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FOREWORD

In Psychic Blues Mark Edward has given us an absolutely unique book that also manages to be entertaining and readable. I say “unique” because he has the background experience to write such a book from a totally different point of view from anyone else I know. Until this work appeared, I’d always thought that William Lindsay Gresham’s 1946 novel Nightmare Alley was the definitive book written from the point of view of one who really knows the art of mentalism from the inside out; now that laurel passes to Mark. While Gresham did all he could to research the secret world of the “closed” psychic operator and gave us—to the best of his ability—the villain Stanton Carlyle in all his perfidious glory, Mark Edward has actually performed as what is now known as a psychic entertainer.

Hollywood’s famous Magic Castle was Mark’s evening home for years, and he officiated at “séances” there that were so convincing to non-magicians that I personally had a difficult time handling the situation he’d created. Mark’s years of working in the trade provided him with that very special inner view of the public’s collective psyche, and this is grandly shown in how his main character reveals the subterfuges of the art. He is unlike others in his profession who hardly care about whether or not their customers really believe them and, if presented with a naïve enough victim, turn from entertainer to swindler.

Mark freely admits that he’s a performer, not of supernatural wonders but of pretty damn clever mind tricks that are revealed in the pages of this book. There are so many lessons to be learned from Psychic Blues and so many points to be made that a companion book enumerating these subtleties could easily be drawn up.

Thank you, Mark Edward. Just don’t wander over to The Dark Side or I’ll have to come after you.

—James Randi


PREFACE

Every time I get a little too high on my psychic horse or start taking myself too seriously, I stop myself from spinning off into the dark world of delusion and psychic self-deception by watching the 1947 film-noir classic Nightmare Alley.1 It helps me cope.

Tyrone Power is the Great Stanton, a carnival psychic. He gives the sheriff that famous standard reading that manages to turn the tables to his advantage and directs the law away from their initial plan to bust him. He convinces the sheriff that his “Scots blood is working right this minute,” and that he somehow knows the lawman’s deepest, darkest secrets. This ruse works beautifully. This same cinematic scene is reenacted all across America on a daily basis, from shady storefronts in Miami to Hollywood socialite parties. This ten-minute lesson in petty fraud is a rare glimpse of just how easy it is for a savvy, persuasive person to claim they have second sight.

Twenty-five years of working the psychic streets has taught me many truths, for better or worse. Sure, I have a pile of testimonial letters. Yes, I can see the future, given the right perspective and information, and of course I can read the paw of your pet poodle. I may indeed have a great gift, but it’s the gift of gab mixed with a healthy dose of imagination and nerve that has allowed me to be a psychic professionally and to now write about it.

My overwhelming interest in the magical realm began when I was a small child, watching in awe as my grandfather made candies and coins disappear and reappear at will. His magician’s hands entranced me. Add to that my propensity to always listen to my inner voice, though in the current New Age it’s been re-tagged as something other than basic common sense and a willingness to pay attention to intuition. Intuition is defined as knowing something without knowing how or why. It’s acute insight. So, is this what we mean when we say psychic?

I’m quite confident that I would know by now if I had a spirit guide or my Aunt Ethel’s watchful ghost alongside me. I have looked and searched, then looked again. I’ve traveled all over the planet and humbled myself in front of everything from Celtic priestesses to UFO abductees and their recruiters. This process has been repeated over and over, only to circle back endlessly into the cul-de-sac of my own personal nightmare alley. There’s nothing there in the dark, though I have frequently found myself wanting to believe there are supernatural elements to converse with and take refuge in. Their existence would have made life so much easier to understand and exploit. Still, I have a head start at getting your goat. And I will. It’s Darwin’s survival of the fittest, and a sideshow tent is never far from a psychiatrist’s couch; there’s just more sawdust on the floor.

The Great Stanton in Nightmare Alley starts out his ill-fated voyage as a carnival mentalist who climbs from the ragtag traveling carnival to the giddy heights of super-psychic stardom in a glitzy New York City club. In the beginning of the film, he witnesses the terrifying spectacle of a sideshow geek tearing the heads off chickens in the geek pit and asks the circus owner, “How could a guy go so low?” By the end of the film, Stanton has fallen from the summit of society’s psychic mountain and become that pitiful, alcoholic geek himself. The last lines in the film are between a circus owner and his stagehand, who again asks, “Gee, boss, how could a guy go so low?” To which the owner replies, “He reached too high.”

That line of dialogue echoes in me every time I’m told that I’m “blessed” or whenever I’m praised for how accurate my reading has been. That line never loses its sting. My conscience has never let me get too high—not yet, anyway. It’s been a damn near miss a few times, as the following pages will reveal, but I could never outright lie through my teeth and claim that I see spirits or cheat a sitter by making up only what I sense they want to hear. Instead, I have consistently opted to tell people what I feel in my gut is what they need to hear. Choosing that option has made a huge difference in the lives of the people I have spoken with.

Seeping through the cracks in the mirror of the New Age is humor too. Is all of this comical or prophetic? Have we reached a terminus of rationality or are we returning to our roots? I have witnessed a woman at a health-food store swinging her pendulum back and forth over several raw chicken breasts, trying to determine which to purchase for her dinner by their various vibrations. Who am I to judge?

I got into the psychic business in much the same way Stan did in Nightmare Alley. I started off as a kid doing magic for whoever would watch. I craved attention. This took me through years of standard magic. But there was a problem. Where’s the drama in watching a dancing cane? I grew tired of turning the red handkerchief into a green one and so got into mentalism—the performance of mental magic that still uses sleight of hand, but without pulling rabbits out of hats or wearing a cheap tuxedo. Mentalism appealed to me because it had a more believable premise. Mind reading, telepathy, extrasensory perception, and moving objects with the mind all seemed as if they might just be plausible. Or it seemed to me, as a teenager, that more people had a serious interest in these possibilities than an interest in fancy rope tricks. Soon, I was on to more bizarre nontraditional magick and there was no turning back.

I kept doing readings whenever possible. I was being appreciated on a whole new level, like the Great Stanton when he seized the opportunity to get out of the carnival racket in order to receive the greater approval, admiration, and remunerations of high society as a “real phenomenon,” not just a cheap trickster. I identified with that character. And I still identify with that character and all the turmoil he went through. In fact, repeatedly watching the rise and fall of Tyrone Power’s character in that film has probably rescued my life more than I can ever fully realize. If not literally, at the very least it saved me from the darker paths I might have chosen had I not seen this admittedly over-simplified version of the tale of Icarus.

This book contains only my observations of the psychic world in its most likely paradigm: a terribly disappointing con. Decide for yourself whether or not what I have experienced is “psychic.” Yet we all have our psychic moments, don’t we?

If reading about my experiences saves you from any of the discomforting realizations that I have made myself a willing witness to, or keeps you from falling into an abyss of callous exploitation, or saves you from either considering a career in this dubious occupation or seeking out the services of a psychic or medium for anything more than a diverting few minutes of entertainment, then writing this book will have been well worth it. But as I part the curtains to the dark world that lies ahead, be warned. This is not an episode of The Ghost Whisperer, Medium, The Mentalist, or even a hilarious rerun of Bewitched. What you are about to read are the true, unvarnished accounts of what happened to me whenever I reached too high.

1 Adapted from William Lindsay Gresham’s 1946 novel Nightmare Alley (Rinehart & Company).


CHAPTER I

ILLUSIONS
ASIDE


I’m not a weak conformist, but a tired nonconformist.

—Rod Serling1



“Mark, I need to talk to you.”

It was the end of another opening-night set of three close-up magic acts. Each had been a killer show and after the crowd slowly filtered out of the room following my last performance, I noticed the Magic Castle’s booking agent leaning against the wall, watching me closely, a glass of bourbon in his hand.

I quailed briefly, wondering what the problem was. Everything had gone smoothly. I had even enjoyed shaking hands with a few of the happy spectators who had congratulated me on the show as they’d left the room. I was in high spirits.

“Hey, Joe, what’s up?” I asked as I began to pack up for the night.

With a look of dire concern, he said, “You’ve got to get rid of that pentagram.”

“Get rid of the pentagram? What do you mean? It’s the centerpiece of my routine and my signature bit, Joe. I can’t take it out. It’s having the right effect on the crowd and working the room like it’s supposed to. Why should I take it out? It’s a part of my act.”

“You need to take it out. We’ll get letters.”

“Letters from whom?” I asked, incredulous.

“Letters from club members. They don’t like that Satan stuff.”

“Joe, it’s a card trick! The pentagram is a recognized symbol of protection in magic. It’s been around for five thousand years. Besides, the audience loves it when I bring it out. Satan doesn’t have anything to do with it. This is a magic club, not a coven.”

“Yeah, I know. But I think you should take it out.”

He took a slurp of his drink. Joe looked like a paunchy version of the late clown Emmett Kelly, only for real and not in makeup. He was wearing a red plaid sport coat that was too small for him over a dingy yellow shirt complemented by a huge Western-style bolo tie. His eyes were swollen from years of severe alcoholism, and his speech was slightly slurred. I’m sure, in his day, Joe must have been a magician of sorts, but how he got to be in charge of booking the Magic Castle’s acts was anybody’s guess.

“Okay, Joe. If it means me not working my twenty shows this week, I’ll take it out.” I needed the money. It was the slow season, and there was no use arguing with management. Once you were on the bad-boy list at the Magic Castle, you were soon out for good.

I folded up the offending parchment pentagram and put it in my bag of tricks. It was quitting time and several bartenders were upstairs waiting for my financial support.

“Oh, by the way,” Joe added with a wink, “you’re working the Sunday brunch. Be sure to be here by nine thirty. Your first show is at ten.” He quickly turned and lurched past me toward the exit.

What fun. Now I’d get the pleasure of working Saturday night until two in the morning then coming back for the Sunday morning crowd, which would include plenty of darling little children with their doting parents. No wonder Joe wanted the pentagram out. Kids wouldn’t understand the greater magical context, but more importantly, neither would most of their parents. Ah, well, that would add up to twenty-five shows for the week and an extra fifty bucks, plus a free Sunday breakfast.

I marched up the ersatz grandeur of the Magic Castle’s main staircase, thinking there must be a better way to make a living. Magic was an ancient art. It deserved better than balloon animals, sequined coats, and pastel-dyed doves. Was I a magician or a Magician?

Ever since I’d outgrown my boyhood fascination with it, I had questioned standard magic. Professional magicians were a lost cause, in my opinion. A rabbit pops out of a hat, so what? Other than eye candy for Las Vegas-style entertainment, which is fine, what’s the reason for that to happen? Mentalism, and any form of psychic work, based its reasons in the existence of another world and some form of superior knowledge or higher power. Because of this association with the miraculous, anything goes.

This supposedly more arcane belief in the miraculous has always been held in higher regard by the average person than disappearing bunnies or card tricks. There are now ghostbusters and mythbusters, and degrees in parapsychology being awarded in universities around the world. In fact, the use of the pentagram has only recently fallen into disrepute, largely due to its misunderstood applications by occult practitioners like Aleister Crowley and hyped-up rock performers like Ozzy Osbourne and Marilyn Manson, but pentagram imagery has been used as an amulet of protection for thousands of years. Until the Church of Satan and other posers began turning it upside down to resemble a goat’s horns, it was quite acceptable in most spiritual contexts. So what could be so horribly wrong with me using a pentagram?

The pathos of my situation irked me, but I soon drowned my aggravation in a single malt scotch, joining the vast brotherhood of fellow magicians who had passed so gloriously before me in like fashion.

At the end of that week, on closing night, after my final show, a cocktail waitress entered the room to clean up the empty bar glasses, napkins, and swizzle sticks that littered the floor, and my friend Joe poked his head in again.

“What happened?” he asked, knitting his brows with a sorrowful look that even Emmett Kelly might have liked to appropriate—an exaggerated expression of pity, as if his plastic prop flower had just wilted.

“What do you mean what happened? Everything’s fine. I’m done for the week. I’ll see you around, Joe.” I continued packing my case, but Joe persisted.

“Wait . . . I mean, I watched your first show tonight and it just didn’t seem to have the same punch as when I saw it earlier this week. What happened?”

I summoned my last bit of energy and faced his bourbon breath head on. “Well, Joe, maybe it’s because I took the pentagram out of the act like you told me to.”

[image: A faked spirit photo from the Houdini Séance Room at the Magic Castle, Hollywood, CA, 1998.]

A faked spirit photo from the Houdini Séance Room
at the Magic Castle, Hollywood, CA, 1998.

A moment of semi-blank acknowledgement flashed in Joe’s eyes. He rubbed the stubble on his chin and looked back at me with an expression of epiphany. But then it was gone. He walked away, silently shaking his head.

I instantly determined that if I wanted to perform audience-pleasing magic, whether it included a psychic reading or not, I should not pay attention to what anyone else told me. This, I knew, was doubly true with anything another magician might tell me. I would be myself. I would go with my gut. Why not, when this advice holds true with all of life’s other battles, psychic or not?

[image: Séancing in the Houdini Séance Room, 1998.]

Séancing in the Houdini Séance Room, 1998.

The next weekend I was booked for two séances in the Houdini Séance Room at the Magic Castle, instead of the close-up room. At least in the séance room I was free to explore all the acting abilities I could muster in my role as the Medium. I would have two fifty-minute mini-plays to develop my persona and also do what I was really starting to enjoy, playing up my character as “a medium with a message.” My dramatic presentations were re-enactments of what a traditional Victorian séance looked like and included the standard rattling tambourines, floating spirit voices, and thirteen people sitting around a circular table holding hands. I occasionally even had the opportunity to use a tantalizing lever that can push the sitters from the merely magical to the truly mystical: giving an accurate and believable psychic reading.

I was fast becoming immersed in time-honored mediumistic talents such as reading tarot cards, palms, and runestones, and performing handwriting analysis. I was learning the oldest form of magic, originally spelled with a k: Magick. More and more often I was offering quick but dramatic psychic readings for attractive single women, instead of vanishing a coin and then producing it from some kid’s dirty little ear.

That weekend I was having a dram before performing my first of the two séances in the Houdini Séance Room. I was minding my own business when one of the Castle’s founding fathers and the builder of the Séance Room, Milt Larson, sat down next to me and offered to buy me another round. Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially when it involved one of the owners of the club, I took him up on his offer.

Milt had already imbibed quite a few drams himself that night and he chummed up to me in an unusual show of attention. Something was up.

He slid onto a barstool and started in with a friendly, “Hi, Mark. So you’re séancing tonight, eh?” This was his usual intro.

“Yep. I’ve got two tonight, actually,” I replied proudly. Each séance brought in about nine hundred dollars for the Castle.

“I need to ask you to do me a favor.” He stared straight ahead.

What could I do? This was an icon of one of Hollywood’s most famous private clubs. Taking a thoughtful sip from my drink, I ventured, “Sure, Milt. Anything. What’s up?”

“Well,” he said, “I’d like you to start wearing a turban.”

I was not sure I had heard him correctly. “A turban?”

He looked at me very closely as he said, “Yes. You know, a turban like mediums used to wear.”

I thought for a moment, wondering if he was having a joke at my expense, but his unwavering glare was dead serious. Hoping to make the best out of this situation, I asked, “You mean, like a stylish, modern sort of over-the-shoulder thing like Orson Welles wore in Cagliostro?”2

“No, I mean the big headdress style, like Johnny Carson wore when he was doing his Karnak thing with all the jewels and baubles dangling off of it.”

[image: Early mentalist days, Hollywood, CA, 1975.]

Early mentalist days, Hollywood, CA, 1975.

“I see. Well, I don’t know. Isn’t that a bit dated or comical for these days?” I was secretly trying to assuage my fears by convincing myself that Uncle Milty was just in his cups and not really serious. But he was serious.

“That’s the whole point, Mark. I mean, look at you. You just don’t look like a medium. Your hair is too short. The way you dress is off. We need you to look more like a real medium.”

This verged on insulting, even if the drinks were on the house. There had never been any question of my style or concern about any image problems during the previous fourteen years I had performed at the Castle, and I always prided myself on the fact that I was one of the best-dressed entertainers appearing in Milt’s magical playhouse. My hair and grooming were upscale. The shade or two darker that I had chosen to take manifested itself in a slightly more sinister persona, with more Goth-like dress as well as more attention paid to authentic antiquarian props than to magic-shop items. I wondered what in the world had come over Milt.

“Well, we want you to start wearing a turban from now on.” He was scanning my reaction through the bottom of his wineglass.

I couldn’t imagine the effect this would have on patrons of the club, not to mention my already shaky standing with the rest of my peer group of magicians since I had started doing psychic readings. In very short order, if I did what he was asking, I would be the laughingstock of the Castle.

I was incredulous. “Really. And who’s picking up the tab for this little item?”

“Oh, well . . . you can go out to any of the costume shops around town and pick one up for fairly cheap. Just make sure it has some sort of jewel or something on the front of it. Maybe a feather too.” As an afterthought, he added, “Maybe you don’t have to wear it outside of the Séance Room, but definitely while you’re in there. We’ll see how it goes.”

“Eh . . . yeah . . . hmm. I see. I’ll have to give it some thought, Milt.” I pushed myself away from the bar and away from a friendship that I had honored many times over with favors and concessions. This was it. I couldn’t play a parody act like a buffoon for what they were paying me, and he knew it. Plus, I couldn’t be put into such a ludicrous Hollywood stereotype and remain true to myself. I had spent way too much time developing a believable character to throw it all away on such silly joke-shop theatrics. I wanted people to believe that I might be real, and what Milt was asking of me would only detract from that goal.

It was time for me to leave the hallowed halls of the Academy of Magical Arts and venture forth to where I was free to expand upon what I had learned. I didn’t know then that one day I would return to the Magic Castle to perform more standardized mentalism, but my goal at that time had been to absorb all I could from magic and magicians and take those methods as far I could in the world of the “professional psychic.”

1 Marc Scott Zicree, The Twilight Zone Companion (New York: Bantam Books, 1982).

2 A 1949 film (more widely known by the title Black Magic) adapted from an Alexandre Dumas novel.


CHAPTER II

THE 900 YEARS


Lift up the receiver, I’ll make you a believer.

—Depeche Mode, “Personal Jesus” (1989)



In the early hours of a Saturday morning in December, somewhere in the outskirts of Longs Peak, Colorado, a harsh winter wind whipped through the treetops, knocking snow onto the hood of a battered pickup truck as it climbed a remote mountain road. Its lone pair of headlights traced a bleak line over the fields.

Arriving with a crunch of tires on gravel, the car’s door flew open and a weary Ginger Triggs stumbled out onto the slush-covered walkway in front of her tiny trailer. The whisky she had been swilling at the local roadhouse exerted its foggy power over her. I feel terrible, Ginger thought. When will I finally stop drinking?

Throwing back the screen door with a whack, she managed to get inside and switch on the single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. Will I ever get out of this dump?

As she tossed her coat and purse on the mattress that filled one corner of her trailer, she glanced at her ring finger. Up until an hour ago it had held a gold wedding band. What? It’s gone! She slumped down sorrowfully into a 1960s-style beanbag chair and tried to clear her mind, mumbling, “Where did I put that damn ring?”

Another unpleasant thought surfaced: I wonder if that bum of an ex-husband of mine is going to come around again in the middle of the night to harass me. She decided she had better lock the door.

Ginger moved unsteadily toward the door to double-bolt it then glanced outside at the falling snow. She shivered. Tears welled up in her eyes. She wondered how she would pay for the electricity to keep her cheap little heater going the rest of the winter, and whether she would get that waitressing job.

Through a whisky-induced haze, she reached for a box of tissues then stopped to stare at several family photos propped on her dusty nightstand. Her thoughts tangled. Her heart ached as she pondered another big question: Will I ever get my four children back from Child Protective Services? Her present economic conditions prohibited any reconciliation or legal changes. She knew she needed to seriously get her act together.

Can I make it on my own? Will I ever meet the right man? Her feeling of hopelessness expanded just as the walls seemed to close in.

A few hours later, unable to sleep, she decided that a cup of hot chocolate might make her feel better, but the cramped kitchenette reminded her of how little food she had. She reflected on the unpaid bills piled on her tiny desk as she sipped her cocoa gratefully. She knew it was fattening, but it tasted so good and made her feel so much better. Will I ever get a handle on my weight problem?

Back in bed, after more tossing and turning, she rolled over and grabbed the TV’s remote control. As she channel-surfed, a lively-looking audience-participation show caught her attention. Oh God, not one of those phony 900 psychic infomercials! What a joke!

She felt sorry for all the people who listened to this garbage. They had to be crazy or worse to throw away their hard-earned money on this hogwash. And what about the people who worked as so-called psychics? They must be the lowest scum on the earth. Ginger settled deeper into her pillows, thinking. These people are such suckers, but maybe I’ll watch for a few minutes until I doze off.

Soon, all the glossy testimonials started to scroll across the screen. One after another—fantastic tales of love, success, and money—were told by seemingly average people being interviewed off the street. Each story was spun into an individual strand, the collection of strands forming an attractive web of idealized hopes and dreams that had apparently all come true.

The people were happy and they gushed their feelings, showing in no uncertain terms that they were both convinced and relieved after having called the Psychic Friends Network. Ginger marveled at this extraordinary tease. Gee, they don’t look like actors. They seem pretty darn real to me. How could they fake that sort of thing?

Ginger was now wide awake, even though it was past three in the morning. Her swollen eyes moved sleepily to her telephone, sitting inches away on the floor. She still had that, at least, her lifeline to the outside world.

The cherubic 900 psychics on screen were offering a free, five-minute psychic reading. What have I got to lose? Her problems might at long last find answers, or she might get one solid psychic vision to guide her through New Year’s. That would be enough.

Ginger tossed the last remnants of her skepticism aside, reached for the phone, and dialed the numbers that were flashing across the screen. She was curious and excited, a bit apprehensive, but strangely hopeful.

[image: ]

Rinng! Rinnnnnnnnng! Riiiinnnnnnnnnnnngggg! Riiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnggg!

Oh. What? Yeah . . . uh . . . oh, yes. The phone was ringing.

I fumbled for the receiver. It was either late at night or very early in the morning. The Psychic Friends Network always ran their infomercials starting at around one a.m. and ending at sunrise. This was unfortunately the high-volume time, when most of the calls came through. Consequently, it was the time when most of the money was there for the taking. To encourage all-night workers, the Friends paid an extra few cents a minute for overnight shifts. I dreaded those shifts, but if you wanted to make any money, you had to do at least three or four of these awful sessions each week. The technology was pre-Internet phone scamming, with the industry’s boom years occurring between 1992 and 1995.

“Hello. Welcome to the Psychic Friends Network. This is extension 7408. My name is Mark. How can I help you?” My neck was stiff. I turned to my clipboard and wrote down the time. Wiping the sleep from my eyes while adjusting my body to an upright position, I prepared for the onslaught. Was this going to be another drug addict or an astronaut searching for a missing tie pin?

Welcome to the world of the 900 psychic. Not just people living in trailers and poor folks call 900 lines. I have talked to millionaires, supermodels, and lawyers too. Thousands of people reach out for a much-needed person to talk to. At least this job was more interesting than doing card tricks for children’s birthday parties. And I could work anytime I wanted, night or day. Though often it was more like night and day.

“Hello,” I repeated, wondering if I’d lost the call already. “This is Mark, extension 7408. How can I help you?”

Silence still reigned on the other end.

“Hello?”

Finally, I heard a tiny, almost nonexistent, far-off voice. “Hello. This is Ginger.”

“I’m sorry, but I can barely hear you. What was your name again?” I was almost certain the call would quickly end in a hang-up. I half wished it would.

“This is Ginger.”

There was another long silence. She was obviously a quiet, timid sort. Her reluctant response also meant the call probably wouldn’t be easy.

“Hello, Ginger. How can I help you?”

“Weeell . . . uh . . . I seen the commercial on the teelyvsioshunn.”

Oh, great. Another drunk badly slurring her speech. “I’m glad you called. Do you have any specific questions, or shall I just tell you what I’m picking up?”

“I’m kinda curious ta’ hear what y’all have ta’ say. And the TV said I get five free minutes, right?”

Ah, a “free reading.” Those free five minutes had a nasty little catch that the Friends conveniently left out of their pitch. The on-air psychic claimed that the caller would be given a free five-minute reading, and they would indeed be given their five minutes, but this included a lengthy taped introduction to the Network and a complicated “user-friendly” menu offering astrology, tarot, ghost hunting, and several other choices. “If you would like to talk to an astrologer, press three. If you would like to talk with a tarot reader, please press four,” and on and on. By the time an actual psychic was chosen out of the hundreds on shift that night, and the caller was connected, most of that five minutes had already counted down. And the caller was charged $3.99 a minute directly after that. Most of us on the receiving end of these calls had no idea about this whole scam until the legendary Miss Cleo (who claimed to be of Jamaican ancestry but was actually from Detroit) went down in a blaze of class-action lawsuits.

“Well, Ginger, the first thing I sense is restlessness. You are in a situation that makes you feel trapped and alone. You feel the walls closing in around you, particularly at night.”

“You got that right.” I could hear a snuffling sound deep in her throat that told me she’d likely been crying. It was a rough, raspy tone that I’d been trained to listen for.

My mind relaxed into its well-worn groove. This was going to be nothing more than a rote reading. I could coast through this call without getting too involved and give what had come to be known as a “standard cold reading.”

“I sense that you have relationship issues,” I began, “which sometimes leave you fearful of the outcome. There are many people around you who are takers, while in most cases you tend to be more of a giver. This has caused you much unhappiness. I’m not suggesting that you change that special part of your being. It’s a big part of your people-person ability. However, there is an opportunity to regroup and find something that has been lost in the last few months. People need you much more than you need them.”

A fumbling rustle, as if she’d almost dropped the phone, made me wonder how long I could manage to keep her on the line. That was followed by a sniffle, a small choked cough, and then finally, “Yeah, you nailed me there, mister.”

I pressed onward. “I see people around you who are waiting for you to take action and change your own future. They are going to appreciate you taking the bull by the horns and—”

Suddenly she blurted out, “That’s really weird ‘cause my ex is a Taurus—the bull, ya’ know. He’s stubborn and I really want to get him off my back and out of my life.”

A big clue had now been dropped. I could choose to focus on it endlessly or merely comment on it, depending on the next verbal fork in the road.

“Yes, and I also see that your dependence on this person has been over emotionally for a long time now. You are stronger than many people around you. And I see you doing something with this people side of your nature, if you can just get out there and smile. You have a beautiful smile that wins over many people without you having to say a word.”

I was pumping up her timid side, complimenting her however I could in order to ease her fear, gain her trust, and keep her focused. Flattery always gets you somewhere in the 900 world.

“Do you think I will get the restaurant job?” she asked.

I made a leap. “I actually see you doing something involving health care. Have you ever considered a career in nursing?”

“Wow, yes! But I had to quit all that when I got pregnant with my first kid.”

Clue number two had arrived right on time. She was one of the millions of people caught by marriage too soon, and pregnancy had put all her original goals and plans on hold.

I was making connections almost unconsciously as I warmed to the task. “Well, I see you having several jobs before you discover which one is truly you, but it’s going to be involved in helping people feel better about themselves, because that’s the gift you have. You have been wasting your gifts on the wrong people. I see that you have psychic patterns that are hard to break. You need to get away from any addictive behaviors that push you deeper down inside yourself. Addictive people too. They are draining you.”

“Yeah. Jeez, you can see all that?”

“Yes, I can, Ginger. That’s the job I do. It’s perfectly okay for you to move forward now. You are more powerful than you give yourself credit for. You brought children into the world. Do you think just anyone can do that? That’s amazing! There is a very bright future for you. Love yourself and the people around you who are interested in your well-being will stand by you while the losers and users will fall away. That’s how it works.”

Hope is what I sell, folks. And it must be delivered without hesitation and with utter confidence.

“Don’t misunderstand me here,” I continued. “You are not being arrogant or selfish. It’s called balance. You are just getting your balance back. You were meant for better things. I sense that something that has been lost will soon be found again.”

“Ya’ mean my weddun’ ring?”

I stopped for a beat, thinking on my feet, and corrected my course. It was time to be “psychic” now. “I do see a ring or some piece of jewelry in a hidden corner of some brickwork, perhaps behind a mantel or under a stovepipe. It’s near an area where there is some heat around it all of the time. Look in those areas.”

“Wow. That is interesting. There’s a fireplace over at my girlfriend’s house. I’ll check that out tomorrow.” She sounded happier. The slurring of her words had stopped. She was now attentive and recharged. My work was nearly done.

“Do that. You may be surprised.”

Of course I had just made that whole brickwork thing up off the top of my head, but I had said she may be surprised. I have learned not to guarantee anything.

I was almost finished. I could feel it. Plus, she probably couldn’t afford to pay for the call. It was always wise to cut such calls short; otherwise, I might get what the Friends termed a “charge-back,” when a caller simply canceled their phone service and got another phone number rather than pay a large phone bill. A few of these and you were off the Friends payroll.

“So, I hope I helped you out in some way.” This was my way of either wrapping things up or getting the caller to finally say what was really on his or her mind.

“You did. You really did. You have no idea how you hit on everything.”

“Just remember the word balance, B-A-L-A-N-C-E. Write it down and look at that word every day, and it will all work out.”

“Thank you so much, Mark. Bye.”

“Bye-bye.”

As P.T. Barnum once said, there’s a sucker born every minute. And in the 900 business, every minute counts.
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When and how this juggernaut truly got started is anybody’s guess, but I’ll wager that back in the late ’70s, when Dan Aykroyd first played out his sketch on Saturday Night Live featuring a character who answered the telephone shouting “Hello, tele-psychic!” some enterprising person was paying attention and immediately put something together with a few other New-Agers. It soon became an easy way to exploit the biggest lot of both customers and psychics ever assembled.

Television viewers never knew that the same people owned almost all of the variously named 900 psychic lines. Much like any large corporate conglomerate, these slick entrepreneurs operated supposedly competing psychic lines that vied for the attention of infomercial audiences with different names and promises. For a good five years, they had a complete monopoly on the media-psychic market. If you happened to be one of the smaller psychic lines just getting started, the giant soon swallowed you up, because you couldn’t compete with the constant wave of glossy and expensive infomercials bombarding the airwaves. The conglomerate known as Infomation Incorporated absorbed many of these fledgling celebrity lines.

In the 1990s, when it was at its peak, the Psychic Friends Network logged an estimated three million minutes per month. Their gross income was approximately $144 million annually. The most successful people in all of this weren’t the psychics or our so-called Friends, but the telephone companies, which took a lion’s share of the profit before sending the leftovers to the Friends, who then tossed us—the psychics—our tiny morsel.

I eventually heard through the Network’s underground that one of the owners was frittering away his profits, such as spending $1.5 million for a baseball signed by Babe Ruth that sat on his desk. Lavish penthouse suites, international cruises, and other ridiculous perks were rumored to be keeping The Boss far away from the problems that were beginning to cloud the crystal ball in the late 1980s. Allegations swirled about like smoke rising from a smoldering fire. The Friends callously kept escalating their numerous nefarious techniques to rip off the public without any sense of fair play or remorse. It didn’t take consulting an arcane book of knowledge to know the bubble had to burst.

Linda Georgian and Dionne Warwick, spokespeople for the Psychic Friends, were starting to look a little frayed around their edges by 1990, near the end of the network’s success. Legal matters plagued the organization. Dionne got busted for pot possession. Pundits and investigative journalists mocked the network for not seeing both the ills of their ways and the coming end of it all in their own crystal balls. No “real” psychic had predicted this con unraveling. And what’s more, the biggest mistakes they made could have been avoided.

Truth be known, I did have what might be considered a psychic vision through all this vexation. I knew if something didn’t change, I would soon go the way of the tulip in Holland. In Charles Mackay’s groundbreaking study of human folly, Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds, published in 1841, he chronicled how the tulip had once been considered the rarest of the rare and used as a commodity much like gold or precious stones. Yet, as with any commodity, when this flower became more and more available, it became less and less coveted. Eventually, and inevitably, the overinflated market for tulips collapsed. This is now referred to as tulipomania. Like that flower, psychics quickly became too commercialized and too abundant. Like the Ab Roller or the Flowbee haircutting system, we were destined to be just another over-promoted product disappearing into late-night obscurity.

Why did I do it? Knowledge about human nature and how the psychic world operates had always fascinated me. It had been an added treat to get paid to work in this realm. A symbiotic relationship between psychic and caller became a mutual addiction. Callers got their psychic fix and I got an education that couldn’t be bought in any school, church, or magic shop. The tales I heard were often stranger than any fiction imaginable. And I knew they had to be true, because who in their right mind (and this was many times debatable) would make up a story then pay $3.99 per minute to tell it to me? Were these people just desperate to talk to someone or did they think I could make them feel special somehow?

Yet soon I was asked to work harder and harder for less and less money. What once had been an innovative, fun way to make a few bucks became another dead-end job. I came to view it as a Frankenstein held together by thousands of telephone wires, dubious psychic dabblers, and their superstitious prey.
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Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnngggg! Riiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnggggg!

What? Where am I? What am I doing? Wake up and answer the phone! Answer. The. Phone.

Another late night. Another week, another month. Another call.

“Hello. Welcome to the Psychic Friends Network. This is Mark, extension—”

“I need your help.” The caller, Trish, got right to the point.

“Fine. I’m an intuitive clairvoyant. That means the more specific you can be with your question, the more specific I can be with my answer. If you don’t have a specific area to focus on, we can consult the tarot cards.”

“No, no,” she barked out. “I have some very specific things I need to know about.”

I reached for my cold cup of coffee, which had been sitting on my nightstand since midnight. I was going to need it. She already sounded a bit edgy.

“I’m listening.” I covered the receiver and tried to stifle a yawn.

“Well, my dad used to beat me, and my mom stood there and watched. So when I turned eighteen, I moved in with Jason. He took care of me. But things aren’t going so well. He’s talking to his ex-girlfriend, meeting her at clubs, and not taking me along. I can’t leave, because if I do, I’ll have no furniture. But he doesn’t abuse me.”

“So what’s going on that I can help you with, Trish?”

“Well—oh, he gouged one of my eyes out.”

“He what?” I straightened up in my chair.

“He gouged one of my eyes out,” she repeated unemotionally.

“With what?” I almost shrieked.

“His hands. But he feels bad about it too.”

I took a breath, reminding myself that I was not dreaming. “I see that you will be leaving Jason as soon as it is safe. I see you packing your bags and taking only what you need. I see you in a warm bed in a women’s shelter. It’s somewhere to the north of where you are now. I see many trees around it, and the number three is there in the address.”

There was silence on the line for a moment. Then she asked quietly, “What’s a women’s shelter?”

“Trish, I’m going to give you several 800 numbers in your area that are there to help you. Call them now,” I insisted. “What Jason is doing is not love. You think it is, but you are wrong.”

“But I’ll lose the furniture,” she whined.

“Trish, you almost lost an eye! That is far more important than any furniture. I see more furniture around you in the future, really nice furniture from a really expensive store in New York City, but only if you use the helpline numbers I give you and move away from all the negativity that I sense is around you. Do you understand?”

I waited. Then the telltale click told me Trish had hung up.

Oh, well. I had done everything I could. Maybe she would call back or think about what I’d told her. Maybe not. I could only hope she would.

I had a long list of 800 help-line referral numbers. When I felt I was out of my depth, which was frequently, I attempted to refer these lost souls to a possibly more qualified source. This list covered everything from alcoholics to alien abductions, and I’d made it my business to pass them along whenever necessary. If some of my callers were able to at least listen to this type of advice, maybe I had indeed helped far more people than I knew.

This was one gift that had nothing to do with being psychic. I did it to retain some semblance of humanity in a business where compassion and empathy were both in very short supply. It not only helped them, it helped me.

As soon as I set the phone receiver down, it rang again. This meant that the late-night infomercials had started to run on the local cable stations.

It was time to wake up. It was going to be a long night. Or was it morning? What week was this? I had been sitting next to my phone since ten p.m., huddled under Aunt Sophie’s blanket, waiting for the next call to be sent my way.

It was a windy January night outside and the fire in the fireplace was comforting, but not quite comforting enough to take away the chill of that last call. I jotted down Trish’s name and the time on my clipboard so I could be sure to get paid. If I had been able to hold Trish for another minute or two, I might have been able to get an extra twenty-five cents, the amount I’d make for extracting the full name, address, and birth date from any unsuspecting caller stupid enough to give such information up willingly. Many were.

The paperwork I turned in at the end of each week supplied the people who ran this network (and several other networks that appeared to compete with each other on television but which were, in fact, all owned by the same bunch of . . . well, I’ll call them “business people”) with every caller’s birth date and address. I had taken down hundreds of these names, addresses, and birth dates. The information was eventually compiled into huge databases.

If a lonely little old lady in her eighties called, the “business people” would later send her a postcard on her birthday that read something like:


HAPPY BIRTHDAY!

THIS IS JUST A NOTE TO LET YOU KNOW YOUR OWN PERSONAL PSYCHIC

IS THINKING OF YOU AND WOULD LOVE TO TALK TO YOU SOON.

Or, if the call volume had been slow:

THIS IS A WARNING FROM THE PSYCHIC FRIENDS NETWORK!

YOU ARE IN DANGER AND MUST CALL YOUR PSYCHIC FRIEND IMMEDIATELY!

PLEASE DIAL THE NUMBER BELOW AND SPEAK TO ONE OF US RIGHT AWAY!



These are just two of the devious marketing ploys and manipulative exploitation techniques that eventually drove me away from the 900 world. When I had started, I’d had to sign a non-disclosure agreement with the company promising not to share any of their pet secrets, methods, or business practices for ten years after the date of signing. That ten-year period has been over for some time now, so I am free to unleash the truth about their activities as I experienced them. Before I became aware of just how bad all of this was and the whole 900 phenomenon had become such a gigantic monster, I did my best to actually help people. I had thought I was doing some good and making a difference.
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My late-night shifts were often busy through dawn. At times the phone never stopped ringing and I would drop off from sheer exhaustion. These shifts were also the only time I could make any decent money. I was paid time and a half, if I could make it through the whole night without falling asleep or signing off. I eventually got used to the hours, but it wasn’t easy work. The humor was there in large dark slices, if I took the time to reflect on it, and only now do I understand just how wild a ride that era really was.

At the time, I called these all-night marathons the Chinese Water Torture Shifts, because like the drips of water that repeatedly fall on the forehead of a tortured prisoner, continuously keeping him or her from rest or sleep, I often found myself nodding off into dreamland, only to be rudely awakened by the jangling torment of yet another phone call, channeled to my home phone courtesy of my “friends” at the Psychic Friends Network switchboard. I shared the lines with what had started out at around fifty psychics across the country and which ended up at over a thousand after the network’s first three years.

I’d had to wait my turn to receive calls, depending on how many other psychics had signed on to a particular shift. It was a crapshoot how many calls I would receive as well as who I might end up talking to, but like the popular TV game show Wheel of Fortune, this wheel turned round and round, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnggggggggggggggg! Ringgg!

“Psychic Friends Network. This is Mark, extension 7408. How can I help you?”

“I want some winning lotto numbers and make it quick!”

“I can give you some numbers based on the ancient science of numerology, if you like, but I cannot guarantee that they will give you absolutely accurate results.”

“What? I thought you were supposed to be psychic?”

“I give psychic readings with the tarot, and I am psychic, but if I could obtain one hundred percent accuracy with lotto numbers, I wouldn’t be on the phone talking to you right now. I would be sitting on my private island near Tahiti.”

“Oh, well. Then, let’s have whatever you got.”

“No problem.”

And so it went, week after week. If there was ever such a thing as an honest psychic, I was sincerely aspiring to ascend to that level, even though this was a hopeless endeavor. I suspected that if our Friends at the switchboard ever monitored my more honest calls, I would have been fired. But it became a matter of personal principle to me. Feeling proud for being different from the rest kept me semi-legit and sane. I remained innocent and crafty in equal measure.

I worked ten long years on several of these nefarious 900 lines, including a proposed dream-interpretation hotline. Callers didn’t always want to pay a total stranger to tell them what their dreams meant, but it was very easy work when they did. There was obviously no scientific method involved. I had no degree or qualifications. All I had to do was speak with authority when I gave them my version of how I thought a professional dream interpretation should sound. Despite paying near-professional analyst fees, the client usually thanked me and informed me that it had all made total sense. The work was not that much different from any of the other 900 lines: sports, sex, legal, and so forth.

Once I even applied for a job with a company promoting their particular 900 line as having “the world’s only certified genuine psychics.” I always wondered who did the certifying for them but never asked. This brilliant telephone scheme eventually convinced the Los Angeles District Attorney’s office to adopt an actual certification policy for all psychics working in the city, but it fell flat. For any government official to believe someone could sit in command of such a procedure was the height of bureaucratic idiocy.

While the government tried to work out how to skim money off the psychic boom, I kept busy teaching magic and performing mentalism for private parties and corporate trade shows, but magic had lost its charm for me after nearly twenty years of trying to make it with cards, coins, and ropes, especially when I found that I could earn three times as much money giving tarot readings, with the added benefit of seldom being turned away. People at parties loved to have their fortunes told, whereas doing magic for a living is a little like working as a mime or one of those loud mariachi musicians who strolls up to your table at a Mexican restaurant and won’t go away. “Pick a card” soon took a back seat to “Let me read your palm.” Why try to pressure someone into being entertained by what they know is clever trickery? Instead, why not tell them something personal about themselves? And the 900 racket made it even easier, since I wouldn’t even have to leave home to perform my psychic wonders.
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Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnngggg! Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnnnggggg!

“Hello. Welcome to the Psychic Friends Network. This is Mark, extension 7408. How can I help you?”

A soft-spoken Southern voice whispered, “My name is Hillman. I can’t talk for long, and I have to keep my voice down, so listen carefully. I’m a physician and a research scientist. I’m calling from an above-top-secret island facility. I have been having premonitions. Do you know what they are?”

I was intrigued already. “Oh, yes, Hillman. I’m quite familiar with premonitions, dreams, and psychic phenomena, not only in our time, but also throughout history and in ancient folklore.”

He rasped in a furtive whisper, “Good. Well, listen. In the last year three of my predictions have come true.”

“How do you explain that?” I asked. “I can’t be more specific unless you can. Tell me more, if you have the time, please.” My interest was definitely piqued at this point. I always loved the calls that sounded like dialogue from an episode of The Outer Limits television series. So I played along. “I do see something off the East Coast. It’s very remote and highly guarded. Are you sure it is safe to call a 900 line?”

“You are right about the location. We are connecting on a spiritual plane already.” The caller breathed heavily into the phone. “My psychic side is being suppressed and monitored by the government. I have been involved against my will. I’m a neurologist working on mind-brain connections, and that’s why I’m keeping my voice so low. I’m very concerned about my feelings of impending doom.”

This call became a terrifyingly vivid paranoid adventure. Or was it? Hey, whatever. I’d buy into that too. I was here to help.

I let myself get into the spirit of the thing, asking conspiratorially, “I know what you are talking about, Hillman. I have taken other calls from your colleagues and never heard from them again. Can you be more specific? And please, Hillman, hurry!”

I was beginning to imagine an H.G. Wells-ian Island of Dr. Moreau or an X-Files compound somewhere outside New York. I’d heard vague rumors of this in the news media, but wait—then it wouldn’t be above top secret, would it?

Hillman went into his tirade like a man possessed. “Gulf War syndrome is pervasive here. It’s out of control and the secret alien technology we are reverse engineering is dangerous to the entire planet. Cloning is being implemented on Level 16, and the genetic mutations I have seen are only getting closer to escaping. If they do, there will be no stopping them. They will destroy all life on the planet. There are devastating nerve gases stored here, and my telepathy is so closely watched I’m afraid someone will record my thoughts and use them to cause something horrible to happen. What can I do to keep sane? My visions of doomsday will happen. I’m convinced that our world will end by the end of this week. What can you tell me?”

What more could I say? “Hillman, I see you seeking the care of a certified psychologist in two weeks.”

The line went dead. I sat back in my chair and wondered about the significance or insignificance of what I had just heard. Wow.

According to the television infomercials, I was supposed to be an absolute expert on everything paranormal. Many times these bizarre monologues that were channeled to me telephonically were, frankly, way beyond my ability to comprehend or deal with.

It was wrong to encourage more paranoia and string people like Hillman along, but it was still entertaining to listen to. The JFK assassination, the Roswell UFO sightings, or the Face on Mars—familiar conspiracy theories were routinely run by me. Other not-so-common UFO yarns, ghost stories, and monster fantasies often gave me pause. What if Hillman had indeed uncovered or unleashed something sinister? Not likely. The mere fact that he was insisting he was in an above-top-secret facility and calling a 900 line was a comical tableau. Why would someone like Hillman choose to spend considerable money telling me these tales? Maybe he had a global government expense account down there on Level 16.

Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnnnnngggggg! Riiiiiiiinnnnnnngggg! Riiiinnnnggg!

“Psychic Friends Network. This is Mark, extension 7408. How may I help you?”

“This is Nancy calling in from New Jersey.” Her husky voice sounded dangerous. “Yeah, like, I want to ask about my boyfriend, Muscles.”

“Can you be a little more specific? The more specific your question is, the more specific my psychic vision will be.” I held my breath. What would be next on this morning’s breakfast menu?

“Yeah, right. OK, then. So, when do ya’ see him gettin’ outta da slammer?”

I took a silent sip from my coffee and cleared my throat. “Well, Nancy, I try to stay away from any legal questions.” Some of the other psychics I knew were willing to go out on a limb to diagnose medical conditions or counsel legal issues to keep people on the line, but it wasn’t for me. I could get my ass sued if I went down that road. “So many people may be involved—like lawyers, judges, jurors, and victims—it’s hard to focus clearly. I might be able to get an impression if you can give me an idea of what happened with him or something to focus on. Was this his first offense?”

“Well, all I can tell you is that he didn’t mean for the knife to go in so deep.” Nancy went on to insist that Muscles had stabbed his mother in the back in self-defense.

“My impression is that he will be back with you no sooner than twenty years from today.”

She seemed happy with that and hung up.

Yikes. My job was to give hope. Sometimes that was a nearly impossible task.

Dawn was peeking through the curtains of my library window in a nice pink-and-orange glow. I needed another, much hotter cup of java than the cold dregs in my current cup in order to make it through the remainder of this shift, but I was so comfortable, I couldn’t get up from my chair. Instead, I slid off into a dreamy sleep.

In my dream, I was on a green hillside walking my border collie, Jim. He was talking to me about going to the beach that day. The fact that he was talking went completely unquestioned, as these things go in dreams. We were happy and warm and making our way slowly toward the beckoning waves. Suddenly, Jim was looking up at me with his ears pricked up and . . .

Riiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnnnnngggggggggggg! Riiiiiinnnnnnnnnnggggggg!

I sat bolt upright and lunged for the phone, knocking my cold coffee onto all my paperwork. “Hello and welcome to the Psychic Friends Network. This is extension 7408. My name is Mark, extension 7408.” I tried to remain cool and collected verbally as I juggled the receiver, wet paperwork, and a soaked blanket.

Laverne was calling from Georgia. She squeaked out a high-pitched “Hi, this is Laverne” in a voice that sounded like she couldn’t have been any older than ten or eleven.

I tried to avoid the puddles of coffee around me. “Yes, Laverne. You are over eighteen, aren’t you?”

“Oh, yes. I’m twenty-five.”

I had to make damn sure of that little detail or I could get my ass sued.

I kicked the wet blanket off my legs and readjusted myself in my chair. Of course the callers never knew what was going on while I talked to them. I could be naked, cleaning the toilet, or taking out the garbage while divining magical lotto numbers, finding lost pets, and giving romantic advice. It added a level of surrealistic hilarity to this job.

I pushed aside the mess I had made and prepared to hold this call for as long as possible.

I had to hold callers for a minimum amount of minutes or my call average would dip too low, and I would lose my treasured place in line among the Psychic Friends cross-country network of psychics. Many of the “pros” in this business averaged thirty- to forty-minute calls. At $3.99 a minute, that’s close to $120.00 for the Suits and Ties at the main office. My personal record was 160 minutes. That had topped out at $638.00. I still wonder whether my Psychic Friends were able to collect on that call. On top of holding on to a call, I was expected to somehow sense whether or not the caller was a high roller and quickly dump any losers. This is probably the closest thing to any real psychic ability engendered in this whole operation.

“What is going to happen to my husband and I?” Laverne chirped, bringing me back into get-serious focus.

This was a common question. “I’m getting a feeling of distance, but I’m not sure whether it is an emotional distance or an actual physical distance.”

See how I gave myself a wide berth? Either way, I could be perceived as right and fly with it.

“Well, I dunno,” she said. “We live in Macon, and I’m calling from the county courthouse. We are on a break right now, and I need to know what’s going to happen.”

I reminded her that I’m not the kind of psychic who tackles legal or medical questions, but I asked her what had happened.

“He bit me.”

“He what?” I asked, just to make sure I had heard right.

“He bit me, and now they are saying that it is a domestic-violence thing.”

Trying to sound concerned, helpful, and also keep the call rolling along, I asked her, “Did he bite you hard?”

“Well, sorta,” she hesitantly admitted.

“Did you report him?”

“Nah, my doctor did. I was kinda afraid to say anything, if you know what I mean.”

“Aren’t you upset that he bit you so hard that you had to see a doctor?”

“No, I smacked him first. And it was just a little argument. That’s all.”

“Hmm, I see. Just a little argument with a big bite?” But my attempt at humor was lost on her.

“Yeah, I guess so. But I did hit him.” She sighed.

This reading was going nowhere fast. I had to get the whole thing up to a higher metaphysical level soon or I would lose the call. “Okay, has he ever been arrested for battery or domestic violence before?”

“Hey, you’re the fucking psychic. You tell me.” Now I wanted to dump the call. I hate hearing that well-worn line. Plus my Psychic Friends weren’t paying me enough to listen to verbal abuse. Yet, I decided to do a bit more for this confused stranger. If I could just sound a bit more psychic, maybe I could actually help her. Besides, I had admittedly been getting lazy by asking too many questions.

“I see you taking the stand and telling the truth,” I said. “The law will decide in your favor. You are both in this situation for a very important psychic reason. The universe is telling both of you that people aren’t supposed to smack or bite each other.”

I could tell she was thinking now.

“Tell your story,” I continued. “I see that deep down you really don’t want to smack your husband or have him bite you hard enough to need a doctor, do you?”

“Nah, you’re right.”

She had settled down, so I finished with, “My spirit guide tells me that whatever happens is for the best, and if you tell the truth, everything will turn out much better than you anticipate.”

“Oh, okay. That’s good then. Listen, I gotta go now. God bless you, Mark.”

Laverne clicked off. I had done all I could do to save another marriage. This sort of call was repeated on an almost hourly basis.
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If you are considering dabbling in the 900 business yourself, don’t kid yourself. No matter how glamorous or romantic the Hollywood version of a well-off psychic may look, like any other service job, it’s hard work. I’ve paced the small rectangle of carpet in my little room for many long hours while on these calls. During the height of the 900 craze, I would sometimes work nine to twelve hours a day, though I learned from necessity to break that into several three-hour shifts. Otherwise, I’m sure I would have gone loony, perhaps muttering incoherently like most of my callers.

Long walks in the hills with my dog probably saved me from taking myself too seriously or believing I was some sort of super-psychic. Some of my contemporaries were not so lucky. Once you received a few testimonials in the mail from people blessing you for your saintly gifts, it was tough not to believe what they were telling you.

Riiiiiinnnnnnnnnngggggggggggggggggg! Riiiiiinnnnnnnnnnnnnnnggggg!

Susie was breathing hard into her phone. “Will my boyfriend come back to me?”

“I need to know why he left.”

“I thought you were the psychic. You tell me.”

“I don’t waste time telling you what you already know. My job is to tell you what I see and what you need to know for your future. Do you understand?”

“Well, okay then. He was very angry at me because I spent fifty dollars on acrylic nails, so he broke them all off and left.”

“He broke them off your fingers?”

“Yes. Now, will he come back or not?”

“Why would you want him back? I see he doesn’t treat you the way you deserve to be treated. You need to have the freedom to take care of your own body the way you want to.”

“But will he come back?”

“Yes, he will come back. But I see a new man coming into your life at the end of next month. This man will be a very kind and gentle soul and have something to do with beauty products.”

“I don’t want no other man. Good-bye.”

I leapt from my chair, clipped another fresh Psychic Friends fact sheet onto my clipboard, and tossed aside the soggy pile of paperwork I had spilled coffee all over. It would have to be rewritten later. I made a mercy dash for the kitchen. The coffeepot was still half full, not half empty.

I could hear the phone ringing in the other room. I considered for a moment letting this one go. I was supposed to answer each call before the third ring.

I rushed back just in time to catch it.

“Hey, man, this is Rex, calling from Fort Lauderdale, Florida.”

“Yes, Rex. How can I help you today?”

“Do you think my marriage is gonna be a happy one? I mean, I wanna be a cop and she don’t think that’s a good idea for me.”

How could I make both him and his wife happy yet stay out of trouble if either of these two lovebirds ever called back in the future?

“Rex, I do see some danger in law enforcement. And I see that your fiancée is a person who is concerned with your overall well-being. This danger element may not be right for you.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, pal. I like the danger!”

“Ah, well. I can be wrong once in a while.”

 “I got this chick on a string and she keeps coming back for more, and that’s the way I like it.”

“She keeps coming back?”

“Well, yeah. I popped her a few times.”

The more I talked with Rex, the less I liked him. The thought of him as a member of a police force was a frightening prospect. But I was going to have to bend a little in my convictions to keep Rex on the line and provide a satisfactory conclusion to the reading. With an ego as huge as his, it would be futile to take his girlfriend’s side, even if I agreed with her, which I did. I would have to appeal to his macho attitude.

This was a classic moment. My conscience was telling me to let this call go, but my wallet was telling me to resort to cheap appeasement tactics in order to make another dollar. Moments like this, when considered in hindsight, tormented me. How could I determine anything about this woman or possibly cause a breakup that might bring unhappiness to who knew how many innocent people?

I opted to disengage and dug into my imagination. Instead of telling Rex what he needed to know, I caved and told him what he wanted to know.

“Unfortunately, I don’t see this relationship working out. Your girlfriend is holding you back from fulfilling your future potential, and if you can’t totally be yourself, it’s not a positive situation. I see the name Nancy and a big move for you by the end of the year.”

“Hey, that’s weeeeeeird, man. Nancy is my mother’s name! That’s pretty good! Thanks for the reading.”

I had scored one of those unintentional hits that sometimes happen. It could have been Rose or Tracy just as easily. If Rex had said he didn’t recognize the name Nancy, I would have told him to watch for that name in his near future.

“Call back anytime, Rex. I’m here to help.” The line clicked and I wondered for a brief moment if his mother Nancy was the same Nancy I had spoken with a few hours ago. Stranger things had happened.

RRRRRRiiiiiiinnnnnggggggggggggg! Rinnnnngg!

Robert, a biker, went on and on about his travels on his Harley and how he wished his life would change. Then suddenly he stopped and moaned, “Will I ever be one with my bike? I want to know if I will ever . . . you know . . . reach that feeling with my bike.”

I didn’t miss a beat. “I see that you will find a special seat. A seat that is fit to your build. This seat will be made especially for your bike and at that moment you will find the right partner to ride with and be one with your bike as well.”

“God bless you, Mark.”

“Thanks, Robert.”

Six in the morning—it was almost the end of this shift. Two more hours and I might be able to get a few hours of sleep.

Almost as soon as I put the phone back in its cradle, it rang again.

RRRRRRiiiiiiinnnnnggggggggggggg!

At least my paycheck would be fat that week. After my Psychic Friends took out their huge cut, I netted about sixty cents per minute. I checked today’s fact sheet. I had racked up 238 minutes on this shift so far. Not bad for a day’s work . . . or was it a night’s work?

Joseph was a tailor, calling from New York City. After we talked through some of the usual psychic this-and-that, he interrupted me in mid-generality.

“Okay, now that I know you are on the level with me, you can stop with all the psychic-reading crap and tell me what to do about my main problem.”

“Sure, Joseph. What’s on your mind?”

“The scissors.”

“The scissors?”

“For the past six months I have been experiencing something I can’t understand. Everywhere I look, I have been finding these tiny pairs of scissors. They are not really scissors like cutting shears or even manicure scissors. No, they are tiny, like something you would see on a charm bracelet or as a game piece or something. You know, like those little candlesticks or lead pipes you get in a Clue game?”

“Hmm. And where are you finding them, Joseph?”

“Everywhere. They are always underneath things like newspapers, books, or piles of things, or I find them in my pockets and my shoes, under my pillow, just everywhere. I found one pair on my seat in the subway last week. I have even found them in my food.”

“Are these working scissors?” I asked casually. I had plenty of time and this call sounded like . . . well, one for the books. (This book!)

“Yep, they’re tiny but they open and close and everything, just like a real pair of scissors. They are everywhere. Am I going mad or what?”

“Could someone be playing a practical joke on you, Joseph?”

“No, I don’t think so. I’ve lived alone for the past eight years and there’s nobody around to play those sorts of tricks on me.”

“Hmm. I’m not sure what it all means, but is there a way you could maybe gather up a few of them in an envelope and send them to me, care of the Psychic Friends Network? I could examine them more closely and perhaps give you a better insight.”

This was a spooky call and contained the kind of extraordinary conversation I had grown to enjoy over the years. Tales of weird interactions with everyday objects that do weird things were sometimes very entertaining, even if they turned out to be hallucinations, and the thought that someone would choose to pay $3.99 a minute to share this quandary with a total stranger was an odd comment on what passes for psychic or paranormal. Calls like this turned the monotony and boredom of a drab night into a visit to The Twilight Zone. Joseph sounded totally sane and competent, though. He then told me he had talked to another psychic who had said he might be suffering from some sort of tailor’s mental breakdown. I was surprised the other psychic’s approach hadn’t been more creative.

Joseph went on for quite some time, telling me his nerves were frayed and he was in danger of losing it. I again insisted that he send me something for me to look at.

He grew quiet for a few seconds, then: “Well, that’s the part of the problem. At one point I had those damn things piled up all over my basement. Last weekend I decided to scoop them all up and put them in one place, so I put what I could find into my desk drawer. I swear they were all there in the drawer on Friday night, but when I went to see if they were still there on Saturday morning, they were all gone.”

“All gone?”

“Yes. There was not a one of ’em left anywhere.”

“You mean you stopped seeing them, I mean . . . eh . . . they stopped appearing around you?”

“Yes, that’s right! And now I want you to tell me what they were, why they stopped coming around, and where they went?”

I tried to think fast. “They obviously went back to wherever they came from, Joseph.” I wouldn’t be able to gamble on being too glib with this caller. I continued, remembering my séance work and what I’d learned. “These scissors were likely what mediums call an apport, or an object that manifests itself out of the ether. Spiritualists explain an apport as a process involving dematerialization and subsequent reintegration of especially important objects. You are a tailor, so I suppose they were some sort of tailor’s message. Perhaps you are an unsuspecting medium yourself. This may only be the beginning.”

I’m not a psychologist and, despite having an overwhelming interest in the supernatural in all its weirdness, I’ve never had any training in dealing with paranoid schizophrenics or any case of such a compelling nature. It would have been pointless to tell Joseph that he likely had a mental illness or that he had imagined all of it. Plus, I wasn’t completely convinced that what had happened to him wasn’t real. To him, there was no doubt. To me, I wasn’t sure of anything, possibly because I had now been on the telephone for almost ten solid hours.

“Usually when these things happen,” I went on, “there’s a good reason for it to happen or an embedded message surrounding each event. Each time you found one of these pairs of scissors, they may have been pointing you in some direction or acting as a signpost. These signs and portents usually work themselves out in some predetermined way over time. It’s hard to tell without noting a pattern to those events. It’s like stringing beads. Finding one or two beads on the floor doesn’t mean much initially, but when you gather up all the beads, you end up with a necklace. Or perhaps it was poltergeist activity. But since it has stopped, I wouldn’t lose any more sleep over it.”

“But what if they come back?”

“Then I want you to take notes and send me some of them so I can test them, look them over, and come to a satisfactory conclusion about them.”

Suddenly, Joseph yelled into the phone, “BUT WHAT WERE THEY?”

I tried to remain calm and sympathetic. “Other than what I have already told you, I feel it’s too soon to tell exactly what was happening.”

“But you are the psychic. You are supposed to know what these things are about and help me here!”

“I sympathize with how you feel, Joseph, but until I have more information from you, such as a repeat of this phenomenon at a certain time or in conjunction with some other event that gives me a clue, I can only surmise that it was just a message to keep your wits about you, stay vigilant, and be on the lookout for other situations that may arise where you can put your own intuitive skills to work. Possibly you will be called upon to solve a crime or deal with an emergency that involves the use of scissors. Call me back when it happens again and take notes about where, when, and what the exact circumstances were. Then I may be able to help you.”

“You’ve told me nothing. Good-bye.”

Joseph and his scissors disappeared from my life and I never heard from him again. Ah, well. Another day, another dollar. I set the phone receiver down and glanced at my desktop. For a brief moment, I thought I caught the gleam of a tiny pair of scissors.

[image: ]

RRRRRRiiiiiiinnnnnggggggggggggg!

“Hi, this is April, and before you try to sell me any of your psychic crap, I want to ask you if you realize that you are going against God’s holy word in the Bible and doing the devil’s work?”

Fortunately, I was well prepared for all the Aprils in the world. It was her dime, so I whipped out a printed sheet I kept tucked away in my paperwork and spun my web.

“Oh, really? April, have you ever read Thessalonians, verses nineteen through twenty?”

April was silent. Then she answered in a thick Southern accent, “Uh, I’m not sure. I don’t know what you mean.”

“Then listen carefully and bless you for calling. ‘Quench not the spirit. Despise not prophesying. Prove all things. Hold fast that which is good.’ Or how about Corinthians fourteen, verse three: ‘But he that prophesieth speaketh unto men of edification, and exhortation, and comfort.’ My personal favorite Bible thought is one that I live by, and I hope that you will too after I finish repeating it to you. Listen carefully. It’s from Acts, verse five: ‘And now I say unto you, refrain from those men and let them alone. For if it is counsel or this be the work of men, it will come to naught. But if it be of God, ye cannot overthrow it, lest it happily be found even to fight against God.’ Does that sound like the devil’s work, April?”

There was stunned silence then April resignedly gave in. “Well, you twisted it all around, but you sound like a Bible-fearing man, so I’ll let you go. Bye.”

“Amen, April.”

Can only the pious among us use the word of God? Or is it rather for all of us to interpret when and how we see fit?

I wondered how many other nut cases I would have to do battle with before this particular shift was through? Would there be one reasonable human being among the paperwork and memories I would spend hours tossing and turning in furtive sleep over?

I looked down at the telephone as if it were some monstrous gaping maw of phantasms. Any second, it would ring again. I was beginning to get delirious. Could I will the phone to ring by just staring at it? I thought I would try. I stared at it for three seconds then nearly jumped out of my chair when,

RRRRRRiiiiiiinnnnnggggggggggg! Riiiiiiiinnnnnnggg! Riiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnngggggg!

“Psychic Friends. This is Mark,” I blurted out. “What’s up?”

“Yeah, Mark. This is Jake from Virginia. I kinda got caught with my hand in the cookie jar, if you know what I mean.”

“I don’t, Jake. It’s been a long night. What cookie jar?”

“Well, I’m in the middle of a court case ‘cause I took some pictures with some young girls I swear were eighteen.”

“Jake, court issues are always hard, and I try to stay away from any legal questions, but I do see the mood of the judge changing for some reason. Was this your first offense?”

“Yes, sir. It was, sir.” Jake sounded guilty but at least somewhat penitent.

I decided he could use some peace of mind. “I see that there will be a decision in your favor, based on your lawyer’s ability to convince the judge for leniency. I see your lawyer using some sort of defense based on art or art history.”

Jake replied solemnly, “We sure weren’t makin’ art.”

“I can only tell you what my psychic intuition tells me. Talk to your lawyer and pray for the best.”

Click. Jake was gone.

Less than an hour to go on this shift. Then the mortgage would get paid and my dog would get his usual morning walk. Jim came into the room, knowing the routine. It would soon be time for us both to get out of the house and into the green world of garden paths and a nearby golf course. Jim’s tail wagged in a slow rhythm that told me he knew there was more time to wait. He plopped down on the carpet and watched me, knowing all.

RRRRRRiiiiiiinnnnnggggggggggggg! Riiinnnnnnnnnngg!

I snapped up the phone, spat out my intro, and waited for the caller to speak.

“Hello, this is Larry calling from Dallas. Are you guys real, like in the commercials?”

“Yes, Larry. I’m as real as you’re going to find. What can I help you with?”

Larry lashed out with, “You are all a bunch of phonies, aren’t you?”

Nice. A skeptic was all I needed to complete my long day. I would have been surprised if at least one of these challenging mind-gamers hadn’t come through today. Sometimes, I actually enjoy sparring with an intelligent skeptic.

Okay. Let’s get it over with. “Larry, what’s your question? We’ll see how I do.”

“Aren’t you supposed to know? Ha! Tell me what color socks I’m wearing right now.”

“This is a waste of both of our time. There are so many more important questions out there, but since you insist, I see white. How’s that, Larry?”

I expected a quick hang-up, but Larry instead acceded to my comment. “Yeah, . . . well, you got that right. So?”

It was now clear I was dealing with a real idiot and not a more scholarly skeptic. “Anything else, Larry?” I asked, triumphantly.

“Can you tell me about how my mother is?”

Hmm. This could be a trick question, but I’m game.

“She doesn’t say much, and it seems like she has a very hard time communicating with you, for some reason. You haven’t seen her in a while is what I’m picking up.”

Larry shot back with a terse, “You’re full of crap, buddy. My mom died ten years ago!” He hung up with a bang.

This was fine. He’d be charged for his folly and I would still get my part of it. If Larry had been more of a thinking person, he might have actually realized that I had been exceptionally accurate with my reading about his mother. Even on the best days in my psychic world, dead people certainly have a hard time communicating.

Yawn. My glazed eyes were now glued to the ticking clock. Despite all the caffeine I had imbibed, I was sleepy and ready to sign off. I had just ten more minutes to fulfill my night’s commitment to the Psychic Friends Network. The phone rang like some tortured animal crying to be set free—which must be me.

I smiled and cheerfully remembered the Network’s smile-and-dial philosophy: No matter how low or drained you might feel, if you actually smile when you pick up the phone, that energy and voice inflection will transfer to the caller and you will start off on the right foot. I think I remembered this from a Dale Carnegie course on telemarketing salesmanship, which I had originally heard about while working in the funeral business. It was a good technique, but at that point in the shift, it felt more like just another set of age lines on my exhausted face.

RRRRRRiiiiiiinnnnnggggggggggggg!

Randy, calling from North Carolina, needed to know when his wife would be coming back home. She had left when he had cut his wrists in front of her because he couldn’t stand her treatment of him any longer.

I told him that I saw her far away from him in another state and that she may come back, but she would not get the right vibrations from him unless he completed his court-mandated psychiatric treatments. Sad stories like this one are particularly draining.

Riiiiiinnnnnnnngggggggggg! Riiinnnnnngggggggg!

“Hello. Welcome to the Psychic Friends Network. My name is Mark and my extension is 7408.”

I was being careful now. It was at about this time in a shift that my so-called Friends at the switchboard usually called to spy for the Suits and Ties, checking to make sure that I was saying all the right things. One false move or negative comment could’ve meant suspension or dismissal. They always waited until the last possible moment in my shifts to call, but I was a dedicated employee who had just brought around two thousand dollars into their corrupt coffers.

My introduction was greeted with silence. Maybe this had already been a hang-up and I was free! But I heard breathing. I tried again. “Hello. This is Mark. Who is this, please?”

No answer. Just silence. Then slowly, “This is Jane.”

“Hello, Jane. This is Mark. How can I help you?”

“Oh, I dunno. I just seen the TV show and decided to call.”

“Do you have any specific areas or questions we could focus on together, Jane?”

“No.”

Jim was now up on all fours and anxious, ready for his walk. He was looking at me with a cocked head, as if to say, “What’s the deal, Dad?”

I considered hanging up and bounding out the door with him, but no. Instead, I offered up something glowing: “I see many new exciting things going on with you that have to do with making some much needed decisions in your life, things that you may have been putting off.”

Silence.

“Jane, is there some really important decision coming up for you soon?” I was at the point when I had to ask a question just to keep myself awake or keep the call from dumping. My psychic spark was quickly dimming.

“Nope,” she droned.

It became a personal challenge to get Jane to work with me. I would not be ignored. And I was going to get a response, or she would have to do the hanging up. I wouldn’t back down. “What do you do for fun, Jane?”

“Uh, nothing really.”

“Well, I do see something that has to do with art or music in the next month that will be very powerful for you.” I was reaching now, but why not? Maybe I could hit some gold, if I kept hammering away.

More silence. I was fighting the urge to sleep. My eyes were starting to close.

“Jane, have you thought about finding some new people and getting involved with something creative? That’s what I see for you.”

“Uh, not really.”

“Watch for input from some powerful sort of teacher or class of some kind. It could be emanating from some higher spiritual source.”

“Uh-huh. Hmm. OK. Huh?”

In utter desperation, I begged. “Can I answer anything in particular, Jane?”

“Uh-uh.”

“I’m sorry, Jane, was that a yes uh-huh or a no uh-uh?”

Silence again, and then, “Mmm, huh? Oh, huh-uh . . .”

I was spent. “Well, Jane. I hope I have helped you a little bit today.”

“Huh? Oh. Mmm, uh-huh.” Jane hung up.

I used to call these people slugs. They gave me absolutely nothing to work with. I could only try to get these callers interested in some abstract way, but they were the bane of every phone psychic. They have nothing to say and are basically bored people with little or no motivation or intelligence. The only upside was that it developed my improvisation skills and taught me how to think on my feet.

Still, I never knew whether or not I had been talking with a company monitor, who would generally say as little as possible and wait for me to spring into action like a trained parrot. In one sense, callers to 900 lines were wise to remain silent, say little, and listen. That’s how you can get your money’s worth. Shrewd callers knew better than to give any clues or answer any questions that would make it easier for me to put together a reading.

I was ready for a long walk, a strong drink, or both. I signed off the line, totaled my minutes, and laced up my hiking boots. I was at last free, until I wanted to work again, which would turn out to be later that night, if I had the strength and nothing better to do.

Jim and I stepped out onto the front porch and greeted a brilliantly sunny January day, clear and quiet at that early hour, but my head was still ringing from all the chatter, just as it always was. My ear was pinned into an aching, semi-plastered position against the side of my head from the constant pressure of the telephone receiver.

As if it were coming from my addled mind, the phone rang again inside the house, just as I was locking the front door. It had to be one of my Psychic Friends, probably a supervisor with one complaint or another. I apologized to my faithful, crestfallen hound and beckoned him back across the threshold.

RRRRRRiiiiiiinnnnnggggggggggggg! Riiiinnnnngggg!

I offered a weak hello.

“Is this Mark Edward?”

“Speaking.”

“This is Valerie from the Psychic Friends Network.”

“Yes, Valerie, what’s up?” I was little nervous now. Valerie never called unless some breach of Network policy had occurred or she had to lay some new restriction or procedure on me. Valerie was the point person and chief axe-wielder for the Friends at their corporate headquarters, and the only half-human connection between the magic and the money.

“I need to tell you something very important.” She didn’t sound angry or impatient, but I held my breath. “Do you remember a girl named Ginger Triggs who called you last month around the twentieth?”

I thought back. There were so many calls by the end of any given day, let alone by the end of a whole month, that they invariably blended together.

“She called you at three thirty-five in the morning on the twentieth of December. Do you remember her now?”

“Honestly, Valerie, she’s not ringing any bells. I’m a medium, not a memory expert, you know.” My fatigue was surfacing. “What’s this all about?”

“Well, we received a letter here today at the Network office from her, and she had quite a story to tell us about you.”

What the devil had I said or not said to Ginger? I waited to hear the worst. It had been a fun job—mostly—while it had lasted. Though now I wouldn’t have to stress over the worries of a nation full of ultimate truth-seekers.

I mentally began a new job search as Valerie continued, “When Ginger first called you, she had a loaded gun to her head and was ready to pull the trigger. Once she heard your voice and you talked with her for a few minutes, she decided not to commit suicide and has since turned her whole life around for the better, thanks to you. She says she is now in a recovery program for her alcohol problems, has left her abusive husband, and has gone back to school to become a nurse.”

I was stunned speechless.

“She says she would have never done this if it hadn’t been for you and the vision you saw in the future for her. We wanted to let you know that we at the Psychic Friends Network now consider you one of our Master Psychics. My boss Dave wants to send the letter to you for your files. Congratulations, Mark.”

I managed to squeak out, “Thanks, Valerie.” I hung up the phone and looked at Jim, lying with his sad-eyed take-me-for-a-walk look, his face resting between his paws.

Had I actually made a difference out there? Perhaps some of the losers came out winners, after all. There was indeed something genuine amid the fakery and the hucksterism. I had saved someone’s life.

Ginger’s reading might have been one of the most pedantic and silly readings I had ever given—I couldn’t remember in that moment. I may have been sitting on the toilet or feeding the dog, but I had made a difference to one of the hundreds of people I had talked to that particular December. The coldest, most miserable holiday season had not reached its icy hand deep enough into one lonely person’s life to kill her.

It was suddenly sunnier and brighter than ever outside as Jim and I took our usual walk that day. It was a long and thoughtful walk. There was hope. Though I was living in a dark world ruled by everyone else’s greed, avarice, and deception, though I was playing a small part in a huge commercial system that sold compassion and exploited human misery, as I looked around at the colors of the autumn leaves and breathed in the fresh morning air, the warmth of a new illumination dawned on me. I had an awesome responsibility.
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