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      Marla’s ancestors saddled her with frizzy red hair, sarcasm on tap, the Gawama last name, and the urge to run from her problems.

      Her bloodline was also supposed to guarantee she’d be a powerful witch.

      She isn’t, not by a long shot.

      Only those with magic are allowed in her hometown. Now that her teenage children are awakening, and sparking enough power to be a fire hazard, she’s headed back.

      Even if she isn’t ready. Even if she’s fresh out of divorce court.

      Home is where her family is. Her nan is head of the council, and her aunts claim multiple orgasms are the source of their limber joints.

      But then Marla and her kids all but blow up the town on day one. And her first boyfriend, the one who broke her heart long before her ex did, seems better than ever.

      He has his eye on her…

      So does everyone else.

      Somehow it’s on her, and the magical creature who won’t get out of her head, to save Gales Haven. Before her former mother-in-law redecorates the town in baby pink … and breaks the centuries-old spell that keeps it safe and hidden.
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        Welcome to Gales Haven, where you can flaunt your magic with pride.
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      I guided my trusty decade-old Subaru Forester to the side of the road and slammed it into park, breathing heavily as a wave of anxiety rolled through me. I hadn’t been back home in nine years, not since Grandpa Oscar died.

      I’d always realized my return would become inevitable one day. Even so, I wasn’t ready for it. Not yet. I’d wanted to come back stronger than ever, not fresh out of divorce court.

      But with magic in my blood, there was nowhere else better to go. In truth, there was nowhere else at all to go, and I should have come back years earlier.

      Sensing the curiosity of my children like the pricks of needles across my skin, I stared straight ahead.

      “What are you doing?” Clyde asked from the back seat, where he’d pouted for a full half hour before he realized neither I nor his sister cared about the show he was putting on. He claimed it was his turn to ride shotgun; I was going to throw both of them out a window if they didn’t stop fighting over stupid stuff.

      Of course, that wasn’t really true. My children were the reason I was coming back home now instead of when I was ready. I loved them with a fiery intensity I’d never imagined I’d feel for another human. That didn’t mean I always liked them. There were some decidedly annoying traits that my seventeen- and fifteen-year-olds embraced like the newest fad. Chief among them: bickering until I felt like running away and never looking back.

      But then … I was already running.

      “Mom?” Macy said. “Are you just gonna ignore us?”

      If you’ll let me get away with it…

      Clyde slid forward, jutting his head between the front seats. “Yeah, Mom, what’s going on? You yanked us out of school mid-term with some half-assed, bizarro excuse, barely gave us time to say bye to our friends, drove like a nutter all the way here, and now you’re going to just … stop?”

      Macy looked out the window. “Where are we, anyway?”

      “I told you,” I mumbled distractedly. “This is where I grew up. In Gales Haven.”

      “This is where you grew up?” Clyde snickered. “Out in the middle of nowhere on the side of a crappy road? That explains a lot.”

      I rolled my eyes. I did that often. At the tender age of forty-four, I found less and less reason to hold back. If I thought it, it was likely to slip past my lips. I used unholy amounts of willpower not to unleash a barrage of colorful euphemisms in front of my kids, or to tell them exactly how I felt about some of their more bothersome behaviors.

      “Obviously I didn’t grow up in the middle of a freaking road, Clyde,” I grumbled while congratulating myself on the last-second substitution. “Gales Haven is just beyond the bend.”

      Clyde leaned further forward to peer through the windshield, and Macy all but pressed her face against it, straining to get a glimpse of our new hometown.

      My breath hitched in my chest while I waited.

      If they didn’t see the shimmer, we were screwed. I’d have to figure out how to train Macy to use her magic all on my own, and being the weakest of the witches in my family, that didn’t bode well for any of us. And when Clyde started erupting with flashes of power as his sister already was … well, I had no idea how to handle a teenage boy most of the time. Add magic to the equation and we were doubly screwed. I needed my aunts and Nan to help us out. They were the real magic experts. I had just enough magic to live in Gales Haven.

      With each second that passed, my heart sank a little further. I didn’t have a plan B. This was it. If Macy and Clyde didn’t both see the shimmer in the air that concealed the boundaries of the town, we couldn’t enter.

      The town of Gales Haven was composed entirely of magic users, many with a wild streak and a flair for the dramatic. Not many rules governed the town; there were too many rule-breakers to make it practical. But there were a few fundamental, unbreakable ones. Among them:

      Only people with magic could see the town.

      And only people with magic could enter it.

      I definitely had magic. Always had. I’d learned about my powers along with my ABC’s.

      Macy had magic. Waves of it had begun flashing off of her at the most inopportune times, like in the middle of a sit-down dinner at our favorite Thai restaurant and during Mrs. Cranston’s fifth period calculus. When Mrs. Cranston had called me in for a meeting to discuss my daughter’s inappropriate behavior during class, my excuse that Macy was testing out an experimental rave gizmo that flashed colorful lights wasn’t exactly easily believable. She’d peered down at me over her reading glasses like I was on crack.

      Thankfully, Macy had handled the revelation of her newfound powers surprisingly well. She and Clyde had been too excited by the sudden Harry Potter possibilities to blame me for shielding them from the truth. Until I was sure they had magic of their own, I hadn’t wanted to risk their disappointment. It was all too familiar.

      Macy was just coming into her abilities, which meant that, along with all novice witches, her powers were largely beyond her control. As long as she didn’t have a handle on her magic, it was dangerous—to her and to anyone around her.

      Clyde, however, hadn’t shown any signs of his birthright. That fact alone wasn’t concerning. Much like human puberty, one witch or wizard might mature faster than another. The awakening, as it was called, typically took place anywhere between ages fourteen and twenty-two. Since it was based on maturity, I wasn’t in the least surprised that Clyde hadn’t shown signs of his powers to come. He still tormented his sister by farting on her.

      The problem was, magic was as unpredictable as it was amazing. Sometimes the magic gene skipped a person or two with no explanation.

      Clyde pointed forward, brushing the unruly hair he inherited from me from his forehead. “What’s that?”

      My heart sped up. “What’s what?”

      “Those wavy things in the air.”

      I exhaled loudly, tension I hadn’t even realized I was carrying relaxing from my shoulders. “Damn.”

      “Damn?” he and Macy parroted at the same time.

      “Yeah, damn. You had me freaking out there. Those waves distorting the air are magic. If Clyde can see them, we’re in the clear.”

      “How come I can’t see them?” Macy asked.

      “You must not be looking right,” I said, though I didn’t know how exactly she could be looking wrong. The barrier was ahead of us, in plain sight. Anyone with magic should be able to see it. Even those with weak magic could find the town limits well enough to enter.

      “I must not be looking right,” Macy repeated, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      My favorite.

      “Right there.” I pointed ahead just as Clyde had. “It’s like heat waves coming off the pavement.”

      “Only they go all the way up to the sky,” Clyde added, and a bit more tension oozed from me.

      Macy shook her head. “I don’t see anything. Seriously.”

      “That’s … not possible,” I said.

      She crossed her arms and turned the full brunt of her sass toward me: “I’m telling you, there’s nothing there. You think I’m lying or something?”

      “Of course not. There’s no reason to lie. Actually, there’s never reason to lie to your mother.” I arched my brow at them in my I’m-dead-serious look.

      Clyde chuckled. Super encouraging.

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Ma,” Macy said. “I don’t see anything but more pot-holey road.”

      Clenching my fingers around the steering wheel, I debated what to do. I couldn’t call my family. There were no cell phones or landlines in the entire town, a fact I’d purposefully omitted in my brief rundown to my kids of what was to become their new home. They would’ve fought me to leave even harder if they’d realized their beloved iPhones were about to be rendered useless.

      The barrier dome that protected Gales Haven from discovery behaved as a gigantic Faraday cage. No electromagnetic pulses got in, and none got out. The concentration of magic in the community interfered with connections to the outside world. Every time landlines had been attempted, the result was the same: crackle.

      My options were twofold: I could drive through and hope like hell the protective barrier didn’t zap my daughter. Or I could turn around and abandon all hope that Macy would get the help she needed, guidance she could only get from my family.

      I’d never heard of someone with magic not seeing the barrier’s signature shimmer. I had no idea what it meant.

      “When your magic erupts like it’s been doing,” I asked Macy, “what does it feel like?”

      “Like I stuck my entire hand in an electric socket and shocked the shi⁠—”

      I gave her my mom glare.

      “Like I get a monster shock every time,” she finished.

      Nodding, I nibbled at my lip. “Okay. Good,” I said, mostly to myself.

      “What’s good?” Macy asked.

      “If your magic’s too weak, the barrier won’t let you through. I assume it also won’t let you see it. But if it’s shocking you like that, you’ve got enough. For sure.”

      I hoped.

      “What about me?” Clyde asked. “Do I have enough?”

      “If you can see the barrier, we’re good.” I nodded to convince myself that everything would be smooth sailing from here on out, and kept right on nodding to myself when I didn’t fully believe it.

      Nothing had been particularly easy in my life.

      Didn’t mean I didn’t kick ass and take names. I did—all day long.

      I’ve got this.

      I eased the car back onto the road and crawled toward the shimmer, throwing constant glances at Macy. With her big brown eyes and long, dark straight hair, she didn’t look much like me.

      Maybe twenty feet from the barrier, I asked, “Still nothing?”

      “Nope,” she answered, popping the p.

      “I can’t believe you can’t see it,” Clyde said. “I can see it tons.”

      “It’s not like that makes you better than me,” Macy retorted right away.

      He hmmphed, and Macy swiveled in her seat.

      She gasped. “I see it! When I turned my head, I saw it out of the corner of my eye.”

      “Good enough for me.” I exhaled loudly and pressed down on the accelerator.

      I might have left Gales Haven under less than auspicious circumstances, but nineteen years had passed since then. Long enough to discover that in this world—magic or not—we make our own luck.

      I had no desire to be some shrinking violet. Or the meek wife Devin had expected and tried his darnedest to mold me into.

      I was returning to town on my own terms—sort of. And not a single woman in my family had ever done anything meekly—or quietly.

      I gunned the engine, and yelling out “Towanda,” I crossed the shimmering barrier.
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      “You’re weird” were my son’s first words inside Gales Haven.

      “Then you haven’t seen Fried Green Tomatoes with Kathy Bates,” I said, happy with my Towanda entrance. If ever there’d been a time for it, that was it. I’d seized the freaking moment! Kathy Bates would be proud. Woman power!

      “No,” Clyde said. “I’ve seen the movie. You’re still weird.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “You’re not going to be able to mess with my mood today.”

      “You mean for the rest of today? You’ve been plenty moody all morning.”

      “Yeah, well, that was because I didn’t know if I was about to blow up my kids by bringing them through the barrier.”

      Silence met my declaration. I swallowed my grin.

      Wait for it…

      “You what?” Macy shrieked at the same time Clyde said, “You’re kidding, right?”

      I cackled. It was possible I had too much fun at their expense. I had to get my kicks somewhere, especially when they made me put up with all shades of their crap. Fair was fair.

      Macy followed up, her tone only slightly less shrieky: “We wouldn’t have actually blown up, would we?”

      “Of course not.” Probably not, anyway.

      “You’re definitely weird,” Clyde repeated.

      “Yep. I sure am. But I own it, so I’m cool weird.”

      “Nah, just weird.”

      Not even Clyde’s comments would get me down—not now that we’d overcome the biggest hurdle. As much as I hadn’t let myself think about it while I was gone, I’d missed my family—a lot. Sure, they were probably at least half crazy, and they didn’t know the meaning of the word privacy, and they were loud and guaranteed to be obnoxious. But they were family.

      I couldn’t wait to see the whole wild lot of them.

      When we passed a large welcome sign on the left, I pointed it out. “Watch the numbers. They’ll change right as we … drive … by.”

      Macy and Clyde gasped as the number of residents switched from 3,066 to 3,069 in a flash of glittering rainbow lights like they were on a marquee.

      Welcome to Gales Haven, the spelled wooden sign proclaimed in iridescent bold letters. Where you can flaunt your magic with pride. Established in 1803. 3,069 satisfied, magical residents.

      Beyond the sign, the road into town was a single wide lane spanning three miles before we hit the principal road that bisected Gales Haven, charmingly named Magical Main Street.

      Macy pressed her forehead to her window, smearing the glass, and Clyde gasped a rare “Wow” free of teenage sarcasm.

      I didn’t bother containing my smug grin. “Told you you’d like it here.”

      “You didn’t tell us it was, like, frigging awesome,” Clyde said. “Was that place called Maggie Magpie’s Monster Mania?” he asked, disbelief dripping from the alliteration.

      I smiled widely. “Yep.”

      “The place sells … monsters?”

      I laughed loudly. “No, though that’d be really cool. Maggie Magpie is the local vet.”

      “Then why doesn’t the sign just say so?”

      “Because that would make it way less cool.”

      He chuckled. “You’re right.”

      My mouth was well on its way to dropping open before I snapped it shut. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d uttered those words.

      “There’s a place called Cars, Clues, and Canaries!” Macy exclaimed.

      “Three hundred and sixty-nine Fabulous Feisty Flavors,” Clyde called out. “Is that an ice cream shop?”

      My smile widened. “Yes.”

      “The flavors aren’t actually feisty, are they?”

      “Feistier than they should be.”

      “Gifts, Gags, and Gaggles,” Macy said, reading off the signs on the passenger side of the car while Clyde took in the ones on the opposite side.

      “Shoes for Shiny Suckers,” he announced. “That’s an odd one.”

      “Just wait till you see inside the shop,” I said. “Its name will make sense, but the shop will still be odd. There are shoes for people, but also for sucky fish.”

      “Sucky fish?” Clyde deadpanned.

      “Yeah. I’m sure there’s an official name for them, but that’s what I’ve got. They like to suck on things.”

      “But fish don’t have feet.”

      “Exactly.”

      He just stared at me … before the next storefront claimed his attention.

      “Hair for Hotties and Hatties,” Macy practically squealed. “This is amazing!”

      “Troy’s Toys, Trinkets, and Tinies. Do all the shops here have names with the same letter?” Clyde’s fresh enthusiasm made him sound like a young boy again.

      “Most of them do,” I said.

      “Is it like a rule or something?” Macy asked without removing her forehead from the window.

      “No, there are very few real rules here. People just like to have fun. They’re into community and the usual small-town stuff.”

      Seeing it through fresh eyes, I was quickly beginning to wish I’d never left. As long as I could still have my kids, I wouldn’t mind erasing most of my experiences in the outside world. I’d definitely erase Devin and all the BS that came with him.

      Twinkling lights dripped from most surfaces, draping the potted trees, the benches, and shops. Though it was daytime, the lights shone as if it were night. Magic. I’d forgotten how much of Gales Haven operated on it.

      I chuckled. “They call it uptown instead of downtown, because no one should feel down in town.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Macy breathed. “I can’t believe you ever left.”

      I was too busy questioning twenty-five-year-old me’s judgment to comment. I’d left because I’d been tired of always being in the shadow of everyone else in my family. The Gawama family tree contained branches with some of the most powerful witches Gales Haven had ever seen. My name hung off the only sickly, spindly branch on the whole damn tree.

      “Bab’s Bopping Boopy Bakery.” Clyde laughed. “That’s a mouthful.”

      “Good ole Bab,” I said, blinking away the fruits of my reminiscing. It didn’t help that I was so freaking hormonal. I teared up at the stupidest stuff—even while realizing it was stupid.

      “Cock, Coffee, and Cocoa Café. What kind of name is that?” Macy asked.

      “Good question.” I leaned over her to check out the place until the car careened to the side. Yanking the wheel, I straightened back up. “That must be new.”

      “They don’t actually sell, you know, there, do they?” Macy blinked those wide eyes at me.

      In this town, anything was possible. “It’s roosters, honey. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      I had no problem being a hypocrite when I could get away with it. I’d been busy wondering if Gales Haven had modernized while I’d been gone and gotten a sex toy shop. With how spicy many of the women in town were, especially the Gawama women, I wouldn’t have been wholeheartedly surprised.

      “My mind wasn’t in the gutter,” Macy protested. “I just read a sign.”

      “Un-hunh.”

      “Really, Mom, I wasn’t thinking that.”

      “But you’re thinking it now.”

      She sputtered, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water enough times to cause me undue satisfaction.

      “That … that’s because you brought it up!” she whined.

      “Hmm-hmmm.” I was laughing openly inside. Whoever had opened up the Cock Café was going to get a high-five from me when I met them.

      We passed a few dozen more storefronts before I pointed down a road that veered off to the right. “The schools are down that way. Kindergarten through high school are all on the same campus, isn’t that cool?”

      “Yeah, if we want to be around a bunch of babies all the time,” Clyde said.

      Though I suspected Clyde hid a tender heart behind his caustic remarks, a part of me cringed. If I’d raised them in Gales Haven, he would’ve loved always attending the same school. It was comfortable, transitioning from one part of the school to the next without upset.

      What wasn’t comfortable was how much I was beginning to question my decisions. What would have happened if I’d never left town? Or if I’d decided to bring the kids here years earlier?

      I shook the thoughts from my mind. I wasn’t one to waste time with regret.

      I did what I did, and there was no undoing it now.

      “Is that…?” Clyde started. “Wait, what is that?”

      I followed his gaze. “That looks like a line of hedgehogs out for a walk.”

      “Duh. But what … I mean, what are they doing? Are they, like, people or something?”

      “Hmm, I don’t know, Clyde. I haven’t been here in a while. Things have probably changed a bit since then. We’ll ask your great aunts when we get home.”

      “Do they know we’re coming?” Macy asked.

      “Sure … more or less. I sent them a letter telling them we were coming a week ago. They probably received it already.”

      “Probably? So they might not even know we’re coming? Are you serious right now?”

      “Even if they didn’t get the letter, I’ll bet Nan knows. My nan has an uncanny sixth sense about things. Even if she doesn’t know what’s coming, I’ll bet she’s asked Aunt Jowelle to bake up a storm in anticipation of the arrival.”

      I smiled at the kids, trying to hide my nervousness. Truth was, I wasn’t sure how my family would receive us. They didn’t make it a secret they wanted me and the kids back home with them, where, according to all of them, we belonged. But how happy could they be with me when I’d up and left and barely dropped them a line over the years to let them know I was still alive?

      My behavior had been too much like my mom’s, I reflected, several years too late.

      Ah, oh well.

      “How does the mail get here?” Clyde asked as I neared the end of uptown. “Does the U.S. Post Office come through the shimmery thingy?”

      “No. Someone goes and picks up the mail every day from a drop point outside of town.”

      “And the Post Office doesn’t think that’s fishy?”

      “Nope. You’ll find that the people here have a knack for getting outsiders to believe what they want them to believe. It doesn’t take much magic to convince someone.”

      I took a left onto Gawama Lane, slowing as the distance to my family shortened.

      “Wait,” Macy said. “Why didn’t you just call them instead of sending a snail mail letter?”

      I deflected like a chicken: “Letters work better for Nan and the aunts.”

      “That’s strange,” Clyde said. “You’d think they’d rather know we were coming in time.”

      “Yep. That’s them. Strange.” At least that was no lie by omission. Lots could be said about the Gawama women—and lots was said. They were the center of gossip more often than not. Strange was definitely a fair adjective, though eccentric and outrageous were probably better ones.

      The trees thickened on both sides of the road, and by the time we covered the mile to Gawama Mama House—yes, that was its real name—we were in the middle of a veritable forest. I briefly wondered who was maintaining the forest’s over-exuberance now that Grandpa Oscar was no longer with us. Nudging nature to do his bidding had been Grandpa Oscar’s forte.

      When Gawama Lane ended and I turned onto the long driveway leading to the large, old house, I prepared to stop at the double-wide wrought-iron gate. But it swung open without hesitation, telling me that it still registered me as family. That was a very good sign. That meant Nan and the aunts hadn’t disowned me during my long absence.

      The gate swung closed behind us with equal efficiency. I drove the quarter mile to the house and parked under a gnarled oak tree that had been there long before my ancestors had chosen this land as the ideal location to settle a community of misfits. Nestled at the junction of different regions, smack dab in the middle of the country, who was I to argue? It was neither too hot nor too cold, too mountainous nor too flat, too dry nor too humid.

      It wouldn’t have mattered regardless.

      The town’s inhabitants possessed enough variety to boggle the mind, and their abilities were just as varied. Had its residents not liked the characteristics of the chosen location, they would have changed it to suit their desires.

      Pushing my car door open, I climbed out and stretched my legs, staring up at the house.

      There was no point in delaying the inevitable. Besides, I’d had to pee since the last town over.

      “By the way,” I called over my shoulder, “I couldn’t call because they have no phone service here. No cells. No landlines. No Wi-Fi. Zip.”

      I left Macy and Clyde with their mouths hanging open and ran, bounding up the steps like I was twenty years younger. I wasn’t a coward; I was an opportunist.

      Hit them with shock right before they received the even bigger shock of meeting their family.

      That was smart strategy.

      Steeling myself with the mother of all inhales, I swung open the screen door and knocked.
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      My knock didn’t even have a chance to echo before the door was thrown wide.

      Aunt Jowelle’s piercing hazel eyes trailed across me, making me feel like a lab specimen. “It’s about time you showed up, Marla. Nan’s been going on and on about your arrival all day long. It’s all I’ve heard about.”

      Her annoyance didn’t fool me. My mom’s eldest sister might like to pretend she was a hardass, but she had a soft spot for me—one she hid really well.

      Even so, I resisted the urge to fidget under the weight of her scrutiny; I knew exactly what she’d say if I did. I’d heard it about a thousand times growing up and I was in no rush to hear it again.

      “Nan wouldn’t let us leave until you got here,” she added, “and we have places to be. An emergency town meeting’s been called. Did you hear the announcement?”

      “Emergency town meeting?” I frowned. “For what? I didn’t hear a thing.”

      “You must’ve just missed it, then, though trust me, you didn’t miss a thing. Hearing Delise Contonn’s voice broadcasted through the airwaves is something I could’ve done without.”

      “Is that Marla?” my Aunt Shawna’s voice called out from inside the house.

      “Yeah, it’s her,” Aunt Jowelle answered without giving me a break from her stare. “She’s here with both her kids.”

      “Both kids? That’s excellent. No good to leave one of them behind.” Aunt Shawna’s head popped up behind Jowelle’s slightly taller frame. Shawna was the second oldest of my mom’s three sisters and she looked the most like me.

      Her face lit up with a grin when her gaze landed on me. “There you are!” She swept past her sister and pulled me into her arms, smooshing me against her ample bosom. Along with the wild, curly—read frizzy—hair in varying shades of red and auburn, a sizable rack was a consistent family trait. I loved my breasts—as had every one of my boyfriends—but I feared I’d need an industrial strength brassiere before long to keep them up where they belonged.

      “We missed you,” Aunt Shawna commented, sparking a wave of guilt that swept through me with ferocity. “We haven’t seen you since Dad died.”

      She squeezed the breath straight out of me before pushing me to arm’s length, studying me as much as Aunt Jowelle had, but with far more kindness. “You look lovely, Marla. I can’t even see the years on you.”

      I smiled, laughing a bit. I sure as hell could feel the years passing all across my body, but it was kind of her to say they weren’t evident.

      “The same goes for you, Shawna,” I said, returning the favor. “You don’t look a day over fifty.”

      She primped her perma-fluffy hair and pretended to toss it over one shoulder. Hair like ours didn’t toss. In fact, it didn’t do a damn thing we wanted it to. It had nearly as much personality as the women saddled with it.

      “Why thank you, Marla dear,” Shawna said. “It’s nice to hear that. Jowelle here’s been doing her best to drive me to the loony bin far ahead of my time, but as you can see, I’ve prevailed.”

      “If any of us here is crazy,” Jowelle retorted without missing a beat, “it’s you. Always talking like life’s some big fairy tale. Like everything’s cupcakes and kittens, and kitten shit doesn’t stink.”

      Shawna waved her hand in the air, summarily dismissing Jowelle, who scowled in full force.

      I guffawed. “I see some things haven’t changed.”

      Shawna guffawed right back. “Not much has changed at all. Except for those kids of yours.”

      Shawna and Jowelle leaned to see around me. I turned, smiling affectionately at my children. Macy and Clyde were fidgeting timidly, eyes cast toward the thick, bright grass at their feet.

      “You should’ve brought them sooner,” Jowelle admonished. “No child with magic should be raised outside of Gales Haven.”

      “I know,” I admitted. “But they’re here now,” I added brightly.

      “Just pray it isn’t too late.”

      Shawna palmed her sister’s shoulder. “Look at you being a bad influence. No member of this family should be praying to anyone. We make our own fortunes.”

      “And lose them.”

      I swiveled around at the sound of Aunt Luanne’s voice. My mother was the baby of the four sisters. But after she left Gales Haven when I was seven to never return, Luanne had claimed the vacated spot. She was perhaps as much a free spirit as my mom had been, but she hadn’t run away.

      “Come here, girl.” Luanne sidestepped Jowelle and wrapped thin arms around me that were deceptively strong. I sucked in a huge inhale, preparing for another round of suffocation via boobs.

      When I felt the need to properly expand my ribcage, I tapped out, patting her on the back, and she released me, an infectious grin transforming her face.

      She held me at arm’s length. “Boy, have I missed you. Without you to criticize, Jowelle’s been insufferable, picking on Shawna and me all the damn time.”

      Jowelle huffed. “I do not criticize. I’m all about building my family up, not tearing them down. Any suggestion I offer is to help you improve and become the best versions of the witches you are.”

      Luanne and Shawna rolled their eyes dramatically.

      “Yeah, Jowelle’s a saint,” Shawna deadpanned.

      “A total saint,” Luanne added, with a second eye roll for good measure.

      “Enough with your shenanigans,” Jowelle said. “You’re making the kids uncomfortable.”

      All of us returned our attention to Macy and Clyde.

      “Are my sisters making you uncomfortable?” Jowelle asked them.

      From either side, Shawna and Luanne slapped her
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