
Judy’s hair is straight and black and she lives in San Francisco.   Mine is curly and 
brown and I live in Ann Arbor. We grew up together in Philadelphia in the ’60s.
 
As a child, I was a tall geeky tomboy who coveted her brother’s worn leather baseball 
glove and loved walking three city blocks to the library.  In comparison, Judy always 
seemed perfectly dressed and remote, like the popular girls who sit together at school 
lunch.   Although Judy is my first cousin — our parents are brother and sister and talk 
every day — I’ve never understood her. 
 
It’s not that we didn’t spend time together.  We blew 
out birthday cake candles,  dug holes in the white sand 
of Atlantic City, crunched matzoh and butter on Jewish 
holidays.  I looked up to her stylish sophistication (her 
penny loafers had real pennies in them!)  But there was 
no fun in the equation, no sharing of toys and giggling 
about boys.  I was three years younger.  I felt I was 
invisible to her.

Their single home in the suburbs seemed huge to me in 
comparison to my parent’s modest city duplex.  When 
I visited Judy’s home, I would sit quietly on the sofa 
in my mary-janes and white socks, looking at the oil 
paintings in ornate wooden frames, but I might as well 
have been standing outside in the snow peering in 
through a window.  
 
Judy and I stopped seeing each other at Philadelphia 
family events after we moved away to college.  We 
both returned to attend her mother’s funeral — my aunt 
died from breast cancer in 1973 — and then I saw her 
once more in 1977 on a visit to San Francisco.   She 
was driving a VW Karmann Ghia, living alone in a 
small apartment in Marin County, and managing a small 
clothing boutique. She was friendly to me, but like a 
clerk in a store.  
 
After that, I heard her latest news from her father, my 
Uncle Herman, who I see every December when I visit 
my parents in Delray Beach, Florida.  Judy had gotten 
married, had a daughter close in age to my daughters.  I 
sent her our family’s annual shiny photo cards and self-
mocking family newsletters.  I never heard back from her.   

One day I realized we hadn’t talked for over thirty years.  I got her cell phone 
number from my uncle and left voice mails.  Although they weren’t returned, I still 
yearned to connect.  I have no sister, and Judy and I were both granddaughters to my 
Grandmother Bessie, who I still feel very close to, decades after her death.  
 
On one Florida visit, Uncle Herman unfolded a scissored news clipping about Judy’s 
new retail trunk sale business.  ”Judy says she’s found her passion,” said Uncle 
Herman. I was curious about her; what was her passion?  How did she find it? Her 
words sounded like something I would say. 
 
One recent study says that 50% of native-born Americans live outside of their home 
state.  We move to go to college, get jobs, get married.  We drift, we have rifts — I 
have a friend who says that “the falling-out gene” runs in her family. But I think 
many people still feel the deep need to stay connected to their roots.  My beloved 
Grandmother Bessie believed more in family unity than anything else. 
 
We all have family trees that alternately bloom and droop. What was the gust of wind 
that caused this acorn to fall off our family tree and sprout into something new and 
growing?
 
To answer this, I must turn the clock back to a few months before I found Judy in 
2007, when I visited my husband’s cousins in Buenos Aires.  Eight of us gathered 
in cousin Felisa’s living room and took turns telling funny stories about ourselves 
in Spanglish. But we had never met these cousins before. Neither had my husband’s 
parents ever met Felisa’s parents.  

Their ancestors were two brothers who lived in Russia, but then moved away from 
each other in 1912, separating the family into Argentinean and American branches. 
Yet, through the wonders of mail and email, the branches had re-connected after 
nearly 100 years. On our visit to Argentina, my husband Bob became the first Merion 
from the U.S. to meet the Argentinean cousins in person.  
 
When Felisa, Marta, Jorge, and Enrique cooked us an Argentinean Jewish feast, 
showed us family photos, and hugged us tight, it felt easy and familiar, like we had 
known them a long time. 

 So, I began to wonder — if I could feel close to cousins I had never met, why 
couldn’t I feel closer to my American cousin who I grew up with?
 
A couple of years ago Judy showed up on my radar screen again, when my brother 
Gary had coffee with her on a business trip to California and told me about it.  I 
decided to try to contact her by email, offering to share a story I had written about 
why I still felt close to Grandmother Bessie.  “If you would be interested in us getting 
to know each other as adults or hearing about my experiences with Grandmom 
through a psychic, I’d enjoy that — just say the word and I’ll write back.”

She wrote back the same day:  “I would love to get to know you as an adult... and 
would love to know more about my grandmother.  I, too, have worked with psychics 
and am very intrigued by other realms of getting in touch with our personal journey. 
So, go ahead and write away! I look forward to hearing from you.  xo Judy”

That note was the green light, but it was more.  She signed it “xo,” the x-for-kiss, o-
for-hug abbreviation.  The connections began.  I sign my email to family and close 
friends like that, too.
 
I sent her my 2005 Crazy Wisdom Community Journal essay, “My Grandmother’s 
Spirit is Showing Me Her Pearls.” http://www.crazywisdom.net/interviewpdf/
Merion%20pdf.pdf
 
The essay tells my true story of visiting psychics, each of whom said my grandmother 
was trying to communicate with me.  In 1994, I regularly consulted a woman I 
nicknamed the “Reluctant Psychic” (RP), because the spirits of people who had died 
would sometimes distract her in the shower or in business meetings when she wasn’t 
ready to pay attention.
 
RP: Your grandmother [who died in 1982] is telling me you talk to her picture.
Deb: Yes, that’s true.
RP: She’s showing me pearls.
Deb: Oh, yes. She wore pearls every day. That was a part of her.
RP: Really? I wasn’t going to say it, but it came in three times, and I have a
rule that if something comes in three times, I just say it. My grandmother
was a farmer and never wore pearls, so I couldn’t imagine any grandmother
doing that.
   
OK, RP was a bit of a nut, but she was an accurate nut.
 
Judy wrote: “I just read the piece on Grandmom Bessie last night.  It is good for me 
to have a snapshot of my grandmother.  I feel we have lots to catch up on...
Love, xo Judy”
 
That’s what we’ve been doing ever since. 
 
In the past two years we’ve exchanged hundreds of emails, writing a few times each 
week. At first I thought Judy might lose interest in writing, like so many people do.  I 
am grateful she hasn’t, and feel it most when she asks about the health of my 86 and 
91 year-old parents.
I think our email communication hasn’t died off because we try to be positive and 
joke about our loving, quirky family.  “We didn’t have choices,” said Judy, referring 
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Debbie Merion on the far left, and her cousin, Judy, 
on the far right, in a 1957 cousins’ photo.  Judy’s brothers Michael 

and Jeffrey and Debbie’s brother Gary (standing) are between them.




