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Chapter 1: Clients




The doorman kept count in his head. Three on Monday, four on Tuesday, two more this morning before lunch. Now another woman came through the revolving glass doors, her shoulders hunched as if she carried a hidden burden. Herbert watched her stop in the marble lobby, one hand pressed to her chest, the other clutching a black purse with both clasps closed. 

She wore a beige raincoat even though the October sky was clear over Manhattan. Her shoes were practical, with rubber soles, the kind you might find in pharmacies next to compression stockings and pill organizers, if they sold shoes. She didn’t glance at the crystal chandelier or notice the fresh orchids on the concierge desk. Her eyes went straight to the elevators.

"Good afternoon," Herbert said, moving from behind his station.

She startled. "Oh. Yes. Good afternoon."

"Visiting today?"

The woman's fingers tightened on her purse. "Fourteen B."

Herbert nodded and pressed the elevator button for her. He had stopped asking for names three weeks ago after management sent a memo. Monitor traffic. Note patterns. Report irregularities. Apartment 14B was definitely irregular.

The elevator doors opened. The woman stepped inside, and Herbert noticed the scent of drugstore perfume mixed with something else—the sharp smell of menthol rub, the kind used for aching joints, and a hint of loneliness from nights spent alone in quiet rooms. The elevator door closed, Herbert returned to his station and made a mark in his notebook. 2:17 PM. Female, approximately 70, beige coat, 14B. He'd filled four pages this week alone.

Upstairs, Vivian Marsh heard the elevator and checked her reflection in the gold-framed mirror by her door. She had changed after her morning client, swapping her flowing purple caftan for a deep green wrap dress that hinted at mystery without looking like a costume. The turban was gone too. She had learned early on that turbans and crystal balls were too much; people wanted to believe, not to see a cliché.

She dimmed the lights in her living room. Two armchairs faced each other across a low table with a simple white candle, already burning, and a dish of smooth river stones she had picked up at a garden center in Queens. The heavy curtains stayed closed, and the room was kept cool. She had read that people often felt more 'spiritual experiences' in dim, cool rooms—something to do with brain chemistry and suggestion.

The doorbell rang—a soft chime, nothing jangling or harsh.

Vivian opened the door and arranged her face into an expression of serene welcome, the kind that suggested she'd been expecting this exact person at this exact moment.

The woman in the beige coat stood in the hallway, both hands on her purse now.

"Come in," Vivian said, her voice low and warm. "You're right on time."

She hadn't scheduled anyone for 2:30. She never scheduled anyone. They just came, word of mouth spreading through grief support groups and church basements and senior centers across three boroughs. But the woman didn't need to know that.

"I'm sorry, I don't have an appointment," the woman said. "Margery told me…my friend Margery said you might…"

"Margery Connors?"

The woman's face brightened. "Yes! You remember her?"

Vivian remembered a woman in a gray cardigan from three weeks ago who had cried over a husband who died two years earlier and paid two hundred dollars to hear that he forgave her for their last argument. The name stuck because the check she tried to write said Margery Connors in shaky handwriting, and Vivian had to explain again: cash only, no paper trail, nothing the IRS or building management could track. 

"Of course," Vivian said. "She has such a warm spirit. Please, come in."

She stepped back to let the woman in, watching how she moved: a slight limp in her left leg, and the way she held her purse close, almost like a child with a stuffed animal. Vivian closed the door and turned the deadbolt. The sound of the lock always seemed to reassure her clients, giving them a sense of privacy and safety.

"I'm Vivian," she said, though the woman likely already knew. Clients always did their research, reading blog posts and old news articles about her 'prediction' of the Missouri River flooding, the story that made her briefly famous in some circles.

"Dorothy," the woman said. "Dorothy Blanchard."

"It's lovely to meet you, Dorothy." Vivian gestured toward the reading room. "Would you like some water? Tea?"

"No, thank you. I'm fine."

They never wanted drinks. They wanted to get straight to the reason they came, to the question that weighed on them. Vivian had learned to spot it in the first thirty seconds: the widow’s desperation, the mother’s guilt, the daughter’s unfinished business. Dorothy had the tense look of someone holding onto a secret, something she had never shared, something that lingered.

Vivian led her to the armchairs and waited for Dorothy to pick one. She always let clients choose; it was a small psychological trick, since people felt more in control when they made decisions, even small ones. Dorothy chose the chair facing the window, even though the curtains were closed. Vivian sat across from her and put on a look of patient attention.

"Margery said you helped her," Dorothy began. "She said you knew things, things you couldn't have known."

Vivian said nothing. Silence was the greatest tool in her arsenal. People filled silence. They rushed to fill it with confessions and details and fragments of information she could mirror back to them later, transformed into "psychic knowledge."

Dorothy's hands twisted the purse strap. "My husband passed. Six months ago. Cancer."

"I'm so sorry for your loss."

"We were married forty-one years." Dorothy's voice cracked on the number. "Forty-one years, and I never told him."

There it was. The guilt. The thing unsaid.

Vivian leaned forward slightly. "Never told him what, Dorothy?"

The woman's eyes filled. "That I blamed him. For...for our son."

Vivian quickly considered the possibilities. Was the son dead? Estranged? In prison? She kept her face neutral, sympathetic, and open.

"Our son, Michael, he had problems. Mental problems." Dorothy pulled a tissue from her purse. "My husband, Richard, he wouldn't get him help. Said therapy was for weak people, said Michael just needed to toughen up, get a job, stop being so sensitive."

Vivian nodded slowly and stayed silent, letting Dorothy’s story unfold.

"Michael took his own life when he was twenty-three. Twenty years ago now." Dorothy pressed the tissue to her eyes. "And I never told Richard that I blamed him. I stayed married to him. I cooked his meals and slept in his bed and smiled at his jokes, and inside, I hated him for what he did to our boy."

The confession lingered between them. Vivian waited, letting the silence grow so Dorothy could feel the weight of her own words.

"And now Richard's gone," Vivian said softly, "and you can't tell him."

Dorothy nodded, tears streaming.

"You want to know if he's forgiven you. For the anger you carried. For the love you couldn't give him."

"Yes." It came out as a whisper. "Can you... can you reach him? Can you ask?"

Vivian closed her eyes and took slow, deep breaths, letting her shoulders rise and fall in a steady rhythm. She counted to fifteen in her head, giving Dorothy time to watch and build anticipation.

When she opened her eyes, she let her gaze go a little unfocused, looking at Dorothy but also past her.

"He's here," Vivian said. "Richard. He's standing behind you, his hand on your shoulder."

Dorothy gasped and twisted in her chair, looking back at nothing but wall and shadow.

"You won't see him," Vivian said. "But I do. And he's smiling, Dorothy. He's smiling because he understands now. Everything he didn't understand when he was here, about pain, about fear, about how pride can make us cruel, he understands it now."

Dorothy turned back, her face desperate with hope.

"He knows about the anger you carried," Vivian continued, her voice becoming rhythmic and almost hypnotic. "He knows, and he doesn't blame you. He blames himself. He wishes he'd listened. He wishes he'd gotten Michael help. He wishes he'd been the husband you deserved, the father Michael needed."

"Oh, God," Dorothy breathed.

"He wants you to forgive yourself, Dorothy. He wants you to know that the love you shared, those forty-one years, was real. The anger doesn't erase it. Nothing erases it. And Michael..." Vivian paused, watching Dorothy's face. "Michael is with him. They're together. They've made peace. And they both want you to find peace, too."

Dorothy was sobbing now, her whole body shaking. Vivian got up and moved to Dorothy’s side, placing one hand on her shoulder, the same spot where she had said Richard was standing.

"He's saying something else," Vivian said. "He's saying...'the garden.' Does that mean something to you?"

Dorothy looked up, her face blotchy with tears. "We had a garden. In the back of our house in Yonkers. Before we moved to the city. Roses. I grew roses."

"He remembers," Vivian said. "He says the roses were the most beautiful things he'd ever seen, except for you."

It was a guess, but a safe one. Old men often loved their wives through the language of gardens, kitchens, and home. And she was right; Dorothy’s face changed, grief and gratitude blending into something close to peace.

They sat together for another twenty minutes, with Vivian giving carefully chosen messages that Dorothy would remember and turn into proof of contact, of life after death, of love that lasted. When Dorothy finally stood to leave, she took an envelope from her purse.

"I don't know what you charge," she said.

"Whatever feels right to you," Vivian said. "This is a gift I share. Money isn't the purpose."

That line always made people give more.

Dorothy opened the envelope and counted out bills: twenties, fifties, even a hundred. Four hundred dollars in total. She pressed them into Vivian’s hand.

"Thank you," Dorothy whispered. "Thank you so much. I can sleep now. I can finally sleep."

Vivian walked her to the door, gave her a long hug that Dorothy held onto, and watched her walk to the elevator with shoulders that were no longer so hunched.

When the elevator doors closed, Vivian went back to the reading room and counted the money again. Four hundred dollars. Not bad for forty-five minutes of careful empathy.

She put it in the lockbox in her bedroom closet, hidden under winter sweaters and old tax returns. The box was getting heavy. She would need to go to the bank soon, depositing the money in small amounts at different branches to avoid any attention.

Her phone buzzed on the kitchen counter. It was a text from Lauren.

Still on for tonight? 8pm?

Vivian smiled and typed back: Absolutely. Can't wait.

Tonight she would host. Lauren, Charles, and Rory—her real friends, the ones who knew what she actually did for work. They thought it was hilarious. She would order Thai food, open good wine, and do her best impressions: Dorothy’s trembling hands, Margery’s breathy voice, the widow from Tuesday who wanted her husband’s spirit to reveal where he hid his life insurance policy.

They'd laugh until they cried.

And tomorrow, someone new would ring her doorbell, bringing grief and money, and Vivian would tell them exactly what they needed to hear.








