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“I have some news,” my mother says.
We are in the kitchen of my apartment, an old and crumbling place at Eighty-First and Riverside that I share with my husband, Seth; our dog, George; and an unnamed baby boy, due to be born in three months. We moved in 2019, right before the world changed, and though the plan was to renovate quickly, now we live with only three walls to our bedroom and a strange hum to our sink and a contractor who is nearly always missing.
I look at my mother. When a person delivering “news” is over seventy, it’s rarely good. But Sandra Kramer is rare. She is five feet ten inches with jet-black, curly hair and bright-green eyes and is wearing her uniform: workout leggings and a long cashmere sweater. The New York Post once called her a cross between Cher and Barbra Streisand with a little bit of Roy. Accurate.
“Carl and I have decided to move to Santa Fe,” she says.
She stands, hands on hips, as if daring me to have something to say about this. Something that isn’t “Oh!” or “Wonderful!”
“Wonderful,” I say.
She assesses me up and down. Scanning for clues. “That’s it?”
“I have some questions,” I say, because I am not sure how to express my true feelings: How could you?
My mother is a New York magician. A very famous one.
“Your childhood must have been full of magic,” people always tell me. And it was. Cards and expandable sleeves and, once, an actual rabbit. But “magic” is not what they mean. Magic is tricks. It is sleight of hand. Magic is not made-up stories and silk playthings and imagined fairies. Magic is not the golden hour at sunset. That is just good lighting.
“Charlie,” she says, softening a little. “What would you like to know?”
My mother, for all her faults, is not a rash woman. She is many other things—playful, extremely stubborn, unaware. There were times she forgot to pick me up, or left me to overstay my welcome at friends’ houses. She was often unreachable. But never rash.
She has lived on the Upper West Side of Manhattan her entire life. First with her parents, at 118th, then in a dormitory at Columbia, then with five girls in a railroad apartment at 89th and Broadway, then with my father at 77th and Riverside, then with me at 79th and Columbus, then in the El Dorado at 300 Central Park West.
When I was a child, she would come into my bedroom, swathed in a silk robe, rub my back, and tell me about all the places we could travel if I would just get up.
“Little Italy for cornettos,” she’d say. “How about it?”
I’d snuggle down farther.
“Levain for cookies, then.”
“It’s too early for cookies!”
She’d tickle me, her lips grazing my hair. “It’s never too early.”
And on those days, we’d go to Levain. We’d get cookies the size of my head and show up late for school.
“We took a little vacation,” my mother would tell the teacher.
New York City was our home and our escape. It was the whole world.
I swallow. I’m not sure what to ask because the truth is I’ve never considered this. I’ve never considered my mother actually leaving.
“Why?” I ask. “I mean, what made you come to this?”
Sandra crosses and uncrosses her arms. She is thin, but not bony. She looks like a woman fifteen years her junior. No one ever believes her age; they think it’s part of the act.
She inhales and exhales. I think that if I were in a closed room with twenty women breathing, I would know her from just that, just her breath.
“It’s time for a change,” she says. “I want to look at a bigger sky, and take long walks where I don’t see other people, and maybe wear the turquoise necklaces that I never put on.”
“You can wear the turquoise here.”
She laughs. “Oh, sweetheart,” she says. “I don’t.”
When my mother was thirty-four and my father was twenty-nine, they met at the Empire Diner on Tenth Avenue, a place made famous by Manhattan in 1979. She was playing piano and he was reading the paper. They had me a short year later.
“We barely knew each other,” my mother would tell me. “He had a bandanna on that I liked. Life happens.”
I was born to near strangers, and they felt as much. In the few years I knew my father, I always had the sense that he was just passing by—having a cool drink, untying the top lace.
If mothering is a long con, then fatherhood is a shell game.
Seth walks into the kitchen on the phone. He is midstream conversation and doesn’t recognize the moment. It is not unusual for my mother to be standing in our leaky kitchen in the middle of the afternoon.
“Did he call?” he mouths to me. He’s referring to the contractor, Irwin. I shake my head.
He nods to my mother and leaves the room.
It doesn’t annoy Seth that Irwin hasn’t returned a single call in ten days with the exception of one 8:00 p.m. voice mail when he must have assumed we’d be at dinner. I feel momentarily relieved I married someone with this level of patience, then immediately annoyed, because the sink is still leaking and we don’t have enough walls and Seth always gives off the sense that he could live this way forever. That if nothing ever changed, that would be just fine by him.
“When is this happening?” I ask my mother.
“The week after next,” she says. She looks at me sideways.
“Mom.”
“Yes, honey.”

My mother’s act is simple: she flies. The first time I saw her perform, I was seven years old. Seeing my mother levitating twenty feet in the air should have been cause for alarm, but it wasn’t. I’d seen her do it at home many times before. In fact, off the ground was where I thought she belonged.
Sandra Kramer did not know to cut the crusts off peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and she left her keys in the refrigerator and all the lettuce always went bad. But she knew how to fly, and back then, it was enough. It was everything.
I loved to watch her up there. I still do. My mother, defying gravity.
She would teach me tricks over the years: how to stuff a sleeve, how to force a card. But the one thing I never learned was her finale. She wouldn’t betray it, and I could never figure it out. I’d stalk the stage, try and see the strings. I’d hide in the wings, look out for a crew member pulling a lever, a trapdoor, a suspended silk. I always came up empty.
“How does she do it?” people would ask me, delighted. The truth is, I have no idea.

Later that night, Seth and I are in bed together when I bring up my mother’s sudden move. I waited through dinner, trying to think of a way to couch it that would make it seem less flighty to him.
“I don’t understand,” he says. “Sandra has a life here. She loves Manhattan. She’s like the poster child for New York City.”
Seth is right, of course. My mother and Carl see friends and love theater. Her act has gotten more renowned as she’s gotten older. People come from all over the world to witness it. She has a flexible schedule. If she doesn’t want to fly Monday to Thursday, she just does weekend shows. She can take off three weeks in the summer, two at the holidays.
“I think she wants a change,” I say. “People like change.”
Now I am talking about us, although I don’t mean to be—at least, not entirely. This is not the time to talk about our future with a working fireplace.
“People also like New York,” he says.
“We need to fire Irwin.” I can’t help myself.
Seth sighs. This again. “Give it time.”
“We can’t live here with a baby.”
“Why not?”
Seth looks at parenthood like a camping trip. You’ll probably get a little dirty and a little lost and forget some things you need, but think of the pictures!
“The water in the bathroom is either scalding or frigid.”
“Scalding,” Seth repeats. “You don’t hear that word much anymore. I like it.”
From the foot of the bed, George cocks his head.
“Anyway, I called Irwin,” Seth says. “I left a message with someone named Don. He seemed to think Irwin was in the hospital.”
“That’s terrible,” I say, although I don’t really think so. I take a tub of cream off the nightstand and land a dollop in my palm.
Seth shrugs. “Yeah.”
“Did he say if it’s serious?” I ask. By which I mean: How long will this be?
“He said a day or two. I’ll try then.”
“We only have three months.”
Seth puts a hand on my stomach. Holds it there tenderly. “I’m well aware.”
I switch off the light. The sink drips. From somewhere outside, a trombone plays “Moon River.” How could she ever leave New York?

“Take whatever you want. The rest I’m giving away. We’re only packing what will fit in the Land Rover.”
We are in my mother’s closet, a wide walk-in filled with chiffon and wool and rows of loafers. Her closet is my favorite place, an archive of the last five decades. Neon and glitter from Studio 54, Laura Ashley florals, enough chenille to fill a foam pit.
I pull a mustard-colored silk slip dress off the rack.
“Take it!” she says. I’m surprised at her casualness. My mother has always been precious with her possessions. Every item of clothing here has an origin story. The embroidered jacket woven by women she met in Myanmar, the leather sneakers from the medina in Marrakech, the moonstone silver earrings from Ron in Flushing.
When my mother speaks about her treasures—her word—it is not just with nostalgia or whimsy but practicality, too.
“I want you to know where they come from,” she has always told me. “That way, you don’t get rid of anything important. I have a lot of valuable things.”
“They are only worth what someone will pay for them,” I tell her, but of course that’s only the partial truth. I do not have her memories. At least, not all of them.
I pull a looped linen shawl off its hanger.
“Ah,” she says, holding up a chain-link necklace. “This would look great with that.”
I can hear Carl watching a game downstairs.
I remember when she moved into this apartment, her dream apartment. We had spent mornings of my childhood wandering the streets of the Upper West Side like extras in an Ephron film: the mother-daughter duo, hand in hand. The El Dorado was always her favorite. It’s an iconic building, with twin towers emerging from a nineteen-story base, making it one of the tallest fixtures on the Upper West Side. The tops of the towers can be seen from Fifth Avenue, straight across the park. From New Jersey, too, people say, although I’ve never confirmed this.
“Someday we’ll live there,” she’d tell me, pointing upward. And then, almost two decades later, a duplex came up to buy, and she did.
“It’s like magic,” her friends said, and Mom would wink at me. She knew what magic wasn’t. And this wasn’t magic. This was just plain old hard work.
“Mom,” I say, still fingering the scarf. “Will you start up your act out there?” I haven’t asked. I think I’m afraid of the answer. On the one hand, that she’ll give it up. On the other, that she’ll go on as she always has. That she’ll set up, two thousand miles away.
“Oh, no,” she says. She gets quiet for a moment. She sets down the cashmere sweater she’s holding. It’s a heavy turtleneck, and I realize I have no idea whether Santa Fe has a proper winter. “I think better to just enjoy this next chapter. It doesn’t need a stage.”
My chest gets tight. Magic never felt so much like what my mom did. It’s who she is.
“When will you announce?” I ask.
“Tuesday,” she says, another hit. She already knew.
“We’d like to come,” I say.
“Of course, but it won’t be the last show.” She squeezes my elbow. “Don’t worry, honey.”
“Does your team know?”
“Yes. Yes, they know. We went on a lot longer than any of us thought we would.”
I think about her tenth-anniversary show. The way balloons rained from the ceiling afterward and confetti hailed. You couldn’t even see her up there.
“I can’t imagine you not at that theater on a Friday,” I say.
She tugs my elbow again, this time moving it back and forth like she’s trying to shake something loose. “I’m getting a little old for it.”
“Never,” I tell her. She will always be able to get off the ground. She will always make people slack-jawed in wonder.
“It just doesn’t feel the same as it used to.”
“Are you ever worried you can’t anymore?”
As soon as I’ve said it, I regret it. What if she says yes?
“No,” she says. “But I’m worried they’ll see it.”
I keep looking at her.
“The effort,” she says.
Rule number one of magic: ease.
“I want all the jackets,” I tell her, changing the subject. There are coats from Barneys and fringe suede from defunct shops in the Village. There are wool capes from Saks and cropped tweed blazers with big buttons from Awoke Vintage.
“Sorry, Charlie,” she says. “They’re coming with me. You know it can get down to the single digits in Santa Fe?”
“Does it snow?”
She thinks about it. “Probably,” she says. “Although that part I wouldn’t miss.”

Irwin returns on Friday. He is a hefty man with a goatee that actually suits his face. He carries a clipboard, which seems like overkill.
“How are you feeling?” I ask him.
“Kidney stones,” he says. “We’ll see.”
I don’t believe him, but what choice do I have. We’ve already given him a deposit, and the work needs to be done.
“We really need to get going,” I say. “It’s been two years.”
“The supply chain issues are causing all kinds of havoc,” he says. “Projects taking ten times as long. You have to wait for the parts. Paint could take two months.” He surveys the bedroom wall. “We should be able to start the kitchen demo next week.”
Should.
He sticks his hands on his hips and cocks his head. “Gonna be dusty in here. You and Seth gonna move out for a bit? Not great for you.”
He gestures toward my general abdominal area.
“Not sure yet.”
We were supposed to stay with my mom, but that was before the move.
“I got you,” Irwin says. He drops his hands from his hips. “Everyone’s frustrated. We’ll do our best.”
“And no more hospital visits!” I say. It comes off as more of a threat than I mean it to.
The phone rings in the other room. I cross over to the second bedroom / office / closet to get it.
“Hello?”
“How do you still have a landline, and how does it still not have caller ID?”
It’s my boss, Batilda Crescent. Batilda was famous in the nineties for being the most storied literary agent in town. She got the best deals for her writers, always ordered three martinis at lunch, likely just to prove she could, and paid for the most expensive office space in SoHo. She still does all the above, minus the office space. For the last four years, I’ve been her back-office manager, which means I help keep the books for the agency from my apartment.
“Hi, Batilda,” I say. “You are the only one who ever calls me on this number.”
“So why not answer ‘Hello, Batilda!’”
“Fair,” I say.
“I need you to pull the boiler on S&S audio. Whatever we got on the Toros deal.”
“Sure thing.”
“Have they ever given an escalated paperback royalty? Dave is claiming no.”
“I don’t believe so, but I’ll look.”
Irwin calls from the kitchen, “Is this oven connected to anything?”
“Batilda, let me look into this and call you right back.”
She hangs up without a goodbye. I go into the kitchen. Steam is coming out of the wall.
“Found her,” he says, pointing to a stray pipe that is leaking smoke. “That’s gonna cause a wrench.”
“Throw,” I say.
“What?”
“Throw a wrench. How much?”
Irwin sticks his hands on his hips. “Another ten K, give or take. Main problem will be access. How strict is the board?”
“We already have everything we need to work in the unit.” Getting approval for a renovation in a New York City co-op is the paperwork equivalent of summiting Everest. Ours took nine months.
Irwin squints at the pipe. It seems to blow harder in response. “Might involve 10G.”
“That wasn’t in the discussion,” I say. I feel the heat rising in me. Apartment 10G is a ninety-eight-year-old woman named Doris who lives most of the year in Miami and doesn’t have a working email.
“Things change,” Irwin says, but he says it in a way that’s simple, calm, and I find I have nothing to say.

The theater is packed on Tuesday. Sandra stopped selling out shows about seven or eight years ago, but tonight, it’s shoulder to shoulder.
Andrea, my mother’s manager, comes bustling up to Seth and me. She’s a woman in her early forties with a pixie cut and a voice so low she has a side hustle doing voice-over work. Everyone knows, but she still tells you like it’s a secret.
“Can you believe it?” she says. “This is a parade!” I think I spot a cigarette in her hands, but she’s moving them so much it’s hard to tell.
I shake my head. “Honestly, no. It’s surreal. She doesn’t seem upset it’s ending.”
Andrea either ignores me or doesn’t hear. “Should be a great show. The Times came. Everyone’s here.” She nods in acknowledgment of a fiftysomething man in a checkered button-down. “Vanity Fair,” she whispers. “Can you imagine?”
“You think they’ll do a retirement profile?”
Andrea crosses her fingers. No cigarette. Then, handing our tickets over, she says, “Final performance requires the front row. No discussion, Char.”
“She told me it wasn’t her last!” I hiss.
Andrea waves me off. “Your mother,” she mouths. Which means both who knows and of course she did.
I’ve sat in the Cherry Lane Theatre on Commerce Street hundreds of times, but never in the front row, as I am tonight. It always felt too intimate, too close. I was worried that she’d be talking to me, that I’d distract her, maybe. Or, more to the point: that she’d see me sitting there and treat me like she would any other audience member.
We take our seats before the lights dim. The theater doesn’t allow food or drink, and suddenly I can feel my throat is parched.
“Do you have any lozenges?” I ask Seth.
He rotates and sticks his hand in his pocket, pulls out a Halls. I unwrap and suck.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” comes the announcement. “If you’ll please take your seats and direct your attention away from the windows and exits, our show is about to begin!”
Mom’s dear friend and fellow magician Clarke Cable is the opening voice. He passed away of liver cancer eight years ago, and some of his recording is not super accurate anymore; for instance, the theater no longer has windows. But Mom refuses to update it.
“This is a magic show. Which means everything you see here is real.” A big, healthy pause. “But to be clear: you will not be offered an explanation.”
The lights all at once fade to black and then a white spotlight finds the stage, and there is Sandra Kramer, my mother. She always wears her street clothes, never some kind of performance ensemble. What you see her in picking up coffee at the bodega is what you see her in onstage.
Tonight, she has on blue cargo pants, a cream-colored turtleneck, and some gray motorcycle boots. Over her sweater is draped a watercolor silk scarf.
“Hello,” she says. Simply, easily, casually. “Welcome.”
There’s applause. She’s charming them already.
She takes a step toward the audience and peers at them, peers at me.
“So, tonight is going to begin a little differently.” She tucks her hands into her pockets and leans forward. “As I have an announcement to make.”
The crowd murmurs. Seth takes my hand.
“As many of you know, I’ve been doing this act right here, at the Cherry Lane Theatre, for the last fifteen years.”
There’s a wallop of applause. My mother smiles and nods. Sandra Kramer has never been shy about acknowledgment. She never says: “No, no.” Always: “Thank you.”
“And now,” she says, “I need to tell you that I am retiring.”
The audience is hushed. A few gasps, a few slow, sputtering claps.
“It has been a deep privilege to get to entertain you all these many, many years. And I want you to know that whether you’ve seen me before or tonight is your first night, you are family to me.”
I uncurl my fingers from Seth’s and tuck my hands underneath me. She looks over at us once again. Her eyes find mine.
“Let’s have some fun, shall we?” she says.
And then in a flash, she begins.
First up is a card trick. Nice and easy. I’ve seen her rehearse it thousands of times. She asks an audience member to come up to the stage and select a card from the deck. A woman by the name of Jane volunteers. She’s petite, from Brooklyn. While my mother’s back is turned, Jane writes something—anything she wants—on the card. Then she hands it back to my mother.
Next the spotlight searches the audience, lands on a man in a blue baseball hat and a white collared shirt. My mother walks over to him as she talks.
“Hi, sir, would you mind standing up and telling us your name?” she asks.
The man stands. “Jim.”
She reaches him. “Hi, Jim. Where are you here from?”
“Kansas, ma’am.”
“Big fan of magic?”
“My daughter loves your Instagram.”
Cheers and some laughs.
“Well, you’re a good father, Jim. Could you do me a favor? Could you look under your watch for me?”
Jim turns his wrist over, perplexed. And there, folded up underneath his watch (the camera finds him, gives us a good, tight shot) is the woman’s card, with her handwriting scrawled on it.
Jane gasps from her spot on the stage. Jim drops the card like it’s made of lava.
“Fun warm-up,” my mother says, clapping him on the back. “Let’s all give a big round of applause for Jim here and Jane there!”
My mother comes back to the stage and directs Jane down to her seat. The audience continues to clap.
I always marvel at how much fun they have with my mother. If you look at each individual face, you are likely to find rapture or amusement, the whole eighty-three minutes. Once she recorded a special for CBS and they filmed just the audience from three different shows. The segment ran only twenty-two minutes, but there were hours of coverage. I went through it all. Watching their faces watching her gave me a sense of discomfort I felt I was trying to solve. Like being off-balance but never quite falling. I wanted to know what they saw when they looked at her. Did they feel as connected to her as I did? Did they have as much access as me?
I didn’t want to be just an audience member. I wanted to be her daughter.
The act goes on from there. She’s on it tonight. Really in the zone. And I can tell she’s enjoying herself. In recent years her show has become less structured, more fluid. She’s not tight anymore. Sometimes she switches the order. There’s more room. Which is why I find it so hard to believe it’s the effort that is making her give it up. That she feels the weight when all we see is air.
A wedding ring lost and found. A disappearing act. The remnants of cake made whole. Let’s celebrate.
The finale begins slowly. She teases it. Even though every seat knows what’s coming. It’s the reason they are here.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” she says. “How much do you hate air travel?”
Lights never dim. Ropes never come down. It’s simple, really. She just flies. First, it’s a small way off the ground, and then, as the finale builds, she hovers ten feet, then twenty, and then she is over the audience.
She’s majestic. Her silk scarf making waves in the sky.
I feel a kick to my ribs. I suddenly realize that he will never see my mother up there. That he will never get to witness her at the Cherry Lane Theatre in all her glory. How will he know me if he doesn’t see her?
Seth squeezes my arm. I look up at her above me, soaring. A god in the sky.

We hang around after the show. As always, my mother comes out into the theater to meet the guests and chat. Someone hands her a glass of champagne and she sips. People ask for photos and she happily obliges. This is my mother in the world: at ease, accessible. The kind of woman other people have in their scrapbooks. The time we went to see Sandra Kramer perform!
“Honey,” she says, when she finally makes her way to us. “What did you think?”
I smile. “Amazing,” I say. “You were great up there.”
Seth pulls her into a hug. “Incredible, Ma. Your best yet. You really had them all going.”
“Thank you, sweetheart,” she tells him. “Will you two miss it?”
Seth nods. “Absolutely.”
She looks to me. She wants to know. I think about telling her my fear. That my child will not truly know me without knowing her. That in order to be a mother, I need mine.
“How could we not?” I say.
Andrea sidles up behind us. Sandra’s car is here.
“You don’t want us to take you to dinner?” Seth asks. “We’ll celebrate?”
She takes Carl’s hand. She looks tired all of a sudden. Drawn.
“Come for breakfast,” she says. “We’ll get coffees and walk.”
I watch her disappear into the waiting town car.
As we leave, a twentysomething woman in a yellow sweater and matching hat comes up to me. “Sandra is your mom?” she asks. She doesn’t wait for a response. “I can’t imagine how cool that must be.”

“No tears,” she instructs. “That’s the rule.”
We are walking where we always have, around the pond in Central Park. We have coffees from the bodega at Eighty-First Street. It’s January, but today isn’t freezing. After a half hour, I take my hat off and stuff it in my pocket.
“OK,” I say. “If that’s what you want.”
When I first went to college in Los Angeles, I was so distraught to be away from her that I would cry in heaves every time she called. Visits were even worse. Two days of togetherness would be filled with dread, awaiting the moment we’d be separated again. After the first year she instilled a rule: no tears.
“There is too much suffering here when really what we have is love,” she’d say.
She was right, and she wasn’t. Denying grief is a lot like denying love.
“Mom,” I say. I turn to her. She has no makeup on today and she’s beautiful. “I don’t want you to leave. You love New York. You are New York. I don’t think you’ve thought this through. What about me? What about him?”
She doesn’t stop walking. And as we take steps, I wonder whether my response is unfair. Whether I am asking her to be a mother first, still.
“Oh, sweetheart. You’ll be fine,” she says. “You’ll be great at it, you’ll see. You don’t need me here.”
When I was young, I was terrified—as many children are—that my mother would die. She was it, all I had. Whenever she’d go out in the world, I’d convince myself that she’d be in an awful car accident, that she’d be attacked on the street. That she’d fall.
“You need to know, Charlie,” she’d always say, “that I cannot guarantee you anything but this: I will never leave you. Not really.”
Some magicians like to defy death. They put themselves in ice cubes, bury themselves underground, throw themselves beneath the sea. But my mother wasn’t a daredevil. Nor was she trying, I realize now, to elude the inevitable. She just wanted to get people to look up.
“I’m going to keep the apartment for a while,” she says. “I think you and Seth should move in there, before the baby comes.”
I feel a sense of relief so great I worry I might burst. “I’d love that,” I say.
She smiles. She takes my hand. It feels smaller than I remember. She holds it as we walk. “I love you,” she says.
I see our breath, a hazy smoke show in front of us.
“I love you I love you I love you,” she says.
“How do you do it?” I ask her. “Really?”
She smiles. I can feel it.
“You already know,” she says.

My mother and Carl leave the following week. We stand in the street and wave as the truck pulls away. Seth holds me to him. Once they are out of sight, I cry. I always did, once she left. I could never help it.
Irwin tells us it will take another six months for the proper permits. We reach Doris in Miami, who is kind about the repairs but has to run every step through her daughter-in-law, who by the way is a very busy attorney.

“Maybe we should just sell it,” I say to Seth. We are having curry takeout in my mother’s living room, which now consists of her furniture plus an old rattan rocking chair, a gift, for nursing.
“It would be a loss.”
I just look at him, and I know we’re both thinking it: How we could just live here. How we could take up a piece of the life she left.
“Let’s do it.”
We grin at each other.

My mother calls from Santa Fe the following week. It’s late, well past midnight. I’m up working on a contract in the office that was once hers and is now maybe mine. She is out surveying the sky. I imagine her in that fringe jacket. A cowgirl at last.
“You wouldn’t believe it,” she says. “The stars are like diamonds here. Everything is so clear. At night you can see through the desert to the horizon.”
“It sounds beautiful,” I say. “I’m so glad.” And I mean it, too.
She sighs. There’s a long pause where I imagine her smiling in the darkness.
“It’s magic,” she says. And I think, briefly, that she has lost the definition. That she has forgotten that magic is not the stars at night. Or the moonbeam on the sand.
But then I imagine that big, wide, open sky.
“Are you up there?” I ask her.
I hear the wind through the phone.
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