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MY OFFICE WAS LIKE a secret room you’d come upon in a dream.

Every morning I climbed a rickety back staircase to the north wing of our old Tudor to my haven, where crystals hung in the windows, casting rainbows on the white walls. I dressed in white and used my real name so people would trust me. If people trusted me, I could feel it. If people trusted me, I did a better job.

In that room, I became Miriam the Phone Psychic.

At 7:30 A.M., with ten readings scheduled, I needed peace and quiet. I wrapped one of my red corkscrew curls around my finger, then pulled it down straight, to an inch above my elbow. When I let go, it rolled back up to shoulder length like a deflated party horn. I took a deep breath and, on the exhale, let out a long “Om,” my hair crackling with static. My thoughts were like leaves floating past me on a pond. I let out another “Om.” The details of my office began to blend together as if I were in a steam-bath, everything edgeless, fuzzy.

Before I could receive any message, a note slid from under my door across the white carpet. I could see my husband’s letterhead—MIRROR PHARMACY. My trance state was pierced. Annoyed, I stretched out my foot and swept the note to me. I had asked Rory to leave notes for me in the kitchen so I could digest them with breakfast.

Dear Miriam,

I need 1,100 bucks right away. My bills are still overdue because none of the Medicaid checks came in yet. Please get out our bonds from the vault and bring them to Mirror so I can sign and cash them before the bank closes. Maybe some bagels from Best Bagels, too. Three sesame.

Love,

Rory

Bonds and bagels? Rory’s attempt at breeziness frightened me.

“Om,” I chanted.

The leaf-strewn pond was gone. My thoughts went through me like a dentist’s drill. I couldn’t let myself worry about our problems when I was working, but Rory’s business reversals might make us late on our mortgage payment. Our credit cards were already maxed out. I breathed deeper.

I thought about the whiteness of my mind. My anxiety began to lose its sharpness, like a rooftop under snow. Then the phone rang, snapping me out of myself.

“Hello, Miriam?” the voice said pleasantly. “This is Ellen Minsk.”

I had never met Ellen before, but now, hearing her voice, it was as if our noses were touching. I saw curly black hair, soft brown eyes that drooped at the outside edges. I imagined myself wearing an armored breastplate that grew thicker, but still I felt an ache in my heart.

“Your heart is hurting,” I said. “Was there a broken engagement?” I heard her draw in her breath.

“Yes.”

An image flickered. An owl. When it landed, its head swiveled 180 degrees. I knew what that meant, but I was loath to tell her. “Your fiancé wasn’t right for you. He was always looking at other women, even when he was with you.”

I wanted to tell her something that would fill her, but I could feel my trance fading because of soft footsteps on my stairs. I glanced at my clock. Rory and Cara should have left already. I took three more deep breaths. Information came with oxygen.

“I see a wedding cake for you.”

“How soon?” Ellen asked urgently.

“Give me a moment, please,” I said. Sometimes images came rapidly, with startling clarity. Other times, it was as if I had to try on a dozen pairs of eyeglasses to get a sharp picture. I took another breath and began to see something dim. Then it got brighter—a big blue number eight. I couldn’t bear to tell her that she wasn’t going to meet him for eight more years. I heard the loud ticking of her biological clock. And then I saw her future husband. He had a black ribbon pinned to his lapel. A widower. Next to him were his four children, all frowning. Through no fault of her own, each of his children would hate Ellen Minsk more than the next. Her lovely brown hair would go gray.

You could tell people the truth, but there were many truths. Destiny was like an underground route with branchlets, each sprouting a different life possibility. All I had to do was nudge Ellen toward one of them that would lead her to a prince, a man closer to her age, without children, a man who would be easier to live with. I had to see what would draw him to her so her new destiny could start to unfold. I breathed. Even with my eyes open, her destiny shimmered before me. A rush of hope zipped through me. I was sure I was going to be able to help Ellen.

My doorknob jiggled. The door opened, and Cara peeked in, her face taut with anxiety. “Mom,” she whispered, “you done yet?”

The shimmering began to lift. The real world began to intrude. I put my finger up to tell Cara to wait. She was silent now, but I could feel her listening intently.

I put my finger to my lips and closed my eyes. Ellen Minsk had been dressing like a sparrow. I had to get that widower off her trail. A red rose fluttered into my mind. “Get a red coat,” I said. A silver bird appeared. “And go first class on your next business trip.”

“I just had my eye on a red coat in Bloomies, but I thought: red? It reminded me of a heart, and mine was broken. I put it back on the rack, but now I’m going to go straight to Bloomies and buy it.” She laughed. “Of course, a red coat. It’s exactly what I need to get out of my rut. Then, who knows what can happen? Miriam, you’re terrific. I feel different already.”

I could see Ellen emerge, and I felt a giddiness, as if I’d had four glasses of champagne on an empty stomach.

I hung up and turned to Cara. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a butterfly clip. She wore a black Lycra V-neck with long sleeves and tight jeans. The skin under her green eyes was shiny from concealer. Even though Rory and I always told her how smart she was and urged her to relax, she studied into the night, and anything less than an A sent her into tears.

Sometimes, looking at her, I felt an eeriness, as if my own mother were looking at me. At seventeen, Cara had my mother’s green eyes, glossy brunette hair, cinch belt waist, and Rockette legs, too. She was chic and slender. And like my mother, she hated my “hippie” clothes: my tunics, my long flowered dresses, my shawls. And they both hated my “wild hair.” More than that, they hated my psychic gift, inherited from my bubbe, my father’s mother, who had been a famous psychic in Russia. My mother had said it was something from the Dark Ages, that I’d end up a crazy babushka lady.

“Cara, you know you’re not supposed to interrupt, not unless it’s an emergency.”

“It is.” She pulled at her V-neck. “Dad was supposed to drive me to school, but he’s fixing his car in the driveway. I have a physics test first period, and I want to get there extra early to study some more.”

A high school senior, Cara was the kind of student my mother had wished I had been. I was glad she’d be accepted into a top college, but the amount of pressure she put on herself worried me. I got a flash of a test paper, Cara’s name on top. A ninety-one. “You don’t have to get to school early to study,” I said, tapping my finger to my temple. “You’re going to do very well.”

She frowned. These days, she hated my predictions, even the good ones.

“The kids in my honors classes are geniuses. How can I do ‘very well’ when I have to study ten times harder than anybody in the class to get a decent grade?” She rolled her eyes. “God, I wish you didn’t work as a psychic.”

“Honey,” I said quietly, “this is what I do. This is who I am. You know that.”

“Couldn’t you be someone else once in a while?” she asked, wrinkling her nose at me the way my mother used to do when she was alive. I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of deflation, and that niggling of self-doubt, as if I were the teenager in the room.

I had tried to do other things. When I got out of college, I got a job as a promotional writer at a publishing house, but when it slipped out that I was psychic, the managing editor had me doing readings for all her friends for free. I stayed after hours, the cleaning lady vacuuming around my feet, only to be fired for low productivity. The managing editor didn’t say a word in my defense. She just handed me a tissue after I burst into tears. Afterwards, former coworkers began phoning me. The phone didn’t stop ringing. “See?” my father had said. “At least you made a lot of friends.”

“No, Dad,” I’d told him. “They’re only calling to ask whether they’re going to get promoted or whether their husbands will be transferred out of state.” But I was used to being used for information. I didn’t resent it. Not yet.

Doing readings helped unburden me. For most of my life, I’d walked around like a big antenna, picking up private hopes and future secrets from passersby, indiscriminately. I suffered from sensory overload. The opportunity to “read” my former colleagues provided a release … and practice. Though it would be a few years before a chance phone call inspired me to open my own phone psychic business, those early readings—and Rory’s unflagging support—helped me see what I might be capable of, if given the chance.

I shook myself from the memories and got a vision of Rory next to his white Ford Taurus, wiping off his hands.

“Your father fixed the car,” I told Cara. “He’s ready to roll.”

“Darcy will be driving Courtney and me home,” she said, then ran down the stairway.

Cara and Darcy met in nursery school, a time when Cara would sit in my lap while I did readings, gazing up at me, wide-eyed. Sometimes she patted my cheek, as if to encourage me. “Mommy’s stories,” she’d call my readings, and listened to them as entranced as when I told her a fairy tale. Back then, Rory’s business was flush, too, and he had lots of time for both of us.

I looked at his note again. I had just made ninety-five dollars in twenty minutes. I had nine more clients today, but it was only a drop in the bucket of our enormous bills. I peeked out the window. Rory, his sandy hair damp with sweat, was trying to rub a smudge from the sleeve of his pharmacy jacket. I could see how tired he looked, how worry clung to him. The previous night he had told Cara that he couldn’t drive her to Vermont for the ski club in November, because that was the beginning of the flu season and his busiest time at the pharmacy. He planned to work six and a half days a week—and take half a day off on Sundays.

I watched them climb into the car and drive off. I could help other people’s businesses. Why couldn’t I help Rory’s? I had told a man not to invest in an ice cream parlor in a shopping center in New Jersey. It was next to a supermarket that folded, and all the other stores around it folded, too. I had told a woman that she would be ruined if she got involved in a certain multilevel marketing scheme that her friend was urging her to join. Her friend ended up bankrupt.

I had tried to guide Rory—gently and directly, both. But Rory wouldn’t listen to me any more than Cara would. He wanted to do it “on his own.” Now, when I should be thinking of other people’s lives, I was preoccupied with my own. I saw Rory’s worries that he’d lose his business. I saw Cara turning from me, shamed by what I did. And I saw myself, struggling for everyone’s approval. I could help strangers put their lives together, but how could I keep mine from falling apart?

I twined my fingers together. Palms facing outward, I stretched as high as I could, imagining myself reaching up to the spirit world to touch the soles of my bubbe’s black lace-up shoes.

I wished my family trusted my gift the way I’d trusted Bubbie’s.
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BEFORE I EVEN KNEW that I was a psychic, I was drawn to my bubbe. She lived seven blocks from us in an apartment right above my father’s butcher shop in Rockaway Beach, Queens. Back then, there was usually a line of people at Bubbie’s door, but I didn’t know why. My mother would whisk me past them on the way to visit my father. Still, I recognized some of the people waiting in line to see Bubbie because they were also customers at my father’s butcher shop. Bubbie’s doorstep was only empty on Saturdays, and that was the one day my mother would take me to visit her.

When I was seven, as my mother was rushing me past the line, Mrs. Bauman, the cashier from the hardware store called out, “Miriam, what a grandmother you have! She knows the future. Last week she told me my brother-in-law was coming from Poland, and he’s sleeping on my couch right now.”

Behind her, Mrs. Feinstein was excited, too. “Your grandmother is going to make a salve to cure my rash,” she said. Her forehead looked like it had an apple on it.

“Maybe Miriam would like to come up with me and surprise her bubbe,” Mrs. Feinstein said to my mother.

My mother, usually friendly to Mrs. Feinstein, said coldly, “We have to be on our way,” and pulled me around the corner. “Don’t listen to them,” my mother snapped. “Bubbie’s salves and potions are quackery. Her medicines only work if people aren’t really sick. And her predictions do more harm than good. It’s all voodoo, I tell you.”

My mother’s eyes filled with fire. “Before your father left Russia, your bubbe warned him not to marry me. ‘I see a no-good marriage for you,’ Bubbie had told him. ‘Stay away from the Amerikanishers. Especially the one with the long shvartze hair, green eyes, and a beauty spot on her right cheek.’” While she was talking, my mother touched her long dark hair, then pointed to her green eyes, and the mole on her cheek to show me that Bubbie had been describing her. “Bubbie was causing trouble between your father and me long before I even met him. And, your aunt Chaia, her own daughter …” My mother’s voice trailed off. “I’m not going to say another word about her and how she ended up. It’s too horrible to tell a child. Who knows what nonsense Bubbie could fill your head with? She still lives in the Dark Ages. You must never step foot in her apartment unless I’m with you.”

“But I want to see what Bubbie’s doing up there,” I said. I wanted to be just like Bubbie. I could think of nothing more exciting than people waiting on line to see me when I grew up.

My mother’s face turned white. “Don’t ever say that again! If you keep it up, we’ll go straight home instead of stopping in to visit your father.” She waited, her brows knit. “Well, which will it be?”

“Visit Daddy.” I sighed. When I turned around, there was the gold lettering on his window: SOL’S MEATS .

My father was behind the counter in his apron, with a pencil stuck behind his ear. His curly hair was the color of autumn leaves above his broad forehead and high cheekbones. His muscles were taut from hefting cow carcasses. I watched him wrap a sirloin in white waxed paper and tie it with string.

My father’s cousin Max still counted off the names of my father’s old girlfriends: Masha, Greesha, Bronya, Vera … Max counted on all his fingers nearly twice. “A real bech-e-lor,” Max would say. But when my father was twenty-seven, he spotted my mother, nineteen, walking into a fancy barbershop, and even if he’d wanted to, he couldn’t have stopped himself from following her in. He saw her sitting at the side of a barber’s chair, giving a man a manicure. She had come to New York from upstate Elmira to be an actress, and she did manicures between auditions. “I want whatever that guy is getting,” my father told the man at the desk. Within three weeks, my father had forgotten Bubbie’s warning and asked my mother to marry him. He asked her to quit work right away. “I couldn’t bear the thought of her holding another guy’s hand,” he said. They were married three months later. When my mother got pregnant, she stopped going to auditions. “Now the only parts I land are in the kitchen,” she’d say sadly.

It was easy to see how much my father still loved my mother. His blue eyes lit up when he noticed her waiting at the door of his butcher shop. “Well, if it isn’t Dorothy”—he pronounced it Dor-o-tee—my American Beauty Rose,” he said. Unlike Bubbie, he loved that my mother had been born in this country, that she knew all the latest styles, which she sewed from Vogue patterns. He loved that she did the Lindy Hop, and followed recipes from McCall’s.

Pulling off his apron, he said, “Let me wash up,” and turned to the sink behind him. Then he rushed to my mother and tried to give her a kiss on the lips as he did every night. But my mother, still upset about Bubbie’s influence over me, offered him her cheek instead. I thought of Mrs. Feinstein upstairs with Bubbie, and I secretly bent down and stuffed my pockets with sawdust from the floor just because I wasn’t supposed to.

My father must have seen what I had done. “Putchkie,” he chuckled, and lifted me up to blow a sputtering kiss into my neck. He had nicknamed me after the pushkes, the tin boxes on Bubbie’s wall that she put coins in to give to the poor, because he said I had treasures inside me.

“It would be good to have a son to say Kaddish for me someday,” he said, “but I have something better. A Putchkie to fill me with happiness.” I remember, when he held me like that, feeling as if I’d swallowed two teaspoons of honey.

“Well,” my mother said, “this Putchkie needs to get home to do her arithmetic.”

“Bye, Daddy,” I sang. All the way home, when my mother wasn’t looking, I sprinkled pinches of sawdust on the sidewalk, pretending it was fairy dust. I wish I may, I mouthed, I wish I might, go upstairs to my bubbe’s tonight. But that night, no one took me to see her, and so many nights passed that I was sure the fairies would never grant me my wish.

Two weeks later, for their twelfth anniversary, my father gave my mother a big amethyst ring with a spray of diamond chips that she’d picked out a month before. “I’ll wear it forever,” she’d said. She surprised him with two tickets for The Fantasticks and made reservations for the Russian Tea Room for dinner. “Your mother really knows how to spend my money,” my father had said. I wanted a ticket, too. I felt like Schmully, the girl up the block who everyone steered clear of because they swore she’d never taken a bath.

“Putchkie should come out with us, too,” my father insisted, but my mother told him, “American couples go out together and hire babysitters.”

The day before the show the baby-sitter cancelled, and the only replacement my mother could find was Bubbie. I was thrilled my mother would have to leave me with Bubbie for a whole day and evening, but I knew better than to act too excited.

That afternoon, as we all climbed the steps to Bubbie’s apartment, she appeared in the doorway, wearing her black dress with the lace at the sleeves. As always, her long white hair was braided and coiled like a crown on top of her head. She was smiling, and her pale blue eyes were crinkled. She looked so big to me, but when I reached the landing, and she pulled me to her, I was almost up to her shoulder. “Neshomeleh,” she called to me. That meant “darling” or “sweet soul.” I could smell her lavender talc and see the white clouds she’d puffed onto her creased neck. I could smell her castile shampoo, too. “The only one that doesn’t turn white hair yellow,” she used to say.

Dad kissed Bubbie, and when I turned, he knelt and kissed me, too. His curls were flattened where his hat had been. He rubbed his Old Spice aftershave cheek against mine. “I’ll be back when it’s sandpaper,” he said, then winked at me, obviously delighted that I was getting a long private visit with Bubbie. There was a spring in his step as he started down the steps.

My mother put her hand on my shoulder. “Bye,” she said to Bubbie, smiling, but she didn’t loosen her grip on me. I later learned Bubbie had agreed not to let her customers into the apartment today, but my mother still didn’t trust her. As Bubbie went inside, my mother gave me a big kiss. Then, breathing into my face, she whispered, “I’m sure Bubbie means well, but she’s a bit batty, so don’t listen to anything she says.”

“Okay,” I said, and hurried into Bubbie’s apartment, my heart drumming. Even though Bubbie’s apartment had dark furniture and didn’t get much sun, the rooms looked bright from her crystal lamps, white doilies, and cut glass bowls filled with hard candy.

“Look at the gifts my customers bring me this week,” Bubbie said, smiling. She showed me a ship in a bottle, painted seashells, potted ferns, and a statue of Saint Francis of Assisi. I plucked the strings of the mandolin she handed me. Her closets were full of gifts, sometimes her refrigerator, too. Once my mother opened it and found a jar of jellied chicken feet and screamed.

“Can we make some sugar cookies?” I asked. I loved when she let me cut cookies out of dough with an upside-down glass.

“Sure,” she said, and she led me into the kitchen. Drying herbs hung in bunches along the walls, and there were shelves of jars filled with powders and goo. For years, I thought them staples in every grandma’s kitchen. “Are those what you use to make medicines?” I asked.

She looked at me slyly. “So, you know what your bubbe really does?”

“Only a little bit, but I want to know everything.”

Her face crinkled into a smile. As she showed me how to roll out the cookie dough, there was a knock on the door.

“Mrs. Polnikov, it’s Mrs. Greenhouse,” a woman cried.

Bubbie frowned. “Och! I told customers not to come around today.”

I wanted to see what Bubbie did with her customers. “Oh, please let her in,” I begged.

Bubbie took a step toward the door, then stepped back again.

“Please, Bubbie. I want to see how you do your voodoo.”

“Voodoo?” Bubbie said indignantly. “I am a healer. Voodoo is from the devil. My gift comes from God.” I could see her hesitate, thinking, no doubt about the wrath of my mother. Then she sighed. “I’ll let Mrs. Greenhouse in, but remember, it’s our big secret.”

When she opened the door, a big-bosomed woman with salt-and pepper hair walked in. She was wearing all black and had pouches under each eye.

Bubbie showed her to the parlor, pulled up a footstool for me, and sat in the armchair with the ball-and-claw feet. Mrs. Greenhouse sat in the chair opposite and glanced at me. She shielded the side of her mouth with her hand so I wouldn’t hear her, but my mother always said I could hear a feather drop.

“Do you talk to the dead?” Mrs. Greenhouse whispered to Bubbie.

“No,” Bubbie said. “They talk to me.”

I leaned so far forward on my stool that I nearly toppled over.

Mrs. Greenhouse took out a hankie and wiped her eyes. “I want to know if my husband blames me for not taking him to a better doctor.”

“Nothing you could do,” Bubbie said. “We all have our time. It is written.”

“Maybe that’s so,” Mrs. Greenhouse said, “but I want to know if my Myron thinks I should have taken him to Mount Sinai.”

Bubbie took off her silver glasses. She made her eyes dreamy. “I see a man with a gray suit.”

I looked around, but I didn’t see anybody besides Bubbie and Mrs. Greenhouse. Mrs. Greenhouse grew so excited, her hair fell out of its net. “Myron was buried in his gray suit!” she exclaimed.

“He is trying to tell me something,” Bubbie said. She cocked her head. “He says he’s with Florence.”

Mrs. Greenhouse stuck out her chin. “Florence was his secretary. She was always showing up to work wearing nylon blouses with half her bosom exposed. I told Myron years ago, ‘Fire her or I’ll fire you.’ Then I never heard another word about her. How convenient for Myron that Florence dropped dead, too.”

“Och!” Bubbie said, clapping her hand to her forehead. Then her face lit up, as if she had just knocked an idea into her head. “Myron is dead for thirteen months,” Bubbie said.

“How did you know?” Mrs. Greenhouse asked.

“Thirteen is written all over you. Twelve months is plenty for mourning. Your Myron is having a better time dead than you are alive. Take some of his money. Go to a shadchen.”

“A matchmaker at my age?”

“And why not?” Bubbie asked. “I already see a fellah for you.”

Mrs. Greenhouse opened her pocketbook and handed Bubbie a whole dollar. “You deserve a million,” she said.

“A good healer doesn’t charge a fortune,” Bubbie said.

“Thank God for that,” Mrs. Greenhouse laughed, “because Tillie the Matchmaker does.” Then Mrs. Greenhouse put on red lipstick and rubbed some into her cheeks, too, and left the house swaying her hips like Marilyn Monroe.

After she’d gone, Bubbie told me, “People shouldn’t go from you crying. You have to know how to take sheiss and turn it into honey.”

“Did you really see her husband, Myron?”

“Of course. The dead pop in and out like they have nothing better to do. After being shut up in a coffin, they don’t want to stay put.”

“How did you know what her husband looked like and what he said?” I asked. In my seven years, I had only seen a dead bird, a robin that had been squashed by a car. And once a worm I’d stepped on.

“You make your eyes look up, and a little to the right like this,” she said. “But don’t stare. Just look softly—then you wait and listen.”

I did what she said with my eyes. I waited and listened, but I didn’t see or hear anything.

She took my hand and studied my palm. “This is your lifeline. It’s very long. And here’s the line of your heart, and over here, the Mound of Venus for love.” When she touched that spot, my heart felt as if it were swelling with love for her.

She kept looking at my hands. “I see a star-shaped crease,” she said. “You don’t see that very often.”

“What does it mean?” I asked.

She just kept staring at my hand. Each second that passed felt like an hour. I heard her clock ticking. I heard the refrigerator hum. I smelled the orange oil she rubbed on her furniture.

She looked back at me. “Let’s see what it means,” she said, her voice quivering. “It might be a sign of something I’ve been hoping for. Let’s start with your hands.” She got up from her chair and held her hands above my head, and then, without touching me, she let them slowly travel down. I felt a tingling. She stopped at my shoulders. First she took one hand away, then the other. “It’s the right shoulder,” she said. “You must have hurt it.”

“Last week I was twirling on my bed and fell off. I still have the bruise,” I said, and pulled at the neckline of my sweater to show her.

“A little egg white will take care of that,” she said.

She continued running her hands down my body and stopped again at my thigh. “There’s something here, too,” she said.

“A burn,” I told her. “I tried to make cocoa by myself and spilled water from the kettle. I never told anyone, because I’m not supposed to touch the hot kettle myself.”

“See, no one can hide from the gift,” she said. “Now you try it on me.” She lay down on the sofa.

I put my hands over her head. “What am I supposed to feel?” I asked.

“Sometimes you feel a little shock or a change in temperature in your hand. Sometimes your fingers will twitch.”

I let my hands travel slowly a few inches over Bubbie’s body. When I got to just below her belly, my hands stopped. “Bubbie, my hands are getting hot,” I said breathlessly.

“Good for you and bad for me,” she said. “It means you feel I have pain there.” Her lips were tight as she smiled. She sat up and looked steadily into my eyes. “Neshomeleh, that was a little test. You have my gift. I could teach you how to do what I do. Then you can be meine official assistant.”

Excitement went through me like jumping beans. “When’s the next person coming?” I asked, bouncing in my chair.

“Better we eat first,” Bubbie said. She hugged me to her. “Same recognizes same,” she said. “When I was a little button like you, there was a healer in my shtetl named Bedya, a big woman with milky blue eyes. All the other children were scared of her, but their parents were always at her door wanting cures. I wasn’t afraid, though. I never ran away like the rest of the children. One day she came up to me and told me, ‘You got my powers.’ She said she could tell just by the way the air shook around me. ‘You come home with me,’ she said. I didn’t know what was going to happen, but I went with her, and she invited me to sit down and served me honey cake and a glass of sugary tea. ‘When you find this out about yourself, you got to celebrate with someone who has the gift, too,’ Bedya told me. Neshomeleh, today you and I got to celebrate together.”

I helped Bubbie smooth her lace tablecloth over the kitchen table. She lit a candle and set out string bean salad on pumpernickel with honey cake and tea in her fanciest plates, but I started thinking, Mommy isn’t going to let me come back by myself again. How will I learn enough from Bubbie to be her official assistant?

Bubbie put down her slice of pumpernickel. “Such a long face for such a happy day.” Then she said, “Listen, when your mother asks what you did here, all you have to say is, ‘Bubbie read the Forward and I listened to the radio. It was boring.’ Then yawn. She’ll let you come back by yourself every week.”

“It’s boring,” I said for practice, then gave a big yawn.

“You could at least wait until you swallowed that string bean salad,” Bubbie said, chuckling.

We hadn’t even finished our honey cake yet when the doorbell rang again. A woman called in, “Mrs. Polnikov, it’s Lydia Smolowitz. Vivi Greenhouse told me that you saw her today. You can’t play favorites.”

Bubbie sighed. “In this line of work, you can’t have a life of your own.” She got up, and I followed her to the door. A plump woman about my mother’s age with carrot red hair and nose freckles stepped in. Her perfume was so strong that my eyes began to water.

“I just had to see you,” the woman said.

“Well, my granddaughter is visiting, and I don’t have a lot of time,” Bubbie said. “We were having a little party. I didn’t even touch my tea yet.”

“Maybe you could just read my tea leaves,” Lydia said.

I looked up at Bubbie and nodded my head.

Bubbie smiled. “Lydia, come on into the kitchen. I’ll pour you some tea.”

Instead of the glasses that she had used, Bubbie set out a small white teacup on a saucer and poured the tea without straining it first. The grounds went right in. I shivered at the thought of Lydia having to drink them, but Bubbie said, “Leave just enough tea to swirl the leaves in and blow so you don’t burn your mouth like last time.”

Lydia blew on the tea, the steam frizzing her carrot red hair, and sipped, checking the cup to make sure there was enough left after every sip. Then she picked up the cup and swirled it to the left. “One, two, three,” she counted slowly. She covered the cup with the saucer and turned the nearly empty cup quickly upside down.

“The customer gets a better reading if she mishes it and turns it over herself,” Bubbie explained to me. Then Bubbie lifted Lydia’s cup, peered inside, and tilted it from side to side. “I see a shape that looks like an A,” she said. “And the grounds are dark, so it’s a man, or someone with dark hair. Hmm. I’d say here it’s a dark-haired man.”

Lydia’s leg was jiggling under the table.

Squinting into the cup, Bubbie added, “And the A is near a shape that looks like a lit candle. So, somebody is burning a candle for a dark-haired man whose first or last name starts with A.” Bubbie looked straight into Lydia’s eyes. “I hope I’m not right,” she said. “You been married to Sy for fifteen years.”

Lydia cleared her throat and motioned her head toward me. “The child,” she said, worried.

I took a pencil and one of my father’s order pads out of my pocket and began to doodle so Bubbie wouldn’t ask me to go in the next room, but Bubbie didn’t even look at me. “Lydia, you were the one who invited yourself in, not me.”

“Please go on,” Lydia said. “I have to know if A loves me, too.”

Pretending to still be doodling, I watched Bubbie put down the cup and look into Lydia’s saucer. “See for yourself,” Bubbie said. She pointed to a shape that looked like a triangle. “It’s a fan,” Bubbie said. “It means you better cool down. It means you’ll make a big fool of yourself.”

“I don’t care.” Lydia sighed, clasping her hands to her chest. “I need passion.”

I thought about the French woman who came into Fogel’s Fish Market and asked for poisson. Back then, I hated fish. Even when it was skinned, I could still see the scales and the jelly eyes.

“You’re barking up the wrong tree,” Bubbie told Lydia. “Look here,” she added, pointing at a squiggle next to the fan. “This A of yours has a wet noodle. If you don’t know what that means, come into the next room and I’ll whisper it to you.”

Lydia covered her face with her hands, but I could still see her blushing.

“Don’t be ashamed,” Bubbie said. “The reason you were drawn to a wet noodle is because, in your heart, you would never do anything to hurt Sy.” Bubbie pushed away the saucer and looked into the cup again. “There’s a cat in here,” she said. “It means contentment. It means you’ll have a long peaceful life with Sy. One that will bring you many blessings.” Then she winked at Lydia. “And many licks, too.”

When Lydia put her hands down, she was still blushing, but now she was laughing, too. “You’re right,” she said. “I knew I had to come straight to you. Thank you, thank you.” She left seven dollars on the table.

Bubbie showed her out. When she came back in, she said, “Some nice tip, huh?” and tucked the money down the front of her dress. “But better than the extra money, I feel happy inside. I helped keep a family together. That’s one of the best things a healer can do.” She ate a forkful of honey cake. Wiping her mouth with a napkin, she said, “There’s lots you have to know about doing this work. First of all, you must never talk about your customers. They got to trust you. And, no matter how bad you feel, you must not tell them your troubles. They already got enough of their own. That’s why they come to you.” She took another bite and chewed it slowly, then went on. “You got to remember, anger is a blindfold and a pair of ear corks for a healer. You can’t get the messages and warnings you need. Sure you’ll get mad, but you can’t let it stick. And never use your gift to play the horses or win a jackpot. And never, ever do this work at a carnival. This work is not a show. It’s something holy, like Moses seeing that burning bush, or Jacob wrestling with the angel.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I nodded as if I did.

Bubbie ruffled my curls. “Be patient. It takes a lifetime to learn everything. Best of all, as meine official assistant, I’ll let you do readings for a few customers. They’ll get a kick out of it, especially since I’ll only charge them half. But just customers from Jersey. No locals. We don’t want your mother to hear about it.”

I wanted to know everything, starting now. “Would you read my leaves?” I asked, holding my breath.

“My pleasure,” she said.

When I let my breath out, the flame in the candle on the table began to quiver.

Bubbie took out a fresh white cup and saucer and poured the tea. I blew on it as Lydia had and then sipped down almost to the nasty leaves.

“This good?” I asked.

Bubbie nodded. I swirled the cup and counted to three as Lydia had.

“You learn fast,” Bubbie said, “but I better be the one to turn the cup over or you’ll burn yourself like with the cocoa.”

After she turned it, I counted out loud as it drained, and then Bubbie looked into my cup. “There are three shapes that look like people. The dark shape is a man and the two lighter ones are women.” She looked again. “No, wait. One shape is much smaller, so that could be a girl. They’re near the handle. That means they’re close to home.”

“That must be me, and Mommy, and Daddy,” I said, leaning closer.

She tilted the cup. “There’s a shape right by them that looks like a mitten or maybe a boxing glove.”

“It must be a boxing glove,” I said. I thought about how my parents were always arguing about Bubbie. I looked straight at her. “Why are you mad at Mommy for being born in America? I was born here, too.”

“I’m not mad,” Bubbie said. “It’s just hard for me to see the old ways being flushed down the toilet.”

“I like your old ways,” I told Bubbie.

She kissed my forehead. “You’re some kiddo,” she said.

“What else do my leaves say?” I asked.

“Here’s an anchor,” she said, pointing to some leaves in my saucer. “That means you have strength inside yourself.”

“And this thing that looks like a circle?”

“It’s a ring,” Bubbie said. “If a ring is anywhere near an anchor, it means you’ll have a good husband.”

“I don’t want a husband,” I said.

Bubbie threw her head back and laughed. “Not yet maybe, but you will.”


3

WHEN I WALKED into the bank to get out our last bonds, tellers were handing patrons their stamped pink slips to confirm deposits. I had the feeling that I was the only one there who had come to withdraw savings. I escaped to the vault room and signed for my safe-deposit box. The clerk showed me into a little closed cubicle where I could have privacy. I sensed women in other cubicles stashing away their rubies and diamonds until their next big bash. As I reached into my deposit box, I touched something smooth and cool. My gold heart-shaped pin! It was the first gift Rory had ever given me. I remembered when he had given it to me. It was one of those winters when drivers kept chains on their tires all season long, and shoes and carpets were spotted with rock salt. We had just come back from a movie, and we were parked in front of my parents’ house in Rory’s salmon-colored Plymouth, the motor running. The old heater would blow only a slant of warm air at our feet, but we sat there, hating to leave each other. And then he handed me the box, and as soon as I saw the heart centered on a piece of white cotton, I drew in a breath as warm and sweet as my bubbe’s sugared tea. “Do you like it?” he asked.

“I love it,” I said.

“Really?” he asked.

“Really,” I assured him. It was twenty-two karat. It probably hadn’t cost much more than seventy-five dollars back then, but I kept it at the vault because it was priceless to me. Now, remembering how our deep, steamy kisses had fogged the Plymouth’s windows, I attached the pin to my lapel with the eagerness of a young girl, and I suddenly couldn’t wait to drive to his store to see him. I grabbed the envelope of bonds that had gotten thinner over recent years, and I stuffed them in my pocketbook for Rory to sign and cash in at the bank on his corner where he’d bought them, the only place they were allowed to be cashed.

As I crossed Middle Neck Road toward Best Bagels, I stopped on the double yellow line. Maybe I shouldn’t let Rory cash in these bonds, but a red Porsche blared its horn at me, and I went on. Inside, I told the guy, “Three sesame and a quarter pound of low-fat cream cheese, please.”

As he was bagging them, I heard, “Neshomeleh, a braided challah, too,” and a warm shiver ran up my spine.

Bubbie visited me often these days, spontaneously. Each time I felt as if she had put her warm shawl around me. “They don’t sell challah here,” I told her.

“What don’t we sell?” the bagel guy asked.

I felt my face flush. “Just thinking out loud,” I said. I felt a slight pressure on my head, as if someone were tilting it down. There, in the glass case, I spotted a wire basket of rolls with chal-lahlike braiding. Spirits weren’t always good at judging earthly size. “I’ll take one of those rolls, too,” I told the guy.

I turned toward where I thought Bubbie was. “Don’t go,” I said.

“Lady, I’m not going anywhere,” the bagel guy said. “You want something else?”

I shook my head, paid for the bagels and roll, and left. I always wished Bubbie would stay longer. But even though she had come for only a moment, she was to my mood what yeast is to dough. My step felt lighter as I walked back to my blue Honda Civic. Bubbie had escaped to America without any bonds, I said to myself, so Rory, Cara, and I could live without them, too. Rory was working so hard to try to give Cara and me a good life.

On Lakeville Road traffic was bumper to bumper. The guy in front of me got out of his car and stood on the sidewalk visoring his eyes with his hand to see what was causing the delay. Other drivers stuck their heads out their windows for a report. In my mind, I saw a series of bright orange cones. Construction, I said to myself.

“Fucking construction!” the man yelled as he got back in his car, slamming his door, and I felt the same thrill I always did whenever I was right. I never took my gift for granted. Several cars made U-turns over the double line.

After a few minutes, traffic began inching along. When I finally got to the entrance of the Long Island Expressway, I saw what the construction was. A concrete wall was being built along the side of the road. I had seen those walls on other highways. “They’re too distracting,” I’d told Rory. “The shadows of spirits are dancing all over them.”

“That only affects you,” he’d told me. “For the rest of us, it actually cuts down on the distraction of trees and helps minimize fumes and noise for people who live nearby.”

Rory kept me grounded. I touched my gold heart pin. Bubbie used to say that before a soul came into the world, he knew his whole future, but then the Angel of Forgetfulness touched his lips. “That’s why you got this mark,” she’d added, pointing to the indent above the bow of my lips. Whenever I thought of how Rory and I first met, Bubbie’s story felt true:

I’d been looking through my college alumni newsletter and saw a circle of light around a notice about an open house party, as if someone had used a pink neon marker around it. The address was in Forest Hills. I was sure that the circle of light was a sign that something or someone would be there for me.

On the night of the party, it was sleeting. I had to take two buses to get there, crammed into a seat beside a mother with cranky kids on one bus and a bunch of teenagers sneaking smokes in the back of the other. My blue Borganza fake fur was twinkling with ice crystals. I asked half a dozen passersby for directions and was led past the courts where the tennis matches were held into a neighborhood of historic landmark brick homes. I found the house easily. The windows were dark, and I didn’t hear any music, but I rang the bell three times anyway. After a few moments, the door opened. A man with a craggy face and pointy beard stood there. He must have graduated with the Beat Generation, I thought. “How can I help you?”

“The open house party,” I explained.

He blinked at me. “It was last week.”

I felt my face burn with embarrassment.

He opened the door wider. “Would you like to come in? Get out of the cold? A cup of coffee, maybe?”

He was very nice, but I was scared to go into a strange man’s house with no one else there. “That’s all right,” I said bravely. “Sorry I bothered you.”

“No bother. I’m throwing one next year, too. Check for the date.”

“Bye,” I said, trying to still my shivering. I made my way back toward the business district. I was so disappointed that I felt like crying. My circle of light had blown out. Quit the self-pity, I scolded myself. You’re not starving in Europe. No one has looted your house. Your parents are safe in their bed. But my usual consolation didn’t work. Tears blurred my vision and made my cheeks even colder. On the curb, I stumbled and twisted my ankle. The Cossacks aren’t chasing you, I told myself as I hobbled along. No one is setting you on fire. My ankle began to throb and burn so much that I couldn’t take another step. I started to sob in front of a late-night drugstore. A minute later, a man in a white lab jacket came out to see what was the matter. The pharmacist, I thought. I was so grateful to see someone. I saw how young he was, how handsome. His sandy hair had thick waves. His eyes were like chocolate. “What’s wrong?” he asked, and I pointed at my ankle. He knelt and wrapped his fingers around it. “Pretty swollen,” he said. I was freezing all over, but my skin warmed under his touch. His eyelashes were long and thick—I wanted to lick them.

“I’ll carry you into the store,” he offered.

“Oh, no,” I said, but he lifted me up in his arms and set me down on a chair inside. My teeth were chattering. He helped me out of my wet coat and put his ski jacket on me. He was so tall that it went over me like a cocoon. He made me Sanka and wrapped my ankle in an Ace Bandage.

“I’m Miriam Polnikov,” I said. My whole body was beginning to warm.

“Rory.”

I loved the way his lips puckered as he said it. “Kaminsky,” I filled in. Then I was scared he’d realize I had Bubbie’s gift, that I was psychic. “Your name is on your pocket,” I explained. “I don’t think I ever knew anybody named Rory before.”

“My mother wanted me to have the best opportunities in this country. To her, there was no one more all-American than a cowboy, so she named me after Rory Calhoun. When I was still in diapers, she dressed me in chaps and a cowboy hat. And now look at me—a pharmacist. I’ve never even gotten on a horse.”

I tried to think of something horsey to say. “I got on a horse once and got right off. I had no idea how far off the ground a horse’s back was.”

He nodded. “Speaking of horses, you’ll be needing a ride home. I manage this store. I can close in ten minutes and drive you.”

“But I live all the way in Rockaway.”

“That’s even more of a reason.” He began to close out the register. I watched him take charge of everything: flipping light switches, closing and locking drawers. I liked it, his confidence.

“The car’s up the block,” he said. “It would be against the law to leave you in the pharmacy alone. I’ll carry you to it.”

This time I didn’t argue. He wrapped his ski jacket more tightly around me and lifted me up. I put my arms around his neck, my head against his shoulder. I burrowed my face into his warmth. When we got in the car, he put on the heat, then walked back to slide the big gate across the storefront as my father had done at his butcher shop every night.

Rory smiled at me a lot as he drove me home, and when he stopped at a light, he put his arm around me. It was a good, sure hold, not like my last date, David, whose hand crept down my shoulder, inching toward my breasts. Rory was an up-front guy.

“I’d ask you out for tomorrow night,” Rory said, “but I have to go to my cousin’s engagement party.”

In my mind, I saw an annulment paper. “His marriage won’t last a year,” I blurted out.

“What!” Rory said.

I bit my lip and quickly turned on the radio as a distraction, but I could see him glancing at me from the corners of his eyes.

“Duke, Duke, Duke, Duke of Earl, Duke, Duke, Duke of Earl,” I sang along with Gene Chandler. Rory joined in with a tuba voice, and we started laughing.

Now, buoyed by the memory, I belted out, “Nothing can stop me now, cause I’m the Duke of—”

A guy talking on a cell phone swerved into my lane. I lay on the horn, and he swerved back, still talking on the phone. I better pay attention to the road since nobody else is, I warned myself, but soon I was thinking about Rory again.

The first time he came to my house, he came early in the morning, so excited to see me that when he dashed in, he smacked his forehead into my mother’s hallway chandelier. A couple of the crystals fell off and shattered on the ground. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Polnikov,” Rory had said, his forehead creasing. “I’ll be glad to replace them.”

“Don’t give it another thought,” my mother said, forcing a smile. I was relieved, but then she added, “Those crystals are from Czechoslovakia. The Communists shut down the factory. Once they’re broken, they can never, ever be replaced.”

I wouldn’t have blamed Rory if he’d turned around and left without me, but he stayed and placated my mother by getting a silver tray off a high shelf when she asked him to. My mother leaned back against the kitchen counter, smiling in spite of herself. “He’s the Human Stepladder,” she murmured to me.

Afterwards, he took me to breakfast at the diner for plain old hash browns and fried eggs, but I never tasted food so delicious. I didn’t want breakfast to end. I didn’t want him to leave. I started to say, “Well, maybe you could call me—”

Then he interrupted, “How about we go to Battery Park and then for a ferry ride to the Statue of Liberty?”

We stood at the railing, looking out over the choppy waters of the Upper New York Bay, tourists chattering around us, some in languages I’d never heard before. The spray left tiny beads on Rory’s face. I couldn’t resist. I reached up and touched his cheek. He turned so his lips were on my palm, and he kissed it. It was like a current through my lifeline. Then the Statue of Liberty came into full view. People around us pressed against the rail, snapping pictures, but Rory and I grew still. I thought of my father, traveling to America in steerage when he was only seventeen. “The crew expected us to stay down there,” my father had told me. “We were packed in like canned kippers. The few toilets overflowed like the Atlantic in a hurricane. The dysentery, the fevers. And then, I came on deck into the bright sun and saw the Lady, and I said the shehecheyanu prayer.”

I leaned against Rory’s arm, took a deep breath, and said aloud, “Blessed are you, Lord our God, ruler of the universe, who has kept us alive, sustained us, and enabled us to reach this moment. Amen.”

I looked up at Rory. His face was as impassive as a guard at Buckingham Palace, but his eyes were glazed with tears.

When the boat docked, as we climbed the steps toward the top of the statue, we stopped at a landing to look out a window. “I was never here before,” I told him.

“Me neither,” he said, and held me tightly to him. The top of my head only reached his shoulder. The other people climbing to the torch filed by us.

On the way home, he told me that his parents had died two years before, his mother of an aneurysm, his father of emphysema. Rory took out his wallet and showed me a picture of them standing in front of their store—KAMINSKY’ S DRY CLEANERS. His father would have been as tall as Rory, but his back was bent, and his thin face was so creased that it looked as if it could use a good pressing. His mother was short and plump with a bubble of blond hair and a forced smile.

“I loved my parents, but I’d never want a life like theirs,” he said. “We lived in three small rooms behind the store. It stank of carbon tetrahydrate. The doors of our kitchen cabinets were always falling off. The furniture was battered, the wallpaper peeling. My parents worked so much, they never had time to make friends or entertain or go on vacation. From the time I was eight, my father expected me to work with them, too. I hated all those white shirts hanging in plastic skins like ghosts.” Rory shuddered. “I moved out as soon as I could,” he went on, “and put myself through school. When they died, they left me some insurance money, but I wish they would have had that for themselves to enjoy while they were alive.” His voice got garbled. “They had been in Auschwitz.”
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