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  Dedication

  To each person that buys this book and encourages others to do the same; Adam and Irena Wrobel for having a daughter with a contagious zest for life named Bozena who makes my life make sense; to that daughter of course; my parents, Sandy and Shirley, for birthing me with the best of each of their qualities; boyhood magical mentors who added what was between their ears to what’s between my ears; Bob Sheets for giving me my first best jobs; Penn & Teller for their generosity and inspiration; Asuka Hisa for engaging me to speak at the Santa Monica Museum of Art about my journey as a magician—the seed that grew into this book; Mark Miller for getting me to Julie Ganz at Skyhorse Publishing who shepherded the passage of my manuscript into book form; Magicopolis staff both past and present; and to anyone who has ever bought a ticket to one of my shows, I appreciate you all.


  “Steve Spill is one of the greatest magicians that’s ever lived. Fact. I Lie for Money is the most entertaining book about magic ever. Double fact. If you don’t buy this book, there will be a big hole in your life that you will never fill, a void that will haunt the rest of your days until you cry out in the night, ‘WHY DIDN’T I GET THE MEMOIR THAT CONTAINED ALL THOSE AMAZING STORIES ABOUT MAGIC?!’ Triple fact. The choice is clear.”

  —Adam de la Pena, creator of the hit animated series Code Monkeys

  “Steve Spill is one of my favorite storytellers. The man has pioneered more venues for magic than anyone I know, and along the way, broken lots of new ground as a comic, magician, bartender, busker, club owner, and now raconteur—and that’s no lie!”

  —Joel Hodgson, creator/star of Mystery Science Theater 3000

  “A fantastic read packed with hilarious anecdotes and juicy tales of outlandish antics. Who would have thought the life of a family entertainer could be so wild?”

  —Michael Larkin, NBC Digital News Producer

  “A ridiculously entertaining book about [Spill’s] life and adventures as a journeyman magician trying to make a living from his art.”

  —Jack Shalom, segment producer, Arts Express, WBAI

  “A unique eye-opening account of the backstage life of a fiendishly funny magician.”

  —Kirsten Sheridan, Oscar-nominated screenwriter and film director

  “Every person on the face of the earth who wants to laugh out loud and be amazed should read I Lie for Money.”

  —Dustin Stinett, GENII Magazine

  “I Lie for Money opens a secret door and lets the reader enter the almost unknown—and often misunderstood—world of the professional magician.”

  —Brooks Wachtel, Emmy-winning writer and director


  Introduction

  “It is very difficult for a magician to deceive intelligent people without prevaricating. So everything I say is not true; this is true or I would not tell you so.”

  Karl Germain, a master magician considered by his peers to be one of the finest that ever lived, uttered these words. Germain, who lived from 1878 to 1959, also famously said, “Conjuring is the only absolutely honest profession—a conjuror promises to deceive and he does.”

  Being the classy guy that he was, when Germain described the performing art of magic, he avoided the words “liar,” “lying,” and “lie.” He also justified his deceptions for the sake of art, like the person who does a nude scene in a movie for the art of it (okay, maybe not exactly like that). Anyway, when not writing this book I am a magician who is proud to lie for my art, but I also do it to pay the mortgage. When I first started, I had only two dollars in my pocket, and look at me now, I owe thousands. I am a professional.

  Other fact re-constructionists and reality stylists lie to their wives that there’s no other woman, or lie to the other woman that they don’t have a wife . . . or promise to pay you back out of their next paycheck, or tell you they’re from the government and are here to help you. The magician is an extraordinary breed of liar. In fact, there’s not another creature on earth that would lie to make you think a coin is in their left fist when it’s really under the saltshaker.

  Buried alive and living, transforming nubile young girls into savage tigers, floating humans, sawing women in two, vanishing elephants, appearing persons, mind reading, teleportation, time control, dangerous Houdini-inspired escapes, walking on water (actually, that one’s not a big deal, if you know where the sand bars are)—each and every one of those feats are magicians’ lies, designed to amuse audiences by making them feel their eyes are pairs of liars, and that their brains are lying to them too.

  As you read this book you will question why any sane person would do some of the things I’ve done—like swallowing sewing needles, stabbing myself, having someone pull the trigger of a gun pointed at my face, or being chained to a metal table and allowing a burning rope to drop thirty-nine sharpened steel spikes on me from fifteen feet above. Because I’ve done this stuff doesn’t mean you’ll be able to do it. Even if you think you know how to do these things safely, you’d still be a bonehead to try them. Leave it to me. I’m an expert.

  The trick of our trade is to alter perceptions with dyslexic displays of honesty that range from tiny little manipulative untruths to big, fat, in-your-face, lies. To be a professional magician is to be an expert at dispensing disinformation, duplicity, hypocrisy, distortion, deception, and fakery without any of the guilt or unpleasant consequences. And we enjoy the thrill of getting away with it. Many of the defects you were taught to avoid in childhood are the very qualities that become your virtues as a magician. True practitioners of the craft do the same sort of things up front and above board in the name of entertainment that most governments do secretly in the name of espionage.

  There may be some performing arts better than magic, and some may be worse, but there is nothing exactly like it. In his book, House of Mystery, that genius of deception, Teller, wrote, “In real life, effects have causes. In good magic, effects have fake causes that are beautiful or funny or thought provoking. That’s the idea of magic: connecting a cause with an effect by means of a lie that tells a greater truth.” Doesn’t that sound cool? Also from Teller, “When a magician lets you notice something on your own, his lie becomes impenetrable. Nothing fools you better than the lie you tell yourself.”

  Since performing magic is largely about lying, it makes sense that I’d be a magician; I’ve always largely loved to lie. In school I used to turn in book reports about books that didn’t exist. Phony stories, fake authors, all made up by me. If a teacher questioned me about one of my bogus books, I’d say I got it at a swap meet, granny’s garage, or it somehow mysteriously appeared on my doorstep.

  Although my mind tells me I’m half my present age of sixty years, in reality I have spent better than fifty years, as man and boy, turning tricks. Yes, I’ve been a magician for a very long time. No, I did not go to high school with Harry Houdini. Nor do I have cloven hooves or wear a top hat to make room for my horns. My best work is probably still ahead of me, but herein lies the details of my long and mediocre career to date. The places I’ve been, the people I have met—from Santa Monica’s beach sands and Adam Sandler to South Africa east of the Great Kei River and Joan Rivers—getting up in front of crowds, hanging out with celebrities, illiterates, intellectuals, jungle natives, insurance salesmen . . .

  As a magician I have functioned at just about every known type of affair. I have run the gamut. I have performed the same day at a bon voyage party in San Pedro and at a circumcision in Oxnard (fortunately, I was able to do the same act at both occasions). What I am is a laborer, a worker, and what’s written here chronicles achievements that have turned me into something less than a household name, but have made me a very happy man.

  Even though I know you can’t live in the past, it’s nice to have one, and this book is a welcome opportunity to put into words the past that lives in me. My job has always been to make people see and experience things they cannot see and experience in their own lives. And despite all the money or accolades or whatever else being a magician brings you, there is nothing else, not a thing in the world, that can ever compare to making an audience happy. Even if you’re atheist, you can’t help, for that one brief moment, believing in God. The purpose of this book is the same, to spread joy and wonder and make you happy . . . OK, that wasn’t entirely honest—I also hope to maybe make a few frogskins in the process.

  This is not an unabridged autobiography. Although I’ve known me a long time and am well acquainted with myself, I don’t pretend to remember and assemble every important thing that happened to me until now. I best recollect certain bits and pieces, and of those my aim was to leave out all the boring stuff. One of the first lessons I learned as a magician was that the audience doesn’t care how you feel; they care how they feel. If people wanted to see, or read for that matter, something that made them feel bad, hospitals could sell tickets. As I said when I broke my ankle onstage during a show in Chevy Chase, Maryland, “What ankle?” When you buy a ticket to see a performance, the entertainer owes you your money’s worth. Same with a book, well, it is in my book.

  Memory is like a fun house mirror. Its distortions reflect bad stuff in a thinner form than that in which it originally appeared, and good things in a wider aspect than they deserve. I’ve tried to beat down my vanity, but anyone who writes about himself is apt to fall into the magician’s habit of peeking at the deck to find out where the aces lie. This tome is my fist full of aces. In other words, my life is an open book with a bunch of the pages stuck together; included are only what I consider the most surprising, relevant, interesting, or funny parts of my journey as a magician.

  And by the way, I’m not above rearranging my experiences to improve a story, like when my shows absolutely sucked. If I told you that at times I was the worst magic act ever in the history of the world, I’d be lying—I wasn’t that good. But when you’re in love with what you’re doing there’s no shame in failing; you’re resilient, you bounce back quickly from failures, you’re always willing to take risks, and you don’t put yourself down if something doesn’t work out. I’ve usually managed to learn something from the defeats, but hardly anything from the victories.

  Part of the reason I wrote this book was to share with those who wish to craft a self-directed creative life—be it an actor, painter, writer, comedian, magician, or whatever—and describe how one can survive in rarely profitable but rewarding professions. You may not become a bazillionaire, but you can be a winner. Nobody makes a living as a magician by accident. You gotta want it pretty bad. Success comes by enjoying the journey, hard work helps you improve, and when you’re obsessed you make your luck. At the moment I am neither the best nor the worst magician, but perhaps the luckiest.

  The important thing to know about me is that I lie a lot. That’s the truth. But, usually, when I lie, I admit it. I’m a very honest liar who stole that terribly clever “Honest Liar” phrase, along with other ideas, from George Burns . . . making me not just a liar, but also a thief. Lying and remixing stolen bits and pieces of other’s ideas isn’t just for magicians; it’s for everyone. Like David Bowie said, “The only art I’ll ever study is stuff that I can steal from.” The trick is to take a tiny bit from a lot of sources to create something new and different. But enough about stealing; the fact is, everything you’ve read in this paragraph is a lie, which proves what a truthful man I am. If I tell you something is a lie, you know it’s the truth. But when I write about my life, I don’t lie. I don’t have to. The truth is unbelievable enough.


  I USED TO OPEN FOR THE EAGLES, NOW STING IS OPENING FOR ME

  I gave the audience the finger with both hands and disappeared. I was a proud nineteen-year-old magician and wasn’t going to get booed without returning the insult. It was the first time in my young career that I learned what it felt like to really fail on stage. At the time I was unaware of any rock concerts, besides the ones I was doing, that had a magician as an opening act; maybe there was a reason for that? The unruly crowd booed so loud, it was unbearably embarrassing, and although you can’t really die from embarrassment, it definitely can feel fatal. I’m still trying to forget that show when I opened for a band called Flash Cadillac and the Continental Kids at Colorado Springs Municipal Auditorium.

  I had been a master opener in a plethora of rock nightclubs, so it was an easy matter in my mind to just chalk up my larger venue concert failure to the overcrowding and late start time. But apparently that wasn’t it, because my next huge event didn’t go any better. When I opened for Paul Revere and the Raiders at Bakersfield Civic Auditorium, the band’s manager told me, “Your first talent isn’t going to be comedy or magic, kid, it’s going to be taking rejection—just don’t let it get you down. You’ll never see me letting rejection get me down. It might get me down, but I won’t let anyone see it.” I wanted to kick that manager in the nuts, but I didn’t. From start to finish, the entire life span of my ill-fated Highdini act was a scant two years.

  Most of you have never heard of me. My name is Steve Spill, and I am a magician who is very well known to those who know me, and completely unknown to those who have never heard of me. Those who know me are other professional magicians, a few fans, and some residents of Santa Monica, California, where I’ve been producing and performing magic shows since 1998, in a theater I designed, built, run, and named, Magicopolis. Producing and performing magic shows was nothing new to me in 1998, but designing, building, and running a theater were.

  As a lifelong magician, one of my desires in terms of the design and build was that every person in the audience could see me from head to toe at every moment, and ideally that I could see each and every face in the crowd. Too many times I’d worked venues where people seated beyond the first row only saw me from the waist up. And I wanted the spectators really close, so even from the furthest seat from the stage a coin or the face of a card would be clearly visible.

  Flash-forward fifteen years, to November 5, 2013, and last night Sting was my opening act at Magicopolis. When I say Sting, I mean THE Sting, the sixteen-time Grammy Award-winning musician. He performed songs from his new album, The Last Ship, and from the forthcoming Broadway musical of the same name. I could hear the deafening applause as Sting finished his set and waited in the wings before he introduced me as the star of the show at Magicopolis. I know you’re just dying to find out more about my gig with Sting, but I’m sorry, you’ll have to wait. I want this first chapter to have a little suspense.
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  The author in his natural habitat.

  Sometimes (such as when Sting opens for me), I find it hard to believe that it was just over four decades ago that I was presenting magic tricks to open shows for the Eagles, Cheap Trick, the Spencer Davis Group, and other rock bands. In 1972, when eight-track tape players were the thing and before comedy clubs or open mic nights became popular nationwide, I was a senior at Taft High in Woodland Hills who practiced and polished his magic act as part of various showcases and talent contests all over Los Angeles. The experience was terrific. The money wasn’t. These were all non-pay, on-the-job training type of gigs, and I felt fortunate to do them.

  Clubs ran these shows on off nights and people could see me, along with folk singers, angry poets, and comics. On Monday nights I did the hootenanny at Doug Weston’s Troubadour. On Tuesday nights I was at The Show Biz, owned by Murray, a guy who became famous for his appearances as the Unknown Comic on TV’s The Gong Show. Wednesday at The Palomino, a cowboy hangout. I performed my magic tricks anywhere possible, for zero.

  When I wasn’t performing for free, it was my monotonous business to fold pants, and it was that drab drudgery that led to the creation of my Highdini act. I worked at the Tarzana branch of Pants Galore, a store that sold clothes that were rejects or severely flawed. We had bellbottoms where only one leg was flared, jeans with the back pockets sewn upside down, and belts with no holes for the buckle. The gimmick was that everything sold for five dollars.

  In the store I developed a bunch of smart-ass answers to common questions. “Do your pants shrink?” “Only if you wash them.” “How do your pants run?” “They don’t.” And so on.

  Pants Galore was a small chain that did a lot of radio advertising. The commercials were the typical ordinary-type radio spots of the day, hard-sell boring assaults by a screaming announcer. “Blue jeans five dollars, Pants Galore . . . Corduroys five dollars, Pants Galore . . . Khakis five dollars, Pants Galore . . .” I hated those commercials, and so did everyone else.

  The owner, I’ll call him Barney because I think that was his name, was a nice guy who acted more like a buddy than a boss. One day he walked in just as one of his awful commercials was blasting at us from the radio. In a gentle sort of way I told him how dumb and boring I felt his advertising was. And suddenly I was given the opportunity to do something about it, to create my kind of commercial directed at my age group, who felt the same way I did and were the store’s primary customers.

  My brainchild was the Pants Galore Answer Man. Barney decided to try it. “Could you possibly record day after tomorrow?” I said, “I think I could work it in.” The commercial included the same smart-ass answers to common questions I’d been using on the job. Now, not only was I the writer, but also I became the announcer. The commercial was recorded and aired on KWEST, the greatest rock radio station ever, and that’s where I met Kyle Emorian.

  Kyle sold radio advertising and his was the first hand I shook when I went to the station to record the spot. I showed Kyle some card tricks, and asked him to come see my act in a hippie coffeehouse at the Whole Earth Marketplace in the Encino neighborhood. He laughed and applauded louder than anyone. We became fast friends and Kyle started acting as my manager, which was fine with me.

  Besides selling advertising to all the big rock clubs in town, Kyle also started selling me to these clubs as well. By the time I graduated high school in June of 1973 I was opening for bands like the Spencer Davis Group at The Whisky on the Sunset Strip and Cheap Trick at Starwood in West Hollywood.

  At first it was extremely tough holding a rock club crowd’s attention, but I learned how to make it work and audiences got off on me. Clubbers were watching, listening, and actually enjoying what I did. The process was slow but sure, and I felt myself improving each week, building my confidence as a rock magician.

  I spent hour after hour, day after day, and month after month perfecting bits specifically suited to this niche audience, and my popularity continued to grow. That was cool. I made a ton of visits to Starwood and the Topanga Corral, among other clubs. I called myself “Highdini;” my act was inspired by Cheech & Chong, who had recently released their first comedy record album.

  During the show, several big bouquets of marijuana appeared from nowhere then vanished in a puff of smoke. I snorted tablespoons of white powder, and as a finish to the bit I grabbed my nose and a long stream of salt-like stuff poured out. One by one eight smoking pipes magically appeared between my fingertips, which made me dry as a bone and “gave me cotton mouth,” causing me to spit out dozens of cotton balls. It looked like I drank a huge thirst-quenching pitcher of beer in a fraction of an instant. I pretended to be a little stoned while I did these drug-inspired tricks, in the same way I assumed Dean Martin “acted” drunk when he sang songs.
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  Highdini portrait that was reproduced on flyers, handbills, and DEA wanted posters.

  Mastering these shows gave me a kind of power I had never felt before. At times I had total command of these crowds. I loved that these rock audiences were tough and I could actually entertain them. Every once in a while someone would come up to me and ask “How did you do that?” or say “You’re funny,” and it would make my night. Of course, they were always slurring their words, or on the verge of passing out, but that didn’t matter. Meeting girls was also a nice little perk that came from performing.

  At the Corral in Topanga Canyon I opened for The Flying Burrito Brothers, The Eagles, Neil Young & Crazy Horse, and Little Feat, among other groups. Little Feat’s Lowell George kept asking me if I could teach him how to cheat at gambling, which I couldn’t.

  For a couple years I was on the fringe of the LA rock club scene. My buddies treated me like a big shot, but I didn’t experience any feeling of monetary accomplishment. I was just an unimportant act and my salary was small. Most rock clubs didn’t budget for a magician, but I was a paid performer. I’d usually get $10 to $15 a show, which I guess in 1972 dollars wasn’t that bad.

  What was bad was that discos started to replace live entertainment in general and rock clubs in particular, and I was on the way to nowhere. Fortunately, I was still earning $1.65 per hour at Pants Galore; by working overtime, and with my employee discount, I was able to put together a fine wardrobe. I was particularly fond of standing in a pair of Earth shoes while wearing my paisley corduroy elephant bellbottoms with the humongous chrome square pirate belt buckle and the open tie-dyed double-knit shirt with turtleneck dickie and Nehru jacket ensemble.

  It was the perfect outfit to wear with an embroidered blue jean top hat when Kyle booked Highdini on few and far between plum gigs: A charity benefit for the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws at the Playboy Mansion, a party thrown by Elton John on the back lot at Universal Studios, and an appearance at the National Fashion & Boutique Show in New York for Glass Head, a bong manufacturer.

  Those appearances made me feel seven feet tall, but after a couple of big venue concert shows I felt like I could walk under a wiener dog while wearing that embroidered blue jean top hat. The first, opening for the aforementioned band Flash Cadillac and the Continental Kids, was a gig that may not have been one of the most humiliating moments of my life, but it came close, at the Colorado Springs Municipal Auditorium, which was packed beyond legal capacity.

  Eight o’clock was the hour appointed for the beginning of the ordeal called The Flash Cadillac Pig Stomp & Surf Rodeo. As early as six o’clock, a crowd began to assemble outside the auditorium. At six-thirty, an attendant, by mistake, opened the doors. The fifteen hundred seats were immediately occupied. Approximately two hundred standees also fought their way inside. The show was the major big-deal event in Colorado Springs that night, and evidently every man, woman, child, cat, dog, and goat in town wanted to go.

  Belatedly it was announced that only ticket holders would be permitted to attend the show. The police arrived and began to clear the room, to an accompaniment of cries of injustice, and here and there, slanderous references to the amorous activities with animals allegedly performed by some patrolman’s mother. Once the herd was trimmed, those who waited nearly two hours for the show to begin were just as enraged as those who were forced to leave.

  It was not a pleasant atmosphere, to say the least, especially for an unexpected opening act. When I was introduced, the rabid Flash fans’ boos reached my ears. The next thing I knew, I was standing in a glare of light. The spotlight was so blinding that I saw nothing but black, except for the exit signs and a few red emergency lights. I couldn’t see anyone, but the boos were getting louder. It was getting intense. I tried to cover the fact that my body was jolting, zapping, shaking . . . and continued to plow forward with my show.

  I knew what I was doing wasn’t working, so I changed my approach. My hands began to tremble, and my lips quivered. The unruly crowd booed so loud, I couldn’t even hear myself speak. It felt like my throbbing heart was going to jump out of my chest, I was sweating profusely, and the floor felt like it was moving up and down. It was a disaster, and I was petrified.

  Somehow, automatically I continued my routine, and, after some hesitation, I cut the act short. I did not bow my head in shame and slip out as might be expected of someone who had failed so miserably and publically. Instead, an automatic defense system seemed to kick in. That’s when I gave the audience the finger with both hands, held my head high, and walked off with pride, to the blasting chorus of cold stares and heckles. I’m not really sure where that macho bravado came from, since my ego was definitely crushed. I felt as if I’d been run over by a truck.

  So, when offered, I was hesitant to take last night’s Sting gig, given that I was still somewhat pummeled by my most recent terrible rock audience rejection experience decades and decades ago. Just the thought of it gave me a flashback to my Flash Cadillac show. The strong sensation of the angry “booing” was more than a memory from forty years ago; it had left a footprint in my skull. I physically re-experienced the disaster that was.

  Nevertheless, I’d agreed to this new assignment, mostly because of my wife, Bozena. She is a HUGE Sting fan who not only admires his poetic yoga meditative ways, but she also grew up in Poland listening to his music, yearning to one day attend one of his concerts, never dreaming she would actually get to meet him. I took this opportunity to make my wife happy. You know the old saying: “Happy wife, happy life.” How could I refuse?

  It all came together on November 4, 2013. An independent record label, Cherry Tree Records, engaged me, Sting, and Magicopolis, for an event designed to promote their newly signed unknown recording artists. Having Sting as the opener guaranteed an exclusive audience of everybody who was anybody when it comes to rock journalists and music insiders, who otherwise might not come out to hear the unknowns.

  Sting was the draw, but the promoters also needed me. After Sting’s set, the curtains closed and while his band equipment was switched for the other artist’s gear, my job was to fill the time performing in front of the curtains. I, mostly unknown to the assembled guests, was there to keep the crowd engaged and amused so they wouldn’t leave before the other widely unknowns took the stage.

  I must do this. Tonight. Now. I had an attack of diarrhea. By the time I walked onto the stage, I did not have the confidence to do a stellar job. But I was in a thoroughly professional mood and did do a stellar job . . . the audience was in the palm of my hand. Nobody left or booed. I’m pleased to report that my comedy and magic was greeted with a roar of laughter and an outburst of cheering.

  After the show Bozena and I were invited to share some time and be photographed with Sting. He charmed us when he said what a great theater we have, how he appreciated being able to actually see everyone’s face in the audience from the stage, how he read that I had designed and built the venue myself.
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  With my backup singers, from left, Sting, and Bozena.

  Bozena told him that in our full evening show she levitates to his song “Desert Rose.” I chimed in with, “We heard you wrote and recorded it specifically for that purpose.” Sting cracked a gracious smile and with great courtesy and kindness professed his fondness for magic, magicians, and all that is Magicopolis.


  PART ONE

  FIRST BEST JOBS


  THE JOLLY JESTER

  Aspen, at the top of the Rocky Mountains in Colorado, is an internationally famous ski resort and glitzy playground for the affluent. But in 1976 the Aspen vibe was not unlike the frat boy atmosphere depicted in the film Animal House and we would really come alive just after the moon came up. Everybody drank, did drugs, smoked, and made love, with no fear of addiction or disease or death. It seemed we all had permanent erections, hangovers, and everything was carefree and raucous and unplanned. In those days, we had all the fun we could each and every day.

  I was twenty-one years old when I started a four-year tour of duty working for Bob Sheets as a magician/bartender at The Jolly Jester. My fancy salary was thirty dollars before taxes per eight-hour shift plus tips. That was, of course, just a starting salary. In slightly over three years my superior talents were recognized and I was upped to thirty-five dollars before taxes per eight-hour shift plus tips. Actually I exaggerated about the eight-hour part, as it was usually longer. The shift started around 4:00 p.m., après-ski time, and went all night to the first hours of the morning till I was unconscious, subconscious, nauseous, or all three.

  Bob has always been smart, talented, and inspiring, with a round face, thick neck, twinkly eyes, big moustache, and gap-toothed smile. Mr. Sheets has a sense of the whimsy, a sense of the absurd, and when his imagination takes off and he gets to the child part of himself, he giggles and carries on like a little kid. That’s how he became known as the Jolly Jester—hence the bar’s name. In 1975, Bob had been hired as a bartender just outside Aspen, in Snowmass, at country-pop singer John Denver’s Tower Restaurant.

  Sheets quickly became a successful local legend behind the bar, mixing drinks and merriment with his comedy and magic. So much so, that the following winter a patron sponsored Bob and he opened his own bar in Aspen. He knew he couldn’t do it alone—eight hours a day, seven days a week, was too much time for one magician to fill, no matter how talented they were, and would only lead to burnout. As it turned out, we both burned out. But it was a wild ride for the handful of tourist seasons that it lasted.

  Bob was a consummate professional who became a valued lifelong friend, and I learned more from him, and the job he gave me, than I realized at the time. One of the great educational benefits from the work was a practical understanding of the art and science of audience management. People who are oiling their throats with alcohol are generally not shy when they see how a trick is done, and it’s a great help to know where corrections are needed. Most of the bar-hopping crowd changed five times a night, which enabled me to perfect tricks by doing them over and over and over, forty or fifty times a week. By trial and error my sleight of hand, timing, presentation, and other elements improved.

  I absorbed much of what I know about comedy from the bar crowd. I learned to not work too hard at being funny, not to imitate myself from the night before, to try to make each performance as if it were the first time I’d ever done it, how to improvise, how to take advantage of a situation with a quick ad lib—like when a guy was at the bar for several hours, drinking continuously, hurling shot after shot against his tonsils, and then, without a word, would fall over backwards onto the floor, out cold. I might say something like “I like a man who knows when to stop.”

  Bob also trained me as a bartender and taught me how to use magic to sell more cocktails. “The more you drink, the better the tricks look.” One key strategy that I learned is to never perform a trick until all the drinks are half full. That way, when the trick is over, everyone is ready for a new round. Patrons were unconsciously trained—now it’s time to watch a trick, now it’s time to buy a drink—and Pavlov would have loved it. “Don’t applaud, keep on drinking,” was a motto I learned quickly.

  Bob was, and is, also an amazing street magician. In the early days, Bob stood in front of The Jester and performed his street act. Instead of passing the hat, he pied pipered folks into the bar. Once inside, Bob introduced me. I sold drinks and did tricks, while Bob went outside and gathered another group. In an hour, a big crowd pressed around the bar. Word got around, and after a few days Bob no longer needed to work the street; from then on things just exploded.

  [image: image]

  Bob Sheets and me at The Jester, dressed like real men.

  The bar was long; that shelf could support at least thirty pairs of elbows. Four feet behind the bar were long benches to sit on with a ledge that ran atop the benches that was just wide enough, if you were young and a little athletic, to stand on. People were sitting at the bar, standing on the floor, sitting on the benches, and standing on top of the benches from one end to the other. And the crowd was wired. Crazed. Insane.

  The lights were low, the rock and roll was loud, and we would announce “We’re about to do some magic and there’ll be no drinks for ten minutes, so get ’em now.” To serve everyone would take twenty to thirty minutes. Nobody ever died of thirst at The Jester; even competent drinkers were over-served, and mixing the drinks was a big part of the show.

  “Want a lime in that gin & tonic?” I pretended to take a lime out of the wastebasket, washed it off, and dropped it in the drink. “Don’t worry, the alcohol will kill any germs.” When someone ordered a beer we didn’t have, such as Moosehead Ale, Bob responded, “No problemo.” He opened and poured a bottle of Budweiser, and then, with a felt tip pen, crossed out the word “Bud” and wrote “Moosehead.” “One Moosehead, drink up,” he’d say.

  We did a substantial business serving upside down margaritas—no glass necessary. Customers laid their heads on the bar, mouths open. With a bottle of Triple Sec in one hand and Roses’s Lime in the other, I poured, and then I quickly switched the two bottles for sweet & sour and tequila, completing the task until mouths were overflowing. Customers just had to sit up and swallow.

  Regulars brought friends in from far and wide for our margaritas. If they winked and tipped in advance, the newcomer would get a special upside down margarita. When they sat up their face was met with a cream pie. Actually, it was a coffee filter filled with whipped cream.

  “This is the craziest bar in town,” said one smartly dressed young man to his equally decked-out friend. They ordered Heineken drafts and the first guy secretly let me know his buddy was a first-time visitor. Just as the beers were served, I pretended to accidentally knock one over. The stranger jumped to his feet to avoid ruining his clothes while his friend burst into uproarious laughter. The knocked-over glass was a fakeroo with solid contents, a means of initiating newcomers to the fun at The Jester.

  The gag over, I removed the fake glass and served real beer. The instigator didn’t notice the switch. “Look, it’s a fake beer,” so saying, he grabbed the newly served glass and threw the contents into his friend’s face.

  Suddenly the music stopped, the lights went up to last-call brightness, and the magic show was on. Bob and I would do a total of about ten minutes of our best stuff, the crowd would cheer, the lights would go down, the rock music cranked up, and we’d be back serving drinks. That’s how it went from late afternoon until the early morning hours night after night after night. Sometimes we locked the doors and kept going beyond the legal hours and I went home in daylight.
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