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Extending the Realm of Possibility


The six year old boy’s blue eyes widened when I entered the room at the Sacred Heart Medical Center Children’s Hospital and asked him if he believed in magic.  At first, he was skeptical.  Then, I pulled a bright red scarf “from thin air” and put it in his hands.  He returned it only to see it quickly vanish in my clenched fist.  I soon learned that his leukemia was severe and his physicians were not sure if he would make it through treatment.  Why did such a bright, young child have to cope with life and death struggles?  This is a question I ask myself each time I leave a patient’s room after enjoying some laughs and magic with them.  At this point, all I can do is make the most of the time that we are fortunate enough to share.  However, I aspire to soon acquire the medical knowledge and skills to make positive and permanent changes in their lives.


It all started with an idea.  My parents suggested that I incorporate my skills as a magician and my interest in medicine to gain some hands on experience in a hospital setting.  At first, I wanted nothing to with it.  After some prodding and some time to sit with it I chose to explore the idea.  After all, my first priority was to go to medical school and this would be a way to separate myself from the crowd of applicants.  So there I was, a young, naïve, 18 year old Gonzaga freshmen, riding the Spokane Bus up to Sacred Heart for an interview with the volunteer coordinator.  This was to be followed by a quick show to demonstrate my abilities as a magician.  Although I was a bit nervous as I had never performed in the context of a sensitive environment like the hospital, they liked what they saw and helped me to develop a special project where I would go to the Children’s Hospital once a week and make rounds visiting the children and their families.  I had no idea what I was in for.  

That six year old boy became one of my good friends at the hospital.  When I first met him, I knew he was exceptionally bright and saw this through his skepticism with my tricks.  Yet, he loved the magic as it expanded his mind and extended what he thought was actually possible.  Through this vulnerability we shared, we began to spend more time together with each of my visits.  He was there every week, and his family began to share the burdens of his illness with me.  I learned that he loved science and even had his own set of chemistry test tubes at home.  After some scheming with his mother and some professors here at Gonzaga, we set up a special day for him to come to campus.  He toured our labs, did an experiment with our professors, and even got a private tour of McCarthey.  They even offered him and his family free tickets for a game!  I was so excited to share the loving community of Gonzaga with him and his family.  He received a chemo-therapy treatment the day before his visit and this put him in an exceptionally irritable mood.  I do not think he quite understood everything that was happening while he visited our campus, but that’s o.k.  He was met with Gonzaga’s compassionate community and that was my ultimate goal when setting the whole day up.


About three weeks later, I vividly remember his mother calling me one day.  She said she had good news.  The boy’s test results had been getting significantly better over the previous months and he was now in remission!  I could not believe what I was hearing.  The boy I once thought had no hope, now had all the hope in the world.  Soon after, I ran into his mom at the hospital and she told me about his recent intelligence test.  He tested in the 99th percentile for his age.  This is unheard of.  I always knew he was exceptionally bright, but I had no idea to what extent he was.  The struggle that this gifted child and his family have endured is one that is incomprehensible to most of us.  

I have been going to the hospital once a week for the past four years.  It is one of the things I will miss most when I leave Gonzaga.  There are some days when I return to my car after my shift and just sit and sob as I let the suffering of the children and their families sink into my soul.  Why does it have to be like this?  These people are so amazing, why them? Why am I so lucky?  Why don’t more people care about what these people are going through?  These moments in my car have reminded me why I want to be a doctor.  They have reminded me that there is so much more to my goal than my freshmen ignorance had acknowledged.  Something has been changing inside of me and I am feeling more alive than I have ever before.


From the first moment I step into a patient’s room, I can usually get a sense of how the family will respond to my magic.  Often people from different cultures are less receptive to magic as they perceive it as supernatural or witchcraft rather than an art form.  I vividly remember doing a simple scarf vanish in the Dominican Republic as a freshmen in high school when I first got into magic.  The woman I showed it to got very angry with me and called me the devil.  After realizing how genuinely upset she was, I shared the secret behind the trick with her.


This experience helped me to be especially sensitive when performing for people from different cultural backgrounds.  I was happily surprised when after introducing myself to a Sudanese family at the hospital, they were willing to see a few tricks.  I could tell they were uneasy about the whole thing.  At first they resisted, and claimed that my tricks were not possible.  Through years of performing I have learned how to charm skeptics and how to be patient with them.  I kindly explained that this was merely for entertainment and encouraged them to simply enjoy it.  They did just that.  For the next few weeks, they were eagerly awaiting my visit.  Like the 6 year old boy, I began to spend more time with them as one week moved to the next.  As we built a friendship, they began to share their story of coming to America from Sudan and some of the challenges they faced with the transition.  

It is not just about me and the patients.  It is about the entire community of Sacred Heart Children’s Hospital.  Developing relationships with patients like the young boy and the family from Sudan is a rare joy.  Usually, I see a patient once, maybe twice, and then never see them again.  Often, I do not even know if what I am doing is beneficial or enjoyable for them and their families.  One day, one of the child life specialists I work with pulled me aside and asked me to visit a young adolescent girl who was having an especially challenging day.  I could tell she was in severe pain when I entered her room.  I did a few tricks with her and she seemed indifferent about me being there but I knew she was hurting and I decided to stay and do a few more tricks with her.  As I was finishing my last trick, my freshmen RA who was then in nursing school walked in the room.  This young girl was his patient.  We shared in the surprise of seeing each other in this context as it had been a while.  Then I left. Later that night he texted me and told me how much he appreciated me visiting his patient.  He said she was a different person after I left and that it was the first time he had seen her smile all week.  


Like my RA-turned nurse, medical professionals are the most essential aspect of a patient’s healing and recovery.  One particular pediatric surgeon that works on one of the floors I do rounds on is not only amazing at what he does in the operating room, but he is even better with how he relates to his young patients.  One time I was going through my routine with one of his patients as he stepped into the room.  He asked me if I knew how to juggle and sheepishly I told him I did  not.  He asked if I had anything for him to juggle with and I was disappointed that I had nothing to offer.  We scoured the room for anything he might be able to use.  We found three rolls of athletic tape and he went to town showing off his juggling prowess.  Between myself, him, and the patient we took turns trying to juggle.  I could only imagine someone looking in that room from the outside and just laughing at how silly we looked.  A doctor in his scrubs, a young patient in his gown, and a volunteer who claims to be a magician, all feverishly giggling while throwing around rolls of tape as they fly in every possible direction.  It was like a war zone and the tape rolls were bullets of love and compassion that were having an impact on us all, both physically and emotionally.

The stories I have from the hospital are endless and the impact we can have on others is limitless.  Parents or family friends often pull me aside and tell them how grateful they are for what I am doing.  They tell me that “everyone must really love it and I’m sure that what you do means a lot to the children and their families.”  While this may be true I respond by saying that “I can say the exact same thing about them.”  This whole thing is not about what I can do for these kids and their families.  It is not about what these kids and families can do for me.  It is really about what we can do for each other.  Australian activist and artist Lila Watson once said, “If you have come here to help me, then you are wasting your time, but if you have come here because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.”  

Some see magic as cheesy and many magicians fulfill this stereotype.  Magic is so much more than a few appearingly impossible feats.  I don’t do it to fool anyone.  I do it to inspire.  Through that inspiration, together, we are able to extend the realm of possibility and instill a sense of hope in one another.  This gives me joy and hope as much as it does them.  We all suffer in one way or another, that is universal.  When such deep suffering is met with acceptance, compassion, and love, it turns to existential hope and a sense of ease that regardless of what happens, everything will be o.k.  My liberation is bound with the six year old boy, the Sudanese family, my juggling friends, and with all the other children and families at the hospital.  I do not know where this is going to take all of us, but I have learned that there is magic in the way people relate to each other.  This is at the heart of what we share during my visits at the hospital and will be the foundation of my future medical practice.
