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THE SPIRIT OF MAGIC


Six




I started with a slow version of the linking rings and kept the show low-key most of the night, aside from a few up-tempo moments to lighten the mood. In paying homage to Cade, I included some special routines that I barely ever used in my shows, including the cups and balls, which he enjoyed immensely.

I acknowledged Greg and Jewel, who alternated between smiling and barely being there at all. I didn’t expect anything more. Frankly, I didn’t know how they were even partially there.

The show was pushing an hour, and I could see tiring faces staring back at me when the spotlight wasn’t too bright. I decided to wrap it up. I wanted to close the show with something big, yet gentle. Something with enough punch to send the crowd away refreshed without clashing with the emotion of the evening.

“Before you walk out into the fresh air, I’d like to leave you with something. There will be plenty of times in life when you aren’t sure where to turn. Aren’t sure what to do. It’s normal to feel helpless sometimes. But there will always be someone or something to lean on, and it’s important to know what those things are.” I turned around to a table stationed in the middle of the stage. On it was a statue of a dove, wings stretched open, mid-flight. “This statue belonged to my grandmother. It used to sit on her front porch. I passed it many times in my youth, and it always reminded me of Nanny. Later, after she passed away, I found it on a table in her garage, waiting to be sold or thrown out.” I picked up the statue. “No matter how long we hold onto something, one day it will be gone. And there is nothing we can do to prevent that. But what we can do is hold close everything we love and cherish and never take it for granted. Perhaps then, one day, we can pass our love and memories on to someone else to appreciate.” I held the white and weathered statue on my open palm. “And in that light, whatever it is can live forever, through us.”

I felt something supporting my hand underneath the statue. It was statically charged, the way I imagined the snow on a TV without reception would feel. At first, I thought my hand had fallen asleep, but the feeling was external. Something was touching me.

The statue felt lighter. What had once taken some muscle to keep from falling over was buoyant and nearly weightless.

What felt like fingers wrapped around the back of my hand. Call it instinct, or maybe it was the decades of training and practice I’d put myself through, but I kept my composure. My face was stone, and I remained poised, concentrating on the statue in front of me. I moved my hand gently from one side to the next. The statue moved, but almost in spite of my motion. I worked up enough courage to wrap my other hand around the bird’s head and neck and remove the hand supporting the bottom. The weight never shifted. In fact, it felt as if it would remain exactly where it was, even if I took my hands off completely.

Ridiculous.

I returned my first hand to support the bottom and let go of the top. The music for the routine, an orchestral version of Blind Melon’s “No Rain,” was well beyond where I could catch up to any of my cues. The crowd was absolutely silent. I needed to make a move.

I lowered my hand as slowly as possible. The statue stayed exactly where it was, floating in midair. My fingers were a few centimeters off the ceramic base.

There was a gasp from someone in the crowd. “Whoa!” said someone else.

I lowered my hand even more, now a few inches away. I was able to see the entirety of my palm and fingers. Nothing rested on them. The statue was levitating in front of me.

The crowd applauded briefly until the bird began to move. It glided, ever so gently, two feet to my left. I approached it, dropping my hands to my sides. It hovered at chest level, a mere arm’s length away, and then moved again, this time to the right. I obliged and followed until it stopped. Then the statue started to spin, slowly, on an invisible axis. The bird was in flight, soaring in circles, staring briefly at me upon each revolution.

I could feel my knees weakening and starting to tremble.

The statue slowed to a halt, facing the crowd. As quickly as it stopped, it took off again, catapulting itself forward. It cut to the right and glided around the auditorium, circling back to the center. Then it dipped and flew around the left side, nearly clipping the top of someone’s head. It returned to the center and spun to face me.

I felt the hand again, this time on my right wrist. It lifted my arm gently, until it was fully extended out in front of me, then it opened my hand. The statue, still staring at me, lurched forward, gaining speed. If it were to hit me, it would have knocked me out cold. But I trusted it. I knew it wouldn’t hit me. Why, I’d never know. But I was right. It managed to give up speed just in time to cradle into my open hand, where I wrapped my fingers around it. Suddenly, it was deadweight. Whatever — whoever — had let it go.

The crowd hit its feet and roared in applause. The claps brought me back to life, and my legs felt like rubber again. I managed a thank you, though I don’t think it was audible.

I looked down at the front row where Greg and Jewel had been sitting. The seats were empty.


Seven


The freckled mirror was dripping as I spastically doused my face with cold water. Gravity pulled the droplets down, where they sprinkled off the bottom of the frame and onto the already rusted sink.

I tried talking myself out of what I saw, but it was futile. I didn’t imagine it. There was an entire crowd who witnessed it along with me. Unless someone released something into the air, there was no collective hallucination. Could someone have rigged my setup? Who? And even if they did, how did it happen? What was touching me?

I couldn’t help but think about Greg and Jewel. Where had they gone? I distinctly remembered seeing them not long before the end of the show. They’d been holding hands, and Jewel was leaning on her husband. They must have escaped shortly after I’d noticed them.

I dialed Greg’s number, and it went to voicemail. “Greg, hi, it’s Jacob. I didn’t see you guys at the end of the show. I’m headed back out to the front now. Maybe I’ll see you ouy there. Hope everything is okay.” I plopped onto the bench. There sat The Amazing Jacob, mystified and fucking amazed. And confused. I was the spectator for the evening, along with the crowd, but this was no illusion … unless Greg set something up. God, why the hell would he do that? Preposterous thought. But I couldn’t come up with any other feasible explanation.

I was out of my mind. They just lost their son. Absolutely no possible way they had anything to do with this. Unless it was for closure. Why? Why not? People do weird things in their time of grief.

My phone buzzed. A text message.

“Sorry we couldn’t hang around,” wrote Greg. “Too hard to finish. Will talk to you soon. Thanks for everything, Jacob.”

Jesus Christ. I was an idiot. They weren’t able to think clearly, never mind pull off a stunt like this.

A knock on the door jolted me out of my head. “I’ll be right there,” I said. My voice cracked. I’d been crying.

The doorknob turned back and forth.

“I said I’d be right there!” It came out much sharper than I had intended. The doorknob stopped instantly, but started to turn again after a few seconds. “Goddammit,” I said, and reached for the knob. I whipped open the door. The school administrator, who was also in charge of the events at the school, stood there like a deer in headlights. It took me a second to understand why: here stood in front of her a man in his thirties, his head dripping wet, face red with a mixture of confusion, nerves, and anger, eyes bloodshot from crying, and tie and shirt open, exposing chest.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t mean to yell like that. The doorknob kept turning, and I just didn’t think you could hear me unless I yelled.”

“That’s … okay.” Her eyebrows touched in the middle, the crease in between defined. “But I didn’t touch the doorknob.”

I skipped that part in my head. Maybe I couldn’t handle processing it at that second. Maybe I just didn’t want to. Either way, I ignored it.

Her staff had left, and I still needed to clean up my gear. I never wanted to look at that stage again, let alone stand on it. The auditorium was empty by the time I made my way back out to the front. The woman had returned to her office to wait until I was done. The curtain was closed, and the stage was pitch black because of it. I pulled open the metal door on the control box and flicked on the back row of lights. It was just enough illumination to see what I was doing. I crouched down and pulled open one of my large duffel bags, throwing in anything small enough to fit. There was a time and place for organization, and this wasn’t it. I filled one bag to the brim, pulled the zipper gently across in an effort not to break the teeth, and pulled open a second. After looking around me for the umpteenth time, I began to relax. 

Nothing was ever completely quiet in an old building; I’d learned that growing up in my parents’ early 1900s Foursquare. Its hipped roof and dormer windows, one
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