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			Welcome to Your Reading


			You may be an old hand at knowing the ins and outs of the tarot deck or a frightened newbie curious but uncertain about what the cards will reveal. You may be a skeptic prepared to lie to me the entire hour to see if I can see through your bluff, or you may be at your wit’s end, looking for any shred of hope in a dismal situation.


			Before I even shuffle the deck or hand it to you to shuffle to infuse it with your energy, here is what I already know about you. You wouldn’t be here unless you were at a crossroads in your life and having a hard time finding the correct path. Something has come up that you need hard answers to. A real tarot card reading is intrusive, and—as with psychotherapy—few people want their lives laid bare for fun. If you are looking for a party psychic or an old theatrical witch in a turban, you have come to the wrong place. I do not do parlor entertainment, nor do I want to scream to be heard over the band at your son’s Bar Mitzvah. I will tell you what I see in the cards and I will not sugarcoat it, but neither will I be cruel. I am compassionate and know how hard it is to implement change, and how brave you are to let me into your life as a helpmate.


			As far as tarot readers go, I am an odd duck. I do not sit at a booth on the boardwalk, nor will you find me behind a neon sign in a storefront. I have a master’s degree from Yale University and a well-established career as a writer. Yes, I am that Jane Stern, the expert on American road food, the volunteer EMT whose career inspired Kathy Bates to direct and play me in a movie about my life.


			Why tarot cards? you may be wondering. The fact is that I grew up reading cards. My great-grandmother read cards and was a hands-on healer in Russia, where she rode town-to-town on horseback to cure the sick. In my family reading tarot cards was the sole territory of women. My mother had three brothers (who all became prominent psychoanalysts) and they in turn had daughters, but I was the only one who was the daughter of a daughter of a daughter, so I was introduced to tarot cards and my cousins were not. My mother was far from a peasant; likewise with me. I grew up on Sutton Place in New York City, and my mother was a concert pianist trained at Juilliard. Reading cards was folded into the daily routine of life and seemed not at all strange to me. It was just something we did along with ballet lessons, visits to the Central Park Zoo, and hot chocolate at Rumpelmayer’s after ice-skating at Wollman Rink.


			In my late teens I began reading cards for my friends. I used a deck of playing cards (old school) and did not switch to a tarot deck until I was in my twenties. I found reading cards easy as pie; I found telling my friends what I saw absolute hell. How do you tell a smitten girl that her boyfriend is cheating on her or that her sister will soon grow very ill? If you were me back then, you would lie . . . and soon learn the hard way that truth is the essential component to being a tarot card reader. It is fun to see the radiant smile on a friend’s face when you tell her how wonderful her boyfriend is, but it is awful when three weeks later she calls you in tears telling you that not only is he a bastard, but everything you said was wrong. If you are not ready to speak or hear the truth, don’t have your cards read.


			I always compare the way I read cards to a trip to the doctor (now, that’s a fun prospect, isn’t it?). But seriously, it is an apt analogy on many levels. Imagine if your cholesterol was through the roof, but the doctor did not want to upset you and ruin your day so he said it was fine. It wouldn’t be very helpful in the long run. A good doctor won’t scare you but will gently help you remedy what is wrong, which is the way I work.


			Another way the medical model is useful is with new clients. They have obviously come to see me because something is troubling them. But in a test of my powers they will not tell me what is going on; they want me to psychically glean this information. Compare this with going to your doctor with a sore shoulder. You sit in his office, and he says, “What brings you in today?” You refuse to tell him. He spends the better part of an hour probing and poking as you sit smugly with your lips pursed, until eventually he touches your shoulder and you say, “Ouch.” Would it not be easier and more cost-effective to just say “My shoulder hurts” and let him proceed with a cure? Please do not test me by asking me where you were born (unless you truly do not know), what the last four digits on your driver’s license are, or the names of your last three cats. I am not a mind reader, I am a tarot card reader, so please let me do what I am really good at. Sometimes during a reading that goes along the Prove it to meline (men seem to like to take this tactic), I have to suppress a laugh, because sitting across from me is an otherwise savvy captain of industry paying me a rather large amount of money to tell him things he already knows. Is it really worth an hour of his time for me to tell him his cat’s name is Miss Kitty?


			At this point you may be wondering what the difference is between a psychic and a tarot card reader. I can only speak for myself, but from what I have seen over the years “psychics” claim they channel spirits—guides who make them talk in weird voices or go into trances. I am not taken over by another entity, I remain myself during a reading, and I let the tarot card layout explain to me why people are having their particular problems and what they should do about them. Maybe it is channeling the same energy but without the theatrics. Reading cards is like peeling an onion; I usually do seven or eight hands in a reading, and each hand reveals layers of information. I may be psychic or just wildly intuitive, but I seem to be able to pick up on details about my clients and the cast of characters in their lives (living and dead) easily.


			One thing I am sure of is that tarot cards really work. They have been used as a method of personal discovery for centuries. They first appeared in the 1400s and were thought so potent they were immediately banned by the church. Some of the earliest decks from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (like the Visconti Modrone deck) now are housed at Yale’s Beinecke Library. Sigmund Freud’s colleague Carl Jung used the cards as symbols of what he called universal archetypes, believing they are the golden path into the psyche and blend common sense with mystical insights. I respect the power of the cards, and they have provided me with the rewards of insight.


			Because the art of reading tarot cards is to illuminate the client’s questions, the answers change depending on whom you are sitting across the table from. Obviously every person’s layout (the order in which cards are placed on the table after they are shuffled) will be unlike that of any other person. Every client of mine or yours (and I use the term client rather loosely throughout the book, meaning the person you are reading for, be it a friend, a relative, or someone who is paying you a fee) will be wildly different from the next, even if on the surface they appear similar.


			I remember once reading cards for a group of country-club ladies who at first glance could have been clones. They all wore matching pink-and-green Lilly Pulitzer shifts, all had the same streaked blond hair, and all had nicknames like Binky, Winky, and Muffy. When their cards hit the table, though, you could not have found six more different personalities grappling with six more disparate situations. Some of the ladies were happy, others miserable, some were sick, some healthy, some of their kids were high achievers, others candidates for juvenile hall. Do not ever be fooled by your client’s facade, because it is just that: a screen on which she projects what she wants you to know about her. Your job is to look behind the screen—and this task varies greatly in difficulty. After some readings I am ready to pick out my wardrobe for my forthcoming Nobel Prize; other times I wonder who snuck into my bedroom at night and gave me a lobotomy with an ice pick. Every reading is unique, and much of it depends on the intangible chemistry between reader and client.
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			Confessions of a Tarot Reader is not a how-to book for would-be tarot card readers, but rather a summary of knowledge I have gleaned over my long career reading cards. This book is about how people unwittingly make poor decisions and find themselves in emotional (and occasionally physical) jeopardy. My insights and observations will show you the pitfalls of your actions—and, more important, the uncanny simplicity of finding the right answer—as well as how to recover from the cycle of hurtful habits.


			It is important for you to know that I am what’s referred to as a clean reader. I am not a witch, I do not dabble in the dark arts, and if ghosts appeared during my readings I would be out the door faster than you! But I have the ability to lift the veil between this world and the unseen world, and with this book so can you. Here you will see that the tarot deck is the best method for seeking answers from beyond the limited realm of our thought.


			This book is filled with stories of clients I have worked with, and how they did or did not utilize the lessons learned. Some stories are funny (the client who greeted me at the door wearing a towel because he confused me with the appointment he made that day with a massage therapist), sad (the woman with four autistic children who was overwhelmed by her situation and needed help to move forward), and scary (counseling a client over the phone while her husband held a gun to her head). With this book you will learn from what other people did, and you will be able to chart your own progress to help you attain what you want in life.


			The book is divided into twenty-two chapters, each ruled by one of the twenty-two Major Arcana cards in the full tarot deck of seventy-eight. The Major Arcana cards are the heavy hitters, known as the heart of the tarot, and they bear provocative titles like the Lovers, Death, the Wheel of Fortune, Strength, the Devil, the Tower, and the Fool. The Major Arcana cards deal directly with facets of our soul: the light, the dark, our dreams, fears, wishes, and determinations.


			I truly hope that this book helps you gain insight. Imagine you are sitting across from me in my sunny blue-and-white living room in Connecticut with the birds chirping outside the window and the cherry tree in bloom. I have placed a cup of tea on the table for you, next to a box of Kleenex in case you need to wipe your eyes. I hand you the deck to shuffle, and we are off on a journey together.


			


	




	

		

			A Note About the Cards


			It doesn’t much matter which tarot deck you refer to when using this book, but I have chosen to illustrate the twenty-two Major Arcana cards with one of the most unusual decks and a personal favorite, the spectacularly beautiful Bohemian Gothic Tarot designed by artists and tarot scholars Karen Mahony and Alex Ukolov, who run the Baba Studio in Prague, Czech Republic. The images are not as common as those in the Rider-Waite deck, which are ubiquitous when anyone discusses tarot cards. These you can see anytime you Google the words tarot card. I use the Rider-Waite cards when I lecture on tarot, and often when I read for my clients, but the Bohemian Gothic cards are such showstoppers I could not resist using them in this book.


			If you are not used to seeing this deck, you may be a bit shocked by its rather spooky dark images, but that is intentional. Even the happy cards like the Sun, the Lovers, and the World have a less-than-cheerful look in this deck. The Bohemian Gothic deck links to the part of our personality that the psychoanalyst Carl Jung (whose name you will see throughout this text) calls our Shadow side, and these fascinating images allow us to delve deeper into the links among our conflicting emotions. So please don’t get spooked by the skulls and gargoyles and other creepy icons in these cards. They hold the same meaning as all tarot card decks and will lead you to learn more about your own life journey. 


			For more information on these wonderful cards and related tarot items, visit www.babastudio.com.
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				THE FOOL


				CARD NUMBER 0


				Virtue, dear friend, needs no defense. The surest guard is innocence: None knew, till guilt created fear, what darts or poisoned arrows were.


				—Horace (65–8 BC)


				Let me introduce you to the first Major Arcana card in the tarot deck: the Fool. The Fool is but one of twenty-two Major Arcana cards in the deck.Major Arcanais a fancy way of saying “big mysteries,” and because this particular group of cards is the focus of this book, you will see this term often. For the rest of the journey through the twenty-one other cards, we will follow the Fool and see the trials and obstacles he must face.


				Every one of the Major Arcana cards in contemporary decks has a number, and that number is consistent from one deck to the next. The Fool card is number zero. He represents the raw clay of humanity that the fates can mold depending on the choices he makes along the way. Zero is not really a number in the formal sense, but a symbol of nothing and everything, the beginning and the end, alpha and omega, and what better number for the Fool to be?


				If you were to lay out all the Major Arcana cards in the deck in the order in which they are numbered, you would be able to see what lies ahead for the Fool. Will he fall from grace, or ascend in the highest manner? Will he be wise or stupid? Will he fail or conquer? The outcome is yet unknown. Why should we care? Because the Fool is all of us, and how he maneuvers through life mirrors our own journey. His choices are our choices, and the result equally personal. The Fool is you.


				The Fool is all of us as we start out in life. We are guileless and happy. Everything is new and shiny and exciting. If you have ever watched a baby or toddler react to the world, you have a sense of the wonder apparent in the Fool. The Fool is wowed by life; he is at once awed and frightened. What we hope for him is that no matter what complications are thrown at him on his long journey, he is able to pick himself up when he stumbles and start again down the path. Personally the Fool card does not excite me the way some of the other Major Arcana cards do—you will see me slobbering over them later on in this book. I think of the Fool card as pulling the car out of the driveway. Is this the most exciting part of a long trip? No, but it is the beginning.


				With that said, the tarot deck without the Fool tells no story. I do wish this card had a different name, because unless clients are conversant with tarot they often think when this card is pulled that I am calling them idiots. And who can blame them? I wouldn’t want to be labeled a fool either. I often wish I could simply pick up a scissor and trim the words THE FOOL off the bottom of the card. No one would be the wiser, but people I read for might wonder why one card is an inch shorter than the rest. (I guess I could blame it on my dog.)


				Some tarot enthusiasts argue that the alternative name for the Fool is the Joker and that he is a wild card. I do not agree; I find him neither wild nor Joker-like, but rather an unformed soul on his path to maturity and wisdom. Yes, he can act stupid or crazy, but that is just one aspect of the Fool’s persona.


				Fool is an old-fashioned term for an innocent being, a naive soul who bravely sets out to see what life is all about. In some decks his figure is shown against a bright blue sky, his knapsack is slung over his left shoulder, a yellow flower blooms in his palm, and his little dog frolics at his feet. What a lovely picture, except for one thing: He is about to fall off a pedestal suspended in midair. He does not see the imminent danger because he is gazing at the horizon. In our Bohemian Gothic deck, the Fool appears to be sleepwalking or mesmerized, and he is dancing out to the edge of an abutment that anyone (but him) can see will soon send him toppling into space.


				The image of the Fool is as mysterious as it is painful, but then again so is life. At some point we all fall off the proverbial cliff, and most of us have the resilience to scramble back up and start our journey again. As the Fool card shows, running into trouble is not something we see coming; trouble sneaks up on us and ambushes us when we are least expecting it. Trouble does not ask us when a good time is to stir up a mess; in fact, trouble likes to throw a curveball at us just when we can least deal with it.


				Unlike the Justice card that we will analyze later on, the Fool card is not about cause and effect. If the path the Fool was on had a sign saying WATCH OUT, YOU ARE ABOUT TO FALL!, then the Fool would be rather stupid and deserving of what he gets. But the Fool, like most of us, did not ask for or foresee calamity happening; it just does. At this early stage of the game, he moves forward on faith alone, not using his good sense to appreciate the danger ahead. For the rest of his journey, his character will be tested to see how he survives life (or doesn’t).


				Let me tell you about how the Fool card relates to two very different clients I’ve read for. Jack had nothing but a string of bad luck. Within the course of a year, he lost his wife to cancer, and he lost his job because of all the days he sat at her bedside and could not go to work. As a result of losing his job and incurring enormous medical bills, he fell behind in his mortgage payments, and to make matters worse he developed painful sciatica that hounded him day and night. The stress he was under turned his mild stutter into a major problem; when he was interviewed for a new job, he became so tongue-tied he could hardly speak.


				Let’s put Jack aside and take a look at Jill. She too had many losses in the past year. Her husband left her when he found out she was having an affair with her boss. Her boss fired her when his own wife found out about the affair, and then she fell behind in her mortgage payments. Always a heavy smoker, her stress increased her cigarette consumption, resulting in a hacking cough day and night. Nothing seemed to go right for her, her kids didn’t respect her, and she was unmotivated to find another job because she’d been treated so “unfairly” in her last one.


				Do you see where I am going with this? Jack was the Fool; Jill was not. Jack was the victim of the “shit happens” school of life. What happened to him was not a result of making bad choices. Although he was regularly brought to his knees with despair at the many facets of his problems, he managed to get up and keep going. The last time I read his cards, he was tentatively exploring dating again via the Internet, he was seeing a doctor about the sciatica and a speech therapist for the stuttering, and he was actively job hunting. He had asked for a sit-down with the mortgage department at his bank, and as it turned out the man he spoke with had also lost his wife recently and was very compassionate. Jack had also gone on three job interviews. When he told one interviewer that he’d lost his previous job because he wanted to be by his dying wife’s bedside and would do it again, he could see in the interviewer’s eyes that she thought he was a man of character.


				Unlike Jack, Jill did nothing to help herself. She went to bars at night and found a handful of other losers who enjoyed complaining to one another about how unfair things were. She had no sense of cause and effect. Yes, her smoking made her cough, but she preferred to blame it on the ozone level. Her previous boss had lied to her and told her he was leaving his wife when he wasn’t. According to Jill, the angry wife was a jealous bitch, and if she hadn’t interfered Jill and the boss would still be between the sheets and she would’ve had the raise he’d promised her.


				Jill was not the Fool card, although she was a perfect definition of a fool in the modern sense: a self-deluded jerk. She saw no reason to start over on the path of life because in her mind life was not fair to her. She did nothing wrong but ended up a victim; she took no responsibility for her actions, blaming everyone else; and she was unable to learn from her downfalls and move on.
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				When the cards are shuffled and hit the table, we will see if you are Jack or Jill. In my own life, as I’m sure you have in yours, I have been hit smack in the face with problems that I did not see coming. I wanted to go to bed and stay there for eternity. I wanted to picket with a LIFE'S UNFAIR sign. I groused and grumbled and bitched until I could not stand the sound of my own voice another moment. But what makes me a Jack instead of a Jill is that I did not give up. No matter how crappy I felt, I kept walking the path forward toward the light. One foot in front of another, one step at a time, and I found that the promise the universe holds out for us—that good things are ahead—is true. To walk the path of life, you do not need to be fleet-footed or nimble, you just need to ambulate ahead in the best way you can. You can strut, you can limp, you can crawl—just keep going!


				To be grown-ups means assessing whether the people we meet along the path are beneficial or detrimental. The Fool meets a big cast of characters along his way through the tarot deck: Some are good and some are bad. He must take the positive things from the good ones and move on from the bad ones.


				There is an image that never leaves my mind when I think of the Fool card. Flipping through the channels on my TV set one evening, I happened upon the Military Channel and a documentary about marines going through the Crucible, an especially rough boot camp. One of the challenges is very long hikes dressed in full combat gear with backpacks and rifles. These men and women are already exhausted from lack of sleep, being chewed out by the drill sergeants, and the accumulated stress of everything else they are made to do in this introduction to military life. After the first few miles, some soldiers fall by the wayside, unable to walk another step. If they refuse the help of their platoon buddies who in some cases literally carry the fallen ones across the finish line, they are drummed out of the corp. They will not become marines.


				If you walk the path of life alone, you are setting yourself up to fail. Surround yourself with “platoon buddies” who will help you forward when you can’t do it yourself. The wise marine knows he is not an army of one, and is not afraid to reach out for the helping hand. Of course doing this correctly is not self-serving. When the time comes and you are the one expected to hold out a helping hand, you must step up and do it too.
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				THE MAGICIAN


				CARD NUMBER 1


				Magic is believing in yourself. If you can do that, you make anything happen.


				—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe


				Maybe it is just me, but I have always been confused why this card is the first one on the Fool’s journey, and why he meets the Magician before the parental figures of the Emperor or the Empress.


				The Fool is raw clay, about to be formed on his long journey through the twenty-one other Major Arcana cards. On this journey he will find beauty and terror, joy and misery, the end and the beginning. Does he really need to meet David Copperfield first?


				I am kidding (a bit), because the Magician card has taken quite a beating in modern times. When the tarot deck first came to popularity five centuries ago, a magician was an important figure and not a Las Vegas show act. Magicians, wizards, magi, and witches were feared and respected for their otherworldly powers. There were no Penns or Tellers around deconstructing how a trick worked, no mail-order magic books for the do-it-yourself types. If an intense-looking man in a cape made smoke rise from a goblet it was serious stuff, and you paid attention to him.


				The key to this card lies in the objects on the table in front of the Magician. Think of this card as a recipe and the Magician as Julia Child. When a celebrity chef shows you how to cook something, she has the ingredients already laid out on the table. “Here is the butter, here is the salt, and here is the chicken,” she will explain. In fact there are a hundred ways to combine those ingredients to make a hundred different dishes, but the chef has decided which combination it will be. The Magician card is about combining the raw ingredients of life in many different ways. Does the Magician (fate) decide? Or do you (the Fool)? I think it is the partnership between these two elements that makes for a good outcome.


				The Magician has spread out all the ingredients of life in front of him and is telling the Fool that it is his choice to mix and match them in any way he wishes. Freedom of choice is a large part of what this card signifies, making the Magician one of the most important cards relating to the life force of creativity. Life, for any of us, comes down to the art of deciding what goes with what, editing our choices, redoing and revamping ideas until it feels right. We will like a person at first, and then maybe later we decide we don’t. A job looks promising, but soon turns into a dead end. Why did you never notice that girl in the corner by herself before? Why on earth did you dye your hair red? The Magician card tries to teach us that figuring out the best way to get along in life is up to us.
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