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THE MIRAGE

The cab pulled up to the Mirage’s grand chaser-light-lined, thatched-
roof entrance around ten on a Tuesday night. Slinky halter dresses and 
slim stilettos and popped collars were coming and going from the swarm 
of taxis and limos and economy-sized rental cars moving around and 
out as the valet blew his whistle, waving them away. Behind us, orange 
lights flashed across the shuddering palm tree leaves as hundreds of 
people gathered to watch a massive mechanized volcano erupt over the 
casino’s front lawn to a soundtrack of drums and thunder. We paused  
in the August-desert-night heat, taking it all in just long enough to 
make the blast of air blowing out of the casino’s open glass doors feel 
like heaven. It was my first trip to Vegas, and already it was nothing 
like I had imagined. I immediately wanted to see more. And yet, in the 
back of my mind, blinking on and off, was a distant, persistent thought:  
My father would hate this place.

People had been telling me for years that I would love Las Vegas, but 
I refused to believe them. Other than the gambling, all I knew of it were 
the artificial landmarks—the miniaturized Eiffel Tower, the Rome-ish 
Caesars Palace, the cartoony New York skyline—which lacked appeal 
since I’d already experienced the real places while studying art history 
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and traveling during college. But my boyfriend Brad had promised 
the Mirage was “like the Polynesian hotel in Disney World, except for 
adults.” This had somehow been enough to convince me to spend three 
days mostly on my own on the Strip while he attended a conference. 
His promises of all-expenses-paid three-course dinners and a fancy hotel 
room sounded lavish, but it was mostly the idea of having three days 
unbound that sold me—time away from the long, barely compensated 
hours I spent interning at an art museum, hoping to wrestle my way up 
the job chain to something more satisfying once I finished my master’s 
degree in museum studies.

Inside the Mirage, the airy, domed atrium stretched its ribbed glass 
panels as if it were an extravagant European cathedral that smelled not 
of incense but of tropical flora, piña colada, and chlorine. Bird-of-par-
adise flowers and waterfalls swarmed around us while people lined up 
to take photos in front of it all.

“This isn’t really like Disney World. Or, at least, not the Disney 
World I remember,” I said. It was 2006, five years since my last trip to 
Florida with my family, before I left for college—a time so viscerally 
distant, it felt like it belonged to someone else’s life.

“Maybe I was wrong. Should I grab drinks while we wait to check 
in?” Brad said. He pointed to the line of people winding toward the 
front desk. “That part is like Disney World, right?”

It was easy to forget the way Disney World was always full of lines. 
As I waited, I scanned the palm bushes for a flock of parrots; the fantasy 
that hung in the Mirage’s extra-oxygenated lobby was so dense, I found 
myself looking for something other than slot machines and poker tables. 
It turned out there was real wildlife to be found, as a sign near the 
concierge explained. The dolphins and the white tigers were down 
for the night, but their Secret Garden enclosure would reopen in the 
morning.

“Cheers!” Brad said behind me.
I took a glass from him and drank tentatively at first. How much did 

this cost? I wondered but knew not to ask.
“It’s Vegas,” he said, sensing my hesitation.
I’d been raised not to buy things in hotels, with a midwestern sense of 

frugality I eventually learned to filter before it surfaced. Drinks would be 
wildly expensive, my father had taught me. I’d also never started drinking  
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in a check-in line. But it’s Vegas, I reminded myself. That’s how it works 
here. I sucked down half of my gin and tonic.

“You’re getting it now,” Brad said.
By then, we’d inched close enough to the desk to see the massive 

tropical fish tank behind it, dazzling with swishing yellow stripes and 
ultraviolet fish lips. I recognized the clownfish and angelfish from the 
Saint Petersburg aquarium—a regular stop during my family’s trips to 
Florida, which my father had turned into an annual reprieve after my 
mother’s death in 1992. Maybe I could smell some of that familiar Flor-
ida distraction in the waterfalls as we passed them again on our way to 
our room.

The next morning, I discovered my Vegas vice: the swimming pool. 
The lobby atrium was nothing compared to the electric-blue lagoon that 
blossomed behind the casino. Waterfalls and clay-colored rock forma-
tions erupted through the center of the massive pool that wove behind 
a tiki bar, vanishing into a forest of palm trees. Hundreds of lounge 
chairs wound around its unwieldy perimeter, most of them empty since 
it was only ten a.m.

I made my way toward the sprawling line of water falling before me. 
It didn’t just trickle down the faux rocks like the cheesy formations of 
the mini-golf courses and shopping malls I had experienced growing 
up. Here, you could swim behind the streams of water, beneath a shady, 
dry overhang, as if it were real. I considered seeing how long I could 
stay in the cave before the lifeguard perched overhead blew her whistle 
and directed me into her sight lines again. Like almost every pool of 
my youth—there were so many—I didn’t want to leave this place. Star-
ing through the streams of water blurred all the people in their bright 
swimming suits, living their carefree vacations, into a scene of enviable 
weightlessness.

***
I am not of the mind that every artifice has substance behind it, but 
something about the Mirage spoke to me. There was a depth, a history, 
a backstory I detected in the layering of its details that I couldn’t grasp 
but wanted to understand. I didn’t realize it was already at the end of 
its greatness when I stayed there. Its creator, Steve Wynn, opened the 
casino in 1989, and his vision shaped the only version of the Strip I have 
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known. Before Steve, most of the old Rat Pack–era Vegas casinos—the 
Sahara, the Sands, the Dunes, the Desert Inn—were fading as Atlan-
tic City stole the country’s gambling spotlight. The Mirage sprouted 
out of their shadows to offer a new kind of Las Vegas casino: a gold-
drenched, Y-shaped tower with a mechanical volcano in the front and 
an oasis in the back. It rose thirty-one floors up and stretched its tropi-
cal landscaping and lakes out to the desert’s sandy sidewalks, outsizing 
everything around it.

Steve met his future wife Elaine at the Fontainebleau resort in 
Miami. His public persona includes a backstory of wooing her there, 
among the resort’s restaurants and cabanas and swimming pool. In 1963, 
a few years after that Florida trip, Steve Wynn’s father died. Steve was 
accepted to Yale to study law, but his father had had a gambling addic-
tion and left his family in debt, so Steve gave up his spot at Yale so that he 
and Elaine could take over his father’s bingo parlor in Maryland, calling 
out the numbers themselves. Steve’s father’s old contacts helped Steve 
get established in Vegas, and he eventually started imagining the Mirage, 
a resort with restaurants and cabanas and a swimming pool unlike any 
others on the Strip, but maybe reminiscent of the Fontainebleau, of 
what it looked and felt like to be Steve Wynn on the brink of another 
life. And then he imagined these things all over again, as Treasure Island, 
in 1993. Again, as the Bellagio, in 1998. And again, as the Wynn, in 2005.

Steve Wynn’s need to keep rebuilding the same casino sounded like 
his own escapist addiction. It reminded me of repetition compulsion, 
the psychological tendency to repeat a past trauma or its surrounding 
circumstances again and again. Some psychologists theorize the reason 
for the repetition is the comfort of the familiar; returning to something 
we know outweighs the cost of the destruction. But what if you love a 
place that is somehow tied to an old trauma? Why would you want to 
go there over and over again?

The things I think my father would have hated about Vegas—the 
crowds, the noise, the lines, the kitschy themes—are reasons he should 
have hated Florida too. Yet we kept going back, over and over, most 
of those trips so similar I can’t untangle the details in my mind. The 
only one that stands out is the year we stayed at a resort on Sand Key 
in Clearwater. It was the first spring break after my mother died when 
I was in fourth grade. “It’s not like anywhere else we’ve ever stayed,” my 
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father promised. The hotel was indeed much larger than the other hotels 
I remembered, its lobby’s marble floors flecked with gold details shinier 
than any I’d ever seen. Before then, we usually rented someone’s condo 
or a higher-end motel. The Sand Key resort was massive by compari-
son. I loved to visit Lisa, a red-and-blue macaw that lived in a golden 
cage near the front desk. Whenever we left our room, I ran over to see 
her as soon as the elevator doors opened to the lobby. She would inch 
along her perch, bobbing her head before greeting me: “Hello, Lisa!” 
She knew me but didn’t know me; she didn’t ask me how I was doing or 
look at me with eyes that smiled as they felt sorry for me. She was the 
kind of friend I wanted.

My other favorite part of this hotel was the pool around back—a 
curving span of blue that overlooked the Gulf of Mexico, with an ornate, 
rocky waterfall cascading through its center. When I looked up the pool 
now, I was startled at the resemblance to the Mirage. It was another pool 
I never wanted to leave, since leaving meant going back to somewhere 
my mom wasn’t, instead of staying there, in the electric-blue lagoon, 
spending time with parrots and palm trees—richly constructed symbols 
of happiness that kept me from missing anything real.

***
After the pool, I forced myself to enter the casino labyrinth that I’d heard 
keeps you in, tries to force your hand to push the slot buttons, to linger 
on the edges of the green felt tables. When you try to leave, you instead 
find upscale Asian restaurants and sundries shops selling the things you 
need (sunscreen) and the things you didn’t know you needed (cham-
pagne, cigars). There were no exit signs and no clear paths anywhere, 
but eventually I wound my way to a long hallway that led me past one 
of those famed white tigers lounging behind a wall of glass, beside a 
miniaturized Taj Mahal. The tiger gazed past its brilliant blue pool of 
still water, devoid of the frenetic energy that filled the casino where he 
lived. I wondered if this was Mantacore. On the plane ride, Brad had 
told me about Siegfried and Roy, the casino’s in-house magic show that 
ended when a tiger named Mantacore mauled Roy, ripping through 
the façade that such animals are controllable. Was this enclosure his 
punishment for showing everyone the truth—or just a subtle reminder 
of how Vegas is made real by its scars?
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Outside the Mirage, a slow-moving vintage-green tram ferried me 
to Treasure Island, another Steve Wynn–imagined casino. The first ride! 
As the automated doors shut, I heard my father’s announcement in my 
head, the one he would proclaim every year when the parking lot shuttle 
approached, its long trail of seats winding around the corner, whisking 
us to the Disney World monorail and eventually the park; I also could 
hear my own cynical reply that came as the years went by: Come on, Dad. 
Everyone knows this is the worst ride. Though I played along like I was 
embarrassed by the dad joke, in truth, I loathed the tram because each 
row of seats was built to hold five or six people; the three of us barely 
filled one. Sometimes a stray member from another family would end up 
beside me, awkwardly making small talk about the rides and the shows. 
Passing through all those shiny minivans and beat-up station wagons 
and tiny economy rental cars, I counted the passengers standing outside, 
packing up duffel bags and slathering sunscreen on each other’s limbs; 
there were almost always more than three.

This tram is one of so many choreographed steps one takes in Disney 
World; from the parking lot to Cinderella Castle, everything is so care-
fully hand-molded and landscaped, perfection becomes the norm once 
the initial thrill of the tiny storefronts and streetcars of Main Street, 
USA, wears off. A trail of people immediately follows every parade to 
sweep away the confetti that just flew into the streets. A man mopping 
around a trash can uses rainwater from the gutter to draw a portrait of 
Mickey, face creases and glove dimples and all; it fades away moments 
after he finishes it, but the man has already moved on to erase other 
imperfections.

The Mirage’s tram unceremoniously dropped me in the back of the 
Treasure Island casino, inside a mostly vacant beige corridor adorned 
with posters for Mystère, the in-house Cirque du Soleil show. This made 
the stark desert light I found on the other side of the casino’s caverns 
particularly shocking. Before me, towering tall ships and elaborate 

“nautical village” storefronts in textured terra-cotta pink and tanger-
ine stretched over a boardwalk path that wound out from the casino, 
down to Las Vegas Boulevard. It was as if the Pirates of the Caribbean 
had swallowed me whole, to show me the way the ride once looked so 
dauntingly real from that slow-moving boat when I was a child.

When my mother died, I was on the cusp of a desperate love for the 
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thrill ride—conquering roller coasters, haunted houses, and anything 
fast or dark. Especially as someone introverted and quiet, riding some-
thing that others were afraid of felt unexpected, a way I could show off 
another, braver version of myself that others couldn’t anticipate. My 
mother was always my eager accomplice, willing to wait with me to ride 
anything I wanted, her hands always up in the air before the operator 
pressed the start button.

That first year at Disney World without her was the first time I ever 
went on Pirates of the Caribbean. My father hated waiting in lines, 
but he made an exception since I’d been quietly trudging around the 
park all day, pausing at the roller coasters with height requirements too 
tall for me to ride alone. The moment our boat crept out of the gates 
and around the corner of a swampy bayou, I loved the dingy chlorine 
smell that flooded my nose. I loved the sinister soundtrack that echoed 
through the concrete caves. But most of all, I loved the brief plunge the 
ride took a few minutes in. It was a minor dip, but it came on so fast 
and unexpectedly, my stomach dropped while my arms flew instinc-
tively into the air. I drew them in quickly, embarrassed that I was the 
only one in my row who’d been so immersed in the ride, until I noticed 
others around me letting go of themselves too.

***
“What’s the most fetching thing that provokes people? A volcano? Foun-
tains that dance? A pirate ship that sinks? Some other animated device 
or presentation? Is that as strong as mystery? Allure, intrigue, is much 
more powerful…It taunts you.” Steve Wynn offered this to Vanity Fair1 
as part of an explanation for the success of his resorts. But how much 
mystery could there be in a casino with pirates?

When I tried to find out why Steve Wynn made Treasure Island, 
the best answer I could unearth was Treasure Island: The Adventure 
Begins. This nearly hour-long promotional TV special tells the story of 
a boy named Robbie who comes to Vegas with his parents and stays at 
Treasure Island, an experience that looks more or less like a live-action 
Pirates of the Caribbean ride as pirates pop up in restaurants to give 
Robbie maps and clues to finding buried treasure. Steve Wynn makes 
intermittent appearances to explain how Treasure Island is “more than 
a hotel. It’s a gateway between fantasy and reality.”
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I consider this in-between zone: the place where the seams of reality 
show through the fantasy. I take this to mean it’s not Treasure Island’s 
illusion that is enchanting; it’s our awareness that we are in a fantasy-like 
place. We must be willful believers in order to appreciate it.

Perhaps this in-between zone explains the appeal of the thrill ride. 
Whether the ride is a tunnel-of-love train through the dark or a roller 
coaster, “the biggest common denominator is that the two feed on the 
same basic fear: loss of control,” writes Eric Minton in Psychology Today.2  
The thrill ride may seem like a controlled environment, but fear rises 
in the stomach as the body is taken on a course outside its own control. 
Buckled in with a lap belt or a massive over-the-shoulder harness before 
a ride starts its trajectory, we are made to feel “safe” by these controls, 
along with the knowledge that we chose this predicament. And yet the 
ride is now controlling us; we’re locked in by the safety harness, and 
there is no going back. For a handful of minutes, we live in the space 
between control and the illusion of control. Something about this space 
felt true to me after I learned the way control can be lost so suddenly—a 
truth my body understood and wanted to exist in long before my mind 
could begin to comprehend it.

One of the last photographs we have of my mother was also taken at 
Disney World. She sits on a bench in Main Street, USA, her short brown 
hair starting to grow back after the end of her chemotherapy, framing 
her face in short wisps. She smiles with her teeth showing, but her eyes 
are distant. I remember sitting with her on that bench, stopping for a 
snack or to get out of the sun; my father must have asked us to move out 
of the frame so he could take the photo. Later, after she died, he made 
dozens of copies and gave them to family and friends, in frames. I still 
have mine, but I don’t know where it is. Even when I was very young, 
I didn’t think it looked like her, at least not the way I remembered her 
looking when she was happy. Around that time, someone had told me 
how you can tell if an animal is happy by looking into their eyes. I started 
looking for this not just in animals but in other humans. My mother 
and I had the same blue eyes, which became bolder and brighter, with 
a gaze that bored into the camera, when we were really smiling. In the 
Disney World photograph, her eyes are periwinkle and recessed, staring 
off somewhere far beyond the lens.

***
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The kind of escape Steve built must mean something to other people, too. 
The Mirage and Treasure Island didn’t tower over the Strip alone for long. 
In the 1990s and 2000s, other resorts followed their fantastical format, 
stretching it wider and taller, across new escapes. As we walked along 
the Strip on our last night in Vegas, our hotel was dwarfed by the dense 
thicket of casinos that had grown around it—sprawling resorts with 
more floors than the Mirage, shopping malls covered in hand-painted 
blue skies, and pool decks filled with cabanas and fountains and fire-
pits and dayclubs. Most don’t publicize elaborate personas and backsto-
ries like Steve Wynn’s, but it is easy to imagine each casino in the same 
mold—as an escape to a better time of our lives. The Excalibur evokes 
the wonder of a first walk through the tunnels of Cinderella Castle at 
Disney World. Caesars Palace elicits the gasp that filled the lungs of a 
college student as she developed her sense of self among the sites of the 
Roman Forum. The Venetian transports a couple back to the morning 
they opened the pastel-pink shutters of their hotel room and were met 
with a cityscape surrounded by swaying waters.

I thought of such things as we walked through the Wynn to see an 
aquatic acrobatic show called Le Rêve: A Small Collection of Imperfect 
Dreams that was created by Franco Dragone, a former creative direc-
tor for Cirque du Soleil. As we entered the 2,000-person in-the-round 
theater blanketed in deep-blue light, it appeared as if we were descend-
ing through a massive water-ripple portal. “My aim with Le Rêve is to 
create an entirely new universe, to transport everyone into a world where 
the theater, performance and audience become one and the same real-
ity” was Dragone’s explanation in a news release for the show. When it 
opened, it was almost universally despised, panned for the “darkness” 
of its narrative, because who comes to Las Vegas to be immersed in 
anything but pleasure?

Le Rêve has since been reworked, dropping the subtitle along the 
way. Now, more than ten years after seeing it, I think of its idea of 
“imperfect dreams” more than anything else. Although I rarely remem-
ber my own dreams, the one that plagues me is the one in which my 
mother died, but I am no longer sure of whether it happened before or 
after her real death occurred; I also don’t know which parts belonged 
to the actual dream and which were moments of my childhood that 
now feel like a dream. She’d had cancer for several years leading up to 
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her death, but in my dream, the cause and the occurrence weren’t part 
of the story—only the aftermath. I might have been back in a former 
house, where we’d lived until I was seven years old. I might have been 
inside my bedroom closet, trying to find something to wear. There was 
no one there to help me, so I just kept pushing through hangers and 
hangers of cotton dresses, unable to do anything else. I still find myself 
questioning if it was a wish to go back to that old house, before death 
inhabited the rooms and my memories.

I later read that Steve originally wanted to call the Wynn “Le Rêve,” 
which, in the context of his history, made it sound like his crowning 
achievement. As if this time—after the Mirage, Treasure Island, and the 
Bellagio—Steve was going to find a mysterious thing he’d been missing 
since he was back in Maryland, calling out bingo numbers in his father’s 
gambling hall. But Steve Wynn also isn’t someone I can believe in. In 
2018, he had to step down as CEO of Wynn Resorts because of horren-
dous sexual misconduct allegations from his former employees. Why 
try to empathize with this man? Why would I need to know so much 
about him and his Strip and his casinos? Why do I need his constructed 
realities and his imperfect dreams?

Maybe because I had mistaken myself for the observer, too smart 
and tasteful to participate in the place that I knew I wanted to return 
to the moment we were back at the airport—the place I couldn’t quite 
figure out, not yet. That is the person I could perform for you, for myself. 
I am not a gambler. I am not a wild pool partier. I am not Steve Wynn. Yet 
I also am telling you things I have never told my family members, who 
don’t talk about those vacations as anything more than trips to Florida 
that any family would take. Maybe performing an obsession is a distrac-
tion, like a thrill ride, like a vacation. Maybe it’s a portal between fantasy 
and reality. Maybe it takes you somewhere you were afraid to go.


