

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
Accidentally Engaged

 

 
MARY CARTER

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2007 Mary Carter

 



 
The right of Mary Carter to be identified as the Author of 
the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law,
this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted,
in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing
of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production,
in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the
Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2009

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance
to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 5496 2

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette Livre UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk 
www.hachette.co.uk






[image: 001]

little black dress

IT’S A GIRL THING

 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you - you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:



[image: 002]Enter our monthly competitions to win  gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006]Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter



 



We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The litte black dress team
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Mary Carter is a freelance writer and a graduate of the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York City. After five years of acting, temping and waiting tables, she won a scholarship for her second degree in Sign Language Interpreting at the Rochester Institute of Technology. She currently lives in Manhattan.




Prologue


It all started that fateful evening when I allowed myself to turn over the first card. It was from the Major Arcana, Trumps Zero, The Fool.

He’s the grinning idiot, the class clown, the one who eats oysters despite the Red Tide warning, the guy who lowers his car for increased speed and agility, despite the fact that it’s a Saturn.

Most Tarot card decks show The Fool standing at the edge of a cliff, not watching what he’s doing. He’s daydreaming, he’s staring off into the sky, he’s mentally composing his grocery list. In other words, he’s terminally out of milk.

He’s also one step away from plunging thousands of feet to his death.

And it’s not like anyone didn’t warn him. (Hence, his name.)

If a nonfoolish man were carefully and strategically walking down a path and suddenly plunged to his death due to large foliage, overgrown trees, or poor city planning, we’d all feel sorry for the guy, maybe even drop a bundle of flowers or light an outdoor-only nonflammable candle at the accident site. Maybe even shed a few tears. We’re reasonable people. And even if we didn’t go that far, we certainly wouldn’t blame the guy for dying.

But if there were clues pointing to the impending disaster scattered along the way, such as small forest  animals running at top speed in the opposite direction, a strange, stale feeling of doom hovering about the suddenly stilled air, or a large, neon sign blinking Danger! This path ends in a perilous cliff!, we probably wouldn’t be so sympathetic when The Fool blindly forged ahead and plummeted off the face of the earth. Most likely we’d say, ‘I told you so.’

In my defense (because a fool always has one), at the time I thought I was doing the reading for someone else. It’s only now as I stand at the edge of the cliff, one step away from taking the fatal plunge myself, that I can see everything so clearly.
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Daily Horoscope - Pisces


Your kindness will be tested. Stand up for yourself fish-woman!


A placemat collects silver, while a doormat just collects dust . . .



 



‘Clair, please. Just do this one for me. It’s just one little reading. Please, please, please, please, please.’

I pulled my beaded, green purse protectively to my side where my Tarot cards were resting peacefully in their box, happy to be done for the day.

‘Why won’t you do it?’ I said, trying to sound mature and reasonable when what I really wanted to do was jump up and down and whine, ‘I want to go home, I want to go home!’

‘Because I know the girl. I sort of - used to date her. I just . . . she’s kind of . . . I can’t get into this right now Clair,’ my friend and colleague, Brian Shepard, said. He glanced over his shoulder as if someone were stalking him and then lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. ‘She’s standing right over there. Please. Please, please, please, please.’

I contemplated Brian like a lizard stares at a fly right before its slimy, red tongue shoots out and wraps it in deadly saliva. Not that I didn’t sympathize with his plight. It’s truly difficult to do a reading for someone you know.  Family and friends hit me up all the time for free readings, but I was always worried I’d let the things I already knew about the person subconsciously influence the outcome. Like the year I was nine and my brother Tommy broke his leg in a motorcycle accident. The cards said he was entering a long period of rest and introspection, and I happily relayed this to him.

But instead of praising my astounding psychic abilities, my brother glared at me like I was a Happy Meal sans the fries and the prize. ‘Duh, Clair. Incredible talent you got there. Hmm . . . broken leg - period of rest. What a wanker. If you’re so psychic, why didn’t you predict the accident, huh?’ I stared at him, dumfounded. ‘Why’da let me break my Mother-Fudging leg in the first place, lunatic?’

But as bad as it was to give someone a ‘duh’ reading, it paled in comparison to giving them the exact answers they wanted to hear, and then spending the next twenty-three Christmases listening to - say your sister Abby - getting smashed and shouting, ‘Clair you said I’d be married with two identical, blond, extremely brilliant twin boys and living in Quebec, Canada, by now. Where are they, Clair? Where are my two twins? Where is my tall, entrepreneurial, Canadian husband and my two twins? Eh? Eh? Is Santa bringing them this year, Clair? Is he? Is he?’

It took superhuman strength on my part not to shout back at her at the top of my lungs, ‘Twins means two, Abby. You don’t say “two twins”; it’s redundant! Obviously they must get their brilliance from their tall, entrepreneurial, Canadian father!’

Besides, I gave her that reading when I was twelve. It took me years before I could take off my psychic training wheels. Abby, on the other hand, still hadn’t let it go. The above tantrum was last Christmas. I’m thirty-two and she’s thirty-eight, and she still blames me for her naked ring finger and barren womb. I also told her she would lose her left eye in a freak mining accident, and you don’t see her holding me responsible for that one not panning out.

‘Come on, Clair. Are you going to do this one for me or not?’ Brian whined.

We both knew I was going to do it. I was a complete pushover by nature, and as my three ex-husbands could attest, I have never been able to resist a man on his knees. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to milk it a little before giving in. Especially since I had already put my Tarot cards away, taken down my sign, and packed up the yellow silk scarf I used for my ten-card Celtic spread.

‘If I do this - and I’m not saying I will - what are you going to do for me?’ I said. Brian sighed, folded his arms across his chest, and tried to match my intimidating gaze while I studied my reflection in the spoon hanging around his neck. It was starting to turn his Adam’s Apple slightly green, but Brian refused to take it off. He was determined to bend it with his mind, twist it into tiny knots using only the Power of Thought. He’d been wearing it a little over a year and a half.

‘You could charge them double,’ Brian said, jerking his head toward his tent. ‘The two of them are walking advertisements for Gucci, Prada, and Coach.’

‘I don’t care if they’re carrying gold bricks,’ I said. ‘I’m not charging anybody double.’ Brian sighed and ran his hands through his hair. He wasn’t exactly a handsome man, slightly elflike in appearance, despite his six-foot frame. His blond hair was curly and static, ears splayed out like television antennas, his nose terminally pink. On the plus side, he had sparkling emerald eyes, a full head of hair, and a charismatic aura he never failed to inflict on women. How else could you explain a tall, lanky elf-man getting so much tail?

Although, according to my best friend Karen, he had a very large package, so that could have accounted for a hefty percent of it. She unwrapped the said package in the upstairs hallway at my birthday party last year after drinking four shots of tequila off his stomach. Incidentally, all I got was a cheap crystal ball and a pair of orange-striped gym socks.

‘God, you’re such a Girl Scout. Fine. Do this for me and I’ll fix you up with my friend Scott.’

‘Brian,’ I warned. He knew full well I wasn’t going to go out with his friend Scott, or John, or Jeff, or T-Bone, or any of the other men he’d tried to push on me the past year. I was on a long, long, hiatus from men. As a bona fide recovering in-love-aholic, I was officially cut off.

‘Okay, okay, calm down. Do this for me and I’ll switch places with you tomorrow.’

Our booths were stationed at the Chicago Psychic Fair, in the gymnasium at the Healing Arts Community Center. We were sandwiched in between booths on acupuncture, massage, herbal remedies, yoga, and vegetarian cookies. I had the unfortunate luck of being next to a vegan fanatic whose booth was covered with pictures of bloody cows. Although I was all for the humane treatment of animals, I couldn’t ignore my inner carnivore; I’d been craving a cheeseburger all day.

Brian’s booth, however, was across from homemade fudge. Whereas the sugary scent drew customers to his vicinity, the bloody cows scared them away from mine. His offer was generous, but I couldn’t take him up on it.

‘I’m not here tomorrow,’ I told him.

‘What do you mean you’re not here tomorrow?’

‘I’m going on my pilgrimage,’ I bragged. Every year, for the past three years, I’d taken a road trip. It was the only thing that had kept me sane - and single - since my last divorce. This year I needed it more than ever.

‘Who’s here instead?’ Brian asked, his voice rising in pitch and cracking like he was going through puberty. He started fingering his spoon. ‘Don’t tell me it’s Dame Diaphannie. You know I can’t work with “Double D.” ’ Not wanting to get him started on her, I reached into my purse and touched the gold-embossed envelope I’d been carrying around the past week like a time bomb strapped to my chest, hoping Brian would pick up on it and ask me about it. Ed, my third husband, ‘the one that was supposed to stick,’ was getting married.

Alexis, his twenty-four-year-old ballerina-bride-to-be, took it upon herself to invite me to the blessed event. If I didn’t get out of town, I might just show up. And at the toast, I might very well raise my glass and announce to everyone how Ed said he’d always love me. How he’d stood on our back porch one humid Friday evening, still dressed in his work clothes, and tearfully confessed that he didn’t want to be married. How he hoped I’d find it in my heart to forgive him. How he had really, really, really tried because of how much he loved me - but, he just wasn’t the marrying type.

Oh, yes, I needed my pilgrimage. My sanity was at stake. Brian was still ranting about Dame Diaphannie.

‘That cow listens in on my readings and corrects me when I’m doing my best work.’

‘I know. . . .’

‘Last time she actually yelled over the curtain, “It’s never gonna happen, honey: he’s having an affair with your sister.” ’

‘She’s out of control,’ I agreed halfheartedly, as images of her colorful turbans, stick-on rubies, and sandalwood incense floated through my mind. She spoke in tongues, smoked two packs of cigarellos a day, and occasionally rolled her eyes back in her head as if she were having a full-blown epileptic fit during readings. I pulled the invitation out of my purse and waved it hypnotically in front of Brian.

‘Did I mention Ed is getting married?’

‘About seventeen times,’ Brian said, throwing a worried glance at his booth. Crushed by his lack of enthusiasm, I mentally blew black smoke over his aura, like a manic-depressive maid sprinkling the dust back on the furniture instead of polishing it off.

‘Do the reading, Clair. I know you could use the money.’ He had me there. I had a stack of bills at home, all accruing late fees.

‘Fine,’ I said, dropping my purse on the card table with a thud. ‘Let’s just get it over with.’ I was unpacking my  cards when suddenly Brian put his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face him.

‘Um . . . Clair?’

‘Yes?’ I said, startled at his intensity.

‘Rachel is . . . uh . . . the sensitive type - you know? A little . . . uh . . . wound up, I guess you would say.’

‘I’m sure I’ll survive,’ I said.

‘It’s not you I’m worried about. It’s her. She’s extremely . . . uh . . . wound up.’

‘Wound up, wound up. I got it. Don’t worry, Brian. I won’t add any of my own vibes, I’ll just read the cards.’

‘Perfect. But - still - be careful.’

‘Don’t give it a second thought,’ said I, the fool.
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Daily Horoscope - Pisces


Cheer up, things will get worse.



 




My first impression of Rachel Morgan was that she was a woman in a lot of pain. She reminded me of a poodle just out of the bath, staring at you with big, pleading eyes. But despite her obvious distress, she was a stunningly beautiful woman.

She had fresh-from-the-salon blond hair cut in a bob, eyes the color of the Aegean Sea, and a body straight from the gym/tanning bed/Pilates/Bikram Yoga. Whereas I looked the part of a gypsy, with my voluptuous, slightly thinner-than-hour-glass figure, curly brownish-gold hair, green eyes, and my favorite trait - olive skin - Rachel Morgan was pure Super Barbie. She also had the unique quality of being both beautiful and nonthreatening; I had just met her and I wanted to hold her hand, become her new best friend, and tell her everything was going to be all right.

Her friend, Susan, on the other hand, trim with dark hair and hazel eyes, would have been considered beautiful too, except for the dark aura hovering about her, and the fact that she was staring at me like a makeshift slingshot, pulled tight and poised to plunge a rusty pocketknife into my side at the slightest provocation.

‘Won’t you sit down,’ I said, gesturing to the two empty chairs across from me. My cards were out of the box and  lying face down on my grandmother’s yellow silk scarf. Susan and Rachel sat down and looked at the cards as if they were a wild animal. I stifled a giggle; unnecessary laughter was a detriment to my mysterious aura.

There are seventy-eight cards in a Tarot deck, divided into the Major and Minor Arcana. ‘Arcana,’ deriving from the Latin word arcanus, means ‘closed’ or ‘secret.’ The trump suit, or Major Arcana, is composed of twenty-two cards. Each card has a picture that shows a behavior, action, or possible future event. The cards are also named and numbered - in the Major Arcana they go from One to Twenty-One. The exception to this is The Fool, he is number Zero.

That leaves the Minor Arcana, consisting of fifty-six cards divided into four suits: Swords, Cups, Coins, and Wands. There are fourteen cards in each suit, numbering from Ace to Ten, and four face cards: Page, Knight, Queen, and King. Like playing cards, (which originate from Tarot cards) there are hundreds of decks and styles, and professional readers often have quite a diverse collection at their disposal. I was no exception.

But since I had taken an immediate liking to Rachel, I had decided to use my personal favorite, a Medieval-style rendering of the Major and Minor Arcana, with intricate, hand-painted figures whose vibrant colors hadn’t faded a bit with the passage of time.

They belonged to the first psychic in my family, my maternal grandmother, Isabella Ivars, who passed her gift on to me, along with her cards. They are hers and they are mine. This was the deck I used whenever I wanted answers to my own questions; they’re my way of speaking to my grandmother, asking for her guidance. Rachel and Susan sat silently and watched me spread the cards out. ‘I take it this reading is for you,’ I said to Rachel.

She nodded but did not speak, which is how I preferred it. There was nothing worse than a chatty Querent. I finished shuffling the deck and asked Rachel to cut them from left to right into three distinct piles. Her hands trembled as she followed my directions. Once again working left to right, I had her gather the piles and place them on top of each other. As I reached for the top card, Susan’s hand shot out and stopped me.

‘Just a minute. I need to pay you. Rachel, this is on me, remember?’

I opened my mouth to tell her she could pay me later, but we were already in motion. Susan pulled me to the farthest corner of the tent. ‘There’s something you should know,’ she said in a low whisper. I glanced at Rachel who was intently studying a large diamond ring on her right finger.

‘She’s getting married and she has cold feet,’ I said.

Susan’s mouth fell open like the lid of a rusty mailbox. She glanced at Rachel who now had her hands folded in her lap, obscuring the ring. I didn’t normally resort to such parlor tricks, but I had low blood sugar, was late for my pilgrimage, and didn’t like this woman at all.

‘Good guess,’ she said, composing herself. ‘She’s marrying my brother Jack—’

‘You know,’ I said, pulling away from her, ‘the less I know the better.’

‘You don’t understand. This reading has to go well.’

‘I don’t control what the cards say. But don’t worry, even if the reading is - say, less than favorable - she has the power to change any possible outcome.’

‘Listen to me,’ Susan hissed. ‘Rachel is totally freaking out, okay? She had some kind of weird dream last week and suddenly she’s confused. Confused,’ she said throwing her arms up. ‘We’ve been planning this wedding for two years. We’ve invited two hundred prominent guests, Chicago’s best ice sculptor, and a famous Fusion caterer from the East.’

‘I see,’ I said. ‘But—’

‘Not to mention the thirteen bridesmaids who have been dieting their asses off - literally - just to fit into their custom-made gowns. And then there’s the ten-foot fountain of Dom Perignon, a cake so exquisite it should be a federal crime to slice, and a collection of flowers so exotic  they’re going to make the Garden of Eden look like home-grown herbs on a window sill.’ Susan took another microstep toward me. Her breath smelled like cold, hard mints, and her voice poured out like wet cement. ‘Rachel Morgan is going to marry my brother in two weeks, and if you say one negative word to her about it, I’m going to make your life a living hell. Do you understand?’

‘I understand perfectly,’ I said.

‘Good,’ Susan said, holding out two crisp one hundred dollar bills for the twenty-five-dollar reading. I turned away from the cash and headed to my table where Rachel sat cross-legged on the chair, her skinny leg bouncing up and down like a jack hammer.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said to Rachel with the most comforting smile I could muster. ‘But I can’t do this reading.’ I gathered my grandmother’s cards and started putting them back in the box. Rachel shot out of her chair like a rogue astronaut ejected from the space shuttle.

‘Why can’t you do it? It’s something bad, isn’t it? Oh God, you’ve got a bad vibe.’

‘No, no, no. Nothing like that,’ I tried to assure her. ‘It’s late, that’s all. I thought I had time for this but I—’

‘What did you say to her?’ Rachel turned on Susan. ‘What did she say to you?’

‘Look - a Tarot card reading isn’t for everyone,’ I explained. ‘I can tell just from looking at you, your expectations are too high.’ I looked her in the eye.

She didn’t budge.

‘You’ve come to the wrong place for the answers you seek,’ I said waving my hands mysteriously and slightly rolling my eyes back in my head. Rachel started to cry. I sat down, pulled her down to her chair, and took her hand. ‘Maybe we could just talk,’ I said. ‘Susan tells me you’re getting married. That can be a scary thing. I should know, I’ve done it three times myself.’

‘Oh, now there’s someone you should be taking marriage advice from,’ Susan said. ‘Let’s go, Rachel.’

‘Three times?’ Rachel asked, horrified.

‘Yes,’ I admitted. ‘But the first one doesn’t really count because I was only eighteen and the second one was in Vegas, so - really, technically - I guess you could say I’ve only been married one, one and a half times at the most.’

‘Rachel, let’s get out of here,’ Susan insisted.

‘If you had it to do over again?’ Rachel started to say. ‘I mean . . . did you have doubts?’

‘Did I have doubts,’ I said. ‘Good God yes. Of course I did. I had that little voice, you know?’ Rachel nodded, which is the only excuse I can come up with for not repairing the broken dam that was my mouth. ‘Marriage is a huge - I mean huge - commitment,’ I continued. ‘I was way too impulsive. You can’t even imagine the things I never even thought of—’

‘Miss,’ Susan said.

‘I mean the things you learn about a person,’ I railed. Susan was now physically trying to pull Rachel out of the chair. I was oblivious.

‘You think you know him - and wham - you find out the man you married paints his toenails black when there’s a full moon. Or that he doesn’t like the way you sip tea. Like there’s a right and wrong way to sip tea. Or he suddenly stops having sex with you because the blouse you wore the week before reminded him of his mother.’

‘His mother,’ Rachel repeated in a deathly whisper.

‘Miss,’ Susan said again, louder.

‘Believe me, there are going to be days when you can’t stand the way he looks, smells, talks, and even breathes.’ Rachel’s beautiful face had turned to stone. I didn’t notice. ‘But the worst part is when you know - when you just know deep down in your bones - that the man who said he’d love you forever doesn’t want to see, taste, smell, or touch you anymore either.’

‘Miss. You are very unprofessional,’ Susan roared. That stopped me. She was right. What was I doing? This whole thing with Ed had me all out of whack. Not to mention staring at bloody cows all day. It was really messing with my mind. All I could think of was Ed - Ed and the  ballerina covered in blood. And I wasn’t a violent person at all. I was a Pisces. We’re humble and kind. Peace loving. We’re not like - what was her name?

‘What’s the name of the girl who hacked up her parents with a hatchet?’ I asked Susan and Rachel. This time both of them started to back away. Oh, God. I needed to get away from other human beings as quickly as possible. But seriously, what was her name? Lucy?

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said to Rachel. ‘I am being very unprofessional. Let’s get back on track here, shall we? Let’s just see what the cards have to say.’ But Rachel had gone white.

‘Susan, would you mind waiting outside the tent,’ she said. ‘I want to be alone with Clair.’

Susan shook her head and locked eyes with me. ‘Susan. I want some privacy,’ Rachel persisted.

Susan hesitated but relented under Rachel’s steady gaze. ‘I’ll be right outside,’ she said.

‘Look,’ I confessed when we were alone. ‘Susan told me you’ve been having bad dreams. Maybe I can help you interpret them?’ Rachel Morgan sat straight in her chair, put her palms flat down on the table, and stared at me without a single tear left in her eyes.

‘Just deal the cards,’ she said, like we were playing Black Jack in Vegas.

‘I thought you wanted to talk—’

‘No. I’ve heard enough. I just want you to deal the cards, and in a very loud voice - so Susan can hear - I want you to tell me that marrying Jack Heron would be the worst mistake I could ever make in my entire life.’

‘Whoa,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to freak you out—’

‘A deadly mistake.’

‘I mean just because my marriages were complete and utter failures—’

‘Please,’ Rachel begged. ‘Get me out of this.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I can’t continue this reading. I’m normally very professional. It’s just that my third husband, Ed - the one I thought would stick - he’s getting married  again. To a fucking ballerina. And it’s just really messed me up you know? I mean even though we’ve been over for a long time. Three years.’ I felt tears come to my eyes. ‘He said he’d love me forever.’ I took a deep breath and tried to compose myself. ‘A fucking ballerina,’ I repeated bitterly.

Rachel’s hand flew out and landed on top of my deck. ‘Deal the cards,’ she said again. ‘Tell me not to marry Jack.’

‘Please don’t touch my cards,’ I said, trying to regain some semblance of composure. ‘You know I can’t just tell you that. The cards will say whatever they have to say.’ Rachel removed her hand from the cards but kept it planted on my side of the table.

‘Lizzie Borden!’ I shouted. ‘Lizzie Borden took an axe, gave her parents forty whacks.’ Rachel stared at me. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I just remembered that.’ Rachel leaned in.

‘Here’s one for you,’ she hissed. ‘Do you remember the Runaway Bride?’ Her formerly diminutive voice had flatlined into a frightening monotone. I had just decided I should become the Runaway Psychic, shove everything in my bag and get the hell out of here, but something stopped me. Okay, if you must know, I kind of wanted to know where she was going with this. I took her hand, lifted it, and put it back on her side of the table. We eyeballed each other for another few seconds. Then I nodded for her to continue.

‘If you don’t help me out of this mess, you’re going to know me as the Suicide Bride. I’m going to shoot myself in my Vera Wang wedding gown in front of two hundred well-dressed guests and my unsuspecting groom. I’m going to wait until right before I say, “I Do,” put the barrel in my mouth, and say your name.’

‘What?’ I said, completely thrown out of the riveting melodrama by the mention of my name.

‘I’m going to say, “Clair,” ’ she said, spotting my business card at the edge of the table, ‘ “Clair Ivars has my blood on her hands.” ’

She was so convincing I found myself staring at her milky, white face as if droplets of blood would drip from  her pouty lips at any second. She smiled with her perfectly straight, white teeth, and leaned in for the kill. ‘And then,’ she said, whispering as if we were on a first date, ‘I’m going to squeeze the trigger, and put a bullet through the back of my head.’

I must admit, part of me was a tiny bit tempted to ask her how she was going to enunciate all that with a gun in her mouth, but I reined myself in. There we sat, the psychic and the psycho, staring each other down, as red, pulsing, energy danced above our heads.

‘You need professional help,’ I said as quietly and gently as I could.

‘What I need is for you to do this reading,’ she shot back. ‘What I need is for this reading to tell me not to marry Jack Heron. What I need,’ she said her voice rising to near-panic level, ‘is for you to yell it out, so that the Ice Pick out there hears you! Capice?’

I held my breath and quickly ran through my options. What did Brian say? She was a little . . . wound up? I was going to kill Brian the minute I saw him. Maybe I’d skip my spiritual journey. Killing Brian would be my spiritual journey. First I’d torture him, then I’d kill him. I didn’t know a thing about torture except that it usually involved duct tape. Get duct tape, I mentally jotted down.

I was in an impossible situation. I wanted to argue with Rachel, tell her that no one in his or her right mind was going to blame me for her actions - that even if I did give her a bad reading, people would still blame her for canceling her wedding by shooting herself in the back of the head, not me.

Wouldn’t they?

Maybe I should have just kicked her out and told ‘the Ice Pick’ about her threat. Surely, the Ice Pick would have believed me and not her.

Wouldn’t she?

At the least, she wouldn’t want to see blood on a perfectly good Vera Wang wedding gown.

Besides, what woman in love lets a Tarot card reading  stop her wedding? Obviously, this woman wasn’t in love. And she was too gutless to end it herself.

In the end, I didn’t do it for her. In the end I did it for Jack Heron, whom I had never met, but surely he didn’t deserve this kind of fate. Either she would go ahead and marry him and he’d be stuck with someone who really didn’t love him for the rest of his life, or she would put a gun in her mouth during the wedding vows and blow her brains out, and he would be forever known as the guy who was literally left at the altar by the Suicide Bride.

And, whether it was logical or not, if anyone could manage to understand her mumblings with the gun in her mouth, I would be forever known as the psychic who couldn’t predict a suicidal bride to save her life.


This too shall pass, I said to myself as I glanced toward the curtain, picked up the first card, and laid it face up on the table. You don’t have to be psychic to know what it was. I’ve already told you.

It was, indeed, The Fool.
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One girl’s best friend can be another’s worst enemy.



 



‘What does that mean?’ Rachel asked as we stared at The Fool. I was using the ancient Celtic method, a ten-card spread in which the cards were laid out face down in the shape of the Celtic cross.

‘This card represents you, the Querent,’ I answered carefully. Rachel made an upward motion with both hands, indicating I should pump up the volume. ‘The Fool indicates one who is plowing ahead foolishly in his or her current situation,’ I resumed in a louder voice. Rachel gave me a thumbs-up and I responded with a dirty look; I didn’t like interruptions during my readings.

‘Now we’ll have to see how the rest of the cards play out, but this tells me you are in a state of confusion and you need to watch where you’re going. This covers you,’ I said as I turned over the next card. It was The Magician.

‘Why is he upside down?’ Rachel asked.

‘He’s reversed,’ I said. ‘It changes the meaning.’ I studied her for a moment before speaking. ‘You’re trying to control your environment,’ I said. ‘One might even say you’re trying to manipulate things to go your way.’

‘Get on with it,’ Rachel hissed.

‘The next card will show us the obstacles you face in your current situation,’ I managed to say without  strangling her. Rachel leaned forward. She was so engrossed in the cards, she didn’t notice Susan creeping back into the tent, lingering in the corner. I turned over The Devil.

‘My future Mother-in-Law,’ Rachel gasped.

‘The Devil actually represents a struggle between good and evil,’ I said. ‘Or less dramatically, you will encounter a struggle between right and wrong.’

‘I’m telling you, it’s Madeline Heron. She’s the devil.’

‘Rachel!’ Susan said. Rachel’s face turned white as she registered that Susan was in the tent.

‘I’m sorry, Susan. But your mother is . . . difficult,’ she hissed, like a balloon letting out all its air.

‘Nonsense. She’s just a successful woman. Like Martha Stewart,’ Susan asserted, once again taking the seat next to Rachel.

‘What does she do?’ I asked. Normally I would stick to the reading without engaging in idle chitchat, but I was hoping to stall the reading, trying to figure out a way out of the lies Rachel wanted me to tell.

‘My family owns and operates one of the finest rare wine cellars in the world,’ Susan bragged. ‘Perhaps you’ve heard of us? Heron Cellars? My brother has also just started to market and promote our own distinct label of vodka. Heron Estates Vodka?’ I had never heard of it, so I shook my head.

‘That’s not the official name,’ Susan said. ‘Jack’s holding a contest to name it. You know. Like they do at the zoo. When a baby panda is born.’

‘They do it with elephants too,’ Rachel added quietly.

‘Ah,’ I joked. ‘I’m sure children everywhere are hitting the bottle and putting on their thinking caps,’ I said, miming downing back a shot and then tapping my head. I drew two blank stares from the pair across from me.

‘We’re not encouraging children to drink vodka,’ Susan said icily.

‘You misunderstood us,’ Rachel said, horrified at my  comment. ‘Children are a precious commodity. Children are our future.’

‘Well I love vodka,’ I blurted out before she broke into song. I was quite the connoisseur of vodka if I did say so myself.

‘Anyway,’ Susan continued, ‘you should see it in stores soon if Jack gets his way. Which he always does,’ she added with a glance at Rachel. Rachel locked eyes with me, silently pleading for help.

‘Our estate is nestled in the Shawnee National Forest,’ Susan said. ‘In fact, Rachel and I will be heading there after this for the big engagement party.’

‘Engagement party,’ Rachel laughed. ‘Your mother has invited every business associate she’s ever known and is probably charging them four hundred dollars a plate.’

‘Rachel doesn’t have an eye for business,’ Susan explained to me. ‘There’s no harm in combining your engagement party with a little wining and dining. Besides, a portion of the profits are going to help . . . some charity. Manatees, was it? Or poor African children. I can’t remember which.’

‘I can see how you would get them confused,’ I said.

‘Jack insisted on it. He’s the CEO. And a softy. He doesn’t have a head for business. Or for wine for that matter. Hence the whole vodka thing. I think it’s a big mistake, but once Jack makes up his mind, that’s it.’ I glanced at Rachel. She kicked me underneath the table and subtly mimed putting a gun into her mouth. She wanted me to get to the ‘Don’t you dare go through with this wedding’ part of the reading. I was starting to feel her pain. The sooner I finished this reading, the better. I turned over The Page of Swords.

‘You have to watch out,’ I said. ‘You have an enemy. He or she may try to thwart your efforts in achieving your goal.’

‘An enemy?’ Rachel whispered dramatically. She glanced at Susan who shook her head. Rachel twitched her nose at me. I turned over The Four of Cups.

This is where I veered off the ethical psychic path a little.

I wanted them gone.

I wanted to go home.

Normally, The Four of Cups represents a ‘friendly’ warning. It means that you are standing in the way of your own happiness. It’s your own negativity causing the problem, nothing else. If you would just drop the chip on your shoulder, everything would be fine. I decided to stretch the truth a little. I let out a little gasp. Susan and Rachel leaned in.

‘The Four of Cups brings you a very, serious warning,’ I said. ‘Things are not right, they are not balanced.’

‘Oh, God,’ Rachel said, manufacturing a tear.

‘It’s just a game,’ Susan said. ‘Don’t be so dramatic.’

‘This is behind you,’ I said, turning over The Two of Cups. Susan glanced behind her. ‘I mean this is in Rachel’s past,’ I said as Susan blushed. ‘This represents love, marriage.’ I could have interpreted this as the preparations for the wedding, coming to a close as the day approached. But that evening was anything but normal. I glanced at Rachel one more time. She nodded her approval.

‘I’m sorry, Rachel,’ I said, giving her what she wanted, ‘this card is telling me that for you, for this particular relationship, love and marriage are a thing of your past.’

Rachel clutched her hands up to her mouth. ‘I knew it,’ she cried.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Susan said, leaping out of her chair. ‘Take that back.’

‘This is your immediate future,’ I said, ignoring Susan and turning over The World. This is a very positive card. It means all of your goals are possible to achieve; in other words, you hold the world in your hands. ‘Oh no,’ I exclaimed. ‘This is awful. Rachel, I’m sorry. I’ve never had such a strong, negative reading. The cards are warning you - if you go ahead with this marriage,’ I said, ‘it’s going to be a total disaster.’

‘No,’ Rachel said, churning out tears so real that I was  momentarily stunned. It reminded me of a pasta Play-Doh maker I had as a child. You turned its red crank and it oozed out little wormy strings. Tears poured down Rachel’s face so fast, I found myself looking for her crank.

‘Can’t you see what she’s doing?’ Susan said, standing up. ‘She’s messing with you. Let’s go, Rachel.’

It was time for me to end this. I turned over another card. It was either luck, or fate, but either way the card I turned over was Death.

Now the Death card simply means that life as you know it is about to take an abrupt turn. It rarely means a physical death - it simply means a sudden change. But that’s not where I went with it that evening.

‘This couldn’t get any worse, Rachel,’ I said, standing up. ‘Do not,’ I said in my most menacing voice, ‘marry Jack Heron. If you do, you will regret it the rest of your life. What little will be left of it,’ I said, holding up the Death card and turning it to face her.

I know, I know, I know. Straight into the deep end, round the bend, over the rainbow, down under so far I would have to learn to love vegemite sandwiches. But Rachel had made it clear she didn’t want to marry the poor guy - so actually I was doing them both a huge favor.

And as far as ‘the Ice Pick’ was concerned, surely she would recover. She could throw herself into her charity work and go swim with the manatees - or poor African children.

‘It’s like my dream,’ Rachel whispered. ‘It’s exactly like the warning in my dream. I can’t do it, Susan. I can’t marry Jack.’

‘These are parlor tricks, Rachel,’ Susan screamed. ‘Do you hear me? This woman is not psychic. She’s a vulture.’

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘I am not a vulture. A vulture would have taken the two hundred dollars you offered me to give her a positive reading.’

‘What?’ Rachel screeched, turning on Susan. ‘How could you? You knew I needed to hear the truth.’

‘The truth? You call this the truth? It’s lies, Rachel, all lies. She’s scamming you.’

‘I’m not scamming anyone,’ I said. ‘In fact, forget the twenty-five dollars. Good day ladies.’ But Susan wasn’t finished.

‘If you’re so psychic, why don’t you prove it?’ she said, black-marble eyes glowing like those of a wild animal, in the middle of the night. ‘Tell me one thing about me that you couldn’t possibly know.’

‘Look,’ I began.

‘One thing.’

‘I’m not going to—’

‘Because you can’t.’


Sticks and stones—

‘You’re a con artist—’


May break my—

‘Preying on innocent victims—’


Bones—

‘You’re a phony - a freak.’

‘Your husband is sleeping with the nanny,’ I blurted out. ‘You’ve known it for months, but you refuse to confront him because you’re afraid he’ll leave you.’

Susan staggered back, as if my words were a physical force, pushing against her chest. Guilt came crashing down on me. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, reaching for her. But I was too late. Susan burst out the flaps of the tent, leaving me in their wake. They swayed rapidly in and out, like a giant finger shaming me. Rachel stared at me.

‘I knew Harold was a slime,’ she whispered. ‘He hit on me, too. Although . . . the nanny? I didn’t see that one coming.’ She let the thought drop and stared at me. ‘How did you know?’ she asked, taking a step toward me, her voice deathly quiet.

I didn’t answer her; I ran out to catch Susan, but was greeted only by a silent, shiny gym floor and a row of condemning, empty tents. Suddenly Rachel tapped me on the shoulder, nearly killing me with fright.

‘What did the cards really say?’ she asked. ‘About me  marrying Jack?’ I couldn’t believe my ears. For a moment, I didn’t know how to answer.

‘They said - I didn’t - you wanted—’ I stumbled over my answer like a firewalker with a wooden leg.

‘Tell me,’ Rachel begged. ‘Am I doing the right thing?’ The cards rose in my mind as I stared at her. Truthfully, they had predicted an amicable marriage; okay, maybe even a great marriage, but did it matter if she was willing to go to such lengths to end it? This woman was seriously off balance. Someone had to think of her poor fiancé here.

‘Yes,’ I said, crossing my fingers behind my back. ‘I think you’re doing the right thing.’ She stared at me for a moment and then nodded solemnly. Then, she turned away before I could decipher whether those were real tears in her eyes this time, or if it was just the way the gymnasium lights were reflecting on them. In a guilty fog, I went back inside my tent and started to clean up. I wondered again how I had ever let myself get into this mess, grateful it was over. Tomorrow was a new day. Tomorrow I would forget all about this and start my journey. My mood picked up a notch. I would learn a lesson from this and move on.

It wasn’t until my cards were put away for the third and final time that day that a shiny object sitting smack dab in the middle of my table caught my eye. Dumbfounded, I crept up on it as if it were an exotic insect. I put my face as close to it as I could without going blind, and simply stared.

There, sitting in the middle of my table, shooting off specks of light like a bouquet of Fourth of July sparklers, was a three-carat, diamond engagement ring.
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The light at the end of the tunnel just went out.



 




I stared at the ring, took a deep breath, and fought the urge to skip it across the floor of the gymnasium like a pebble across a pond. Although I had been married three times, only Ed, husband numero tres, had given me a diamond. I was eighteen with numero uno, and we wore mood rings. I was twenty-five with numero dos, and we tattooed the symbol for infinity on our middle fingers. By the time I hit the big 30, I was older and wiser, and I told the-one-I-thought-would-stick straight up I wanted a diamond ring.

I should have been a little bit more specific.

I should have asked for a diamond large enough to see with the naked eye. It was small ‘t’ tiny. But we were broke and he meant well. Besides, if you squinted at it just right (and held a magnifying glass up to it), it seemed a tad larger. I spent the entire summer leading up to our wedding squinting and swiveling my head around at different angles for maximum, precious-gem, enlargement. ‘Why are you squinting?’ Ed finally asked me after several weeks of it escaping his attention.

‘It makes it sparkle,’ I said holding out my hand. ‘You try it.’

‘Get the knife, we’re going to be late,’ he said instead of  turning his head and squinting like I had reasonably requested. That was the weekend he talked me into four days of ‘survival’ training in the backwoods of West Virginia as a ‘fair trade’ for the premarital counseling I had insisted we attend.

The trip was hell. My new hiking boots gave me blisters, I hadn’t even thought to bring a sports bra, and one of us forgot the food backpack, or the feed bag as Ed had been calling it all day.

I’ll give you a hint - it wasn’t me.

I was in charge of the vodka, two bottles that were weighing down my backpack, swishing and clinking together as I tried gingerly to step over protruding roots of large, angry elm trees. Ed, instead of comforting me and assuring me that he would find a way to feed his low-blood-sugar fiancée, (i.e., use his new hunting knife to spear a tasty fish or skin a small, aging rabbit whose long, happy life in the forest was coming to an end anyhow and therefore he didn’t mind dying a swift and painless death so that I wouldn’t pass out) - my future husband - instead - completely ignored me.

He was too busy plowing full speed ahead, hacking down vines in our path with such gusto that, after four hours of hiking and taking furtive, bitter swigs off of one of the bottles of Grey Goose, I had myself entirely convinced that Ed had lured me out here to kill me.

I was about to start dropping bread crumbs when I realized all over again that we didn’t have any bread crumbs because the idiot I was going to marry had forgotten the bread. And then I wondered if, despite months of telling me I didn’t look fat, Ed secretly thought I was fat, and that’s why he didn’t bring the feed bag; he was trying to starve me out.

By the time we pitched our tent and discovered that Ed had wrapped the feed bag inside the tent in an effort to streamline the number of bags he had to carry, I had convinced myself that it had been part of his master plan all along. He wanted me to think I was going to starve (or  be hacked to pieces), so that when he pulled out the silver dried packets of ready-to-eat Beef Burgundy and Penne, I would be whipped into a grateful, ravenous, sexual frenzy.

And it worked! I was completely fired up.

And drunk, too, but what’s hiking without a couple a hundred little swigs along the way?

But instead of ravishing me, Ed fell asleep five minutes after drinking his meal and hitting the sleeping bag. So I mixed my beef dinner with the rest of the vodka, wandered out into the pitch-black to pee, and ended up wiping myself with poison ivy. Then, what with all the screaming, blaming, and itching that ensued, it wasn’t surprising that it wasn’t until we were on the silent, fuming drive home that I even noticed my diamond ring was missing. We never went back for it, and that was the one and only diamond I had ever owned.

I picked up Rachel’s ring and experienced such an intense rush of emotion that I almost dropped it. I couldn’t believe I was one of those women illogically drawn to a shiny object. After all, I had finally realized that marriage wasn’t a destination, it was a pit stop. One I was never going to visit again. After all, three times the charm, three strikes and you’re out, three’s a crowd.

Marriage and gypsies don’t mix.

But the ring was so pretty. I didn’t have to squint to see this one sparkle. In fact, I probably should have been wearing sunglasses to protect me from its brilliant glare.  Precious, Smeagol from Lord of the Rings whined, and, like a slap across the face, I came out of my daydream. Horrified, I looked down at my hands. They were poised to place the ring on my left finger. I was dying to put it on. The next thought hit me like an unexpected gush of wind.  No woman in her right mind would leave this ring in the hands of a total stranger.

Turn it into a beautiful necklace, bracelet, or earrings, sure. Sell it on eBay or craigslist to the highest bidder, okay. Trade it in for new breasts, absolutely.

Or - if the woman had been betrayed or dumped or  humiliated - toss it out to sea, smash it with a hammer, shove it down the throat of her beloved. I understood the depths scorned women were capable of, and could rationalize just about any behavior, no matter how odd. But leave this ring on my table, in the hands of a total stranger just because of the premarital jitters, a few frosty toes?

Never.

And yet, here it was.

Fearing to make skin contact with the ring again, I picked it up with my sleeve, dropped it in a little pouch I used to keep crystals in, and carefully placed the pouch in my purse. How much was this rock worth? More money than I made in a year - or ten. Before I could do anything rash, like putting it on, I needed to get this thing home. Without dropping it. Or swallowing it. Or projecting, ‘Mug me!’ like a drive-in movie. I hopped on my bus, avoiding eye contact with everyone. Too obvious. Could anyone else feel the heat rising from my purse?

I lived in a studio apartment on the fourteenth floor of the Almeda Brownstone on Maxwell Street in downtown, Sweet Home, Chicago. My place was small, but I loved its wood floors, brick fireplace, and large arched doorway into the kitchen. I also had a great peek-a-boo view of the Sears Tower from the kitchen window. All I had to do was stick most of my body out the window, crane my head to the left, and voilà! I had a view. But the best part was rent that didn’t drain my lifeblood.

Whereas most Tarot card readers have to keep a day job in addition to plying their psychic craft, my tiny place allowed me to make my living solely reading cards. I had also given up cable, high-speed Internet, text-messaging, voice mail, match.com, and all extracurricular shopping. I bought generic groceries and thrift store clothes and hardly ever ate out. It was a bit of a drag leading such a predictable life, but I was ‘living my dream.’

I used to do readings in my living room, but then I got a stalker and that put an end to that. Since the stalker, I’ve kept home and work separate. Besides, it helps avoid  burnout. I was getting weary of people thinking that either I was a total kook or I knew everything under the sun, with absolutely no latitude in between. And believe me, there’s no empathy for a psychic having an off-day. No one is impressed if your readings are ‘close.’ Clients love to scrutinize every detail, dig out your mistakes, and use them against you. I’ve learned not to take it personally; I know I’m not perfect, I’m just waiting for the rest of the world to catch on.
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