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  This book is dedicated to the memory of my beloved mother, Maryann Chango Genova, who loved a dark mystery. 

I miss her every day.








  
  Author's Note


Dear Reader, 
This book deals with some tough subject matter, including loss and grief. There are references to the death of a child, which happens before the action of the story begins. For some readers this theme may be difficult, and it's only fair to warn you.
Also, my main character, Maggie Romanelli, is written as an adult with ADHD. While her neurodiversity plays a role in the events of the novel, she is a fictional character. Her experiences are not intended to be universal; neurodiverse people navigate their lives in highly individual ways, and I wouldn’t presume to speak for all of them. One of the dearest people in my life lives with and manages ADHD and has done so since childhood. My aim was to respectfully, believably, and without judgment represent the challenges and, yes, even the rewards of living with ADHD. I hope I have succeeded.
Finally, though Maggie is not a particularly ethical psychic, she does possess a gift. I believe there are many real people out there with similar gifts who use them in positive ways to help others—and without relying on social media, internet searches, or other shortcuts. Thank you for reading.
Best wishes,
Rosie Genova
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Prologue: The Last Party


The previous winter



I’m stuffing a fistful of cash into my purse when I come face to face with the grieving mother. Damn. It’s after eleven, and I can’t get out of here fast enough. I’m drained from all the readings; I didn’t stop to eat, and my head is pounding from two glasses of bad boxed wine.  Still, it’s been a good take, nearly a grand. 
I try to avoid looking at her, but she steps in front of me. Forces me to meet her eye. She’s the dark-haired woman whose social media page was a tribute to her dead daughter. The woman—Liz, I think her name is—barely looked at me when I read her cards and didn’t ask one question. Strange, considering how little I told her. And maybe that's why she stopped you.
“So you did well here, tonight,” she says, her eyes narrowed and suspicious. 
“Thanks. Doing a party takes a lot out of me, though.” I dart a glance to my car, looking for that getaway. It’s the dead of January, and I’m freezing. 
“I wasn’t talking about your performance, though that was pretty good, I have to say.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” My mouth feels like it’s full of sand, and despite the headache, I’d kill for some of that bad wine. 
“Oh, I think you do. Your so-called ‘readings.’ You got all that crap off social media. Everything you told them in there. There’s what—maybe twenty women here at fifty bucks a pop? Fifty bucks not all of them can afford.”
“Look, if you’re not happy with your reading, I’ll reimburse you.” I dig in my bag and hand her a folded bill.
“Don’t mind if I do.” She snatches the fifty from my hand and blows out a stream of smoke before she speaks again. “I mean, my reading was pretty generic, wasn’t it?  You barely told me anything. Considering everyone else’s was so specific.”  She puts her face close to mine. “Apparently, you didn’t look at my page. Or if you did, I guess even your shriveled little soul was enough to stop you from taking advantage of a grieving woman.”
“Yes,” I whisper. “I mean, I saw your posts. And I … I wouldn’t do that.”
“You might if you were desperate enough.”
“No. And I’m sorry about your daughter. I really am.” 
She shrugs, but her face is stricken. She winces and blinks in quick succession. We lock eyes and the image comes, a quick flash: a young woman with matted brown hair on a green tiled floor, her face blue-white, black smudges under her closed eyes. A trail of vomit glistening from the side of her cold mouth. Track marks, old and new, on her arm and legs. 
I’m so surprised, my head jerks back. The picture fades, and the woman grabs my arm.
“What just happened?” she asks, her voice shrill. “Your eyes looked weird. You saw something, didn’t you?”
Yes, I saw something. For the first time in years. “No,” I tell her and try to shake her off, but her cold fingers tighten on my skin. 
“You saw her. I know you did.” Her voice breaks. “Tell me. Tell me.”
“There’s nothing to tell. Really.” But there is. My head is throbbing now. It wasn’t a vision. Not a real one. Not like before.
She leans closer, and I smell perfume and tobacco. “You know, I had you pegged for a fake,” she said. “But your face changed when I mentioned Cara.”
Cara. The “golden angel” on her socials. Her lost child. “I don’t know what you think happened just now,” I say. “But you’re mistaken.”
“Am I? I watched you. It was like you were gone. Somewhere else. Except that I would swear you were looking at something. I think you were looking at my daughter.”
Yes. A dead teenager on a tile floor. An overdose or suicide. I look the woman in the face and do what I do best: lie. “You’re wrong. I was tired. That’s all.” 
“Bullshit,” she spits, flinging her cigarette. “I’m not leaving here until you tell me.”
There’s so much pain on her face, in her eyes, that my chest contracts. But what would I say that wouldn’t risk my livelihood? That wouldn’t risk everything? 
Yes, I use people’s socials. And intuition and close observation. There’s no gift, not anymore. I just scrape along and fake it ‘til I make it. 
“I’m sorry, but I can’t help you,” I say instead.
“I’m not so sure about that,” she says, jabbing at me with a long red fingernail. Her hand trembling, she lights another cigarette. “I watched you check out just now. It was like your face turned to stone. And your eyes—they were freaky.” Her voice breaks, and her shoulders are shaking, her face wet with tears. “I’ll pay you. However much you want. But I have to know if she suffered when she died. And if she’s at peace now. If there’s a way to contact her or something …” She pulls a tissue from her pocket, mops her face, and blows her nose.
“God, no,” I say. “Please, Liz—that’s your name, right? Understand, I’m not a medium. I’m not … anything.” I’m blinking back tears as I realize the truth of what I’m saying. At facing the ugliness of her grief and despair. “I know you want comfort. But I’m not the one to give it to you. And I’m so, so sorry about your daughter.”
“Sure you are.” She grinds the still-lit cigarette under her foot. “Everyone is so, so, sorry. Do you know how easy it is to be sorry? And how hard it is to be me?”
“No,” I whisper. “I don’t.”
She bows her head and her hair falls forward. Lets go of my arm and drops to her knees, sobbing. I can’t bear to look at her, so I turn away, clutching my purse and keys, sprinting to my car. Behind me, she is crying softly now, but she stops long enough to fling the questions at my back.
“What did you see? What the hell did you see?”
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 The End of the Season


September

He smells expensive. Something woodsy that comes in a thick amber bottle with a designer’s name etched on it. Something that costs a day’s worth of card readings. I’ve already given him the standard issue rendition about success in business. That’s obvious from looking at him. 
His palm is resting on my open left hand, and when I trace the deep groove of his lifeline, lingering below the cushion of his thumb, his head snaps up from the jolt. His eyes are gray-green, with squint lines radiating from their corners. I raise an eyebrow, a quick question mark, and he drops his head. 
He leans in, his wavy brown hair falling forward; he’s close enough for me to see the silver strands. The little queen bee clutching his arm tightens her hold. I took her to be his daughter at first, but daughters don’t whisper into Daddy’s ear and giggle. Not the way this one does, panting like a Pekinese, the tip of her pink tongue sliding out as though she wants a taste. 
She’s listening, though, more closely than he is. She thinks I’m reading his palm, but I’m reading his clothes and his hair and his wallet. His confident walk and cynical expression. And what I can’t read, I intuit, such as whatever might be the deal between the two of them. 
Why he and his young squeeze are out on the boardwalk on a weekday in mid-September. And I note a certain wariness in him that might be skepticism—or the result of what’s happening below his fine leather belt every time I brush my fingertips across his skin.  
“The thumb never lies,” I say. “You have a pronounced Mount of Venus.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, Venus is the goddess of love, and her mount is the seat of passion.”
“Her ‘mount’?” he repeats, cocking his head. His deep voice is amused. “And mine is pronounced?”
“I’ll say.” 
“And how is that significant?”
“You have a passion for everything you do: for your work, for people.”
“That’s so true, babe,” the girl says, and he flinches a little. His discomfort pleases me, and there’s more coming.
I tap his palm lightly. “But a high Mount of Venus can also indicate overindulgence. A need for self-gratification that tends to make you put yourself first.”
He raises his eyebrows at this one, and not in surprise. “Okay.”
“Especially in matters of the heart,” I say, tracing a circle around the pink pad of flesh. “Like I said, the thumb never lies. But you do, don’t you?”
He plays it off with a smile and a shrug. “If you say so.” 
“That’ll be twenty-five.” The words spill out before I can stop them, and I grit my teeth against saying any more. 
My ADHD brain does not give and take in equal measure. In exchange for the hyperfocus that feeds my readings and my art, I wrestle with my impulses—to blurt when I should shut up. To leave the bar with that guy when I should be going home alone. 
And then there is the forgetting: I forget small stuff, like my keys. But I also forget big things. Appointments. Promises. And time. Minutes, hours, and even whole days seem to get lost. 
Rich Guy hands me the bills; I drop his hand but hold his eyes, assessing my shot at a little more cash. Tilt my head and shoot him a girly smile. “I’ll read your cards for another ten,” I say. But I don’t do “girly,” and it shows.
“No thanks.” His face is pink now; he’s standing up, but the girl pulls him back down.
“Wait,” she says, pulling a ten from her purse. “I’ll take a reading.” 
It’s a challenge. She doesn’t like what I’ve told him, even though it was the truth. So she’s hoping to hear something different now.
Queen Bee shifts in her chair to face me, and I know what she sees. Dark, distrustful eyes. A head of unruly curls with homemade highlights. A face that’s still pretty—some have even said beautiful, back in the day—but now lined from the sun. The bod’s still good. And though I’m proud of my curves, all this child sees is a middle-aged woman in a boho blouse and a hippie skirt. She glances down at the faded daisy tattoo on my ankle, and her glossy pink lip curls into a sneer. Our eyes meet, and my jaw tightens.
“Why not?” I slap the tarot deck on the table and make a show of shuffling the cards, once, twice, a third time before I ask her to cut the deck. “I like to do a three-card spread,” I say as I lay them face down, the bell sleeve of my blouse fluttering. It’s also covering the Three of Swords I slip into the spot for card Number One. Right side up, of course. 
The second she turns it over, her eyes widen. Lift to meet mine. “That’s a bad one, isn’t it?” she whispers. “I mean, look at it. Knives in a heart.” She presses her hand against her chest, fingers splayed across her breastbone.
Watch out for those knives, I want to say. Instead, I sweep the cards from the table, my face imprinted with fake concern. “You know what? I don’t think the cards are cooperating today. I can’t get a clear reading.” 
“Shouldn’t we look at the rest of them?” 
I hand back the ten and allow her a little flash of pity. “Sorry,” I whisper, and the word is laden. Sorry I can’t do your reading. Sorry that what I saw is so awful, I won’t even take your money. It’s a mean jab, and she probably doesn’t deserve it, but I do it anyway.
“Uh, that’s okay.” She crumples the bill in her fist, swings her head around for his attention, but he’s turned in the metal chair, staring over the boardwalk rail at the ocean. 
I’ve shaken him and scared her—well worth the ten bucks I didn’t make. 
I get to my feet as the young queen pushes her chair a tad too hard against my rickety table. She can’t get out fast enough, but he’s lagging behind her, the weathered boards creaking under his feet. He pauses at my table, and his arm shoots out so fast I almost miss it. 
He catches my left hand, slips a card into it, flattening his warm palm against mine, and my face flushes hotly. He walks on without a word, without looking back, and there’s an electric buzz all around me; pins and needles prick me into numbness. 
But what starts as desire alters its shape, goes from smooth to jagged. Light to dark. And as the sun scorches my skin and the ocean roars in my ears, a half corona flashes behind my eyes, a curve of bright points in yellow, red, and green. It’s a migraine aura, a beautiful crown that promises me hours in a darkened room with an ice pick through my temples. 
Except that wearing that crown is a pear-shaped, gray-haired lady in a print house dress. I blink, but Addie’s still there, her eyes boring into mine. Addie Mercurio, who’s been dead for more than two months. 
And I should know—because I helped kill her.
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 The Request


The previous spring

Addie shows up at my table on a warm day in March. I’m one of the few hustlers out on the boardwalk today, and she’s my first client. She stands a few feet back, her face slightly turned from me. As though she’s afraid to come any closer. 
The woman is not only old, but old-fashioned. Steel gray hair styled in sausage curls that she probably gets done once a week. She’s wearing a yellow cotton dress, faded from washing, and a pilled cardigan over her shoulders, even though it’s nearly seventy degrees out here.  
Her large dark eyes are magnified behind rimless bifocals. She was pretty once. And despite the crappy clothes, the leather purse she’s clutching—looped over her arm as though she is a Sicilian Elizabeth Windsor—is expensive. 
She’s staring at my sign, “Magic Marguerite,” decorated with the daisy I’m named after. “Are you open, Miss?” she asks, as though I am the Walmart where she has surely bought that house dress. 
I give her my enigmatic smile. The wise psychic who sees all. “I’m always open for those who need me,” I tell her. “Sit, please.”
But she stays upright, her thick shoes planted on the wooden boards. The sleeves of her sweater flap a little in the breeze off the ocean. The rest of her is still, except for a slight shake of her head, and even her hair doesn’t move. “I’m not staying,” she says, the words rusty. 
“Don’t you want a reading?”
“Not here. Private.”
I charge more than double for private readings. And one session will nearly always lead to another. And then another, until you’re on somebody’s calendar for a year. I haven’t had a regular client in a while. My eyes stray to the worn dress, the fuzzy sweater. 
“Seventy-five for the first hour,” I tell her, “and fifty for each hour after that. Per session.” I wait for her to say no. Or at least try to talk me down.
But she doesn’t blink. She digs into the pocket of her sweater and hands me a crumpled paper with an address scrawled on it. She lifts her chin and clears her throat. “Could you come to my house?”
The way she says it sounds like “comma my house,” and I think of my father’s Italian aunts in their black dresses and heavy shoes, at once old and old-fashioned, like this woman. 
“Yes,” I say.   
She nods, looks out at the ocean and back at me, blinking behind her glasses. “I have troubles,” she whispers, hiding her arms inside her cardigan. 
And as I watch the tear make its way down the deep creases of her face, something inside me shifts a little, like an old window creaking open to let in a sliver of air. I want the money, sure. But I’d like to help her. 
And damn if I’m not curious as hell.
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 The Three of Swords


September

“Mags, you okay?” Dennis, a long-ago ex, and the busker who operates next to me, is gripping my elbow, leading me to one of the slatted benches against the boardwalk rails. “What the hell just happened?” he asks under his breath, putting his face close to mine. I get whiffs of sandalwood and weed and old memories. “You should have seen your face,” he says. “And your eyes—they were like glass. You have a vision or something?” 
Or something. But Addie, if that’s even her name, is gone now, and the half corona is shrinking to a dark blot in the corner of my left eye. “I don’t get visions.”
He looks around the nearly empty boardwalk. There’s no one to hear, but he whispers anyway. “You used to.”
“Not in forever. Since I was a kid.” I’m sorry I ever told him. But when Dennis and I were together, I trusted him enough to share the things I mostly kept hidden, like my mom’s death. My ADHD. And even those visions that frightened me so much. “Pretty sure it’s a migraine,” I tell him. “Sometimes that’s how they come on.” 
My answer is both true and false. And only part of the story. I’m clutching the rich guy’s card so tight, it’s digging into my hand. I slip it inside my skirt pocket and uncurl my stiff fingers. Shake them out and take a quick breath, and I’m back. My head is my own, and for the moment, unoccupied. 
I shoot Dennis the ghost of a smile. “I don’t suppose you could spare me a little somethin’ somethin’ for the pain?”
He grins, looking like a gangly, overgrown kid, despite the gray in his stubble and the lines on his face. He’s nearly fifty, a few years older than I am, but surfing keeps him trim and muscled. Playing guitar on the boardwalk keeps him in pot and beer. 
Dennis, unlike the Beach Boy he was named for, is lucky: He comes from money. In his world, beach bum is a career, a life goal. But he’s a talented musician. And a decent guy, I think, as he reaches into his shirt pocket and presents me with a tightly rolled joint. “All yours,” he says.
“Thanks.” I drop it into my skirt pocket next to Rich Guy’s card, trying to ignore the throbbing pulse at my temples. Knowing what lies ahead unless I get a little CBD and THC in my system. “Listen, I’m calling it a day,” I tell him, tucking my cash box under my arm. 
“Want help takin’ your stuff down?”
“Please. You’re a lifesaver, Dennis MacIntyre.” 
“No prob.”
We drag my things down the wooden ramp to where my old Camry is parked, and Dennis throws them into the trunk. “Hey, I almost forgot,” he says as he slams it shut. “I know somebody who wants to book you for a party. At least fifteen people.”
“We’ve been over this, Dennis. More times than I can count. I don’t do parties anymore.” Not since the last one. And the incident afterward. Followed by begging, desperate texts that only stopped when I blocked her number.                       
“Fifteen people times fifty, Mags,” Dennis says. “Do the math.”
I’ve done the math, and it’s not worth it. Not worth the guilt, and not worth the sleepless nights. But I know he’s trying to help. I put my hand on his arm. “Listen, thanks for the info, but I really can’t.”
“I don’t get it,” he says, shaking his head. “You must need the money. I mean, you won’t take anything from your old man.” He shrugs. “Which, tell ya the truth, I don’t get.”
“Yeah, I’m not sure I get it either.” A few times a year my father reaches out, awkwardly. We have a two-minute phone call that always ends with him offering to write me a check. Which I refuse. Because I don’t want him to know what a failure his daughter is. 
“I’m okay for money,” I say, without looking Dennis in the eye.
“I don’t know about that. You haven’t had any private clients since the old lady died. I know it freaked you out at the time, but—”
“I’d rather not talk about it, okay?” I try not to sound snappy. But Dennis is right: I do need the money. “And now I really have to hit it.”
He plants a light kiss on my cheek. “Take care of yourself, Maggie.”
“I’m fine.”
He shrugs, palms spread wide. “I worry about you.”
I catch his hand and squeeze it. “I know you do. But I’m not yours to worry about anymore.” I keep my voice gentle, my tone light. Not that it does any good.
“Right,” he responds. His voice changes on the word, and he turns to go, raising a hand behind him. As he jogs back up the ramp, his ponytail bouncing, I stifle a sigh because I can’t feel sorry for Dennis. I don’t have the room or the time. 
I tug on the Camry’s driver’s side door, which always sticks, and my left hand tingles in the spot where Rich Guy touched it. I slide into the car and tighten both hands on the wheel. Focusing on my breathing, on banishing the pain in my head and the two men along with it. 
I pull out onto Ocean Avenue, a two-lane coastal road in one of the Jersey shore towns Springsteen made famous. It’s long past its heyday, but then, so am I. It’s a place everybody knows about, but to me, it’s just home—a combination of rich and poor, old and new. Some things are thriving, others decaying.  
I’ve been here since I was eighteen when I was first on my own. My family, such as it was, used to come here for day trips, and I was fascinated by the town’s shabby splendor. Its nautical architecture decorated with carved mermaids and sea creatures. The nineteenth century carousel at the end of the boardwalk. And that gracious Beaux-Arts lady, the Delamere Hotel, overlooking the sea. It’s abandoned now, its rooms and windows shuttered. Like so many things here. 
Even so, the developers smell money. They’re waiting, lined up like black crows on a wire. There’s talk about turning the Delamere into condos.  Using the shell of the old convention hall to house a fancy beach club with steep membership fees. And knocking down the 1950s beach cottages to make room for multi-million-dollar homes. These big men with big plans are gathering, ready to “save” this town from all the people consigned to its rough edges. People like me.
My own one-bedroom cottage is a rental; even in a town that’s seen better days, Jersey shore real estate is way out of my reach. The tiny, faded green house is on a side street ten blocks from the beach; my only view is of the garden apartments across the way. And let’s just say that “garden” is an optimistic way to describe its scrubby courtyard, overgrown with weeds and seagrass and littered with dirty white chairs. 
But inside my little house is, well, a version of home, anyway. Created from cast-off furniture, homemade curtains, and some of my own art on the walls. A coffee table made from an oak door that Dennis dragged home. No pets, unless you count a pot-bound snake plant I brought here from another life. 
I pull the shades, light a candle, and slip out of my psychic outfit. But not before I take the joint and the business card from the skirt pocket. I swallow four Tylenol, find a lighter, and stretch out on the couch. I’ll smoke a little now, enough to take the edge off and save the rest for later. I set the card face down on the coffee table. For some reason, I’m not ready to look at it.
The weed feels harsher than Dennis’s usual brand, and I cough on the first inhale. The next two go better, and then I take cleansing breaths, imagining the slow ebb of ocean waves, the pain receding with the tide. I reach out a hand for the card, which seems to glow in the dim light of the room, and I finally turn it over. 
So Rich Guy has a name. Which is, strangely, “Richard.” Maybe it’s the pot, but I find this hilarious. I’m giggling like a ten-year-old when my left hand tingles again. I flex my palm, and there’s a fresh pink line cutting across my head, fate, and life lines. It’s missed my heart line, which I would take as a sign if I believed in them. 
You were holding that card pretty tight, I tell myself. It left a mark. But I must be higher than I realize because when I shine my phone light on my hand, there’s no line there except the ones I was born with. I drop the card on the table and close my eyes.
I’ve been asleep for less than an hour when Addie shows up again, in a waking dream. She’s at the foot of the couch, so clear I can see the little violet pattern of her house dress. The blue sweater over her shoulders. And in her hand, a tarot card. 
She pushes it toward me, and it seems to float over my feet. My head feels nailed to the upholstery, but I can move my eyes. I squint, and the image sharpens. Clouds against a blue sky. A red heart pierced by knives. It’s the Three of Swords, harbinger of heartache. 
“Whose heartache, Addie?” I whisper as she breaks into fragments. “Yours?” 
Or mine? I think, as she finally disappears. 
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 The Girl Who Forgets


First Grade

The first time it happens, I’m on a playground at recess. I’m one of the youngest in my class, already struggling with the things they expect me to remember all day, every day. Already certain I am not smart and well acquainted with my classmates’ refrain: Mrs. Heller, Maggie forgot again! They say it as they point to the cubby where I’ve left my lunch bag or to the place in line I’m not supposed to be or to the homework I didn’t turn in. It didn’t take long to become That Kid. 
It’s cold out, windy, but not yet winter; there are brown leaves scattered across the cracked black asphalt. But I don’t mind the cold, because out here, I can breathe. Today, I’m on a swing, pumping and smiling because I know that when we file inside, I will be going to the art room. 
I don’t make mistakes in the art room. The thought of pastel chalks and glue lifts my legs higher; I’m at the top of the arc when I see Mikey Carrigan get pushed from the swing next to me. I can’t see who did it, but I hear his cry of surprise and hurt. He was shoved so hard he landed on the cement instead of the mulch that’s supposed to protect us if we fall. 
I’m on the downswing now, and he’s getting to his feet. His jeans are torn and his knee is bloodied, and he’s crying, brushing grit from his hands. I want to help, but I can’t stop the swing, and then he’s out of my sightline. I don’t hear him crying anymore, and I figure that Mr. G, the big gym teacher who’s kind to kids like me and Mikey, has taken him inside. 
But then Mikey appears at the edge of the swing set, hands jammed in his jacket pockets. Dry-eyed. With no dirt on him and no rip in his pants. And not bleeding. I drag my feet to stop the swing, sending pieces of mulch flying and smudging my pink sneakers.
Didn’t you get hurt? I ask him.
He shakes his head, his face solemn, and gestures to the swing. You done? 
I uncurl my fingers from the chains and jump off, still staring at Mikey. At Mikey, who wasn’t on a swing and isn’t hurt. I hurry toward the door where the first graders line up—I’m never late for art—and behind me, there is a scream I recognize. One I’ve already heard. Mikey’s scream.
Five minutes later, we’re marching two by two down the hallway to the art room, but Mikey isn’t with us. He’s in the nurse’s office, where she’s wiping his face and bandaging his bloody knee. 
And after art class, I end up there myself, lying behind a white curtain with an ice pack over my eyes. Waiting for my mother to take me home and put me to bed with this dark, piercing headache that I do not understand.
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 The Portrait


September

This morning—after yesterday’s hammering headache, freaky vision of Addie, and disturbing dreams—I need coffee, preferably an imported, expensive dark roast. (I don’t have a real job, I can’t afford health insurance, and it’s a crapshoot whether I’ll cover my bills this month. But I’ll be damned if I’ll drink shitty coffee.) 
I’m inhaling the heady aroma, about to take my first sip when there’s a tap on my kitchen window. Are you kidding me? Only one person I know knocks at windows instead of doors; I set down the mug and turn to meet the unflinching gaze of my landlord, his face a shade too close to the glass. 
I walk out to the yard, where I keep some distance between me and Roy Willis. He’s fortyish, with ginger hair and the pink skin of a baby, incongruous with his walrus mustache and the gold-rimmed glasses that put me in mind of serial killers. When he talks, he doesn’t break eye contact, and it’s like looking into two pools of mud. 
He seems like an okay guy, but I still pay attention to the subtle case of the creeps I get when I’m around him. Which is more often than I’d like, as he also owns the house next door. 
“Sorry to bother you, Maggie,” he says, holding out a blue check. “But it bounced.” He says it like an apology.
“Is that the one I wrote for September?” I put my hand on my forehead and try to focus. Which is a little hard this morning before caffeine. “Oh,” I say, looking up at him. “I know what happened—I never got to the bank to deposit my money from the end of the season.” I give him a weak smile. “You know I forget things from time to time.” 
Though I’m pretty private about my ADHD, I let Roy know early on, as it’s a handy explanation for late rent payments. And I suspect he might be on the spectrum himself, so I’m hoping he’ll cut me some slack.
My landlord’s eyes are locked with mine, his shoulders slumped. “But you have the rent, right?” Expecting me to say no.
“Yeah. Is cash okay?”
He nods, but his expression doesn’t change. I slip back inside, quietly locking the kitchen door behind me. I have to search through three drawers before I find the bank envelope of cash. It’s thick with small bills, and the total on the slip doesn’t quite cover the rent. When I hand him the money, I do it with a bright smile. “I’ll get the rest of it to you next week.”
“Uh huh,” he says with a nod and pockets the cash. He sounds agreeable, not skeptical, but with Roy, it’s sometimes hard to tell. I watch him leave the yard before heading back inside.
After the coffee, the pain eases, but I’m still hazy from Dennis’s weed and feeling hungover from yesterday’s migraine. I occasionally get them with my periods, but these days, like most things in my life, my period is unreliable. Anyway, I know the headache wasn’t hormonal. 
It was the kind that comes with a vivid aura, connected to a person. The kind I used to have. Always tied to someone I knew, and for whom trouble was just around the corner. And somehow, I saw it coming. 
Until recently, I believed my visions stopped in middle school. And at the time, I was glad they did. They were getting darker. Scarier. I knew things I didn’t want to know. Saw things I didn’t want to see. Except the thing you should have seen. And afterward, there was always the terrible pounding in my head. By the time I turned thirteen, they stopped completely.
But since last winter they’ve come creeping back; they started with vivid flashes, what I think of as “mind pictures” that seep through my consciousness. Like the one that happened at that party last winter. The one I left clutching a purse full of blood money. 
And then, once I met Addie, the mind pictures changed, shifting from one dimension to three. Nearly every time we were together, I saw things, and I was forced to acknowledge the lie I told myself and Dennis: I don’t get visions anymore. 
And there’s what happened in my kitchen last Easter, still so sharp and clear.  I push away the thought and drink my coffee. It’s a full-bodied, Sumatran dark roast with a bitter undertone, and the haze begins to sharpen:
This time, I only imagined Addie; I didn’t actually see her. She’d been hiding somewhere in my brain. And then I was high, and she popped up in a dream. Holding the Three of Swords because I’d used it in the reading on the boardwalk yesterday. 
And in true ADHD fashion, that thought bounces off another like a pinball in one of the old arcade machines. I take my coffee into the living room and slide the business card from the tabletop, and I swear it feels warm to the touch. There are only three lines of print: his name, Richard Griffin. His apparent place of business, The Hermes Gallery. 
There’s also a North Jersey address and phone number. In the corner of the card, there’s a stylized silver wing and no accent mark in “Hermes,” (which is how I know his business has nothing to do with wildly overpriced scarves.) It’s a reference to mythology, one I’ve forgotten, if I ever learned it. The back of the card is blank. So he works in—or owns—an art gallery. 
Is he interested in my work? But you thought he was interested in you, didn’t you, Maggie? I should have known better. A guy like that, with a young blonde on his arm? Maybe I felt something, and maybe he did, too. That doesn’t mean he would act on it. And as my late mother was fond of saying, Wishing won’t make it so. 
On the other hand, this might be an opportunity to show my art. In a real gallery, instead of on a display in town hall or at the back of the local boutique. I allow myself a few seconds to dream on it before I slip the card, my phone, and the half-smoked joint into my jeans pocket. 
I tell fortunes to make ends meet, but I make art to stay sane. To give me company, comfort. Art is the kid I’ll never have. The suburban house I’ll never own. It’s all the men I never needed. At the end of my driveway, there’s a ramshackle shed I use as a studio; most mornings, I go out there to work. Either in pen and ink or charcoal, two ends of the spectrum. 
On one, carbon-based India ink that indelibly saturates the paper fibers. On the other, more black carbon—but in the form of charcoal crayons and pencils, marks that can be rubbed away with a fingertip, its dust blown away with a breath. Permanence or impermanence? I’ve been traveling between those two states since the day I was born. 
I take my coffee outside into a gray, rainy day, and now have the perfect excuse to skip the psychic act this afternoon. To avoid Dennis and the other desperate denizens of the boardwalk. I let myself into the shed, which smells of must and the lingering odor of fixative. I throw on the oversized denim shirt that serves as a smock and sit at the drawing table I got the Christmas I turned fourteen. I reach for a pencil, and that’s when the hyper focus kicks in.
My ADHD is the “inattentive” type, which comes with a couple of bonuses. For one thing, I’m not good with social cues, especially subtle ones, like an eye roll or a head shake or a side whisper. When I was a kid, I missed half the mean things that were directed at me. These days, I try to pay more attention, but mostly I operate on a better-not-to-know basis because inattentiveness insulates me against the casual cruelty of others. 
But the greatest gift my brain offers me is the ability to concentrate so deeply on something that everything else falls away. It gives my readings credibility. It fuels the work I do in this shed—because I don’t pay attention to anything except the pen or pencil in my hand and the paper in front of me. For hours. 
And then I’ll look up, and it’s dark outside, and I realize I’m starving. Yeah, that’s me, all right: the starving artist. I sell a few pieces from my website, but the real money comes from Magic Marguerite, not Maggie Romanelli. 
Taped to the drawing table is a piece I’ve been working on, a portrait in charcoal. I lift the protective sheet of glassine paper to reveal the barest outlines of a woman’s face, sketched in graphite pencil. I’m having trouble with her eyes. Their expression keeps changing, but so does her hair and so do the lines on her face. One minute I have her, and the next I don’t. 
Maybe it’s time to jump in and stop messing with the graphite. Too easy to erase, and it makes me indecisive. I peel down a charcoal pencil and trace over the graphite, giving her face shape. Adding soft curls to her hair. Sketching in thin brows and deep lines around her mouth. She’s starting to look familiar, but I haven’t pinned her down yet. 
The charcoal pencil is hovering over her eyes when my phone rings, startling me so bad I slip off the chair. It’s a north Jersey number I don’t recognize. Or maybe I do. When I check the card in my pocket, the numbers match, and for some reason, my hand shakes when I tap the screen.
“Have I reached Maggie Romanelli?” The male voice is deep, and though I haven’t heard it much, already familiar. 
“Yes.” I stifle the impulse to say anything else. Hardly believing that a guy like that is calling someone like me.
“Oh, good,” he says. “Maggie, my name is Richard. We met on the boardwalk yesterday?”
“I remember.” Only too well. 
He laughs. “That was quite a fortune you told me.”
“Was it accurate?” I ask, though I know it was.
“Relatively. But I’m not calling about a reading. I don’t know if you’ve seen the card I left with you—”
The card you burned into my hand.
“But I work for the Hermes Gallery,” he continues. “I’ve taken a look at the portfolio on your website, and I was intrigued. That’s where I found your number, by the way—I hope you don’t mind. Anyway, your charcoal portraits are quite arresting. In particular, the one of the child. The little boy with freckles—”
“Right,” I interrupt. “Where is this going, Mr. Griffin?”
“So you did look at my card.” His voice is amused. And a little smug. “Well, I wondered if we might meet for coffee. To discuss the possibility of showing your work at the gallery.”
I’ve seen this before. Months ago. My work framed and hanging on display. I close my eyes against the hope that rises like a hot air balloon in my chest. Don’t give in to it. Don’t trust this. You know what will happen. 
“Look, Mr. Griffin—”
“Richard, please.”
“Okay, Richard, but I’m not a fine artist. My work is commercial. Honestly, they’re like one step up from boardwalk portraits
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