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TO MY CHILDREN:


YOU’VE GIVEN ME JOY BEYOND
 ALL MEASURE. 


TO MY WIFE:


YOU’VE GIVEN ME EVERYTHING
 AND ARE MY EVERYTHING. 










A Note on Terminology



In the US, “mentalist” means a performer who uses psychology, suggestion and observation to read and influence people. In the UK, it can carry different connotations. Throughout this UK edition, “mentalist” and “mentalism” are used in the US sense.










ONE



Channel Your Inner Mentalist


Picture this.


I’m a guest on a private island in the British Virgin Islands. A band plays steel drums as the clear waters of the Caribbean Sea gently lap the pristine shoreline. Chefs tend to jerk chicken sizzling on an elaborate barbecue while a team of uniformed servers weaves in and out of the crowd. The breeze smells like spices, hibiscus, and money. It’s magic hour, the last golden light of day washing over us. All the beautiful people are enjoying bespoke cocktails. The other guests and I can’t help stealing glances skyward; our host on Necker Island has just returned from the edge of space on his Virgin Galactic rocket.


Sir Richard Branson’s people could have hired anyone to celebrate the occasion. I mean, this is a man who has Mick Jagger on speed dial, right between Paul McCartney and the King. To my surprise and delight, his team chose me. I’m working the crowd, going from group to group, building up excitement and momentum as we all wait for the guest of honor. Suddenly, his friends and family part like the Red Sea. The barefoot billionaire appears, sporting a deep tan that contrasts with his iconic white-blond hair and open linen shirt, flashing that unforgettable smile. Everything about the scene feels surreal.


A moment such as this demands nothing less than the best, and I’m ready with one of my strongest reputation-making tricks. I lock eyes with the man, the myth, the legend, and it is go time.


“Imagine someone’s face, anyone at all, and see them in your mind’s eye,” I say. Then, using a small pair of scissors, I start slicing and dicing one of my business cards, like a child carving out a meticulous snowflake. Everyone around me whispers as they start to anticipate where this might be going.


When I ask him who he is thinking of, he casually says, “Barack.” Then he adds, “Obama,” in case I wasn’t sure which Barack he has in mind.


I unfold the paper and hold it up against my dark gray suit, revealing the freshly cut silhouette of the former president. The audience gasps in astonishment, but Branson, who does billion-dollar deals before breakfast, isn’t so outwardly effusive. Instead, he gives me a sly little smile. The best way I can describe his reaction is that it’s like having the Godfather reach over and pinch you on the cheek as an understated sign of respect and affection.


Sir Richard tucks the piece of paper into his breast pocket. He looks over his shoulder to make sure no one else hears him, leans in close, and whispers, “I’ll give this to him tomorrow when he arrives.”


What If You Could Read Minds?


Who hasn’t wished they could read someone else’s mind? How much easier would everything be if we could just figure out what other people were thinking, right? I mean, you’d probably never fight with your spouse again because you’d understand that should he or she say, “It’s nothing,” it would definitely be something, and you could act preemptively.


What if reading minds gave you practical skills, enabling you to predict the right time to ask your boss for a raise, to cease self-sabotage, or to stop procrastinating and start doing? You’d be more confidently persuasive, able to influence those around you in an effortless manner. How great would that be?


Of course, mind reading would be nice to have if you found yourself in a position of weakness, because you’d have the formula to flip that power dynamic to your benefit. By knowing what’s in another person’s head, you could get a gatekeeper to give you what you want, whether it’s an extension on an assignment or a waiver from your homeowners’ association. Reading minds would make you better at understanding human nature, which makes it the ultimate cheat code in life.


What would be even more useful than reading other people’s minds? The ability to read your own. Picture the results of tapping into your motivations and learning how to change your outcomes; of pushing past what’s kept you stuck. What if you could set yourself up for success in the long term?


You can do all of this using the skills of a mentalist.


I’ve spent almost thirty years learning how to reverse engineer the human mind. Knowing how you think reveals to me what you think. From Tom Brady to Serena Williams, Howard Stern to Shaq, I’ve convinced some of the most notable people on the planet that I can access their innermost thoughts. But guess what? My entire career is built on a lie.


Ready for a bombshell?


I can’t actually read minds.


What I can do is read people … and so can you! You already do it hundreds of times a day, every time you interact with another human being at home, at work, on the street, and everywhere in between, and I can help you be even better at it. Few skills will take you further in life than learning how to channel your inner mentalist. Reading people is a critical step to achieving what you want in this world. From getting ahead to getting what you want, the tactics I employ as a mentalist can be repurposed from entertainment to success in everyday life.


All of us have an internal BS detector that we developed from being around people, from getting social stimulus. What you may not realize is you were born being able to read minds. You can tell when someone’s not paying attention to you. You can tell when someone’s lying to you. (If you’re a parent, you’re really good at this.) You can tell when someone’s interested in you or when they’re faking it. We all have this sense. Well over two-thirds of communication is nonverbal1, so it’s not a matter of what people say but how they say it, and even what they leave unsaid.


Mentalism is magic of the mind. Rather than using fast hands to fool your eyes, I watch the way people move. I listen to the words they choose. I study their patterns and behaviors, often without them realizing I’m doing so. Mentalism is all about psychology, observation, memory, and communication. These small signals tell a much bigger story—and once you know what to look for, you can “read” people almost instantly. When I say to channel your inner mentalist, what I mean is this skill is instinctual. When you were a baby, long before you understood spoken language, you were able to interpret your parents’ thoughts by studying their faces. The furrow of a brow, the flicker of an eyelid, the pull of the upper lip; all of it infused with meaning. The first time we smiled at our parents and they smiled back, we said to ourselves, Oh God, when I do the thing with my mouth, that makes people pay attention to me! And it’s that first bit of dopamine that gets us going. The ability to interpret other people is innate in all of us because we’re social creatures; it’s why our species has survived.


The question isn’t Do you have the skills? because the answer is You do. The question is How do you take your skills to the next level? How do you improve on your instincts and learn to trust them more?


This isn’t about tricks. It’s about transformation. I’m going to teach you the very techniques I’ve used to perform for millions of people around the world—but more important, I’m going to show you how to apply them in your own life to create real, lasting change. You don’t have to be a mentalist to think like one. You just need a shift in mindset—and a few powerful tools.


So, I’ll walk you through how I became a mentalist and start you on the path to honing your skills so you can learn to read people and apply the principles of mentalism to your everyday life. And, crucially, to develop the ability to look into the mirror and start to read that person’s mind, which seems daunting, but it’s not. In fact, it’s easier than you think!


Like Magic


When I was thirteen, my parents took me on a cruise where I saw a magician perform for the very first time. I was captivated as I watched miracle after miracle. And then the most incredible thing happened: He picked me to join him onstage. The magician performed a classic known as “the sponge balls,” where the balls appeared, disappeared, and changed in number and size in my hands. An obsession was born and, from that moment on, I spent my time stalking him because I just had to see more. (FYI, there are surprisingly few places on a ship a grown man can hide, especially from a determined kid with nothing better to do.)


When I got home, I checked out every single book on magic at the library and read them from cover to cover … twice. You could not find me at any point of the day without a deck of cards in hand, literally: I found waterproof cards to practice with in the shower. By the time I’d turned fourteen, it was apparent that magic was more than a passing fad for me. But I didn’t need to be a mentalist to understand that my mother was tired of driving me to Wunderground, the local magic store in metro Detroit where I grew up, and paying for the tricks to satisfy my obsession. Ever pragmatic, my mom told me if I was serious about pursuing magic, I needed to get a job and start supporting my own hobby. My folks were on the cusp of divorce back then, so it’s possible that my bending of spoons at the breakfast table didn’t exactly ease collective stress.


Anyway, instead of taking a paper route, babysitting, or shoveling driveways, I did what seemed the most logical thing for a kid in my position—I decided to try and get a job as a strolling magician, who does close-up magic while mingling with the crowd. I imagined all the tricks I could buy and how I could take my magic to the next level. At no point did it occur to me that my idea was (a) half-baked or (b) almost certainly destined to fail, because otherwise I’d never have tried in the first place. Ignorance can be bliss. If I’d asked someone else how to land that job, they’d have told me, “First you have to do this, then you have to do that,” and I would have psyched myself out of even trying.


Zia’s, a family-style Italian restaurant in a strip mall a half mile from home, seemed the most logical place to give my magic gig a shot because its location was cursed. Every restaurant that opened there failed after a couple years. So I figured they could use my magical touch, pun intended.


I decided to go in one day after school with my mom, which happened to be perfect timing because at 4:00 p.m. the place was mostly empty between shifts. We sat at the bar alone, ordered some beverages and appetizers, and I started performing for my mom. This caught the bartender’s eye, so I asked him if he wanted to see some magic, too—which was exactly my plan. Had I gone in during the lunch rush or at dinner, he probably would’ve ignored me. But because he and the rest of the staff weren’t busy, he said, “Let’s get a bigger crowd going.” He called over several servers and, the next thing I knew, the general manager was coming by to see what was going on.


My mom, always my number one fan and a slightly pushy Israeli, gave me the eyebrow raise that indicated this was my moment. It was time to start selling. My mother and I tag-teamed, asking when their slowest night was and if they ever had entertainment. Like any good attorney, we asked our questions already knowing what answers we wanted them to give, leading them to the conclusion that I was what their restaurant was missing.


Why were they so willing to give me that shot? Maybe they were grasping for straws and thought, We need whatever hook we can get to have this restaurant take off. Lo and behold, I landed one night per week of strolling magic, going table to table. I was too young to drive so I walked there carrying my small bag of tricks, freshly printed business cards, and a dream.


The one thing I already understood was the concept of “Fake it till you make it.” My superpower was acting like I knew what I was doing even when I didn’t. I had my pitch perfected because I’d gone over it in my head a hundred times. That’s why when I got in front of Zia’s owners, with a proud Jewish mother behind me, I projected an aura of confidence and pulled out my best tricks. They bought it; I was in.


Pick Your Moment


Performing close-up magic at Zia’s was probably the best education I could ever receive about learning to read people. I was able to iterate how to approach strangers and how to get a sense of what they thought of me even before I began performing. My mind would race trying to answer the questions: What do they think of my act? How do I win their favor? How can I get them to want more?


Through trial, error, and all kinds of rejection, I learned that my tricks were only a small part of the show as a whole. Everything counted, from my personality and my energy to the statements I’d make upon greeting them.


When I’d walk up to the table, every factor made an impression, even my smile and my body position. I learned fast that timing is everything. If people had just sat down and hadn’t yet ordered, they could be flustered or get angered by my presence. They hadn’t unpacked their day yet. They needed a minute with their drinks and a few calories from the bread basket to ease their tension. I used all these little bits of info when deciding the right moment to visit a table.


The sweet spot was just after they’d ordered, when the excitement of making their choices was over and there was a lull in the conversation as they anticipated their meals. Diners were the most relaxed and their guards were down. That’s when I could go up to them and say, “How’s everybody doing tonight?” I knew that when they saw me come over—obviously not their server or the manager—their minds would race with questions, so I would address their objections before they were even consciously aware of them. While I’d yet to study any psychology in junior high, Zia’s taught me about heuristics, meaning the mental shortcuts people take to make quick decisions. My customers’ default setting was assuming I shouldn’t be there, so I’d immediately counter that. I’d tell them, “The owners have a treat for you tonight!” indicating that not only was I welcome, but I was a value-add and management wanted me to be there.


You’ve likely been in very similar situations when wanting to get something from someone and trying to find the best moment to do so. Let’s say you want to ask your boss for a raise. It’s important to you, so you have it on your calendar to talk to him or her first thing on Monday morning, when they’re back from their annual vacation cruise. It’s a big deal, so you want to get it out of the way right now. But if you do it then, even though you’ve worked your butt off and may well deserve that raise, you may be shooting yourself in the foot. Because your raise is not necessarily as important and immediate a concern to your boss.


Put yourself in their shoes—does your boss have a million other things on their plate? Are they normally in the best mood first thing in the morning, especially after an extended break? You know this person. You’ve worked with them for years. You’ve seen when they’re at their kindest, their most receptive, their most generous, and it’s rarely at 8:30 a.m. on Monday when their phone is ringing off the hook, their inbox is full, and they haven’t even touched their coffee yet.


When I was working the restaurant, was I technically employed if they paid me fifty dollars under the table and sent me home with some spaghetti? I quickly learned ways to hype up a table before I’d perform. I’d ask, “Did you hear what’s going on?” They’d say no, but with that one question, I shifted their hesitation to anticipation, and instead of being bothered, they were now intrigued. I’d continue, “Then you’re in luck!” further piquing their curiosity. Who doesn’t want to be lucky? Who doesn’t want to feel in the know? Every word and phrase was designed to grab their attention and not let them go. I was setting a path in motion and that is key to tapping into the minds of others. This is Human Behavior 101: learning to anticipate the thoughts of others before they even think them.


When I’m performing, I don’t use this anticipation to amaze you. I use these little sweeteners to get you to like me, to get you interested in what I’m presenting, and to win you over so the experience is all the more memorable. And you can do the same. Like in the example above, when asking for a raise: You know your boss. You know when she or he is at their best, their happiest, their most generous. Learn their patterns, make an effort to actively pay attention to their moods, and use this knowledge to strike when the time is right!


Shift Out of Autopilot


Zia’s taught me the value of being an active participant, one who remains present in every moment and pays attention to every little detail. More important, I learned that I needed to make an opportunity happen, rather than wait for others to take the initiative. This is something all of us can improve in our lives and occurs only when you take charge and assume responsibility. For example, think about your day-to-day life with your spouse. How often are you truly present? And how often are you just going through the motions? We are bombarded with so much information that, with our eyes alone, we’re processing one megabyte of data every second.2 To handle the thousands of tiny decisions we make every day—from seasoning our food to picking out a tie—our brains create habits to help us process this info. These habits we develop help us to not be overwhelmed by information, yet they also make us default to autopilot. We counter this by leaning into active participation.


In lieu of going through the motions, try to view things from your spouse’s perspective. Consider what might be on their mind. Are they anxious about work? Are they worried about the kids? Are they stressed about everything on their to-do list? The simple act of being able to read the room can be a relationship saver. (Again, this is tied closely to timing.)


If I performed my show on autopilot, I would mess up all the time—even though I know every formal beat of my performance by heart. I must be hyperfocused when I’m with an audience. I have to study everything they’re doing, like their traits, their mannerisms, their eyes, their body language, and even their pauses. The smallest “um” uttered by a spectator at the wrong moment might seem harmless at first glance and would likely go unnoticed by the audience. But for me, even a small moment of disconnection can spell doom if not immediately addressed. That “um” may indicate that something was missed or that my participant may be mildly confused. This is a big red flag that I simply can’t ignore. For example, this tells me their brain thought of one thing and then shifted to another. That one little pause could be the difference between succeeding and failing on a trick in front of thousands of people.


Failure was my teacher and my motivator in the restaurant days. When I first started working the gig, I’d walk up to a table and say, “Oh, are you ready? Let me do some magic.” Then many of the diners would just laugh and go, “No thanks, kid.” You’re walking up to someone, ready to give them your all and they reject you? What a gut punch. (We’ll delve deeper into dealing with rejection in a later chapter.) It’s hard to move past that.


I could have left the rude table and thought to myself, What a bunch of jerks. The easiest thing is to shift the blame onto them rather than learn from this situation. Then I’d be annoyed, that tension would impact me, and I’d bring that kind of negative energy to the next group. When you’re going up to fifty or more tables in a shift and three in a row treat you poorly, it can ruin your whole attitude.


My tricks weren’t paying for themselves, though, so I had develop thicker skin. Instead of quitting, I tried to figure out what I could do that might yield different results, and I learned that every “no thanks” was giving me the data I needed to turn my next interaction into a “yes, please.”


I discovered that instead of being mad at them, I’d be more effective in the long run if I tried to understand them. I couldn’t let myself wallow in that rejection. Our brains are hardwired to register and dwell on negative events. This is called “negativity bias” and it means we feel the pain of rejection far more deeply than the balm of praise.3


I didn’t know anything about neural processing back then. I had no idea that a negative stimulus resonated more strongly in my cerebral cortex. All I knew was that I’d feel better if I tried to put a positive spin on the situation—I’d be more focused on the task at hand instead of distracted and diminished by the recent past. So I’d say to myself, What if their kid is sick at home? What if they had a huge fight right before they came? I feel really bad for them. They must be having a rough night. I can’t wait to bring joy to the next person.


I also started conducting after-action reviews to see where I may have veered off the rails. Maybe I’d realize that they’d been talking and I had interrupted. How would I feel if someone interrupted me? I had already started on the wrong foot when I walked up to them, and so I’d had to climb up a hill just to get their attention to win them back over. That was my fault, not theirs. In so many instances we tend to blame the other person instead of examining our own behavior to see what we could have done better instead—as if in a failed interaction there is only one party to blame.


When you walk up to somebody and they don’t know you, what’s the first thing that often happens? They get tense. You can see it. I mean, imagine you’re standing at the ATM and someone approaches you—that’s anxiety-provoking for sure. Your body goes into fight-or-flight. This happened to me a couple months ago. Someone was panhandling and they came up to me as I was putting in my PIN. I said, “Listen, I’m getting money out. I’m willing to help you, but give me a minute and I’ll meet you outside.” A better way of handling this would be if he held the door for me on my way out and then said, “If you can spare any change, that’d be amazing.” He would have created a totally different feeling in me. Ultimately, I still helped him, but this is something to keep in mind if you’re ever trying to solicit signatures for a petition or donations for a nonprofit. It’s so important for you to consider the other person’s reaction, making sure you don’t interrupt or impose. In a situation where you’re, say, trying to collect signatures, you’re going to find the most success if you acknowledge the other person by saying something like, “I can tell you’re so busy, but I have to quickly share this with you.” Speak with light urgency, empathize, and validate their reactions and don’t be surprised when you’re able to get what you need.


Find the Right Energy


A couple of years ago I was presenting and performing at the ESPY Awards, standing arm’s length from LeBron James, arguably one of the most famous people in the world. We were elbow-to-elbow backstage, and he was getting ready to go up and give a speech. We said a brief hello and exchanged pleasantries. I knew that was the absolute worst moment to say, “Hey, LeBron, can I get a selfie?” The timing was just off. Plus, I want to be seen as an equal, and coming up to him as a fan was the surest way to not get what I wanted. For him to give something of value (in this case, the selfie), I would ideally provide him with something of value first. So backstage, pre-speech, just wasn’t the right moment.


However, seconds later, I met Patrick Mahomes, and he was in less of a time crunch, having just wrapped up his stage portion. I ended up talking to him and getting a good vibe. Plus, he knew who I was because earlier I’d performed for his wife, making her the star of my act; I won him over right from the start as I’m sure he typically gets most of the attention. At the end of our conversation, I said, “Patrick, it’s been a real pleasure hanging out tonight, let’s get a picture to remember it!” Without hesitation, he wrapped his arm around me and said, “Oh my God, get in here!” and we took the photos.


I didn’t really need to ask for permission, and I could assume the close, because the timing was right and I’d locked in what matters to him most: his wife’s happiness. So, when I asked for something in return, he was more likely to accommodate wholeheartedly. If I’d tried the same move with LeBron, he probably wouldn’t have acquiesced because he was concentrating on what he was about to say to a huge audience, plus there was nothing in it for him. Often, getting in touch with your inner mentalist is as easy as thinking about what’s going through the other person’s head.


A while back, I was at an incredibly high profile event. This room was filled with the heaviest of heavy hitters in the sports world, including most of the team owners along with the commissioners of the NFL, NHL, NBA, MLB, WNBA, the World Surf League, the IOC, etc. Rarely do you get the chance to be in a room with this many powerful people at the same time. There was an über-successful attendee named Michael. One of my major objectives was to impress and win him over because he throws arguably the most exclusive party in the country each summer.


Always scheming, I planned to punch my ticket to his party that night. I was with Roger Goodell and a couple other people, and I’d already performed three close-up tricks for them while working the crowd during cocktail hour. I always aim to leave people wanting more. One of the biggest rules of success is to never overstay your welcome. If you get to a moment where you see somebody looking down at their phone or starting to check the clock, then you’ve missed the boat. Think about it: Let’s say you’re the biggest Ryan Reynolds fan in the world. You’re having coffee, and Deadpool himself walks in the shop. You’re not going to get distracted and check your phone. You’re not going to look at what time it is. The world has ceased to exist. You could forget to pick up your kids from school at that moment because you’re so focused.


Michael moseyed over right as I was finishing my very best trick. My act is structured to end on the highest note. I’d basically hit a walk-off grand slam and was leaving them on cloud nine … and there’s no such thing as cloud ten. But then someone from the group goes, “Michael, you’ve got to see this!” That wasn’t good. I needed to peel off and plant Michael in a group that was starting from scratch if I wanted to leave him amazed, but I had lost control of the situation. At best, I could keep going and hold the vibe at a plateau. But plateauing wasn’t an option. I had to do another trick for the group, and it had to kill. Michael wasn’t at the same energy level as the rest of the people in this already engaged group, though. It would be like if you walked into the end of a Bon Jovi concert and everyone else has been on this epic journey the whole night. They’re screaming the lyrics to “Livin’ on a Prayer” at the end of his set, but you can’t match their energy because you didn’t have the chance to build yours up yet. Same thing happened here. I did the trick, and it was fine, but because of the energy mismatch, it didn’t produce the results I’d hoped.


I wasn’t invited to perform at his party. I wanted it, but this ended up being a missed opportunity because the situation was out of my control. It’s frustrating, and I’ve played this scenario back in my head dozens of times since. The best I can do is to learn from it. But mark my words—I haven’t given up. I will be at that party one summer soon, because I am relentless once I set a goal.


Here’s what you need to remember: In your head, replace the word no with not yet. Let’s rewire your brain against what you perceive as rejection. When you’re frustrated by a no, you create a self-fulfilling prophecy because you believe that your dream is not going to happen and you stop taking strides toward it. Instead of thinking of “no” as a locked door, think of it as a jammed door. A locked door is final—you can’t get through. But a jammed door isn’t permanently closed; it just needs a bit more effort and finesse to open. It’s not a “no,” it’s a “not yet.” If you keep at it. you’ll eventually get through.


Kill with Kindness


The first rule of working in the service industry—and all industries are, fundamentally, service industries—is that the client is always right. And even if they’re not right and truly unpleasant, as long as you’re not in physical danger, the best approach is to kill that person with kindness. When people would snap at me during my restaurant-working days, I’d say, “Oh, I completely understand. Have a wonderful dinner and if you need something, I’m happy to send the manager right over.” When you meet negative energy with negative energy, it’s just going to fan the flames.


The smartest plan is always to de-escalate a situation. A vital rule of de-escalation is that you don’t charge up on someone who’s running hot, who’s already in a fury and wants to fight. You’re far better off approaching them with a calm you may or may not feel. You want to make yourself seem smaller to calm them down. You don’t match their energy, because then it turns into a competition for who can be more alpha, and that will only heat things up.


I often run into similar issues onstage. Someone in the audience wants to be combative, wants to heckle. I have learned to look at the root of what’s causing them to act this way: This person wants attention. They don’t want to feel like I’m putting them down, but because I’m the one in the spotlight, the power dynamic has me in a superior position. I know how to do something they don’t, and it makes them feel stupid—out of place, insecure, unengaged, or not on the same wavelength as everyone else in the room. That’s when I need to downshift my energy. I need to alter our power dynamic in their mind.


In situations like this, I find a way to communicate that doesn’t place us in opposition, but lets them understand that we’re on the same team. If you and I were on the same team, why would I ever try to steal the ball from you? If we’re both trying to score together, that would be silly. I want them to know that we’re on a level playing field, that I’m not some mythical messiah figure or a psychic: What I do is learnable.


What you have to understand is that my career is built on secrecy. If you get to the core of it, the truth is just that I know how to do something you don’t. I build rapport with the audience, and earn their trust, by dropping little breadcrumbs of how I do it along the way. I’ll create an environment where I open up to them and let them in on the secret, showing them how one of the tricks is done behind the curtain. Suddenly, they’ll say, “That’s so cool!” And I’ll say, “Isn’t it amazing?” Then I’ll raise the bar and use that knowledge against them by employing a different method, and I’ll use the element of surprise to my advantage, leaving the audience even more astounded. Of course, they’ll want to know how I did that, too, but I’ll say, “I have to keep some secrets here. I’ve got to try to impress you now that you’re a mentalist yourself.”


Letting people get a win, giving them that win, or inviting them to feel like they’re in on the trick tells them you’re not trying to steal the attention away from them. It’s a great way to shift the energy, to de-escalate. In many instances when I walk up to a group there’s often a person who wants to be the dominant alpha. They want all eyes on them, which generally stems from a feeling of insecurity. So I give them their moment. I let them call the shots within the framework of the trick I’m doing. I have them make the choices. It’s no different than how I parent my children when asking them, “Do you want one carrot or two broccolis?” because it gives my kids the feeling of having control … and either way they eat their veggies.


It’s important to make people feel like they have agency, that they have choice within the set of parameters you give them. Then, they will choose within that set of constraints, especially if you deliver that choice with a genuine smile and a kind tone. Ultimately, your hecklers can become your biggest cheerleaders. The people you think are going to be the worst in your day-to-day life can end up as your greatest allies if you get inside their heads effectively and learn what makes them tick by trying to assess their true motivation. With hecklers, what drives them is the desire to feel smart, to feel validated. They don’t like when they feel lesser than, and they probably don’t encounter a lot that defies logic. So they won’t just let themselves lean into the wonder of it all.


People want to be seen and heard. They want to feel special. If you can win them over, it flips the script. They want attention, so give them what they want. When I work with football players, I always look for the guy who has his arms crossed, who’s not smiling, because if I can win him over, everyone else will be won over as well. Here’s the thing: Someone in the crowd who’s negative is still engaged. If you give them a win, you can exploit that.


When I was working the private party circuit, I knew that, almost universally, people also wanted to feel like they were getting a deal. Let’s say my goal was to make $500 for a show. (Thankfully my rates have gone up since then!) To get there, I’d give clients an option of three pricing packages: the bronze, the gold, or the platinum.


Human instinct is that no one wants the bronze. They want one of the better options. People will naturally gravitate toward the one in the middle, so I’d ask for $400 for the bronze, $500 for the gold, and $750 for the platinum. People don’t want the basic package because there’s not enough stuff in it—they easily convince themselves it’s missing one or two key pieces. But the extras I’d add on to the more prestige packages are things I would have wanted to incorporate anyway, like strolling around and meeting the audience in advance because that would actually help me when I went onstage. But the client doesn’t know this is something I love doing.


Even now, I run my events this way. I still want to shake hands and perform close-up mentalism. What makes mentalists unique is that there are no other entertainers—comedians, singers, athletes, keynote speakers—who work close-up for groups of two to twenty people at a time. It’s such a powerful experience to be immersed in the show from only a few feet away. When potential clients see that, if they get the gold package, I’ll do the close-up work, they go, “That’s amazing, thank you!” When you price yourself this way, you increase your revenue by providing something extra you’d have provided as a matter of course. What’s interesting in this example is that sometimes what feels natural or easy to you has its own worth. In my case, talking to people beforehand is fun for me, so putting a price on an element of my work that I love not only increases my revenue but also helps me clearly value my own work.


Bottom line, everyone wants to feel like a VIP, and that became evident in my restaurant work. There are simple ways to create that feeling that don’t cost you more than you want to invest. This is why I would walk up to people at their tables and say, “I’m here compliments of the owner, and it’s your lucky night!” When you approach with that energy, right away you’ve established a good feeling. If, instead, I walked up and said, “Do you want to see some magic?” I’d have given people a very easy path to saying no. Human nature positions us to respond positively to hearing that it’s our lucky night, especially when it’s free.


Sometimes despite my best efforts, diners were rude, but I’d never give that energy back to them. Rather I’d be polite and direct, saying, “I’ll see if I can come back later. Several tables have requests for me. Have a wonderful night and enjoy your meal.” Then I would walk away. I wouldn’t be curt; I wouldn’t be emotional about their response. If I had performed one trick and they were rude, disrespectful, or apathetic, I’d think, Okay, you’re cut off. I have something special to share. Other people want it, and I’ll give it to them instead. In that moment, when they realized I was taking my talent away, many would pull a 180 and try to get me to stay. Often, if it was just one person who had been rude, the whole group would turn against them. They’d realize they’d all collectively lost something of value.


The restaurant gigs taught me the importance of aligning myself with people. One person who is an ally can open so many doors. This is basic sales. Generally, about 5 percent of your clientele absolutely love you and they become your champions. They become your promoters. They’re your hype men or hype women. Recently, my good friends had their first child and asked me if I knew anyone who could help with life insurance. I responded, “Yeah, of course! I’ll put you in touch with Frank, he’s my guy, he’s great!” And that’s what you want to be: the go-to guy or gal for that niche, so much so that nobody else is even considered, it’s a lock.


Your fans will talk about you, whether it’s business or personal. When somebody gives you a glowing over-the-top review, that is worth its weight in gold. When you get people to be your champion, you’re unstoppable. So many instances in my career have come down to a handful of people who supported me. In turn, I’ve nurtured those relationships. I’ve tried to make myself valuable to them, done favors for them, gone above and beyond for them, and shown appreciation for the ways they’ve gone above and beyond for me, because these relationships should always be a two-way street.


Play the Long Game


Some of the biggest TV appearances I’ve landed I can trace back nearly twenty years to my finding the name of an event planner in the yellow pages. (For my Gen Z audience—google that move for a blast from the past.) Back then I would call event planners, saying, “I would love to swing by and give your team a very unique treat and perform a gratis show during lunch, or whenever you have downtime,” knowing that they were the gatekeepers responsible for booking acts like mine. Impress a prospective client and maybe you score a show or two, but impress the right event planner and it could mean dozens of gigs down the line. This was a force multiplier and a way to work smarter rather than just harder. With a planner shilling for me, I booked my first bar mitzvah through what had been a free performance. That bar mitzvah led to another bar mitzvah, which led to a holiday party and a birthday party, and on and on. We went many levels deep into Jewish geography. Eventually this led me to the bar mitzvah of the son of a very prominent NFL correspondent on ESPN named Adam Schefter. I kept in touch with him. I made sure that I never fell off his radar, that he always received my newsletter.


Now, this is one of my best pieces of advice: Always take notes. Whenever I met someone new, I’d be sure to jot down a few lines about what was happening in their life. If someone handed me their business card, the moment I was out of their sight I wrote down the date, where I was, and everything they had said to me in the smallest font you can imagine somewhere on that card. Adam and I continued to cross paths over the next few years on the bar mitzvah circuit, and whenever I’d see him at a party, I’d always know his kids’ names and what the family had been up to. We were friendly. I wrote every detail down because we had a connection and I needed him to know that what was important to him was also important to me. You don’t have to be a mind reader to know that people are flattered when you recall details from previous conversations.


A lot of the time, you’ll find yourself moving in the same social circles. You get hired by one person, and then someone else in their group of friends or family hires you again in a year or two. This becomes another moment to shine in front of an already receptive audience. After well over a decade of knowing each other, Adam said, “I need you to meet my boss who runs ESPN’s football content.”


If I had met his boss twelve years earlier, I wouldn’t have been ready. But by this point, I was a seasoned pro with plenty of TV experience under my belt and was ready for this opportunity. My confidence shined; I performed the right routines and highlighted how my act could be tailored to football, could connect with their audiences. I was in the right place with the right person at the right time … and it only took twelve years for me to get the chance. Ultimately, your biggest goals are going to be part of a long game, and every step along the way adds up. This is the same for nearly every profession. You show me an overnight success and I’ll show you the ten plus years of grinding they did to land that big break. So if your long game as, say, a Realtor is to land a million-dollar listing, every lower-dollar condo and ranch home you sell along the way builds your record and your skills.


Flip the Power Dynamic


Now, you would think that, by channeling my inner mentalist, by paying attention to my timing and killing people with kindness and tapping into human nature, I’d make all the right moves and every decision I made would be the wisest one.


That’s why I need to tell you about the time I almost blew it.


I met my wife, Elisa, when I was in my mid-twenties, living my big single life in New York City. We dated for a few months; it was great, but again, I was in my midtwenties. Sometimes you have the best thing in the world in front of you and you don’t even know it. You could have a winning lottery ticket and not realize it. So … I tried to break up with her because I was immature, too scared to commit and focused on all the wrong things. But when I told her we were done, she rejected my move and just said, “No.” I was completely confused, downright flummoxed. What did she mean, “No?” Can you even do that?


In the span of just a few days, I realized how right she was. Elisa explained to me pretty much exactly what was in my head because it seems she was a far better mentalist than I was at the time. She laid out how stupid I was being, how fickle, how the problems that I raised were minor and easy to overcome. She pointed out that rather than taking the hard road of doing the slightest bit of work, I was just going to throw our relationship away. As soon as I realized what a life with her would offer, suddenly I was the one who was begging for more. With our roles flipped and Elisa suddenly in control, I pleaded with her to move in, as I’d recently bought my first apartment. She just replied, “Slow down, buddy.” The shift in our dynamic reminded me of my early magician days working restaurants, when I’d walk up to a group: They didn’t know if they wanted me, and they held all the cards. A minute later when I would do the first amazing trick, they’d be blown away and they’d say, “Don’t stop!” Suddenly, they wanted me more than I needed them.


Learning to rely on our inner mentalist can be a challenge at first, especially when we’re so likely to default to autopilot. It requires us to take a pause, really assess each situation and person, and put ourselves in their shoes. But once you’re used to taking that second to get your bearings, it becomes easier and easier to figure out your timing and not rush through things, as you’re far more likely to get a negative response when you come from a place of impatience. By taking a breath to de-escalate a situation, and doubling down on kindness, you make space for everyone to have a positive outcome. And when you can prove to others that you’ve genuinely listened to them and what they’ve told you is important, you’re far more likely to get what you need from them.


Remember, none of this is magic; it’s mentalism.










TWO



Believe It to Achieve It


The old adage says, “If you fail to plan, then plan to fail.”


That couldn’t be truer in my case. I never go into a performance without a series of contingency plans, in case my initial parachute fails to open. To achieve the best outcome in whatever you do, from selling software to persuading a jury of your client’s innocence, it’s an absolute must to not only visualize your success but also your failure. Being able to anticipate what could go wrong—and create fallbacks—goes a long way toward ensuring a positive end result, so in this chapter we’ll cover how planning for every eventuality is a counterintuitive key to “reading” the minds of others.


Theory of Mind


Much of my planning revolves around the concept of “Theory of Mind,” both personally and professionally. Theory of Mind refers to our ability to attribute mental states to ourselves and others, and to understand that the mental states of others may be different from our own.1


Picture this: It’s a rainy summer day during your childhood. You can hear the heavy drops pelting the windows as the wind howls. You’re stuck inside while visiting your grandmother. You and your little sister are killing time until the weather breaks, so you’ve decided to play hide-and-seek. You’ve determined that the very best hiding spot is tucked inside Granny’s closet behind her dresses. However, you also know that your sister is great at finding you. Maybe she even saw your eyes dart toward your grandmother’s bedroom when you decided to play. So you choose a different area because you’re pretty sure she’ll look in the closet first, as she’s also aware that it’s the best hiding place.


Taking the effort to imagine what someone else is thinking lets you step into someone else’s shoes and see the world from their point of view.


And that is a superpower.


When I was a kid working at the restaurant, I learned to take a beat to consider the diners’ inner monologues. I knew they’d wonder, Is he any good? Because there’s nothing more awkward than having someone perform badly, like a lousy singer or an out-of-tune band, and we’ll have to cringe-smile. How long is this going to be? Will he leave soon? Using Theory of Mind, I realized there were at least ten questions people were asking themselves before they even blinked their eyes when I got to their table. My challenge became to answer all ten of those questions in ten seconds or less.


Your body language and eye contact play a huge role when approaching someone else. In fact, Albert Mehrabian, a body language researcher, found that when it comes to face-to-face communication, 55 percent of communication is nonverbal, 38 percent is vocal, and only 7 percent is words, so approach and eye contact have an outsize impact on the impression you make.2 Think of it like looking at certain animals in the eyes. When you do this, they look down. Direct eye contact can be very awkward and threatening because it feels like you’re crowding them. But if you walk up to an animal at an angle, where you’re really only seeing them with one eye, they get the vibe that you’re one step in, one step out. It feels safer. There’s a similar way to approach people that puts you in a less tense situation. So I would always walk up to the restaurant’s guests in a way that was almost like I was leaving, and that’s when I’d instantly address what I knew they were thinking. This was another way I’d try to set myself up for success.


Let’s say you’re looking for a relationship. So you sign up for a singles event, and yet when you get there, no one’s mingling. Everyone is standing around, looking at their cocktails and waiting for someone else to make the first move. Clearly, it’s awkward, so you could break that tension and shift the energy by calling out how uncomfortable the situation is, saying something casually to your first date, such as, “I don’t know about you, but I was a bit nervous to give this a shot,” all with a grin on your face. The combination of vulnerability and confidence is refreshing to others, even if you don’t really feel confident and are employing a “Fake it till you make it” approach. Maybe you won’t meet the person of your dreams at this event, but at the very least, you’ll break the ice and make some new friends because you verbalized what they were feeling. And who knows what that could lead to?


Here’s another scenario—in this one, you’re a teacher. If you walk into class on the first day, how do you instantly build rapport with your students when they’re on edge and they’re also thinking, Ugh, is this guy going to be dull? Is this lady going to give us a ton of homework? There are all these expectations that are built in, so if you come in and look at the class from the students’ point of view and answer the questions they might not even realize they have yet, you’re going to establish that rapport far more quickly. If you immediately let them know that you’re more interesting than other teachers, those kids are going to want to come to your class—they will look forward to it.


The same holds true if you’re in sales. Every salesperson opens their laptop and says, “Now I’m going to work through my latest product catalog,” and the potential customer’s eyes are likely to glaze over, as they’re so accustomed to this tactic. But if you come in and immediately address what they’re thinking—especially if you guide them there by asking questions—you’re going to have a more receptive audience.


The real power comes from leading with empathy. I like to present my inner monologue out loud when I perform for a big audience. When I get onstage, after the crowd has just watched a minute-and-a-half, high-octane video of supercuts of my most amazing tricks from past TV appearances, people are both intrigued and naturally skeptical. Many of them think this must be fake and like every magic show they’ve seen in the past, filled with sleight of hand tricks. So I’ll say, “You saw my hype reel and you know what? I don’t buy it. Gimme a break … mind reading? We all know that’s impossible. Guess what, I’m the biggest skeptic in the room. If someone was up here telling me that they could read my mind, I wouldn’t buy it either.”


That’s when I’ll add, “Here’s what I want you to know. I don’t read minds; I read people. And each and every one of you can do the same thing, as this is a learnable skill. I just happen to have been practicing for nearly thirty years. Talk is cheap, let me prove it.” Right there, I’m breaking down boundaries and promising them I’m not going to reveal what they’d prefer to keep hidden.


If I were that teacher in front of a new group of students, the first thing I would say is, “If I were you and I was sitting here thinking this class was just going to be dry lectures, I’d be bored out of my mind. So the question I have to ask myself is How do I make this a class that you’ll never forget? One that will make you come in and you’re waiting for the clock to start so we can learn about world history. I want to know from you guys how we can do that because I think this is the most fascinating topic ever, and if I do it right, you will, too.”


I like putting words in people’s heads. Feeding others the vocabulary I want them to use is a way of influencing them, but doing it openly, not secretly. The best speakers lead their audiences to a series of specific conclusions; keeping them engaged and entertained and unaware of the changes taking place in their minds, that is real life mentalism.


The first ten seconds you stand in front of someone are critical; you have to pay attention to everything the other person is giving you, from body language to facial expressions. You have to be aware of everything that might occur to someone when they look you over—how they might judge you. Their assessment of you is set in stone during those first ten seconds. I want you to ask yourself, “Have I ever been in a situation like this before?” If so, look for a pattern. What worked before? Scope out tension or resistance. It’s also useful for you to be conscious of how quickly you judge others and understand that they’re doing the same to you. What are you transmitting and what are they thinking of you? It’s necessary you use that time to set the tone and take control. Verbalize what you believe they’re thinking, expressing their inner voice aloud. Then, you either keep qualifying what they thought initially, such as, “I don’t actually read minds,” or you break down their barriers and burst the stereotypes they had of you from the start.


People always judge a book by its cover—publishers literally design them so you do—and that’s why there’s an adage telling you not to. But it’s futile, because you can’t avoid making a split-second decision about whether a book is for you. The beauty of mentalism is you get to decide what your own book cover looks like. You’ve got to become your own director, acquiring a real, objective perspective on yourself, which is very hard to do. We’re so used to being ourselves that we can’t even imagine listening through someone else’s ears. We all have so much baggage that sometimes we can’t see ourselves the way others do. But when you’re able to step back and assess yourself, to take an unbiased, 360-degree view of how you’re coming across both verbally and nonverbally, it suddenly becomes very easy for you to use that same skill to assess others.


The bottom line is that mentalists use Theory of Mind to predict and plan for what’s going to happen next … and so do you! You probably don’t realize you’re already doing this. You use it every day because it helps you build relationships, solve problems, and understand the world around you by anticipating and being ready to react to what’s going to happen next. It’s a way of taking what people believe, what they perceive, and what they want, and then using that information to predict how they will behave.


By the way, Theory of Mind isn’t just good at predicting how people will react in the future, but also helps if you’re planning to try to change their reactions.3 And it’s a particularly helpful skill to hone when an unexpected event occurs … like when you appear on the Today show in front of millions of viewers watching at home and your trick goes wrong. (More on that later in this chapter.)


Game It Out


Mentalism isn’t that different from cooking in a way, as both are designed to elicit primal reactions from your customers and make them feel good! Think of it like this: Chefs know the ingredients they have to work with, the sauces they can make, and have likely perfected their craft over many years of hard work, coupled with trial and error. This gives them a tremendous sense of what works … and what doesn’t. That foundation and knowledge allows them the option to throw this ingredient together with that ingredient and make a gourmet dish on the fly, if need be. There is a beauty to winging it and making it look easy, and that ease sometimes takes decades to achieve. I’ve been known to come up with my ideas for certain low-stakes TV appearances only a day, or even just a few hours, before they were set to take place. Never underestimate the power of a deadline to elicit creativity! But even on short notice, you still have to map out everything that could happen and plan effectively, not just for success but, even more important, for failure.
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