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      Marla Gawama is getting the hang of being the only detective in town. The weird is seeming less weird and⁠—

      Ha. No, not really. The odd just keeps getting stranger. It is Gales Haven after all.

      But Marla, like a champ, is learning how to be an interpreter for a no-nonsense hedgehog matriarch, how to solve minor crimes in Spanx and confectionary, and how to balance her kids’ needs with her new love life.

      Then a surprise visitor arrives in town and it’s welcome to the crapfest.

      The woman shows up like the devil’s on her heels, whipping at her back. And though Marla had once wished for something like this to happen, she’s no longer sure she wants it at all. Where’s the return policy on this one?

      Especially when the unexpected guest has company...

      Be careful what you wish for. Turns out that cautionary saying is right on the money.

    

  


  
    
      For all of you out there with a bit of Gawama witch in you,

      live large, live happy, and live unapologetically.

      [image: heart suit]

      And always, to my family.

      My heart is full.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Welcome back to Gales Haven, where you’ll always be part of the family.

        Let your quirky side shine. You’ll fit right in.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cradling an enormous cup of piping hot tea between my hands, I settled into the porch swing on the front wraparound deck of Gawama Mama House and kicked off. With Aunt Luanne and Aunt Shawna gone to Hell’s Valley for the day, and Clyde and Macy at school, it was just Aunt Jowelle, Nan, and me for lunch, and Aunt Jowelle had served a lunch of fettuccine alfredo with her signature porcini sauce. I’d indulged in extra helpings of the fettuccine, sprinkled with generous amounts of Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese. I couldn’t help myself. I mean, obviously I could have, but I wouldn’t want Jowelle to feel her food insufficiently appreciated—plus, I didn’t want to. The woman knows how to bend cream to her will as if she’d been born with a spoon in her hand and a determination to excel in all things culinary.

      The Eat All spell Mo Ellen crafted for me hadn’t kicked in yet—although, according to her, it should have after more than a month of wearing the bracelet—but I didn’t regret a single bite. I probably needed a good three hours to digest all that deliciousness, however.

      “There you go again,” a small, squeaky voice said from behind me, making me squeal, jump, and spill hot tea all over my shirt.

      “Mooning away with that cheesy smile on your face like a dolt,” the voice continued, without an iota of remorse.

      I recognized that voice. Of course I did. I hadn’t been able to shake the small mouse despite my efforts.

      “Humphrey,” I growled, before even turning to look at him, patting at the wet spots on my shirt, debating. I was drinking green tea, and my shirt was turquoise, which was almost green … that was as good as a pass on needing to clean the spill, right?

      “It’s Cool Hugh,” Humphrey said right away, as he did every time. “Not Humphrey. I’ve told you.”

      “You sure have,” I said with a dangerous smile, finally turning to find him behind me, perched on the windowsill to the side of the swing.

      “And … you’re too busy staring off into the forest to remember?” Humphrey tilted his head to one side, considering. “It does make sense. You do a lot of staring off at nothing. Probably thinking about all that sex you’re having with Quade, right?”

      I felt my jaw tighten as I silently cursed the town of Gales Haven for containing myriad magical creatures who liked to talk to me—a lot. Of course, I’d take my complaints back later, once I returned my focus to all the blessings the town had delivered on me and my kids since we’d arrived.

      But not yet…

      “Humphrey…” I started again, and had the mouse been either one of my teenaged children, he would have known to tuck tail and run. “What did I tell you about insulting me? And while we’re at it, what did I tell you about sex?”

      “I didn’t insult you, I described you. That’s different. I told you that already.” He paused. “I get it now.” His small head bobbed as he nodded to himself. “I don’t blame you.”

      “What would you possibly have reason to blame me for? I don't do anything to you. You’re the one who shocks the crap out of me all the time and who eats my food when you’re definitely not supposed to.”

      “You don’t remember to call me by my real name,” Humphrey went on as if I hadn’t said anything of importance. “You go around smiling all the time like my cousin Basil, and he’s really stupid.”

      I hadn’t been smiling, no matter what he said, but I did then, and it wasn’t pretty. “Yes, I remember all about your cousin Basil.”

      “Oh! You do? That’s good progress. Way to go!”

      “You do realize you’re goading me into killing you, right?” I pushed my smile into one meant to scare him, all teeth.

      He snorted. “You? Kill me? As if. You’re gentle as Rudy the raccoon when he’s giving me a ride.”

      “Why is Rudy giving you rides? I thought he was one of Mindy’s right-hand, um, creatures?”

      My life had gotten so weird.

      “Rudy gives me rides when we’re on missions that Mindy gives us.”

      “Oh,” I said. “That makes sense.” And it really did. Mindy the hedgehog was all about missions lately, the stealthier the better. She took her roles as head of the magical creatures of Gales Haven and their representative on the council very seriously.

      “Do you have any cheese for me?” Humphrey asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Why would I have cheese for you?”

      “Because I’m a nice mouse, and you’re a nice enough lady, you know, some of the time.”

      “Some of the time,” I deadpanned.

      “Un-hunh.” His tiny beady eyes narrowed at me. “Wait. Don’t tell me you’re going hard of hearing now too. I don’t think I can keep having these conversations with you if I have to repeat myself all the time.”

      I leaned back into my swing, looking toward the forest that surrounded Gawama Mama; it soothed me. “Then let’s not have these kinds of conversations.”

      I couldn’t see his reaction, which was fine by me. Maybe he’d leave if I ignored him long enough.

      “Okay,” he finally said. “I don’t care about talking. I don’t get anything out of our conversations anyway. I just do it to stimulate you. My aunt says the more we talk to Basil, the smarter he’ll get, but I think she’s deluding herself. Basil is happy being stupid.”

      I forced myself to take a sip of my tea and not react. What did I care if a mouse was insulting me over and over again with all the finesse of a stampeding rhinoceros? He was a mouse. I was a witch. I could move on and not take his problem—which it clearly was—personally.

      “I don’t mind just watching, as long as I get some cheese. Oh, and some of Jowelle’s gourmet popcorn. I’ve started to really love the stuff. What is it that she seasons it with? Whatever it is, it’s delish.”

      I was suddenly very busy remembering the last time I’d seen Humphrey snacking on Jowelle’s popcorn…

      “When you say you’re fine just watching, you definitely don’t mean you’re fine just watching Quade and I have sex, right? Because you remember you’re not supposed to ever, ever, ever peep on us having sex again … right?”

      “My memory is perfect.” He chuffed. “Not like my cousin Ethel’s. She can’t remember your name right after you tell her it. Wait a minute. Maybe you’re more like Ethel than Basil, since you can’t remember my true name.” He hopped onto the swing, walking along the armrest farthest from me. “Or maybe you’re a bit like both of them? I’ll have to give it some thought...”

      “Sure,” I said tightly. “You do that. Somewhere else. But first, you need to answer me clearly. You haven’t been watching Quade and I have sex, have you?”

      “You told me not to watch you,” Humphrey said conversationally, but his tone was too relaxed. Too innocent. Humphrey probably didn’t have a single innocent bone in his body.

      “Yesssss. But you never do what I tell you to do.” Like all the times I’d told him not to eat off the heirloom china so he wouldn’t give Aunt Jowelle a seizure.

      “Ha. I’m not supposed to take orders from you. I’m a mouse.”

      “And you still haven’t answered my question.”

      When the swing swung forward, he leapt onto the porch railing. “You told me not to watch, even though I don’t know what the big problem is.”

      I opened my mouth.

      “But I heard you, Marla. I’m not supposed to watch, I get it.”

      “Humphrey,” I said slowly and carefully, as if I were talking to his poor stupid cousin Basil. “Have you been peeping on Quade and me again?” I was careful to keep the killer witch tone out of my voice. I didn’t want to give myself away in case I actually had to kill him. He was fast. I’d need every advantage I could get.

      Humphrey drew up onto his hind legs on the wooden railing and pointed his chin up. “I don’t peep.”

      I ran my tongue across my teeth, staring at the small white mouse, who was once again ruining my scheduled me time. “Have you watched, listened, or otherwise been in close proximity of Quade and me while we were having sex?”

      He smirked. “I understand what you mean, Marla,” he said, talking too slowly, as if I wouldn’t comprehend what he said otherwise. “I just told you, I. Don’t. Peep.”

      I stood up, and then immediately felt badly after he drew back, intimidated by my immensely larger body. But it wasn’t my fault I was a witch and he wasn’t. He was evading my questions, which told me one thing all too clearly.

      Pointing a finger at him, I held my mug to my chest and accused. “You’ve been watching us!”

      “Ah, ah-he,” he said, before beginning to walk the railing—away from me, putting space between us.

      “Oh no you don’t.” I followed.

      He walked a little faster, still obviously not trying to let on that he was about to bolt and leave me alone to stew with my disturbing conclusions.

      “Humphrey,” I said in my well-practiced mom voice. “You stop right there.”

      He paused.

      I set my mug down on the railing beyond him and crouched down to his eye level, trying another tactic, since it wasn’t like I could always tell when he was watching me, the sneaky bastard.

      “Come on, Humphrey.”

      He started slinking away again.

      “Okay. Fine. Hugh.”

      He turned around to look at me. “I’m listening.”

      “You can’t watch other people having sex.”

      “But I can’t always help myself!” His voice was whiny as he plopped down onto his stomach, a look of defeat on his face—or, what I thought was a look of defeat, anyway. With a mouse, such things could be hard to tell.

      His eyes widened imploringly. “Your Aunt Luanne’s romance novels have been getting better and better.”

      I translated that to mean Aunt Luanne had followed through on her promise to plant spicy books for Humphrey to read.

      He hopped back up, pacing. “They’re just so good. I can’t stop reading them. I’ve lost weight from all the exercising, and I don’t need to lose an ounce!”

      He read books by walking across the pages, following the line of text, over and over again. It must be exhausting.

      “I barely sleep,” he moaned. “I’ve had to pick up some extra girlfriends because Nelly told me she couldn’t just have sex all day long. She had other things to do too.”

      “Oh. Wow,” I said because I had no idea what else to say to that.

      Encouraged, he continued: “I’m at three girlfriends now, and I might need to pick up another one. Your Aunt Luanne reads some really hot stuff. I start sweating when I read, although maybe it’s from all the fast walking I’m doing, so I can get to the next line already. And then the sex in the books is just so good that I need to have that too. But then Nelly gets tired after just a couple of hours, and the other girls aren’t as nice to me as Nelly, so I’d rather be with Nelly. And you and Quade have the best sex I’ve ever seen! I have to keep watching, I just have to!”

      My mouth dropped open while my brain skipped a beat. There was so much to say about all this. I didn’t bother composing my thoughts.

      “You listen to me,” I told Humphrey, pointing my finger at him like a caricature of a school marm. But before either of us could find out what I was going to say about … all of that … footsteps creaked from inside the house, sounding close.

      He turned to run away. I pressed a finger to his tail, keeping him in place, when Aunt Jowelle swung the front door open.

      Her attention immediately landed on my hand. And on Humphrey.

      Her eyes widened so that I could make out the way her irises would have been hazel if they didn’t have just a tad too much brown. “What’s he doing here?” And before I could respond, she added: “He hasn’t been eating off your plate again, has he?”

      It didn’t matter that I was too stuffed from lunch to nibble on anything, or that there was no plate in sight. Aunt Jowelle’s voice rose. “If he was eating off Great-Great-Granny Jemima’s china again, I’m going to skin him.”

      Now, Aunt Jowelle wasn’t a violent person. Ordinarily, I would have been certain she wasn’t going to skin anything beyond maybe an eggplant before the day was over. But if Humphrey was getting under my skin, he was building a home under hers.

      She marched toward us.

      “Let me go, Marla,” Humphrey whispered urgently, and I debated. Humphrey was naughty and I was tempted to lock him in a tiny cell most of the time. But Aunt Jowelle looked unusually murderous, her wild red hair crazier than usual, and for a Gawama that was really saying something.

      Her eyebrows were arched up her forehead; her mouth pursed into a flat, deadly line, and her big boobs shook like Jell-o as she stomped, making the whole porch shake beneath her thunderous mood.

      “Please,” Humphrey squeaked, and before I was fully sure I wanted to, I lifted my finger.

      He shot off the porch as if he were full of rocket fuel, leaving me shaking my head. His whiny please had undone me, dammit. I hadn’t believed him capable of even using the word.

      “What’d you do that for?” Aunt Jowelle asked, rounding on me. “I finally had him where I wanted him.”

      “He’s gone, Aunt Jowelle.” Not even a blade of grass moved to signal he was still around, eavesdropping. He was busy putting as much distance between him and Jowelle as he could.

      “You don’t need to keep up the act,” I added.

      “What act?” she said.

      “You’re not actually going to kill him.” Aunt Jowelle’s eyeballs were vibrating with the intensity of her ire. Suddenly I wasn’t so sure.

      “Like hell I’m not. If he won’t keep his grimy little paws off my china, he can do without them.”

      I still didn’t think she was serious. Or was she? I studied her just as intently as she was scanning me, as if she could tell from sight alone what new transgressions Humphrey had committed.

      “You touched him. You need to go scrub your hands with soap. Maybe with bleach too. Mice carry diseases, you know.”

      “Maybe regular mice do. But Humphrey talks.”

      “So?”

      “So they’re not really ‘animals’ when they talk.”

      “What kind of back-asswards logic is that?” Aunt Jowelle snapped, though it was clear her agitation wasn’t directed at me.

      She did have a point, making me wonder when I’d stopped considering Humphrey a mouse and more of an extremely annoying acquaintance who had no chance of becoming a friend so long as watching Quade and me get it on continued to be his favorite form of entertainment.

      “A mouse is a mouse is a mouse,” Aunt Jowelle was saying. “And mice do not belong inside Gawama Mama, and they certainly don’t belong anywhere near fine china or my cooking.”

      I shrugged, confused as to why I suddenly found myself protective of the mouse I’d wanted to all but dropkick since I met him. “It’s because of your cooking that he hangs around. He says he can’t get enough of your amazing food.”

      That was definitely at least part of the truth. No way was I going to tell Jowelle that the small mouse was also an insatiable nymphomaniac who hung around to spy on me.

      “Oh?” Aunt Jowelle asked all innocently, running a finger along the railing Humphrey had just occupied as if she’d already forgotten how ‘disgusting’ the ‘animal’ was. “He said that, did he?”

      I swallowed my smile. “He says it all the time.” Mostly with the way he loved to steal my food before I was finished with it, the sneaky jerk. “Your food is amazing, Aunt Jo.”

      Her face smoothed out, dropping all previous signs of anger. “What else does he say about my cooking?”

      I smiled, preparing to give her what she wanted. She deserved all the praise, what with the way she alone fed the entire Gawama Mama family, and in what fashion!

      But before I could say a word, my nan walked out the front door, the screen door smacking shut behind her.

      After adjusting the strap of her sequined unicorn purse across her chest, she looked up at us. “What are you two doing just standing there? We’ve got to go!”

      My nan was ninety-six years old, as fierce as she was loving, and the foundation of the Gawama family and the Gales Haven Council. She was my personal rock star in her skinny jeans, even if they hung off her flat behind.

      “Go where?” I asked, already picking up my mug, Humphrey cooties be damned.

      Nan, who never evaded my direct questions, glanced at Jowelle. “You didn’t tell her?”

      Jowelle grimaced. “I didn’t have the chance.”

      I studied both of them, and the way they suddenly were looking everywhere but at me. “What’s going on?”

      Nan sighed and walked over to me, gripping my arms in her knobby hands while she stared up at me. “Marla honey, we just received a whisper-tell…”

      My heart jumped into my throat and lodged there. I had no idea why.

      “Neorah is outside the barrier.”

      Oh, I thought numbly. That’s why.
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      For so long I dreamt of my mother’s return. After she left Gales Haven, I kept expecting her to show up, along with a reasonable explanation for why she’d abandon seven-year-old me.

      But the years slipped past, and my hope that she’d come back for me went off to a dark corner, where it curled up, shriveled, and died a sad, lonely death.

      I barely allowed myself to think of her anymore unless I couldn’t help myself as I considered all the damage her abandonment had caused me, all the mistakes I’d made due to that single event that had so significantly altered the course of my life.

      Nan and Aunt Jowelle were discussing my mother’s return, but as much as I wanted to tune into what they were saying, I couldn’t do anything beyond focus on the road ahead. I probably shouldn’t have been the one driving since my hands trembled on the steering wheel of my trusty Subaru Forester, but Nan had never learned to drive, and Aunt Jowelle didn’t have a car of her own, borrowing her sisters’ whenever she needed one. Driving more slowly than necessary, as if I could properly prepare my reactions to seeing her again after all this time if I could just delay, I reached the end of Gawama Lane and took a right onto Magical Main Street. Never had I crawled along it so leisurely, not even when I was on the lookout for Brosnan the leprechaun, or any of the bumpkins with their impulses to dive in front of moving vehicles.

      The colorful storefronts and the twinkling lights that decorated the sidewalks along either side of Magical Main Street, day and night, blurred so that I didn’t even notice them.

      Nan placed a hand on my shoulder, making me jump far more than was reasonable. She squeezed my arm, smiling softly at me, her eyes as heavy and conflicted as I imagined mine were. Neorah might be my mother, but she was her daughter.

      “Marla honey, are you doing all right?”

      Nan wasn’t usually one to ask inane questions. I figured she was probably reeling as much as I was and had no idea what else to say. Of course I wasn’t okay. How could I be?

      Glancing at her quickly, I smiled, and even before she grimaced I knew my gesture would be doing nothing to reassure her.

      She patted my arm again. “I know, honey. I know.”

      I nodded absently, breathed deeply, nodded some more, then got my shit together, laying my hand over hers. Nan and my aunts were the ones who’d raised me, not Neorah.

      “So what’s the deal?” I finally asked, eyes back on the road. “Why’s she here? Where’d she come from?”

      Jowelle slid forward, popping her head between the two front seats. “We don’t know anything about anything.”

      “Tessa happened to be at the barrier, checking in with the guards, when Neorah showed up,” Nan said. “She sent me a whisper-tell right away, but all it said was that Neorah is here.”

      Tessa Smate was one of the council members, and she therefore worked closely with my nan; they were friendly with each other. But whisper-tells were the magical equivalent of text messages, except for the message whispered out into the air without the need of cell phones. I’d already known it was unlikely Nan or Aunt Jowelle knew more about Neorah’s arrival, but I was struggling to figure out what exactly I should be thinking or saying, let alone feeling.

      “Don’t worry, Marla love,” Nan said, suggesting it was no mystery that my insides were twisted into an uncomfortable knot. “We’ll figure it out together. You’re not alone.”

      Despite the fact that my palms were beginning to sweat from the nerves of seeing my mother again, I couldn’t help but smile. Yes, Neorah had abandoned me, and now that I knew for a fact she was still alive and hadn’t died the night she left town, that fact seemed more certain than ever. I’d never known who my father was either.

      Nevertheless, I’d received an abundance of love and support from the others, so that wasn’t the really damaging part. It was the knowing that my mother had chosen to leave me behind. It was living with the knowledge that my mother hadn’t wanted me enough to stick around, hadn’t even been curious enough about me to send a freaking letter to check in to see whether I was still alive and kicking. My mother had been content to know nothing of my life. That was how little she’d cared about me in the end. She hadn’t cared whether I lived or died.

      That kind of awareness had broken something inside me. I’d made great strides toward repairing the damage. My recent reconnection with Quade had perhaps helped me heal the most.

      Still, there was no overcoming the point that my mother simply hadn’t wanted me enough to remain a part of my life. And I refused to allow myself to hope that she might have an explanation that would make it all better. Whatever Neorah might be beyond a witch with some awesome healing magic, I knew her to be, with certainty, a devastating hope killer.

      It didn’t matter that I was driving ten miles per hour. Gales Haven’s uptown simply wasn’t that large, and I couldn’t drag out our arrival any longer. We crept past the final businesses that lined Magical Main Street and entered the stretch of open road that led to the end of town—and the barrier that enclosed all of Gales Haven, keeping our magical community secret and, therefore, safe.

      The nearer we drew to the barrier, the more it became apparent that we weren’t the only ones to receive the news of the unexpected arrival. Other cars popped up behind me, catching up quickly, and we passed several groups of people walking and biking toward the end of town.

      “Great,” I muttered. “We’re going to have an audience.”

      Given my recent adherence to a strict I don’t give a flying hoot what anyone thinks of me and my decisions anymore mentality, I didn’t want to care that a crowd would witness my humiliation. I still kind of did.

      I grunted, then tried to pretend I hadn’t.

      Nan reached over to pat my leg reassuringly in the unusual silence that had settled over the car. We Gawamas weren’t known for our modest, quiet ways.

      “Oh crap,” I said, slowing down even further to examine the procession of magical creatures making their way to the town’s entrance. Rudy the raccoon was in the lead, two adult hedgehogs clinging to his fur.

      “Well, at least Mindy only brought George and not all their kids too.”

      Nan and Jowelle were staring out their windows too.

      “Oh. Never mind,” I said, catching sight of a fox with thirteen tiny hedgehogs hanging on to her rust-colored fur. Frankie’s face, unlike that of the placid Rudy, was scrunched up into annoyance. I didn’t blame her. I would have been peeved too. The small hedgehogs were moving all across her back, barely hanging on as they appeared to be enjoying the crap out of what they were obviously considering a wild adventure. The diminutive hedgehog in the back hung on to Frankie’s tail, waving his or her front leg in the air as if they were riding a bronc.

      “What, is everyone turning out to watch?” I said, working to keep my mortification from my voice. I’d announced my new don’t give a tooting hoot attitude to my entire family. “How did they even find out so fast? We only just found out, and we’re her … family.”

      I tripped over the word. Family didn’t do what Neorah had done.

      “It’s how Gales Haven works, you know that,” Nan said, and it was true, I did. It didn’t matter one bit that the place operated on magic, it still functioned just like every other small town out there. Gossip moved faster than Councilman Darnell Adams rushing to stomp out a flaming bag of Bob’s poop on his porch. By late afternoon, there wouldn’t be a soul in all of Gales Haven who didn’t know that Neorah Gawama was back—for better or worse.

      Since I was driving Nan, and the entire village always looked out for its leader, I kept crawling along, past cars parked on either side of the narrow road, until I spotted the shimmer of the barrier up ahead, gleaming in the early afternoon sunshine like the start of a rainbow.

      Immediately beyond it, a shiny new silver Honda Odyssey minivan was parked … and a whole bunch of redheads stood beside it.

      “Wow,” Nan said softly as I parked the car in the middle of the road, my ability to keep functioning behind the wheel of a car shot to hell and back. The number of red-haired people milling on the other side of the barrier had sweat prickling under my arms. It wasn’t like anyone would care anyway, not since I had Nan with me. And not since these were clearly special circumstances.

      I stuffed the keys in the pocket of my leggings, which swirled in all shades of black, violet, and indigo with a rough approximation of galaxies, rounded the hood of my car and opened the door for my grandmother, all the while staring up ahead, my movements choppy and uncoordinated.

      Though their flower-painted car was parked on this side of the barrier, my aunts Luanne and Shawna stood next to two women with the signature wild Gawama hair. The women faced the other direction, hands animated with gestures that punctuated what appeared to be a heated discussion. A teenage boy stood next to them, looking surly, while two children ran circles around them. A toddler perched on one of the women’s hips.

      “There are quite a lot of them, aren’t there?” Aunt Jowelle said, joining Nan and me, offering her mother her arm for support. I offered Nan my other arm, and together we approached the barrier, walking far more slowly than was necessary. Nan might be getting
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