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      After a fake psychic scammed her mother out of her retirement, Cynthia Clarkson has made it her life’s mission to expose every single one of those charlatans. So when she hears a rumor that a group of women in Freewild Cove are claiming to help loved ones move on after death, she’s all over it.

      Josh Adler is just the latest in a long line of victims. Cynthia is determined to help him see the truth, and falling for him isn’t part of the plan. She thought she’d seen every trick in the book, but there are some phenomena she can’t explain. These women are good, but she’s better. Even if it kills her, she will get to the bottom of the mystery.

      Unless, of course, the demon they claim is after her catches her first.
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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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      “Let me be one hundred percent clear. Ghosts do not exist, and you’re a fool if you think they do.” Cynthia Clarkson stared at the crowd seated in front of her. They had come to listen to her speak, and she could already see which ones were squirming in their chairs as they tried to decide if they should be angry or not by her statement.

      “If people want to believe in something, what harm is there in letting them believe?” someone yelled from the back shadows.

      It was the same thing every time. Believers didn’t like their beliefs challenged.

      Cynthia lifted her hand to shade her eyes from the spotlight but let the comment go. Arguing with the crowd never went well, and she was here to do a job. “There will be time for questions later in the evening.”

      Others were college students there because some professors gave them an assignment to evaluate a certain number of speakers on the lecture circuit, and they’d chosen to listen to her. Investigating paranormal fraud was probably one of the more entertaining topics to write a report on, rather than the man who’d been scheduled the week before. He’d been lecturing about the minutia of DNA sequencing in laboratory settings.

      “Anyone who would stand up here and tell you anything different amounts to nothing more than a charlatan. I can see several of you disagree with me, but I’m going to tell you a story,” Cynthia continued the words she’d said hundreds of times before. Repetition did not lessen the tightness in her chest.

      She looked around the community college auditorium reserved for her presentation. The speaking fees weren’t much, but they were enough. It wasn’t about the money anyway. It was about making sure the truth was out in the world.

      “When I was six years old, my father had a stroke.” Cynthia moved across the stage, speaking into the mic affixed to her ear and stretching in front of her mouth. “He never recovered. One of the Med Techs that gave him his pills each night—because, at this point, he was being taken care of in a nursing home as one of the youngest residents they’d ever had. This Med Tech would tell my mother about these fantastical things she had seen. You see, according to her, the nursing home had a resident ghost. We have all heard these stories of hauntings, and they seem harmless enough, right? Just bits of entertainment?”

      As if on cue, several of the listeners nodded.

      “So this ghost, a nurse from the early 1900s, would do her rounds, checking on the patients in the middle of the night. Sometimes, they would hear the squeak of her shoes on the floor or the doors opening. And once it was rumored she had saved the life of a man who was choking because he fell asleep with a cracker in his mouth.”

      Cynthia took a deep breath and twisted her mother’s ring on her finger. It was a nervous habit ever since she’d slipped the thing on. The weight acted like a constant reminder of her life.

      “Harmless fun, right?” She shook her head in denial to answer her own question.

      Part of her wished someone would jump up and prove her wrong. They never did.

      “Not when the Med Tech started claiming she’d seen the deceased former tenant of my father’s room wandering it at night. My mother could think of little else. She loved my father and became obsessed with the idea of him never leaving her. A seed had been planted.”

      A woman toward the back stood up and left. Cynthia tried not to take it personally.

      “My father passed, and this same Med Tech told my mother another story. This time about a woman in her neighborhood who had a special gift.” Cynthia reached to push a button so a photo of the woman would come up on the screen behind her. “Madame Zelda was a medium. She could talk to the dead. She could communicate with my father. Desperate to reconnect with the man she loved, my mother went to Madame Zelda. And like any good drug dealer, Zelda gave her the first couple of hits for free. In her grief, my mother became addicted to the idea of communicating with the dead. Within a month, she was going to Madame Zelda once or twice a week to get my father’s advice. But the sessions stopped being free. In order to talk to my father, she had to pay. And she did, a little here and there, until she’d paid Zelda the life insurance policy. Then she paid Zelda the retirement account. And by the time I was old enough to understand, my mother had paid Madame Zelda our house.”

      Cynthia showed images of her childhood.

      “We didn’t have internet searches when all this was happening.” Cynthia pushed a button again to change the image to a mug shot. “If we did, we would have learned Madame Zelda’s real name was Macy Horne, a convicted con artist who had been arrested for fraud, drug possession, prostitution, theft of services, vandalism, leaving the scene of an accident, DUI, and last but not least public intoxication.”

      Cynthia changed it to a picture of Macy drunk and stumbling as she tried to run away from the police. People laughed at the ridiculousness of it. She had chosen that photo on purpose. She wanted people to see the whole truth. She wanted them to see what she saw.

      “And that Med Tech who recommended this great and powerful medium from her neighborhood?” Cynthia put up another mug shot. “Her half-sister, Jenny Horne. You see, they’d found the perfect victim pool—people scared of mortality and being forced to face it because age happens to everyone. Death eventually comes knocking. All they had to do was plant the seeds and wait for them to grow. Then, when people are at their lowest, grieving, lost, and desperate to make the pain disappear, they pounce like jackals on an injured bird.”

      She paused. The expressions staring back at her were varied, but at least she had their attention.

      “I can only hope to find the love my parents had for each other. Now, some of you are telling yourselves that my mother was a fool. She should have seen it coming. It’s her fault for falling for the scam, and you would never be tricked like that.” Cynthia had felt those same feelings once upon a time—until she started meeting other victims. She put up a picture of her family. “But that’s the thing about con artists. They’re very convincing in what they do. They prey on the grieving. They hit people when they’re not thinking clearly. And when the money well is dried up, they move on to the next, robbing their victims of even the smallest comfort of false hope.”

      She changed it to a picture of her mother in the hospital.

      “My mother died broke, unable to afford the insurance that would have given her comfort in her last days.”

      Cynthia refused to look at the picture because it brought back too many emotions. The last thing this speech needed was for her to break down in tears, unable to go on. Her mother had been living with her in a one-bedroom apartment at the end. What she couldn’t say out loud was that her mother had kept talking to her father’s nonexistent ghost until the very end.

      “Spiritualists. Mediums. Séances. Demonologists. Mentalists. Con artists. From interrupted lighting circuitry to reading micro-expressions, in the next forty-five minutes, I will show you how these mediums use tricks to convince their audiences of their magical powers.”

      The hard part of her speech was over, and she felt the relief unfurling inside her stomach. Cynthia took a deep breath. There was so much shame and anger attached to her family’s story, but it was the only way she could humanize herself to make people listen. If she could save just one person from destitution and pain, then it was all worth it. These crimes didn’t just affect the original mark. They had ripple effects, destroying whole families.

      Cynthia turned her speech toward the history of spiritualism and mediums. “Let’s get started with the Victorians.”
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      Eating steak fajitas alone after a speech had become a tradition. For one, it allowed her to have a no-judgment dinner away from prying eyes. For two, margaritas. For three…well, margaritas. Liquor helped take the sting out of the disbelievers who always tried to confront her after a speech. It also helped chase away nightmares so she could sleep.

      Cynthia scooped salsa onto a chip as she waited for her order. The décor of sombreros and maracas—and subsequent pictures of sombreros and maracas—were the same variation of every other Tex-Mex restaurant she’d ever dined at. There was comfort in that familiarity. Every city became the same city. It was the same inside chain hotels with their matching rooms and complimentary breakfasts.

      “Ms. Clarkson?”

      Cynthia glanced up, half expecting to see her food until she realized the server didn’t know her name. Instead, a man stood beside her booth. Dark hair had been tousled around his handsome face as if the strands had been at war with his fingers. The man ran his hand through his hair to prove her observation correct, messing it up even more. He had serious eyes as if a burden weighed heavily on his shoulders. Red rimmed the dark irises. Crying, drunk, or tired?

      “My name is Josh Adler. I saw you speak tonight.” He gestured toward the opposite seat as if to ask if he could join her. He wasn’t drunk. That was a good start.

      So far, he didn’t appear threatening. It wasn’t always the case after these events. Some people became outraged when their viewpoints were attacked. Others tried to argue into existence some family haunting that had been going on for generations. None of them wanted to discuss the possibility of humidity swelling, creaky floorboards, or poorly wired outlets. It was much easier to believe great grandma hadn’t been a complete loon.

      It would have been amazing to have proof of life beyond death. It would also be amazing to ride flying dragons. It didn’t mean either scenario was likely.

      Josh held still, waiting for an answer.

      Cynthia thought about saying no because she wanted to be alone, but the look in his desperate eyes stopped her. She nodded and mimicked his gesture for him to take a seat across from her. “Thank you for attending, Mr. Adler.”

      “Josh,” he corrected as he took a seat.

      The server appeared with a margarita and set it down on the table with a shaker of extra drink to refill the glass when she emptied it.

      “Would you like a menu?” the young man asked.

      “Beef street tacos, please,” Josh said before pointing at her drink. “And one of those.”

      “Right away.” The server nodded and quickly left.

      Cynthia frowned. She had not invited the man to join her for the meal, but apparently, he’d gotten the wrong impression of her offer to sit down. He was invading her ritual.

      “What’s on your mind, Josh?” she asked.

      They might as well jump into whatever he’d tracked her down to discuss. It wasn’t like she would be eating her fajitas in gluttonous peace.

      “Do you…?” He stared at her for a moment and then glanced around at the nearby tables. No one paid attention to them.

      “Do you believe what you said tonight?”

      “I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t.” She didn’t ask which part of her speech he referred to. She didn’t need to. It was the part about ghosts not being real.

      “So all ghosts have explanations?” Josh asked. It was one of the more polite ways someone had confronted her.

      “Yes. Scientific ones, not paranormal ones.” She had already ordered a full meal, but maybe the night desk clerk at the hotel would enjoy street tacos after Josh got up and left in a huff at her dismissal. “Every shred of evidence into so-called hauntings can be explained with logic and—”

      “See, I told you that was her,” a woman practically shouted, the sound preceding her appearance next to the table. Her brunette hair was pulled into a bun on the top of her head, and she looked like a typical college student. “It’s you.”

      For fuck’s sake, is there only one restaurant in this town? All I want is my fajita.

      Cynthia took a drink of her margarita before calmly saying, “Hello.”

      “See, I told you the chatroom would know. She always eats at a Mexican restaurant after a speech,” the brunette stated.

      Oh, great, now the haters have escalated to stalkers.

      A redhead appeared next to the shouter. She was visibly upset and shaking. “You’re wrong about the afterlife. People don’t just go into nothingness.”

      Josh sat back in the booth and turned to look at the women.

      To be fair, Cynthia never mentioned the word nothingness.

      “Everyone is entitled to their opinion,” Cynthia answered evenly. She glanced around the women, hoping to signal a server to make her meal to go. This sanctuary suddenly felt too crowded.

      Red leaned in front of Cynthia to block her view. “I’ve seen it.”

      Cynthia took a deep breath, but it didn’t keep the skepticism out of her voice. “You’ve seen a ghost?”

      “Yes. I’ve heard them.”

      “Hearing is not seeing.” Cynthia was tired, and she wasn’t in the mood to have this same conversation.

      “I’ve seen someone talk to them. They knew things no one could know about my relationship with my sister,” Red insisted.

      “Newspaper articles. Social media posts. Background checks…” Cynthia tried to answer. If the woman had even paid attention, she’d know this already. Cynthia had laid out such evidence from one of her past investigations into a con artist.

      “They knew things they couldn’t have known. Intimate things that weren’t on some internet search.” As Red spoke, her friend nodded as if that gesture provided all the proof her friend needed to state her case.

      Cynthia again tried to answer logically. “Our micro-expressions give us away—”

      “I know it’s real, and you should be ashamed of yourself for trying to destroy people’s belief in there being more than this,” Red gestured around, “life.”

      “They? Who’re they?” Cynthia frowned. As much as she wanted this conversation to end, she had to know if someone set up shop and was conning people. She had a flash from her childhood, standing in the corner as Madame Zelda pretended to speak in tongues as she received messages from the other side. The woman had given her nightmares. Only when an envelope of cash was passed over as an offering to prove belief did the words slowly morph into English. A sacrifice, Zelda had called it.

      “The mediums who held the séance,” Red insisted.

      Cynthia reached into her purse and pulled out a small notepad and pen. There was a team active. “Mediums? Where did you find them?”

      “Why? So you can harass them?” Red demanded.

      “Hey, maybe we should all try to calm down—” Josh was cut off by Red’s angry look.

      Cynthia didn’t need him defending her. She held up her hand toward him to indicate she was in control of the situation. This was her life.

      “Not harass. If I’m wrong, I want to know about it.” Cynthia held the pen at the ready. “If you’re so sure of their powers, then I won’t be able to prove otherwise, and I’ll be forced to change my stance on the subject. To me, it sounds like that is what you want. To prove me wrong. So, prove me wrong.”

      “Just tell her,” the brunette urged.

      “Warrick Theater. Freewild Cove, South Carolina,” Red answered.

      “And their names?” Cynthia wrote down the location.

      “Oh, I’m sure they’ll find you if they want to talk to you.” Red still shook with anger, and she looked at Cynthia’s drink as if she considered throwing it on her.

      Cynthia scissored her index and middle fingers across the stem of the glass and slid it closer to the wall, out of Red’s reach.

      “How much did they charge you?”

      “Nothing.” Red smiled as if that somehow proved her point.

      “How much did you donate?” Cynthia persisted.

      Red crossed her arms over her chest and suddenly looked smug. “Nothing.”

      That proved nothing.

      Cynthia slid the notepad and pen back into her purse. “Thank you for the tip.”

      “It’s not a tip,” Red countered, still spoiling for an argument. “It’s the truth.”

      The sound of sizzling food approached as the server appeared holding a tray.

      “She’ll see,” the brunette insisted, pulling Red away from the table. “Don’t you worry. She’ll be eating those words.”

      “All right. I hope you’re hungry. I have street tacos and a steak fajita,” the server announced with fake excitement as he began sliding several plates onto the table. The sizzle came from the steak, peppers, and onions still cooking on a hot cast iron plate.

      Red looked as if she wanted to continue her mission for a fight as her friend guided her away.

      The server put a plate of lettuce, rice, sour cream, beans, pico de gallo, and guacamole beside the steak. Then, yet another plate with extra tortilla shells and an empty plate for her to construct her fajitas. They spread out over the table, hogging most of the space.

      The server gave a single plate of street tacos to Josh.

      “How’s everything looking?” The server smiled as he gazed over the table.

      “Margarita.” Cynthia pointed toward Josh and his missing drink.

      “I’ll go check on that now.” The server sauntered off.

      Cynthia eyed her ritual and then glanced up at Josh, who studied her with his tired expression. This wasn’t a date, but that didn’t stop her self-consciousness at being watched. All she wanted to do was stuff her mouth, feel sorry for everything she’d lost, and then curl into a hotel bed and watch boring television alone.

      Instead, she lifted her margarita to take a sip and pretended she wasn’t starving.

      “Does that happen a lot?” he asked, glancing to the side where Red had stood.

      “People don’t like it when their tightly held convictions are challenged.” Cynthia took a tortilla and slowly began to pile on toppings. She didn’t point out that he’d come up to her in much of the same way. Sure, he wasn’t shaking with anger and causing a scene, but even so, he came to her table.

      “I guess they wouldn’t.” Josh followed her lead and picked up one of his tacos. He bit into it thoughtfully as if each measured chew was to buy him time before he got to the reason for sitting down.

      Cynthia piled toppings on the steak and folded the tortilla around her creation. She held it clamped between her fingers. “What brings you to my table, Josh?”

      Cynthia took a bite as she watched him swallow and copied his measured chews.

      He dropped his taco and wiped his hands on a napkin before reaching into his pocket. He pulled out his phone and began flipping through the screen. “I’m hoping you can help me figure out a logical…”

      He frowned as he stopped flipping and hesitated with his finger hovering over a screen. Cynthia took another bite, hoping to appear patient, though mostly she was hungry.

      “A logical explanation for these.” Josh put the phone on the table and slid it toward her.

      Cynthia leaned over to look at it. It was a selfie of Josh in front of a fluffy blue couch. Someone stood behind him in a devil mask. The exaggerated dark red features appeared to be half man and half goat.

      “It looks like every other Halloween party selfie on the internet,” Cynthia said. “Cute couch, though.”

      “I was alone,” he said.

      Cynthia looked closer at the masked man. The photo was pixilated, making it challenging to distinguish too many details. She sighed and then took another bite.

      Josh watched her expectantly. But what did he really envisage from her? Did he think one bad photo would make her change her viewpoint?

      “Here we are,” the server reappeared and set down Josh’s drink. “Mar-ga-rita! Yum.”

      “Thanks,” Josh said, giving a tight smile and nodding at the man.

      “And how is everything tasting?” the server insisted.

      “Wonderful, thank you,” Cynthia said.

      “Yeah, great,” Josh managed.

      The server took in their subdued responses and nodded. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      They waited for him to leave the table.

      “I swear no one was with me in that apartment,” Josh insisted, forcing the conversation back around to his photographic evidence.

      Cynthia tapped her fingers on the stem of the margarita glass before taking a drink. Finally, she answered, “If you listened to my speech, you know everything I have to say on the matter. If you’re still convinced I’m wrong after that, I can’t make you believe otherwise. And if you’re trying to convince me that you caught a picture of,” she gestured at the devil, “whatever it is you think that proves, well, I’ve seen better fakes.”

      His brow furrowed at her bluntness.

      “So if that is what this conversation is, I’m sorry you’re wasting both of our times.” Cynthia had tried the nicey-nicey approach to dealing with believers, but frankly, she’d lost patience.

      Josh’s screen darkened, and he tapped it to bring the light back up. He slid his finger to the next photo.

      Cynthia took another bite and found herself glancing down at another selfie. It looked to be the same living room from a different angle. The pillow on a chair matched the couch, and the walls were the same. Black framed pictures were distorted by the camera’s flash on the glass. Josh looked worried in the shot.

      “I don’t see anything,” she said.

      He slid the screen to what had been taken a few seconds later, and he kept flipping, so the photos made a stop-motion movie. A figure appeared to move across the picture frames behind him.

      “Someone walked behind the camera to create the reflection in the glass,” she dismissed.

      “I was alone,” Josh insisted.

      “Well, then, I’m sorry. You have no one to back your claim.” Cynthia turned back to her food to make another fajita. “I don’t know what you want me to tell you.”

      His hands shook as he kept trying to show her pictures. “Pretend you trust me. You said there was a scientific explanation for everything. I want you to tell me what this is.”

      He looked desperate, and something about his eyes made her pause and abandon her meal.

      “A prank,” she suggested. “A party. I see a whiskey bottle on the coffee table, so maybe you were drunk and don’t remember someone in a mask. If it’s more sinister than that, I would say someone spiked your drink with something. Maybe you don’t remember what happened clearly. If you still have the bottle, get it tested.”

      He tried to show her another picture, but she kept her gaze on his face.

      “The photos aren’t the best quality. The blur and pixels could be to hide the photo manipulation. Maybe your phone was hacked. Or you had one of those video filters running and didn’t know it. AI is pretty advanced. If not that, and you really didn’t see them in the home, the reflection could be of someone standing on the fire escape outside the window, or balcony, or porch, whatever is out there.”

      “It’s not just from that night,” Josh said, again trying to make her look at more pictures.

      Cynthia watched as he showed her photos of him in a bar with friends. The sinister man-goat figure lurked behind him in the shadows of each one. Next, there were photos of a wedding reception. He zoomed in, and a blurry face of the devil appeared in the crowd.

      She glanced up but found it hard to look at his face. His expression seemed so earnest, but she’d seen this game before. If he could convince her that his fake evidence was real, and she put her stamp of approval on it, then he would get whatever he was searching for. It could be social media fame, the pleasure of pulling a hoax, or another con artist seeing if he could do it just because.

      He kept trying to show her more, and she reached into her purse to pull out her phone. She brought up a folder of pictures she’d named, “debunked.”

      Showing the screen to him, she began scrolling through the so-called evidence of hauntings. Strange orbs of light and jagged blurs created strange images. “This paranormal phenomenon is no more than dust particles and insects reacting to camera flash.” She showed him transparent photos of ghosts. “Double exposure on print film.” She then brought up crisper versions of close to the same thing. “Photo manipulation software. Simple adjustment to the opacity of a layer, and boom, you have a ghost.”

      “I didn’t fake this,” he insisted.

      Cynthia put her phone face down to hide the photos. “Don’t even get me started on the new AI technology. A couple of filters on a social media app and suddenly you’re an alien unicorn dancing in live video format to a pop song.”

      “So you can’t help me?” Josh slowly drew his phone onto his lap and looked down as the light from the screen shone on his face.

      “I don’t know what you want from me, Mr. Adler.” She looked at her food and then around the restaurant for the server. “I need a take-home box.”

      “Hugh is over there,” Josh said, with a small point over her shoulder.

      “Who?”

      “Hugh. Our waiter,” Josh said.

      Cynthia hadn’t paid attention to the man’s name. “Oh, um…”

      Josh lifted his hand to wave the man over. When Hugh appeared, he said, “Can we box this to go?”

      “Sure thing.” Hugh’s exaggerated enthusiasm remained intact. “But first, can I tempt you with some desserts? We have chocolate lava—”

      “No, thanks,” Cynthia interrupted. She never ordered dessert. She had to watch her sugar intake. Unlike ghosts, pre-diabetes was a real thing.

      Josh handed the man his credit card and said, “For the check.”

      “I’ll be right back.” Hugh smiled as he left as quickly as he appeared.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Cynthia said, surprised by the polite gesture to buy her dinner.

      “I interrupted your evening,” Josh said, dejected, as he stared at his phone. “It’s the least I can do.”

      Cynthia wasn’t sure why, but she reached to cover his hand with hers. A tiny vibration worked its way up her arm in complete awareness of that contact. She stared at her ringed finger, thinking of her mother, thinking of her mission in life, thinking of how the look on his face warred with the fake evidence of his photographs. Maybe he was frightened and didn’t know they were fake. Perhaps he was a great actor. Maybe…

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you the answers you wanted,” she said softly.

      He stared at her hand on his. “Yeah, I’m sorry too.”

      Hugh came back with the receipt and to-go boxes. “Will there be anything else?”

      “No. Thank you.” Cynthia pulled her hand away.

      Josh signed the receipt and grabbed his card. He left his tacos on the table as he stood. “Have a nice life, Ms. Clarkson. Thank you for your time.”

      Cynthia reached to stop him, but Hugh picked up the signed receipt at the same time, blocking her. “Josh—”

      He didn’t turn back. Cynthia slid toward the end of the booth seat, but the server blocked her from standing.

      “Hope you have a nice evening, ma’am,” Hugh said. When the server moved away, she saw Josh had exited the front door.

      Cynthia had no reason to run after Josh and so remained in her seat as she looked at the food. She felt guilty about Josh without having a solid sense as to why. Almost reluctantly, she continued eating, but the pleasure of the meal had been taken from her. She slid over to hide against the corner of the booth, hoping to avoid anyone else recognizing her.
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