief in yourself.

Make affirmations a daily habit. From now on, every morning when you brush your teeth or wash your face, look in the mirror and repeat your affirmations to yourself. You can even set a reminder on your phone to do it again before an important event or meeting, before you go to bed or as often as you like during the day. You can even go old school, as I do, and have Post-it notes all over your office or bedroom with your affirmations written on them, so you see them on a daily basis. I also have them set as my home screen on my iPad, iPhone and laptop. Do not underestimate the power of affirmations.

CURL YOUR TOES TO CONFIDENCE

Back on the ferry that night, I was so nervous that I actually kept my toes curled tight as I walked on stage and was in a reasonable amount of discomfort as I began the show. While I might have updated my pre-stage affirmations since working on the ferry, I’ve kept curling my toes ever since.

Over the years, I have seen performers use various affirmations and other techniques to settle themselves down, from stretching to tapping themselves, to doing vocals or jumping up and down and shaking. I’ve even seen some experienced entertainers on the side of the stage vomiting, just like I did on the ferry. That’s a place you don’t want to be.

At 18 on the ferry, I was so nervous that my whole body was tensing up. At that point I knew I had to do something to get over it, and curling my toes when I go out on stage is just a thing that I accidentally discovered works for me. The toe-curling technique distracted my subconscious from being nervous on the ferry. My mind was too busy wondering what was going on with the discomfort in my toes to be nervous. Subsequently, I understood that curling my toes as I repeated my affirmation also served as a physical anchor to the affirmation and released feel-good hormones such as dopamine and serotonin into my body.

Thankfully, what I discovered that night worked and since then I have incorporated curling my toes into a creative visualisation that I use to gain instant confidence, which I will share with you at the end of this section. Although it started out of panic, now, whenever I curl my toes it settles my autonomic nervous system down and I feel calm and assured.

In second year in UCG, my girlfriend began studying psychology in Galway. While we lived miles apart, we got to see each other quite a bit some days and I’d often browse through some of her course books as she studied. Pretty soon I was engrossed in psychology as much as magic and hypnotism. It was through reading her psychology books that I began to develop my interest in the power of the mind, and when I combined my new knowledge with my earlier interests in magic and hypnotism it had a very big influence on where my career ended up going.

At 21, I graduated from Galway with a first-class honours degree in chemistry. I got an award for the highest marks ever achieved in a BSc in UCG up until then and had signed up to do a PhD, but I ended up taking a job as a cosmetic scientist in Dublin instead.

Although I spent my days inventing women’s make-up and men’s skincare products for Oriflame in Sandyford, I still wanted to do magic full-time at some stage in the future, and carried a pack of cards with me almost everywhere I went. On a specific night out with Damien, a friend from work, those cards came in handy.

I had never really gone out in Dublin before so after a few hours in the pubs around Temple Bar, when Damien suggested we try to get into the Kitchen nightclub I presumed it was just like every other nightclub – that you got in as long as you were dressed smartly enough and weren’t absolutely stone drunk or causing trouble.

The Kitchen, though, was the most happening nightclub in Dublin, if not Ireland, at the time. When we arrived outside there was a queue to get in that stretched all the way around the block. When Damien saw the line of people outside, he turned to go somewhere else. I curled my toes, grabbed him by the arm, assured him we’d get in and remembered some words of advice my father had given me as a youngster.

CHANGE YOUR POSTURE

My father used to say, ‘Pull your shoulders back when you enter the room,’ or ‘Stand tall and stick your chest out when you go on stage.’ It was his way of saying, ‘Look tall, be confident.’ Your posture reveals a lot about how you are feeling inside. If you are standing slumped over or sitting curled forward with your legs crossed or your hands or elbows on your knees or across your body, you are taking up as little space as possible, which indicates a submissive or nervous position.

The good thing about posture is that by simply changing the way you stand or sit, you can completely change the way you feel. In 2012, social psychologist Amy Cuddy gave a TED talk explaining how just two minutes of posing in open body ‘power poses’ that take up space, such as standing with your legs apart and your hands on your hips like Superman or Superwoman, sends a signal to the brain that you’re feeling confident. Your brain then lowers your levels of cortisol, the primary stress hormone, and it also produces more testosterone.

These poses can be done in a bathroom or a lift or even outside a building where you need to feel confident. They can even be done before you turn on your camera ahead of your next dreaded Zoom call. I find that combining the poses with positive self-affirmations immediately before an event always leads to an increase in my confidence levels. Try them before your next presentation, interview or public speech. The effects may surprise you.

To stand confidently while talking to somebody, keep your chin level with the ground instead of pointing down to it. Align your feet with your shoulders and keep your feet five to six inches apart and pointing in the direction of the person you are speaking to. To feel more confident in your next online meeting sit up tall in your chair, pull your shoulders back and stare directly into the camera when speaking.
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