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I roll over in the ruby sheets to find that I’m completely alone in the bed. One disorienting minute passes as I recall that someone had been beside me when I drifted off. The neon glow of the alarm clock in the corner blares eleven. Usually, Mark stays until at least midnight before making the trek back to his own apartment a few blocks over. I force my eyes to focus in the dark and find his shadowy figure at the foot of the bed, sliding on his shoes as quietly as possible. 

“You aren’t staying,” I say without surprise. 

“You know I can’t spend the night here.” He struggles to slip his feet into black sneakers that blend into the inky darkness of the bedroom. Mark makes it sound like he has something to get back to, a lover or a wife. Instead, he refuses to spend the night here because he doesn’t like what my mattress does to his back. 

“Why don’t you help me pick out a new mattress?” 

I have some money in savings, probably enough to afford a low-end mattress. It’s the sensible thing to do, the responsible thing to spend my money on. Aren’t you supposed to replace your mattress every eight years? Mark thinks his sleep suffers on my lumpy mattress; maybe mine does, too. 

“I don’t think that would be such a good idea.” He stands up, his shoes finally on his feet and the rubber soles making echoes on the hardwood floors. His shoulders hunch, and he avoids my gaze as he gathers up his phone, keys, and wallet from the top of the crowded vanity. 

“You’re a mattress salesman,” I laugh. “How are you going to turn away business from a woman who wants to improve her sleep habits?”

“I just don’t think buying a mattress is going to solve the problem.”

“And what problem might that be?”

“I’m afraid that my spending the night here might give the wrong impression.”

I pause, trying to sort out my thoughts and feelings on this. I don’t think he has another woman to get back to, but am I wrong? Maybe this was a casual thing for him and he had a steady relationship with someone else full-time. Who exactly would get the wrong impression if he stayed? Did he mean me or did he mean another lover? 

“It might give the wrong impression to who, exactly?” I muster up my courage to ask the question that has been building over the course of the last three months as he sneaks out in the middle of the night every time he comes over. 

He hesitates, unsure how to deal with a direct question. We beat around the bush, talking about everything but the things that really matter. Tonight, I’m so tired of this sketchy business of Mark sneaking out in the middle of the night. 

“It might give the wrong impression to you, Esmerelda.” 

“And what impression might that be?”

“I don’t want you to think this is more serious than it is.” He slides a hand over his face, as if just having this conversation is exhausting to him. “Spending the night feels like commitment, and we’re just here to have a good time.”

Mark and I met on a dating app, my first foray into using technology to find a partner. I only joined at Petal’s insistence. She claimed my solitary lifestyle was causing me to miss out on a valuable experience. Petal has Jason, and she lured me into the fantasy of going on double dates with the two of them instead of being the third wheel. Mark was the first man I matched with, and we met for drinks at a bar downtown. We talked until midnight over Long Island iced tea and stumbled back to my apartment where he promptly left the minute I drifted off. The first date didn’t bother me, but now it was a pattern. He always leaves after sex, waiting for me to fall asleep so he doesn’t have to say goodbye. What exactly is the issue with him committing for a night when we’re already sleeping together?

“I think it’s best that you leave,” I tell him, throwing back the sheets and standing up to see him out. I want to lock the door behind him, hear the lock snick shut. I want to close this chapter. Dating just isn’t for me. 

“Don’t be upset,” he pleads, tucking his wallet into his back pocket. “I’m just telling you how things are. We both knew this wasn’t something serious.”

I stand by the bedroom door and gesture for him to go out ahead of me. He puts his head down to avoid my eyes as he walks to the foyer of my small apartment. He dealt me an emotional blow, but I square my shoulders like a queen. I can be confident, even in this.  

“Have a good night, Mark.” I close the door on his bewildered face and lock it behind him. As soon as I know he’s gone, I slide down wall and land on the cold tile floor, putting my head in my hands. Part of me wants to cry, but a bigger part says Mark isn’t worth the tears. He’s just the first boyfriend I’ve had in two years. Now, I’m not even sure I can call him my boyfriend. What did he mean I might get “the wrong idea” if he spent the night here? I press the heels of my hands into my eyes to ward off the impending tears before pushing myself up to stand. There’s no way I can go back to sleep now, not with his words echoing in my mind. 

Still tired, I slowly make my way toward the clawfoot tub. This tub was the real reason I signed the lease on this apartment. Sure, the setup of the apartment is great and it’s convenient to the store where I work. But this clawfoot tub, right in the heart of the guest bathroom, is everything I wanted. Hot water fills the tub and I drop in a bath bomb, watching the soap bubbles rise to the surface. I slip out of my robe and step into the tub, sinking down until only my head remains above the water. The ends of my long hair submerge into the sudsy foam, and I regret not taking a minute to tie it up before climbing in. I close my eyes, feeling the contrast between the cold porcelain of the tub behind my neck and the warm water elsewhere. 

What exactly am I doing here with a man who thinks I’ll get the wrong idea?

I know what Petal would recommend I do: pull a few tarot cards. My sister is a firm believer in the spiritual aspects of my job and treats it as if it were an exact science. Fortunetelling is an art form, but she believes I have the gift to tell people what they need to hear. She refuses to believe that we use everything on the table to come to a conclusion. The bad news is I don’t believe in its magic or power. Still, the tarot deck is a familiar touchstone for me, so I pull my beat-up paperback from beside the tub and thumb through it for a minute. It’s an old volume I used to reference when I first started working for Rose in her fortunetelling shop. Every page tells you what it means to read the tarot cards a client might draw. I know the book like the back of my hand. Slipping into the pages feels familiar and comfortable when everything else in my life feels like a trainwreck.  

I read a few pages and the discomfort in my body starts to melt away. Finally, I toss the book to the side and simply close my eyes, focusing on the water lapping over my skin. Mark isn’t a serious thing and that’s okay, I tell myself. The point of online dating isn’t to find the man I’m going to marry. I should focus on having a good time. I don’t want to feel so damn lonely all the time. Somehow, this conversation with Mark leaves me feeling lonelier than ever before. 

I sigh and submerge myself completely under the water until my lungs burn. When I come up for air, my hair is dripping around my shoulders and I regret it. I hate going to bed with wet hair because it never dries nicely. A messy bun is about the only option I’ll have for my hair in the morning, but it did feel good to have the warm water surround me. It feels like an even trade-off to unwind enough to slip back into an unconscious slumber. With my entire body relaxed, I pull the plug and let the water drain out of the tub. I’m still sitting against the warm porcelain when the last dregs of the water slip away from me. Reaching for the fluffy white towels to my left, I stand up and start to dry myself off. I grab a second towel and twist my hair up in it to avoid dripping all the way back to bed. 

Suddenly, I’m far too tired to worry about getting dressed or drying my hair. I stumble into bed still damp and pull the covers up to keep my wet skin warm. As I’m thinking about what it would be like to have a boyfriend after all this time, I drift off into blissful unconsciousness. 
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“Let’s go for breakfast,” Petal says when I pick up the phone. 

“Is this some kind of sister intuition?”

“No, I’m just craving pancakes with blueberry syrup. You know I hate going out alone, and I happen to know you aren’t busy until Rose opens up the shop at eleven.” She clicks her nails impatiently against the countertop in her kitchen, like always. It isn’t hard to imagine her, leaning over the kitchen island with her chin cupped in one hand. “Come on, sis.”

I think about the money I have in the bank account. Petal and I go out all the time, but I never expect her to pick up the tab. She might be my little sister, but the dynamic between us verges on mother-daughter. Ever since our mother died three years ago, there were hard decisions about what I would do to keep our lives on track. Petal has always been a free spirit – as in, she’s terrible with money. I would worry more if she wasn’t with Jason: steady Jason who pays the bills on time. He’s the manager at a car dealership and he makes more than enough to support them both. Still, I don’t want Petal to be reliant on a man so I send her money every month and pay when we go out. 

Last night filters in like the sunlight through my window. I guess I have more money in the bank now since I don’t have to buy a new mattress. 

“Breakfast it is,” I tell her. “Give me twenty minutes. You’re driving.”

“You’re the best sister in the world,” Petal says and hangs up. 

“Damn right,” I mumble as I throw the covers off. I’m already tying my long hair up and rubbing the sleep from my eyes. Work will likely come straight after breakfast, so I grab something form-fitting and black. Fortunetellers shouldn’t be too memorable. It helps set the mood to be a little bit mysterious. Looking the part is important when pretending to tell the future. I finish getting ready, splashing water on my face and brushing on a few coats of mascara. 

It feels like no time at all has passed when Petal opens my door. She clicks in with her high heels on and I instantly regret my decision to wear my standard uniform. Petal always manages to look like a million bucks, even if she gets ready at the last minute. Her short hair is smooth and glossy, not a hair out of place. It looks like she just came from the hair salon for her six-week trim. If I didn’t know better, I would think she scored that flowing burnt sienna dress from a designer outlet. Instead, it likely came from one of the vintage shops she visits for inspiration. My outfit from Target is probably more expensive than hers. 

“Are you ready to go? I’m dying for pancakes,” she calls, making her way down the hall. 

“So you mentioned.” I slip my silver medallion earring in, walking down the hall to the front door. “What’s the real meaning behind this impromptu trip if you don’t have sister intuition?”

“What do I need sister intuition for?”

“Mark and I broke up last night. I think.”

Petal stares at me, waiting for clarification, but I don’t offer any. Instead, I grab my keys and toss them into my oversized shoulder bag. I usher her out the front door and into the car. 

“What is that supposed to mean?” Petal finally asks, situating herself in the driver’s seat while I fasten my seatbelt. “How do you not know if you broke up?”

“It turns out our relationship was a little one-sided.” I sigh and pick at a piece of lint on my skirt. “I thought we were exclusive and he thought we were just having a good time. I offered to buy a new mattress so that he would spend the night. Then, he told me I might get the wrong idea.”

“What a dick.” She reaches over and grabs my hand tightly. “There are more men where he came from on the dating app. And in real life.”

“I think I’m done with dating apps.”

“You only had one match and it wasn’t true love. So what? Get back on the horse and try again.” She turns on her blinker and navigates into the parking lot for Jestine’s Kitchen. 

“I think I liked my life better when there wasn’t so much drama.”

“It doesn’t sound like your night was exactly dramatic,” Petal corrects. “It was more of a gentle letdown.”

“Why don’t you tell me what’s new with you? I’m tired of talking about my failed love life at the moment.” 

“I hope we can get a good table,” Petal says, gnawing on her bottom lip. “Do you want to sit by the window so we can people-watch?”

I hold the heavy glass front door open for her. Jestine herself greets us at the hostess stand, dressed in the same shade of emerald green that decorates the entire restaurant.

“Ladies,” she says, her voice smooth. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you around here.”

“We had a craving for a stack of buttermilks,” Petal tells her. 

“Should I go ahead and put your order in while you two get settled?”

“If it isn’t too much trouble,” I tell her. 

“Blueberry syrup, please,” Petal adds. 

Jestine walks us to the small wrought iron table situated below the huge glass window that looks out over the downtown streets. It’s early on a Tuesday morning, but there are still plenty of people in Charleston. We watch in silence, completely comfortable sharing the same space. We have always been like this, comfortable with one another. We might be two very different people, but Petal is my safe space, the person I look to when everything else in my life is falling to pieces. She is one of the best parts of my life, especially since our mom died. 

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on with you?” I ask her when Jestine sets down two plates of flapjacks piled high with butter and blueberry syrup dripping off their crispy edges. Petal spears a bite of pancake and closes her eyes as she chews. 

“This,” she says, “is the real reason why we came out today.”

“I have a feeling there’s something you aren’t telling me.”

“You read the future. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on? I thought we were just having a nice sister-date for a change. It feels like it’s been ages since I last saw you.”

“Petal, we had breakfast together last Tuesday.”

“Maybe we should make it a tradition.”

“How’s Jason?”

Petal stares out the window and chews, her expression thoughtful. “He thinks he wants to go back to school, you know – make a career shift. But I don’t think this is a good time for that.”

Suddenly, this breakfast makes sense. She and Jason must have fought over the future. I don’t see why Petal would have told him this wasn’t the right time to go back to school. If there was anyone on this planet who had less room to judge when it comes to making a career change, it’s Petal. Over the past ten years, she must have held almost two dozen jobs including dog walker, ice cream maker, and now watercolor artist.

“Maybe it’s the right time for him,” I try to reason with her. “I can’t imagine that selling used cars is his passion.”

“But it’s stable. We need something stable right now.”

“Since when have you ever made decisions based on stability?”

Petal stiffens. I made a misstep. She spears a bite of pancake and chews it with vigor. She sets her fork down with a clink and looks me square in the eye. “Now isn’t the time for upheaval. The cards said so.”

I groan. “Please tell me you aren’t going to let tarot cards run your life. You know as well as I do that those cards don’t mean anything.”

“I don’t know,” she says. “I think there might be something to them this time.”

“Why are you being so cryptic and mysterious this morning?”

“What makes you say that?”

“Everything is on the table,” I repeat the mantra we use at work. “You’re chewing on your lip. You’re avoiding my questions. You’re making decisions that are totally out of character.”

She gives me a small smile. “You always were good at reading people. I wish I could tell you because it would be so much easier. Let’s say that you’ll find out soon enough. Are you going to finish those pancakes?”

I push the plate toward her and watch as she finishes them. While she devours the last scrap of the single pancake I had left on my plate, I think back to the last time Petal kept a secret from me. Even during the usual times like Christmas and birthdays, she often spoils the surprise days before the actual event comes. I figure that if I just wait her out, she’ll eventually spill it. 

“You get the check,” she says, gesturing toward the bill. “This surprise has left me a little strapped.”

I roll my eyes. Whatever she cooked up can’t have been too expensive, not on her artist’s salary and the money I send her every month. 

“I’ll pick up the tab this time, but you owe me pancakes next time I’m in the mood.” 

I take the receipt to the front counter and pay, meeting Petal in the car. We drive around the block to my apartment in silence, the tension building between us. She wants to spill the secret, but there just won’t be any time between Jestine’s and my apartment. 

“Call me later?” I ask her as I climb out of the car. 

“I’ll catch up with you later today.” She puts the car in reverse. Just like that, she’s gone and the secret is no closer to being divulged. 
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Rose and I sit around the tiny table we use when customers come in, but today is a slow afternoon. The table is covered in a black gauzy tablecloth that lays neatly over my legs where I’m pulled into the table. Our lighting is dim and we have candles burning in nearly every corner of the room because it’s better for the ambience than bright overhead lights. It’s softer and less threatening for telling fortunes and divining the future. People expect mystery, and we do our best to deliver on that promise from the moment they walk through the door. 

But today, there are no customers and it’s just the two of us. 

“Can you believe that?” I ask her, after explaining how Mark left last night. 

“I can believe you aren’t attracting the right energy to find a partner,” Rose corrects me. “It really comes as no surprise that Mark wasn’t the one you were after.”

“Cut the crap, Rose,” I say, a little irritated at her. Rose believes in a way that I don’t. “You know as well as I do that ‘attracting energy’ isn’t a real thing.”

Rose glares across the table. She hates that I don’t believe in telling the future. After all, it’s how we make our living. Rose opened this small fortunetelling shop two years ago, bringing me along for the ride. I had no experience telling the future, but she picked me up at a carnival. I was a temp worker manning a booth full of women’s clothing. The gimmick was if you bought an item in the shop, I would look into a crystal ball and tell your future. As far as temp work goes, it was the weirdest job I ever had, but I had a lot of fun with it. I read everlasting love and happiness for most people. For skeptics who questioned my ability, I read misfortune: a lost job, an absent partner, a necessary car repair, financial ruin. 

Toward the end of the night, Rose came into the tent and started browsing the racks. But what she was really doing was watching me work the room. Eventually, she bought a necklace, the cheapest item in the tent. She brought her receipt to me and sat down in the plush chair across from me. I put my hands on the crystal ball and closed my eyes as if summoning her fortunes directly from the fog in the glass. Taking theater classes in high school paid off that night. 

“Tell me: what do you want to know about your future?” I asked, opening my eyes to look at her. 

“I don’t need you to tell the future,” she said. “I’m here to talk about your future.”

My hands dropped from the crystal ball and I stared at her, dumbfounded. She was the first and only person all night to pose me a question about myself. 

“How did you get this gig?” She leaned forward in her chair until only a few inches of space separated her face from mine. It was clear she didn’t want anyone to hear our conversation. She need not have worried. By the time she bought her necklace, the only other person in the tent was the cashier. The night was coming to a close and most people were finished with their shopping. 

“I’m a temp worker. I take what they give me.” My face flushed with the shame of my inability to find a steady job. I hated being a temp worker. 

“You have a knack for this, you know. For fortunetelling.”

“What good is that going to do me in the real world?” I scoffed. 

“I could think of something.” She smiled and leaned even further across the table. She took my hands in hers. “Come work for me.”

“You’re offering me a job because I can pretend to read a crystal ball?”

“I’m offering you a job because you have the gift of reading people. I’m opening my own store next week and I could use some help reading tarot cards and even palm reading. You have a gift for telling people what they need to hear. I watched you here, telling people a real story about what comes next for them. You have the gift.”

“I’m sorry, but I really don’t think that ‘gift’ is real. I have no idea how to read tarot cards.”

“I can teach you. It’s something you can learn if you’re good at reading people – and you are.” She grabbed my palm and flipped it over, tracing the lines with her index finger. “You have great lines on your palm. Let me teach you how to read it.”

I took my palm back from her and placed both hands under the table where she couldn’t get to them. I stared, not sure what to say or do with this wild woman who wanted me to gaze into a crystal ball for a living. The only problem was, I did need a full-time job. Temp working was unreliable and I never knew what I would be doing from one day to the next. Some of these jobs really sucked. 

“I don’t know,” I hedged. “Can I think about it?”

She reached into her pocket and handed me a business card. The weight of the cardstock felt luxurious in my hand and I ran my fingers over the embossed text. Rose Gilbert, I read. Psychic extraordinaire. I laughed out loud at how she marketed herself, but slipped the card into my pocket. 

“Call me tomorrow when you’re ready to accept the job,” she said, rising from the table and grabbing her little gift bag. 

As it happened, I called Rose the very next day and accepted her full-time job. I learned the art of interpreting the lines of the palm and she gave me the book I read in the bath last night as I learned to read tarot. Almost two years have passed since that day and I’m still grateful she took a chance on me. Rose is more than just my boss; she’s one of my closest friends. I still don’t believe in the hippie-dippy mumbo jumbo we espouse to our clients, but I can’t argue with how it feels to tell someone good things are coming to them. I learned that it’s more about reading a person than the tools we use to tell them what we think.

I shake my head against the memories and try to recenter myself in our conversation. 

“All I’m saying is that you’re attracting the wrong energy,” she says. “If you put positive vibes out into the universe, you would be more likely to attract someone who wants you for you, warts and all.”

“I don’t know how I’m supposed to find someone. Maybe I should just embrace the spinster lifestyle.” I shrug my shoulders as if this doesn’t bother me. 

“I wish I had the answers for you, Essie.” Rose looks down at the table and clasps her hands together. “I also wish that I didn’t have to deliver more bad news to you on the heels of an almost-breakup.” 

“More bad news?” My stomach sinks as I think about what awful news she could possibly have to tell me. An army of hard marbles lands deep in my gut, sinking lower and lower with every passing second. Rose avoids my eyes and stares instead at her hands. When she does look up, she scans the room and sighs, her shoulders hunching. I start to worry about what else is wrong. 

“I’m really sorry to have to do this,” she says, taking a deep breath. “I’m closing down the store.”

I stare at her, dumbfounded. 

“It isn’t my first choice,” she explains. “Remember when Tony came by the store two months ago and I sent you to lunch? He came by to tell me that rent is going up on our space and I really just can’t afford to keep the doors open with the new terms on the lease. I’m going to shut it down and figure out what else the universe has for me.”

I study Rose’s face for the telltale sign she’s bluffing but find nothing there. All I see is sadness that this thing she built is coming to an end. I knew we were barely turning a profit. After all, I help Rose manage the books. The fact that we can’t afford a rent hike is no surprise to me, but I’m shocked that her solution is simply to fold her cards and give up. 

“Why not find a new location?” It seems like the only logical answer. 

“I think this is the universe’s way of telling me to move on,” she offers. I hate that Rose believes in signs from the universe. “And I’m confident you’ll find something else too.”

A sly smile crosses her face and I wonder what she knows that I don’t. Rose has an uncanny ability to tell what is around the corner, but this feels like more pointed knowledge. If I’m lucky, maybe someone random will offer me a job just like Rose did in that booth. The problem is I’m not sure anyone really needs someone to tell their future. Where would I put these skills to good use? I should have spent the last two years polishing my resume rather than reading tarot cards. 

“I wish I knew what you’re hiding,” I tell her. 

“All in good time.” 

My relationship has crumbled, my job is gone, and my best friend and boss is mysteriously promising that the universe has something new in store for me. Whatever it is, it can’t be good. 
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The following day, I come to work prepared with an army of ideas that could potentially save this shop, our livelihoods, our sense of purpose. I don’t know if it’s because I’m right on the heels of a non-breakup or if I’m simply more committed to my job than I thought, but I have a long list of options. 

“What if we went out into the community and read palms, like I did when you picked me up with that crystal ball?” This is the fifth idea I’ve pitched, but Rose hasn’t bitten on any of them. She simply shakes her head. 

“You’ll understand why soon enough,” she promises. “The universe is about to reveal your next steps.”

I notice her attention shift to the parking lot where a silver sedan has just slid into the space directly in front of our door. The woman inside climbs out, her auburn pixie cut catching the sun. Petal. She reaches back into the car to grab her phone off the mount on the window before coming through the glass front door. 

“I’m going to grab lunch,” Rose says suddenly. “Text me what you want from Buddy’s.” Rose hugs Petal and whispers something in her ear before turning to the parking lot. Petal turns toward me and takes the seat Rose just vacated. She rummages through her cavernous crimson handbag in search of something. 

“What are you doing here, Petal? Wasn’t breakfast yesterday
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