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        You can always go home…but sometimes home won’t let you leave.

      

      

      At forty, Kari Grove knows she should be over her strict childhood. The grandparents who raised her had never been loving people. But some feelings are buried deep and contain more dark secrets than even she realizes.

      Even after death, it would appear her grandmother isn’t done controlling her life. (and that’s putting it mildly)

      With the help of new friends and a love interest her grandparents would have hated, Kari must finally learn to stand up for herself and unravel the tragic mystery of her past.

      

      Heather, Vivien, Lorna, and Sue are back! With the help of Grandma Julia's ghost, they're kicking supernatural butt and taking names.
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      To my husband, John.

      Thank you for all you do.
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      Being an author in my 40s, I am thrilled to be a part of this Paranormal Women’s Fiction #PWF project. Older women kick ass. We know things. We’ve been there. We are worthy of our own literature category. We also have our own set of issues that we face—empty nests, widows, divorces, menopause, health concerns, etc—and these issues deserve to be addressed and embraced in fiction.

      Growing older is a real part of life. Women friendships matter. Women matter. Our thoughts and feelings matter.

      If you love this project as much as I do, be sure to spread the word to all your reader friends and let the vendors where you buy your books know you want to see a special category listing on their sites for 40+ heroines in Paranormal Women’s Fiction and Romance.

      Happy Reading!

      Michelle M. Pillow
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      "[T]he cast of women and their bond resonates. This is a delight." Publishers Weekly

      

      “The perfect combination of spine-tingling magic, paranormal fun, and the strength of female friendships. Michelle M. Pillow delivers an emotionally powerful, must-have read.” - K.F. Breene, Wall Street Journal, USA TODAY, and Washington Post Bestselling Author

      

      “Michelle M. Pillow's Second Chance Magic proves that sometimes all it takes to get a second chance after a massive betrayal, is a little luck, a lot of magic, and the help of your best friends.” - Mandy M. Roth, NY Times & USA TODAY Bestselling Author

      

      “Second Chance Magic starts with a bang and does not slow down! It’s a beautifully written story of starting over and finding your inner power. Highly recommended.” - Elizabeth Hunter, USA TODAY Bestselling Author of the Elemental Mysteries

      

      “Michelle M. Pillow brings us yet another hilariously touching story, this one set in the world of paranormal women’s fiction, and you won’t want to put it down. I know I didn’t! Then again, she had me at séance.” - NY Times Bestselling Author Darynda Jones

      

      "When the past and the present merge…awesome author Michelle Pillow brings secrets from the grave and other things that go bump in the night into a fantastic story of second chances in the second act of life." - Jana DeLeon, NY Times, USA TODAY, & Wall Street Journal Bestselling Author

      

      “Delightfully heartfelt and filled with emotion. Psychic powers, newly discovered magic, and a troublesome ex who comes back from the grave. Michelle M. Pillow delivers a wonderfully humorous start to a new paranormal women's fiction romance series.” - Robyn Peterman, NY Times and USA TODAY Bestselling Author

      

      “Second Chance Magic is full of heart and everything I love in a paranormal tale. Great friends, second chances, and physic powers... what's not to love?” - Deanna Chase, NYT and USA Today Bestselling Author
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      Freewild Cove, North Carolina

      “Get that nonsense off your face.”

      Kari Grove shifted uncomfortably under the withering stare of her grandmother as she obeyed the command. She threaded the mask off her ears and dropped it to her lap. Even though the global pandemic was coming to an end, and she’d been vaccinated, Connie had not. The pandemic had made Kari hyper-aware of spreading germs, and with Connie sick, the mask felt like a no-brainer.

      Connie continued to stare at her. Against her better judgment, Kari placed the mask on the nightstand.

      “Only thieves and doctors wear masks,” Connie continued, finally looking away. “A few people get a cold, and suddenly everyone is walking around like they’re about to perform surgery and rob banks.”

      Connie Grove was eighty-five and still made her forty-year-old granddaughter feel like a disappointment, even now as she lay on her supposed deathbed. This was the sixth time Kari had been summoned to her grandmother’s side, and she didn’t believe it would be the last.

      Nevertheless, how could she refuse to come? Connie was the only mother she’d ever known for all intents and purposes, and with that came a mix of emotions.

      And drinking.

      Sadly, it also came with a need for hard liquor to get through the visit.

      Kari had never met her parents. They died the day she was born—her mother in childbirth, her father in grief. Without even holding his newborn daughter, the weak man walked out into traffic and was hit by a Chicago bus. At least, that’s how her mother’s parents always told the story. It was no secret they’d hated her father. They hadn’t given Kari his last name, and they’d refused to talk about him.

      Kari assumed they hated her mother for dumping a newborn on their laps. And, sometimes, she’d suspected it was because that newborn wasn’t from the same “pristine” bloodlines as the rest of them—their phrasing not hers. Connie used to make excuses for Kari’s unruly hair as if Groves were too good for curls.

      Kari pushed a lock of hair out of her face and took a deep breath, steadying herself and doing everything she could to remain composed. Her grandparents had never been loving people. In fact, they were assholes.

      That didn’t mean Kari didn’t love them in her own way. After her husband’s death, Connie had become the last of Kari’s family. Good or bad, family meant something.

      Didn’t it?

      “Connie, can I get you a drink?” Kari reached for the glass of water off the bedside table next to her discarded mask. She stood to offer the straw to her grandmother.

      Connie waved her hand in dismissal and made a noise of disgust. “You were never a good listener, Lori.”

      “Connie, it’s me, Kari. Lori was my mother.” Kari returned to her seat and folded her hands in her lap.

      “I know that,” Connie snapped under her breath. Her legs worked restlessly on the bed, and she moaned. After a while, she continued, “I bet you drove that monstrosity onto my lawn again. You tore up the grass last time. I don’t even want to contemplate what the neighbors think.”

      As a matter of fact, yes, Kari had parked her small RV out back again. Where else was she supposed to put her home?

      “Mrs. Connie, isn’t it nice your granddaughter is here?” Faith, the live-in nurse, walked into the room. The caretaker meant well and often tried to come to Kari’s rescue. She’d gone downstairs to answer a knock on the front door.

      “Who was at the—?” Kari tried to ask.

      “Get me that. I’m parched.” Connie waved her hand at the glass Kari had offered her moments before.

      Faith automatically obeyed, keeping her tone low as she tried to soothe her irritated patient. She picked up the water and held the straw steady between two fingers as she brought it to Connie’s mouth.

      Faith was one of those people who had been born with a sunny disposition that even the darkest rain cloud couldn’t seem to dampen. That, or she took some mighty powerful drugs to deal with Connie.

      Kari wondered if Faith would share and resisted the urge to hum the tune for “Pass the Dutchie” under her breath.

      “Who was at the door?” Kari asked once Connie had settled.

      “A man is waiting downstairs to see you,” Faith answered quietly, nodding toward the bedroom door. “You go. I’ve got things under control up here.”

      Connie coughed and pushed the glass away. “I hope he’s not like that one criminal you brought home. You broke your grandfather’s heart. Though, I was hardly surprised. You always had the worst taste in men. It’s no wonder you never married.”

      Wow. Connie was on a bitch roll today.

      Kari took a deep breath and bore the criticism like she had since childhood.

      Tommy Jenkins, her prom date, had been caught shoplifting T-bone steaks two years out of high school, long after they’d gone on that one date. That was a lifetime ago. Too bad there was no shelf life on mistakes in the Grove family. Anything you did wrong could be picked up and examined at any time.

      Connie gave a weak laugh and turned to Faith. “Then she brought a drug dealer to Thanksgiving dinner. Eyes all glassy. Like we were too stupid to know what was going on. Did it just to prove a point. Lori didn’t need our approval.”

      “I’m Kari. Paul took cold medicine. He wanted to stay home, but you insisted it was rude to cancel last minute because you had already planned the seating chart, and we couldn’t have an empty place setting.” Kari stood and walked to the bedroom door.

      Why was she defending her old boyfriend? It was a useless argument that only went around in circles. She felt herself hitting her tolerance level and knew it was time to step away to regain her composure before she said something she’d regret.

      “Listen to her sass me,” Connie said to Faith. “She’s always been ungrateful. Oh, and then there was that—what’s-her-name?—odd girl with those funny little glasses who wore all black. You know who I’m talking about, don’t you, Kari? She had a crush on you and—”

      “Faith, I’ll be right back.” Kari closed the door behind her.

      The wood barrier didn’t stop the condemnations. Connie’s muffled voice continued, “Always taking in strays, that one.”

      Kari’s eyes drifted to a padlocked door across the hall as she listened. No matter how curious she was to see inside the storage room, she would never try to find the key. Connie had a lot of house rules. One being that no one was allowed beyond the locked door.

      “You know she gave my late husband his heart attack, don’t you?” Connie stated.

      “Now, Mrs. Connie, you told me it was the cheeseburgers that gave him a heart attack,” Faith admonished gently. “Don’t go blaming that girl.”

      “Who do you think brought him the burgers?” Connie insisted.

      Kari tried to ignore her grandmother’s demeaning tone even as that age-old guilt surfaced like a brick inside her chest. No one could make her feel bad quite like Connie could. There was no point in debating the past. It wasn’t an argument she would win.

      Kari slipped next door to the guest room to take a quick swig of the flask she’d hidden under her pillow. The liquor burned, but she welcomed the sensation. Vodka had a nice way of not making her smell like a distillery. A little numbness would be just the thing to get her through the rest of the day.

      Putting the flask away, Kari went to the top of the stairs and saw a man’s legs in work pants standing by the front door. She had forgotten that a contractor was supposed to stop by for an estimate but was thankful for the reprieve. As she walked down the steps, more of him slowly came into view. If she wasn’t so tired, she was sure she could have appreciated his gruff handsomeness—if only for the fact Connie would hate the idea of her dating a blue-collar worker with calluses on his hands. Or “the help,” as Connie called everyone that she felt was beneath her.

      Kari’s eyes went to the man’s ring finger and found it empty. Would it be too strange to ask him to pretend to be her date long enough to meet Connie?

      Kari tried not to laugh. Ah, the beautiful, subtle passive-aggressiveness of the idea.

      “Mrs. Grove?”

      A tiny shiver worked over her at the sound of his voice. She had not been expecting to actually feel attraction.

      Kari shook off her childish impulses and paused on the bottom step. It took a moment for her to gather her thoughts and meet his handsome brown gaze. Dark hair framed his strong features, but what most caught her attention was his mouth.

      The man smiled and made a point of looking around. “This is a beautiful home you have. Great bones. Large rooms. Original architectural details. They don’t make them like this anymore.”

      It was a polite way of saying the décor was about forty years outdated.

      The liquor did its job numbing her mind and it took her a moment to answer. She found herself staring at the strong line of his neck as he continued to inspect the foyer ceilings.

      “It’s not mine. It’s my grandmother’s,” Kari answered, forcing her eyes to a splotch of dried paint on his t-shirt. It didn’t help her concentration. “From what I’ve been told, it’s an old family property, but it’s been used as a rental house up until a few years ago when my grandmother moved back here.”

      Connie had moved into the two-story home after the death of her husband. Kari had never even heard her grandparents mention Freewild Cove until Kari got a change-of-address card in the mail. Ironically, Connie had called for a mailing address to send the card to instead of telling Kari on the phone like a normal person.

      “Even so…” He nodded thoughtfully. “Is Mrs. Grove available?”

      “She’s not feeling well. I’m Kari Grove. I’m the one who called you. William, right?”

      “Angel Molina, actually. I work with William Warrick. He had a family emergency and asked me to step in for him since you indicated you had an urgent situation.”

      “I hope everyone is all right,” Kari answered.

      “I believe so. His mother is having her gallbladder removed,” Angel said. “I guess Bonnie has been ignoring the symptoms for a while now, and it has become serious enough to require immediate surgery. If you’d rather wait for him, I underst—”

      “No, not at all. I appreciate you coming by on such short notice. I’m a little concerned about the ceiling in here.” Kari motioned for him to follow her into the living room.

      The patterned yellow wallpaper made her dizzy just to walk into the room. The décor hadn’t been touched since the nineteen-seventies. The carpet was a distinct shade of green with worn patterns and old stains long left to settle into darkened spots. The sofa and chair were a matching set and just as old and worn as the carpet. Someone had pushed a tattered coffee table close to the couch. Nicks and water spots lined the surface. This home seemed an odd choice for her fastidious grandmother. Maybe age had made the dust and stains impossible to see.

      Kari stood close to the wide entryway and looked up. A long crack ran down a bow in the ceiling. She needlessly pointed toward it. “Not so great bones in here. My grandmother promised me the last five times I was here that she would get it looked at, but I think it’s getting too bad to keep putting it off. I have to warn you, she won’t be happy I called, but I can’t leave it like this.”

      Angel gave a low whistle as he stepped past her into the room. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure.” Kari followed him cautiously. “The last time I was here, it was a small bow. Now I feel like this side of the house will cave in at any moment.”

      Angel frowned as he walked the length of the room. “That’s not natural wear and tear. What’s above us? It looks like something is putting strain on the ceiling.”

      “I’m not sure,” she repeated.

      “We should take a look.” Angel kept his gaze on the ceiling as he walked back toward the stairs.

      “We can’t.” Kari followed him to the entryway and moved to stand between him and the staircase.

      “I need to assess the damage if I—”

      “Connie doesn’t let anyone in that room. It’s locked,” Kari interrupted.

      “Connie?”

      “My grandmother,” Kari clarified.

      “Oh, well, I’m sure if we explain—”

      “No. It’s not possible. She’s…” Kari glanced up the stairs. “I’m sorry, Mr. Molina. I keep cutting you off.”

      “Angel,” he corrected. His kind smile acted like a warm beacon in her shitty day. He was probably just being nice and she was a complete mess.

      “I’m sorry, Angel. I’m all over the place, but that’s no excuse for rudeness. My grandmother’s not well and not taking visitors. Is there something you can do from down here to make it safer? Anything? It doesn’t have to be pretty.”

      “Brace it, maybe? It definitely won’t be pretty.”

      Kari sighed. A slight headache settled behind her right eye. “She’ll hate it, but I don’t care what it looks like. She’ll dislike the house falling out from under her even more.”

      Angel frowned. “I don’t feel comfortable messing with the integrity of the room without seeing what we’re working with, and without securing the express wishes of the homeowner. If you can get your gran—”

      “That won’t be possible,” Kari insisted. She stared at the crack in the ceiling and couldn’t look away. The headache became progressively worse, radiating behind both eyes and traveling from her temple down the side of her neck. “Not right now. I’m sorry.”

      “I can’t recommend anyone going into the living room or the room above until you have it looked at. My gut tells me you shouldn’t even be staying in the house.” Angel frowned as if contemplating what he would do. “But, if you’re going to be here, I can’t in good conscience leave it like this. I can pick up a jack post if you’d like me to try to brace the ceiling, but it’s a temporary solution and not the best one.”

      “Miss Kari,” Faith called from upstairs, her voice soft and urgent at the same time. “You should come.”

      Kari blinked, prying her eyes from the crack. She glanced up the stairs and then at Angel. She felt a little nauseous. “Yes. Do that. Please. Anything.”

      “Miss Kari,” Faith insisted, a little louder. “She’s asking for you.”

      Kari took a backward step up. “Whatever you think is best, Mr.—uh, Angel.”

      She turned and rushed up the stairs. When she tried to brush past Faith in the hallway, her wrist bumped the door frame to the locked storage room. Pain shot up her arm.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but she is very insistent that she talks to you. I think she wants to make peace,” Faith said.

      Kari’s breath caught. Was this it? Connie’s last moments? Was she finally going to say something nice? Try to connect to her? Say all the things she never said, like, I love you, Kari?

      “If you need me, I’ll be downstairs making her lunch,” Faith said. “She needs something in her stomach before I give her meds.”

      The bedroom door hung open, and Kari pushed it out of her way. She felt a wave of dizziness and foreboding. There was nothing peaceful about the eyes that stared at her when she entered. She crossed the threshold into the bedroom.

      “Connie? Faith said you had something to tell me,” Kari prompted when the woman only continued to stare.

      “You’ve always been a disappointment to me, Lori, since the day you were born,” Connie said, her expression bordering on a snarl. The thread of hope she’d felt when Faith said Connie wanted to make peace burned up like a piece of tissue paper in a campfire.

      I’m Kari.

      She didn’t bother to say the words out loud. It didn’t matter.

      “No matter what I did, nothing could fix what is broken in you. I bought you the best tutors, the most expensive classes, ballet lessons, horse-riding lessons, introduced you as a debutante into fine society, gave you the prettiest bedroom, and surrounded you with the prettiest things.”

      “You locked me in that room,” Kari answered, not sure why she brought up her childhood punishments. Some memories were best left packed away.

      “Little good it did,” Connie countered.

      A chill worked over her body under the coldness of Connie’s stare. She felt her hands balling into fists as if they had a mind of her own. How much criticism did a person have to take in a lifetime?

      I love you, Kari. Was that so hard to say?

      “You should never have been born,” Connie continued. “Of course you know that.”

      The headache became worse until Kari felt as if the pounding radiated over her entire body. A mixture of sadness and rage filled her, taking her by surprise.

      “I should have smothered you that first night in your crib and saved myself a lifetime of heartache and pain.”

      “Connie…” Kari tried to speak. Her hands shook as she came near the bed. She closed her eyes, clenching her fists. She needed her grandmother to stop talking. “Please. You don’t mean that.”

      “Don’t I?” Connie laughed. The sound was so cold and dismissive. “Have you ever known me not to say what I mean, Lori?”

      “I’m Kari,” she said, keeping her eyes closed.

      “I know who you are,” Connie snapped. “You killed your mother, Kari, and your father would rather kiss the front of a bus than—”

      Kari felt a scream erupting from deep within as if forty years of ingesting a healthy dose of Connie’s constant negativity had finally blossomed into something hateful and evil. She suppressed the scream, and that single act caused her throat to burn and her hands to shake. She wanted all of this to stop.

      “Connie, I’m…” Kari’s words trailed off as her eyes opened. She gripped a pillow tight, her fists balled around the thick stuffing. She didn’t remember picking it up.

      Connie’s lifeless eyes stared past her toward the corner of the ceiling, her mouth slack.

      In terror, Kari hugged the pillow to her chest and stepped back. The rage left her as quickly as it had flooded in. Her hands shook with panic and fear.

      “Connie?” Kari whispered, willing her grandmother to take a breath.

      Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.

      What have I done?

      “Soups ready,” Faith announced from the doorway. “Are you having a nice chat, Mrs.—”

      Kari turned. Her stricken expression stopped Faith from finishing.

      “I…” Kari hugged the pillow tighter. “She…”

      Faith rushed to set the food tray she carried on the nightstand and reached to touch Connie’s neck. After a few seconds, she said, “I’m so sorry, dear. I didn’t think we were that close to her time. I wouldn’t have left you alone had I suspected.”

      Kari couldn’t answer.

      Oh, fuck.

      Faith straightened Connie’s head, closed her eyelids, and pushed her jaw closed before arranging her body to look more at peace.

      “She’s no longer in pain.” Faith continued talking, saying all the nice platitudes that people habitually expressed in these situations.

      Kari still couldn’t respond. She clutched the pillow tight as she backed out of the room.

      Oh my God. What have I done?
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      Cove Cemetery, Two days later…

      For better or worse, she was the last living member of the Grove family.

      Kari would have thought she’d feel lonelier at the notion, but the truth was she felt the same. The Groves had never felt like a family, not like those mildly dysfunctional but well-meaning units she’d grown up watching on television. The Groves were co-workers stuck in life’s cubicles with crappy fluorescent lighting constantly humming in the background, only speaking because they were obligated to by circumstance. Sure, there were boring office birthday parties and the occasional work retreat, but for the most part, it was forced banality.

      Family meant unity, connection, shared beliefs, goals, something…anything. No matter how fucked up. What had her family shared?

      Kari frowned, not seeing the gravesite even as she looked right at it.

      The Groves shared disappointment and blame—in each other, in the world, in tattered dreams and personal failures. Clifford and Connie disliked the daughter they couldn’t control and resented the granddaughter they’d been required to raise. More honestly, Connie had disliked those things and Clifford disliked anything Connie told him to. They had been miserably negative people who could never be satisfied.

      As Kari stood watching a priest who hadn’t known her grandmother speak of the woman in glowing terms, thoughts whispered through her mind to drown him out.

      Legacy. Duty. Disappointment. Blame. But not love.

      The Groves didn’t love each other. What other conclusion could Kari draw after forty years?

      Even with all that personal baggage unpacking in her head to air out, Kari felt sadness as she peered at the edge of the hole. The woman had lived to be eighty-five. Connie would have called that a good run.

      Kari gave a small laugh.

      No, actually, Connie would be in the afterlife hunting down her husband to brag that she beat him and lived longer.

      Seeing the eyes of the priest on her, Kari covered her mouth and ducked her head. She licked her lips, almost desperate to taste a lingering hint of vodka on them. The flask in her purse called to her, but she held back. Sneaking a drink in the car was one thing. Getting loaded during a funeral sermon was quite another. Appearances mattered. Connie taught her that.

      Faith stood beside her, rubbing her hand in small circles on Kari’s back to comfort her. Every once in a while, she’d whisper things like, “She had a good long life.”

      Disappointment. Blame.

      Kari kept her head down. She couldn’t remember the other words she’d been thinking about a moment before.

      She should be crying, not bemoaning her dysfunctional life.

      The dull ache behind her eyes grew. Since Connie’s death, the headache had lingered, and no amount of over-the-counter pain killers could tame it. Sure, the liquor probably wasn’t helping, but how else was she supposed to get through this?

      Blame.

      Guilt churned inside her. The priest stared at her as he spoke.

      I didn’t do this. I couldn’t do this. The thought had played on repeat in her head. This wasn’t me.

      Kari had kept waiting for the police to show up and arrest her. She’d expected the coroner to announce the death had been foul play before taking Connie away in that horrible black bag. She thought Faith might ask about the pillow sitting in the drier, still in its case. She’d been so sure the funeral home would have discovered something and stopped the funeral. Instead, they’d expedited it since there had been an opening in the schedule. Now, Kari expected the priest to declare she was going to hell.

      None of that happened.

      Surely that meant she had done nothing wrong. She had no memory of pressing the pillow to Connie’s face. She could imagine it in vivid detail, but that wasn’t the same thing.

      Then why couldn’t she shake the feeling? Why couldn’t she get the image of Connie’s dead face out of her head?

      If only she had held her temper and waited a few minutes more before going down to talk to Angel. But in truth, Kari had been thankful for an excuse to leave the bedroom. That knowledge made the guilt worse. What kind of granddaughter preferred talking about structural damage with a stranger rather than sitting lovingly by the side of the woman who’d raised her?

      If she had waited, Faith would have been in the room when Connie started rambling about smothering her as a baby. Nothing would have happened with Faith there.

      Oh, but she had been so mad and hurt.

      What really happened, though? Kari didn’t believe herself capable of murder, so she probably had just grabbed the pillow and held it. Tight. While in a blinding rage.

      Oh, fuck, what did I do?

      Maybe it was like Faith said. It had been Connie’s time.

      Kari touched her purse, feeling the weight of the flask beneath the artificial leather.

      “When I drop you off, do you want me to stay with you today, so you’re not alone?” Faith asked, taking Kari by the elbow. The woman had offered to host a repast, but there was no one to invite to a reception.

      Kari glanced up and realized the service was over. The priest looked at her with a strange mix of benevolence and pity. “No. I plan on going to sleep.”

      I plan on drinking myself to sleep.

      A chill hit her face, and she touched her cheek in surprise to find tears wetting her skin.

      “Thank you, Father,” Faith said to the priest. Then to Kari, she added, “I’ll stop by with food to check on you later.”

      “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I’m not hungry. Some of the neighbors dropped off casseroles,” Kari said. “They heard about Connie’s passing and wanted to do something. Maybe I should have hosted a wake. Or repass. Repast? Repass? What did you call it again?” Kari rubbed the bridge of her nose. With each headache-pulse radiating over her temple, she found it more difficult to concentrate. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t even know what I’m rambling on about right now. We don’t have family. The neighbors were just being nice.”

      “Repast. I’ve changed my mind. I’m staying at the house with you tonight,” Faith stated. “No arguments. You shouldn’t be alone right now. There is a reason that people host receptions. Being around others and having something to focus on outside of yourself is good. Today, I’m your other.”

      Kari let Faith lead her over the lawn. She was too tired to protest. Having Connie’s body in the ground gave her a sense of relief, which in turn made her feel ashamed.

      Suddenly, Faith let go of her arm. “Meet me by the car. I’ll be right back.”

      Kari automatically turned to watch Faith return to the gravesite. The movement resulted in a wave of lightheadedness that blurred her darkening vision. Her knees dropped, and she managed to catch herself before she fell to the ground.

      Kari put her hand over her eyes to block the light as she tried to find her footing. She reached out to stop herself from tipping over. Her hand hit a hard object with a thud where there should have been only air.

      Surprised, she jerked back and dropped the hand covering her face. She stood in the hallway of her grandmother’s house on the second floor, beside the padlocked door to Connie’s private storage room.

      “Wha—how?” Kari glanced around in confusion. Her purse slid off her shoulder and landed on her foot. The flask fell out. She automatically moved to pick it up, only to stop.

      Was this an alcoholic blackout? How else could she account for the missing time?

      Fear gripped her, and she looked at her empty hands. Or was this like when she’d held the pillow?

      “Faith?” Kari called, moving away from the door. Her foot bumped the flask and sent it sliding down the hall. “Faith, are you here? When did we get back from the cemetery?”

      White light flashed behind her as she started down the staircase.

      Fwap-fwap-fwap…

      “What the…?” Kari frowned, turning toward the soft noise.

      …fwap-fwap-fwap…

      The light came from underneath the locked door.

      “Faith?” Kari asked, wishing her voice was more assertive and at the same time too apprehensive about calling out. Her gaze went to the padlock. No one should be able to get into the room. Kari had yet to find the key.

      Unless Connie had locked someone inside?

      “She wouldn’t.” Kari went to the door. She felt a little dizzy as she grabbed her head.

      Her grandmother had been a lot of things, but keeping someone barred in a room? This door had been padlocked since the first time Kari had been to the house.

      Kari knocked on the door. “Hello?”

      A memory tried to dig its way into her thoughts. Kari jiggled the door handle, trying to peek through the seam where the door met the wall. Light managed to make it through, but she couldn’t see into the room. Her breath bounced off the door to hit her in the face. The tickle became a blurry recollection. She’d been like this before, her face pressed to a door, desperate to see around the sliver of wood blocking her view, trying to pull the air into her lungs from the other side.

      …fwap-fwap-fwap…

      Connie would lock someone in a room. In fact, she had.

      “Connie, please tell me you didn’t trap a child in here.”

      Kari inhaled sharply to fill her lungs as she pulled away from the wood. A sense of panic filled her chest. Her heart beat in heavy thumps, which triggered a pounding in her ears. She smacked the flat of her hand against the door. “Hello? Is someone in there?”

      Liquor caused her thoughts to swim. She rattled at the knob again. Why was this room locked? Who could be inside?

      This made no sense.

      Every horror movie she’d ever seen didn’t provide a good answer to that question.

      …fwap-fwap-fwap…

      Kari glanced around, wondering where Connie would have hidden the key. Then, realizing her grandmother wasn’t there to stop her and the house as good as belonged to her, she yelled, “Stand away from the door. I’m coming in!”

      Kari slammed her shoulder into the door to try to force it open. The screws holding the padlocked latch lifted from the frame. She struck it again, wrenching its tight hold. On the third strike, the wood splintered, and she fell into the room. Dust swirled under the sudden rush of her movement.

      …fwap-fwap-fwap…

      Heavy curtains blocked the sunlight, held in place by a cabinet shoved against the window. The source of the flashing light and steady sound came from behind a stack of old boxes in the center of the room. Frayed edges and bent cardboard created a strange cubicle. Stacks of magazines and yellowed newspapers fortified the edges. Bunches of dried flowers tied with ribbons had been placed on top of the boxes as if crowning the hoarder’s stash.

      A layer of dust covered every surface. Shuffling footsteps had crossed the wood floor at one time, but it appeared as if years had passed by the amount of dust filling the imprints. Kari slid her foot on the ground, comparing the print her foot left behind.

      …fwap-fwap-fwap…

      “Hello?” Kari coughed and swatted her hands through the air in a vain attempt to clear the dust. All the motion did was churn the particles.

      …fwap-fwap-fwap…

      “What the hell, Connie?” Kari whispered. Sheets hung over furniture like misshapen ghosts, gathered in a corner around a seamstress mannequin. There were steamer trunks, stacked plastic containers, and a pile of creepy old dolls with ratted hair and broken limbs. “No wonder the living room ceiling is about to cave in.”

      Too much flask and not enough food made Kari’s head spin.

      Kari glanced over her shoulder at the open door before slowly making her way around the boxes. The floor groaned beneath her weight as if each extra pound might be the one to send it crashing through to below. She stepped over an orange extension cord snaking across the floor. Her unsteady steps followed the old, shuffled footprints, disturbing the dust.

      …fwap-fwap-fwap…

      Someone had set up a projector in the small alcove of boxes. Movement caught her eye. An image shone on the wrinkles of the falling sheet that had been pinned up for a screen. Kari instantly recognized her mother as a teenager, not that her mother had made it out of her teen years.

      What she didn’t recognize was the film. Why hadn’t her grandmother shown this to her?

      Beyond the steady fwap of the projector, the room was silent. Lori twirled in fast circles, only to stop and point to the side. She appeared to laugh as her lips moved. Kari inched closer but couldn’t make out what her mother had said.

      Her mother had been a true beauty, with the kind of smile that would have enthralled people.

      Kari’s grandmother had never been an easy woman to know. In some ways, being raised by Connie had made Kari feel closer to her mother. She always wondered if their childhoods had been the same. Had the constant need to be perfect nagged at her mother until it infected her entire life? Was Lori’s smile a mask, hiding something more? Was that why she ran off to Chicago to get married?

      Suddenly, Lori’s smile faded. It felt as if her mother looked directly at her as she mouthed the word, “Look.”

      Kari’s eyes blurred with tears. She followed her mother’s pointed finger with her gaze. On the floor, wedged between two boxes, a tiny glint of metal caught her attention. She leaned closer to find a gold wedding band. The second that Kari's fingers made contact, heat washed over her body. She wiggled the ring free.

      …fwap-fwap-fw—

      The projected image stopped flickering, and a blast of orange lit the boxed alcove. The heat intensified. Kari turned, falling back against the cardboard barrier as the projector caught fire. The film melted, curling through the air like a flaming snake to ignite a nearby box.

      Kari tried to dart past the projector. The fire snake lunged for her, blocking her path. The flames became hotter.

      Trapped, she screamed, “Help! Faith!”

      Kari thrust her shoulder into the wall of boxes. She dug her feet into the floor as she pressed against the heavy weight to knock them over.

      “Faith! Are you here?” Kari yelled. The box wall gave way, and she tumbled over with them in her effort to escape.

      A loud crack sounded as the boxes struck the floor. A little bounce knocked the air from her lungs and jarred her shoulder, but she didn’t stop falling. Wood scraped her arm and thumped her head. Her limbs flailed as she passed through the floor.

      “Oh my God,” a woman screamed.

      Kari landed on a pile of debris. She was unable to focus as movement came from above.

      “Heather, grab her,” another voice ordered.

      Hands took hold of her arms and dragged her roughly from the pile seconds before another crash sounded.

      “Are you all right?” the first woman asked. Kari saw a swish of reddish-blonde hair and felt someone touching her legs.

      “Fire! Angel, bring the extinguisher,” yet a third woman ordered, followed by running footsteps.

      Dark brown eyes came into focus as a woman leaned over her. “We need to get you out of here. Can you move?”

      Kari gasped for breath. As the shock of the fall subsided, pain radiated through her body. Her arm throbbed, and a sharp ache pulsed on top of her head.

      “My name is Vivien,” the dark-eyed woman stated, her words slow. “Can you tell me your name?”

      Kari opened her mouth but only managed to wheeze. The ceiling creaked, and more debris fell from above.

      “Lorna, we need to get her to safety,” Vivien said. “Can we move her?”

      “I think she might’ve broken her leg,” the blonde touching her calf said. “I can’t tell. We shouldn’t move her. I don’t think I can fix paralysis if her neck is injured.”

      “Heather? How’s it looking up there?” Vivien yelled.

      “Stay back,” the woman upstairs hollered in return.

      “Give me some of her pain,” Vivien told Lorna. “Start with the head, so she can tell us what happened.”

      Shouts came from upstairs, and a fine white mist showered down from the hole in the ceiling onto the pile of box rubble. Kari focused her confused attention on it, not sure what she was hearing.

      “Careful, Angel!” Heather warned. A series of thuds and crashes sounded.

      “Keep back. I see it,” Angel replied.

      Lorna placed a hand on Kari’s forehead. Her skin tingled at the contact. The woman had a sympathetic expression. “Don’t worry. We’re going to take care of you.”

      “Crap. I was right. We had to come. Look.” Vivien lifted Kari’s hand. The ring she’d found between the boxes was halfway down her pointer finger. “She has a ring.”

      “We got the fire out!” Heather yelled.

      Lorna and Vivien didn’t answer.

      “Do you think…” Lorna pulled back her hand, and the tingling stopped. She leaned to look up into the hole. “Heather, careful up there. We don’t know what this is. She has a ring!”

      “What?” Heather looked as if she was on her hands and knees as she leaned over to peer down the hole at them.

      “Ring!” Vivien repeated.

      “Not another one. Dammit, Julia,” Heather muttered as she disappeared from view.

      Heavy footsteps came down the stairs and ran out the front door.

      “Angel is grabbing a jack so that we can brace the floor. There’s a lot of weight shoved up there.” Heather appeared over Kari. “How is she?”

      “I…” Kari tried to answer.

      Lorna put one hand back on Kari’s head and then reached to place her free hand over Vivien’s. The tingling started again, and the pain lessened.

      Kari’s vision improved while the white of Vivien’s left eye filled with red, and she groaned. “Whoa, someone’s been drinking. I wasn’t ready for the buzz.”

      “She needs a hospital,” Lorna stated. “There is only so much I can do.”

      “I called 911,” Heather said. As if supporting the statement, the distant sound of sirens came from outside. “Give me some of her pain.”

      Heather reached toward Lorna but pulled back as Angel entered carrying a long metal pole.

      He glanced down at Kari in worry. “Is she going to be all right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Lorna said, the words unconvincing. “She’s going to be fine.”

      Vivien just held her head and moaned.

      “I swear I’m not trying to feel you up.” Lorna placed her tingling hands on Kari’s upper chest. The woman’s expression slowly changed, and her brow furrowed as if she were in pain.

      The ache in Kari’s back began to ease.

      “In here,” Heather directed.

      Paramedics arrived with a stretcher.

      “I think we got the fire out,” Heather continued as a couple of firefighters followed her direction upstairs. “Careful of the floor.”

      “I’m fine,” Kari tried to say as the two EMTs shooed Vivien and Lorna back.

      “What happened?” The man’s embroidered name danced before her gaze. Perry. “Another Glenn-demon?”

      “A Glenn-what?” his partner asked, setting down her medic bag.

      “Not funny,” Vivien groaned, holding her head.

      “She fell…” Lorna began to explain.

      “Through that?” Perry asked in surprise.

      Kari tried to sit up. She didn’t like all these people staring at her and touching her. She felt trapped.

      “Try not to move,” Perry ordered.

      “My name is Florence. Can you tell me your name?” the female EMT demanded more than asked.

      “Kari,” she managed, trying to move her limbs to assess the damage from the fall for herself.

      “Kari, I need you to lie still for me.” Florence inhaled through her nose as she slipped a stiff collar around Kari’s neck to stabilize it. “Have you been drinking?”

      “She fell through the ceiling,” Lorna interrupted. “We pulled her out of danger, but we didn’t want to do more damage. I think she might have broken her leg.”

      “She appears stable enough to transport. I’ll get the back board and stretcher.” Perry stood up and left.

      Kari heard the firefighters talking through the hole in the ceiling.

      “We need to get everyone out of here until we can secure the scene,” a man ordered.

      Angel passed by, giving her a worried look as he went back outside.

      “Did you fall?” Florence asked Vivien.

      “A box fell on me,” Vivien lied.

      Kari had seen Vivien’s eye turn red when Lorna touched both of them. At the same time, the pain in her head had eased.

      But that hardly made sense.

      “It fell on all of us,” Vivien said with a nod at Lorna. “But we’ll be fine.”

      “Yes, check Kari first,” Lorna said. “My back is just a little sore.”

      “You’re all very lucky.” Florence lifted a penlight to examine Vivien’s eyes more closely.

      Kari stared past her toward the broken ceiling. That didn’t feel lucky. The giant hole felt like a metaphor for her day—cracked and damaged. Hell, it felt like a metaphor for her life.

      What did it matter? What did any of this matter?

      Maybe I deserve this, she thought.

      A tear slid down her cheek, and she closed her eyes. This day needed to end.

      “All three of you need to go to the hospital to get checked out,” Florence ordered, leaving no room for argument.

      “I can drive Viv and Lorna. We’ll follow you,” Heather answered, before yelling toward the door, “Angel, can you take care of things here?”

      Kari opened her eyes and reached for Vivien. She grabbed her arm, stopping her when she would follow Heather. “Wait. What’s a Glenn-demon?”

      Vivien smirked. “Lorna’s asshole ex-husband. I’ll tell you about it later. Now that story could fill an entire book.”

      “Yeah, and we can call it the new Necronomicon,” Lorna muttered.

      Perry returned with the stretcher.

      “Here’s your ride,” Florence said. “Time to go.”
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