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      Marla survived another mad caper, one she solved by the skin of her teeth. Her ankle might never be the same after all that creature humping, and there are some Haveners she’ll never be able to look at the same, but at least no one’s in love with her who doesn’t want to be.

      She only has the one boyfriend now, and Quade Contonn is more than enough wizard for her. In fact, he’s the perfect fit. After decades apart, reuniting with her first love couldn’t be going better.

      At this point, you’d think she’d have earned herself a little vacay from all of Gales Haven’s kooky problems. But nope. Not a chance.

      The ancestral Gawama home is being rowdier than usual, clamoring for Marla’s attention at every turn. When the bewitched house unleashes a whole host of problems, and very vocal ones at that, Marla knows she’s in for a heaping, screeching serving of trouble.

      She’s never in the mood for detecting, but this time? Marla also has her own personal ... complication to deal with, and this one’s here to stay. Who said your forties are too late to start over? Hopefully no one, because for Marla, starting over is the only way to go.

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who wants to be a Havener.

      I’ll meet you at the welcome sign.
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      And for James, Catia, Dalia, Sonia, and Nadia,

      always and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Why worry when there are better things to do?

        BESSIE “NAN” GAWAMA
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      “Come again?” Quade said, blinking those warm whiskey eyes at me. They were currently shiny and glazed, suggesting he was having as much difficulty processing the nuclear-level news as I was.

      Chuckling awkwardly, I scanned the rest of Moonshine Park from where we sat on a bench, shadowed by an old oak as twilight settled around us. We were alone. Most other Haveners—including our kids—would be at the First Annual Gales Haven Cook-off, where the event had evolved into one of the town’s usual block parties. If I’d been there, I might have considered it my own personal celebration for having solved yet another case as the town’s sole detective. Blessedly, no one—furry, prickly, or wizardly—was trying to hump my leg anymore. I still owed one mostly naked, grumpy-faced pygmy troll a kiss, but otherwise I was home free. No more pesky potion overtaking others’ free will and making my life miserable in the process.

      But I wasn’t celebrating, nooooooo. Thanks to Mo Ellen Ridgemay and her fifty-ton detonation of a revelation, I had no idea what to think, much less feel.

      “You come again or me come again?” I asked Quade on a nervous giggle. “‘Cause you coming’s what got us in this mess in the first place.”

      Quade’s luscious full lips I so loved dipped into a frown. “That’s what you think? That you being ... pregnant”—he shook his head, several strands of his dark hair flying free from their tie at his nape, as if that would somehow dispel his disbelief—“is a ‘mess?’”

      I chewed on my lip for a moment. “No, that’s not really what I think. Or ... I dunno, maybe? I don’t know what to think, Q. And you know me, bad jokes kinda just slip out when I’m nervous.”

      Though he was taller than me, he tilted his head down to look up at me. Those honey eyes of his shone. “You’re nervous?”

      Another absurd giggle slipped out, and I fluttered a hand here and there without purpose before bringing it to rest against my abdomen, where up until a couple of hours ago I had no idea my tightening waistband was just the start of something so much bigger.

      “With me?” he pressed, his brow scrunching.

      “No, Quade, no. I mean, okay, yeah, I am nervous, and with you, obviously, since you’re the only one here with me. I have no idea how you’re gonna react. I mean, it’s not like we planned this, ya know? I actually wanted to wait to tell you till I had some time to process, but then I knew you’d be able to tell something was up with me, and I didn’t want to seem like I was holding back—plus, Mo Ellen knows, she’s the one who told me, and now I realize that’s what Cecilia was referring to when we went to Bee Lane and she wasn’t surprised I was tired, and I wouldn’t want you to find out from one of them, and you know how this town is: no one knows how to keep a secret. I swear they don’t even try.”

      I sucked in a deep breath before grimacing with chagrin. “I’m running on, aren’t I? Like I said, nervous.”

      Quade scooted closer, placing his hand over mine on my belly. His eyes were wide with wonder as he gazed up at me. “You’re really pregnant? There’s a baby growing inside you?” He swallowed thickly. “Our baby?”

      “I mean, you know how I like to run all around town, getting it on with whomever, but there’s at least a decent chance it’s yours.” I winced. “Sorry. Bad jokes. I can’t seem to help myself. I might seem relatively collected on the outside, but I’m majorly freaking out on the inside.”

      His amusement danced across his stare. “I have some more shocking news for you, then, my love. You’re about as calm and collected as your Aunt Jo when Humphrey’s been eating off her fine china.”

      I grimaced again. “Really? That bad? You do remember she literally dove across the kitchen to try to catch him like she was in some rugby match.”

      His smile grew. “I’ll probably never forget seeing her catch so much air for as long as I live. If I weren’t worried she might cut me off from her cooking, I don’t think I’d be able to help teasing her about it, at least a little bit.”

      “It’s not worth the risk,” I told him solemnly.

      “Definitely not,” he answered, equally serious.

      I rubbed my belly beneath his splayed fingers. “I thought I was getting fat from all her food.”

      He slid closer until our thighs touched. “You’re not getting fat.”

      “I know, I know. I mean, well, now I know. That’s why my Eat All spell wasn’t working. Mo Ellen put in a failsafe in case someone should, you know.”

      “Get pregnant?”

      “Yeah.” I bit my lip. “I can’t bring myself to say it yet. Well”—I snorted—“I just told you, but it felt like I was hearing someone else tell you, like it’s not even real. Like, how could it be? I’m forty-four, Quade. Forty-freaking-four. I’m not supposed to be starting all over and having babies!”

      “You know what Luanne, Shawna, and Bessie would tell you...”

      “Yeah.” I sighed and allowed my head to drop onto the back of the bench. “That age is just a number.” I yanked my head up to stare at him. “I get that that’s true, really I do. But I’ll be sixty—sixty—when this kid’s Clyde’s age. Already I have to work at it so Clyde thinks I’m cool. What will it be like then? When I’m ... sixty.” I swallowed as if a sour taste coated my tongue.

      He smoothed his thumb over the back of my hand in a soothing rhythm that had me deepening my breaths. “Sorry to break it to you, baby, but Clyde doesn’t think you’re cool.”

      “But ... but I still wear Converse and tight t-shirts that say crazy, cool shit on them!”

      He chuckled. “Our definitions of ‘cool’ don’t match his, or Macy’s, or Harlow’s for that matter, especially not Hawk’s.”

      My butt cheeks clenched at the reminder of my newly discovered sister’s children, and how her twins, Piper and Jupiter, and her toddler, Duff, ran her ragged. Was that what was in store for me? Darla’s prevalent dark under-eye circles suggested she hadn’t gotten a proper night’s sleep in years, and I loved sleeping nearly as much as I loved food.

      “But I think you’re super cool,” he added, unaware that I’d reached the next stop on my freakout tour. He leaned forward to press a soft kiss to one cheek, then the other. “I think you’re amazing and beautiful and”—another kiss to the tip of my nose—“the only woman I’ve ever wanted to have children with.”

      A flutter like the wings of butterflies gurgled through my stomach. I couldn’t decide if it was the baby, this incredible man at my side, or straight-up gas. “How can you be so calm about this?”

      His smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Since I first fell in love with you, I always assumed you and I’d marry, have a family together, and live happily ever after.”

      I opened my mouth—perhaps to apologize once more for how I’d set fire to those dreams and left town while the inferno burned them down to mere ashes, I wasn’t sure, but he shook his head before I could voice those regrets.

      “I’ve never loved anyone but you. Am I surprised you’re pregnant? Hell yes, baby, as shocked as when you came back home when I’d finally given up hoping you ever would. But I’m also...” He gazed off into the distance, seeming not even to notice the many lush trees he so treasured, while he searched for the right word. He returned his stare to me. “I’m also totally and absolutely freaking delighted.”

      Again, those butterfly wings raced along my insides, confirming that they were nerves after all. I barely breathed. “Really?”

      He squeezed my hand before resuming his comforting touch trailing along my skin. “Really. I seriously can’t wait to tell everyone.” He grinned. “I can’t wait to tell Harlow. She’s gonna flip the hell out⁠—”

      I sucked in a sharp breath.

      “In the best of ways,” he hurried to assure me. “She’s never liked being an only child. She’s taken to Macy and Clyde almost like they’re already stepsiblings. Haven’t you noticed?”

      I had, but, “I don’t want us to do anything we wouldn’t do ordinarily, not because of this.”

      He harrumphed. “This being the little witch or wizard taking shape inside you?”

      “Yeah. I can’t bring myself to say it yet. I need more time for the fact to settle in.” In truth, I doubted the entire forty-plus weeks of pregnancy would be long enough to erase my shock.

      Quade sat back just a little, but even those few inches were too many when my heart was thudding in my chest like it was.

      “You’re referring to me asking you to marry me again.” He pursed his lips.

      “You never asked me in the first place.” My free fingers alighted on the asymmetrical magenta crystal pendant that hung between my ample breasts, the gift I’d initially mistaken for an engagement ring.

      “That’s because you freaked out when you thought I was going to.”

      “I didn’t.” Then I smiled, a lopsided admission that I wasn’t being completely honest with either of us and we both knew it, then shrugged. “You know it wasn’t that I didn’t want to marry you.”

      He said nothing for several breaths. “Could’ve fooled me.”

      I closed the distance between us, dragging our joined hands from my stomach to my heart. “It’s only that I don’t want to get married for the wrong reasons.”

      His brow arched. “And having a baby together is the wrong reason?”

      “Not when you say it like that it’s not.”

      “You’re the one who said it that way.”

      I exhaled loudly, blowing an errant curl from where it was determined to tickle an eyelid. “You know what I mean.”

      The uncommon steady solemnity in his gaze told me that, no, for once, he didn’t. That I was likely responsible for his unfounded insecurities.

      “I just ... when we get married, I want it to be because we’re both ready, because we both want it, not because I’ve got a bun cooking in the oven.”

      His eyes narrowed ferociously.

      “What?” I asked.

      “That ex-husband of yours had better hope I never get my hands on him. I might just kill him for all the damage he did to you.”

      I chuffed. “You wouldn’t kill him.” Quade was one of the gentlest men I knew.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure of that. You’re precious to me, baby, precious. What that prick did to you...” He shook his hand, his anger making his movements jerky, his fingers clenching atop my chest. “It’s unforgivable.”

      I offered him a sad smile. “He couldn’t have treated me badly if I hadn’t let him.”

      “No!” Quade barked, startling me. “No … you don’t take responsibility for him being a piece of shit to you. That’s on him not recognizing you for the brilliant blessing you are? Making you believe you were less than? That all the family responsibilities were on you?” His nostrils flared. “Cheating on you? No, Marla, that’s on him, all of it.”

      My eyes burned with unshed tears, and I gulped, my throat constricting.

      I stared at Quade through the sheen of emotion as he said, “I won’t ask you to marry me now because you being pregnant’s a whopper of a doozy and I need time just as much as you do for this new turn in our lives to settle into place. But as soon as we’re ready, as soon as you’re ready, I’m asking you to marry me, so you’d better go thinking of your answer.”

      My nose started running, and I sniffled. “Yes,” I whispered. “My answer’s yes. Of course it is, Quade.”

      Mid-reach for a handkerchief, he stilled, his hand stuffed in the back pocket of his jeans. He inhaled so deeply that his chest shuddered beneath his flannel shirt before he handed me the square of cloth. “Did you just agree to marry me?”

      I laughed, this time feeling light as a leaf drifting on a playful breeze. Wholly unburdened, thanks to this man and his generous, loving heart. “Yes and no.” I dabbed my eyes, then my nose. “A while ago you told me you want to treat me like your queen, so I’ll let you. When it’s the right time, ask me again.” Elation made me buoyant, as if I might float away if not for his hand on mine. “My answer will be the same then.”

      He stared into my eyes with such intensity that I would have bet he could see all the way to my soul. Finally, when I felt barer than I ever had been before him—and the man excelled at worshipping my naked body—he spoke, his voice cracking. “My dream’s coming true. We’re gonna get to spend the rest of our lives together.”

      “Yeah,” I croaked, then cleared my throat and blew my nose.

      He gazed at my belly, which all at once seemed swollen in a way that was obvious. How had I not recognized the many signs there’d been? How had I not known?

      He said, “And we’re gonna have a baby together. We’re gonna be parents together.” He looked up at me again. “We’re going to become a family. You, me, Harlow, Macy, Clyde ... the baby.”

      Beyond words, I nodded.

      A laugh like a tinkling bell slipped from his lips. I’d known the man all my life, and I’d never once before heard him so utterly and fully happy.

      My face, already mimicking his joy, fell.

      Instantly, he asked, “What? What is it?”

      “I-I had a miscarriage once before, between Macy and Clyde. So, ya know, don’t get your hopes up too high.”

      He snorted. “Too late.”

      “I mean it, Q. Just in case, let’s be ... reserved about things.”

      “That’s not how it works in Gales Haven, you know that. Our thoughts and energy⁠—”

      “Contribute to the creation of our reality,” I completed. “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

      “So, then?”

      I shrugged, though I knew exactly how I felt about what I was about to say. “It’s not just the miscarriage ... potential. It’s also ... I want this to be just ours for a while, for sure till I start accepting the fact that I’m going to be a mother again.” I allowed my jaw to drop open and my eyes to widen comically. He threw his head back and laughed some more.

      “And even after that...” I steeled myself to admit what wasn’t all that generous of me. “I don’t want my mom to know. I don’t even want Darla and all her kids to know. When I’m ready to tell them, I want it to just be us, our kids, my aunts, and Nan. The others haven’t earned the right to something so special, not yet.”

      Though Darla hadn’t done anything to me, just another victim of our mother’s poor choices, I didn’t withdraw my statement, letting my true—likely slightly spiteful—feelings hang all out for this man.

      “I understand,” he said slowly, “but Neorah’s going to be the first to find out.”

      My jaw clenched at the prospect.

      “She might not even have to check on your physical body to sense the baby. It’s the way of her magic,” he added. “If Cecilia and Mo Ellen knew...”

      “Every flipping busybody in this town’s gonna know soon whether I want them to or not.”

      He smiled regretfully, but the expression didn’t do much to dim his enthusiasm. “Probably sooner rather than later. So if I want them to find out on your terms, you’d better not wait too long.”

      “Damn. So much for waiting till I got a handle on things. I guess I’ll have to just keep on rolling with the crazy.”

      A single, amused brow arched. “I’d say that’s the Gawama way, wouldn’t you?”

      I snorted a chuckle. “Definitely.” My eyes widened again. “Oh man, Wanda is gonna flip.”

      “I’m not sure our baby’s ready for Auntie Wanda.”

      “I’m not sure I’m ready for Auntie Wanda.”

      When our combined laughter died down, Quade met my waiting eyes again. “Don’t worry about the baby. The baby will be fine. We’ll be fine, no matter what happens. I’ve never been so glad to have had unprotected sex.”

      “Me neither, Q, me neither.” And as I registered the words outside of myself, I knew them to be entirely true. “You know,” I started, “since you already knocked me up, there’s no point in holding back now.”

      His whiskey eyes flared in the park’s dimming light. “None at all.” He waggled his brows at me. “Your place or mine?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve barely had a spare second to myself to think. It’s been a craaaaaaaazy day.”

      “One of the craziest.”

      “And I still have to kiss a pygmy troll.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Oh, that’s right, I didn’t get the chance to tell you, what with all the loony creatures and men trying to woo me.”

      “The only one I want you kissing is me.”

      “In that, Mister Contonn, you and I most definitely agree. But regrettably I made a deal with him. He’d heal my, ahem, ‘admirers,’ and I have to give him a single kiss.”

      Quade hmmphed.

      “My thoughts exactly, but let’s not worry about that now. I can’t possibly fit a single more lick of nuttiness into this one day.”

      As if the town or fate or some other force with a wicked sense of humor were in the mood to have a laugh at my expense, just as Quade was inching his mouth toward mine, to remind me whose lips were the only ones I wanted to be kissing, I heard, “Hey there, Marla Bing,” in the unmistakable deep bass of Bob the elk.

      “I’m here to report for protective duty. Plus, it was time for my evening poop in the park, so it worked out perfectly. Mindy likes making it convenient for me, since my poop’s so valuable.”

      My cheek twitched as I groaned, then swiveled to face the largest of the magical creatures within Gales Haven’s borders.

      Bob’s elk face was spread in a goofy smile I suspected I wasn’t in the mood to return.
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      For several long moments I stared up at Bob, wondering if I could simply take Quade by the hand and lead him from the park to somewhere where the cray-cray wouldn’t follow. But then, this was Gales Haven, where life had proven it enjoyed being as nutty as a ten-pound fruitcake. There was probably nowhere within the town’s borders I could go to escape whatever nonsense Bob was suggesting, and now that I’d settled back home, I didn’t want to leave anyway.

      Swallowing the mother of all groans, I forced my lips to curve until they might pass for a friendly smile and swiveled more fully toward the elk, unwilling to release Quade’s hand as I did so. I felt my nostrils flare but tamped them down, impressed with myself that after the day I’d had—hell, after the months I’d endured—I had it in me to look so at ease.

      Bob spread his lips wide so that every single one of his large teeth were on display in what I guessed passed for an elkish wince. “Yeesh. Marla Bing, you don’t have to look so scary.”

      His twelve-point rack was substantial enough to gore a rhino, and yet he was scared of my ... smile?

      I took another moment to breathe deeply, and when that wasn’t enough to provide the Zen-level of chill I was seeking, I cycled through my breathing again.

      “What is it?” Quade asked from behind me, scooting closer, the warmth of his body starkly reminding me of what I could be enjoying if not for ... Bob, who was a goofy, odd, somewhat clueless magical creature, but one who was also undoubtedly kind.

      When I smiled up at him again, I managed to imbue my expression with my genuine appreciation, and the elk dropped the caricature-like grimace while I patted Quade’s hand. “Don’t worry about it, Q. Nothing’s going on. Everything’s fine. Just give me another sec.”

      My mouth twitched as my intuition all but laughed at my perhaps unfounded optimism, if history were any indication, but I valiantly powered through, holding my smile by will alone, and blinked up at the elk.

      “I really appreciate your willingness to help, Bob, but I don’t need a protective detail.” A chuckle slipped out of me, but at Bob’s apparent determination to follow through on the little hedgehog-drill-sergeant’s orders anyway, I cleared my throat and continued.

      “All the magical creatures that were ‘in love’ with me are fixed, healed, donezo. Another case solved.” A puff of air tickled my proverbial wings. Nan had been right, as was her way—I was rocking my town detective doo-ties, wasn’t I?

      “I don’t need any help, but thank you so much for offering it.” I prepared to turn back around to give my honey my full attention. I was finally beginning to accept I could celebrate the little person growing inside me instead of sprinting down the path toward the meltdown I’d been well on my way to having. With Quade at my side, and the support of my kids, aunts, and nan, I could handle just about anything, even this.

      Bob tossed his head and chuffed. “Silly Marla Bing. It’s not for you.” He snorted a laugh that sounded like it said, Don’t be ridiculous.

      “What’s not for me?” I asked carefully.

      “The protective detail?”

      My brows slowly crept up my forehead as I registered that Bob, perhaps the most naïve and innocent of the magical creatures, was ... mocking me?

      Bob’s eyes were wide as he shook his head, that large rack of his twisting perilously. He snorted. “I didn’t see it before, but Frankie’s got a point.”

      I stiffened all over, and my sudden tension had Quade doing the same.

      “What?” he asked.

      But for the time being, I only patted his hand in reassurance. Don’t worry, I’ve got this, I silently told him, even as I wondered if every single magical creature in this town was a snarky turd bucket.

      “And what point, exactly, does Frankie have?” I asked, danger riding every single word like an electric eel skimming the surface of a murky Amazonian pool, heading straight toward Bob’s exposed ass at lightning speed. Frankie was the rust-colored fox whose intelligence levels appeared to rival even Mindy’s, and who delighted in giving me grief. If the fox had been in high school in the outside world, she would have been the coolest of the debonaire girls, infuriatingly aloof and scathing to everyone around her. She would have been the untouchable prom queen most everyone wanted as their friend or their girlfriend, but had as their enemy instead.

      Just the thought of Frankie made my ass itch.

      “That you’re not as smart as you look, and that you look...” All at once, Bob seemed to register that he was delivering a secondhand insult. “Ah, ah-he.” He offered me another one of those grimaces that suggested he was suddenly in a rush to complete his revered pooping ritual.

      “What did Frankie say about me?” I pressed, patting Quade’s hand some more in an, I’ve got this, honey way. I’m gonna handle this next round of creature insults like a freaking mature-as-fine-wine adult.

      My cheek jerked at my own internal lie.

      “Ah ... um...” Bob was looking everywhere but at me, appearing rapturous in his appreciation of the beauty of Moonshine Park, with its many old-growth trees and carefully encouraged wild diversity maintained by the lovely man beside me.

      “Bob…”

      He jumped as if his name had been a whip cracking against his broad back.

      “Okay, okay,” he said in a rush. “I cave. I give in. I surrender. I’m done for. Your look, your voice, they’re so ... fierce, Marla.” He nearly sounded reverent.

      I couldn’t help a chuckle at just how absurd my life had become in short months. Here I was, newly flipping pregnant, and I couldn’t even have a minute to enjoy what was revealing itself to be a blessing with the father of my love child without a creature of some sort or another giving me shit—and when it came to Bob, it was often the literal sort.

      “I’m a mom,” I explained, a bit more amiably now. “I’ve had to perfect my looks and tones to survive my kids.”

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Quade chimed in behind me, relaxing now that I had. “Parenting isn’t for the faint of heart. We need every tool in our arsenal to get through it with our sanity more or less intact.”

      At that fresh reminder of how challenging parenting truly was, my breath caught. Quade, attentive as always, noticed, and I felt the cringe in his assurance, uttered against my cheek as he rubbed circles along the back of my hand once more. “Parenting’s also the single most rewarding thing I’ve ever done. It’s difficult, sure, no doubt, but one that’s forever worth it.”

      I swallowed and nodded slightly, shocked at how much I needed that encouragement.

      But then, of course, I’d only just found out I was pregnant. Motherfreaking pregnant. And I’d only had a couple of hours to begin unpacking that ginormous gift that would just keep on giving.

      “You know what, Bob? I don’t even care what Frankie says about me.”

      “Oh good,” he said on a whoosh of relief. “I really didn’t want to be the one to tell you that she says Hugh is right, and that you’re as stupid as his cousin Basil, or that she also says Mindy’s right when she worries you’re not as sharp as she needs you to be to help us magical creatures, or that Frankie says if she were to turn you upside down, you’d look like a red mop, or that...”

      He trailed off, jaw dropping open slowly.

      “Thanks for not telling me any of that,” I said, sarcasm thick as the coconut icing on my Aunt Jowelle’s exquisitely delicious German chocolate cake. “I really appreciate you holding back there on my account.”

      “Oops,” he squeaked on a wince.

      I groaned and rolled my eyes, loudly and obnoxiously, no longer in the mood to hold back on the lovable doofus’ account. “What now?”

      “A little nugget of my poop popped out of me.”

      I leaned around his massive frame to spot a small, roughly round lump the size of a marble.

      “Too bad, so sad.” I tsked, definitely not in the mood to deal with his poop obsession once again, or with him anymore for that matter. “Why don’t you just go ahead and take your stroll around the park and do your ... thing?”

      “I can’t. Not yet. I told Mindy I’d take first watch. She knows I don’t like to focus on any one thing for long, so she told me I only had to stand watch for half an hour, then someone will come relieve me, and I can go about enjoying the rest of my stroll through my favorite park, and choose the prettiest, most beautiful place in all the land to poop.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said, thinking my new rule when it came to him should be not to engage. “Look, Bob. Like I already told you, I don’t have need for a protective detail. Everything’s fine now.” Bun in the oven and a pygmy troll smooch notwithstanding. “And if you don’t mind, Quade and I were in the middle of something pretty important that we’d like to continue.”

      “That’s right,” Quade encouraged.

      “You mean the kissing you were about to do?” Bob asked.

      “Yes, the kissing,” I replied.

      “It was a good thing that’s all you were doing. Now that your Aunt Jowelle’s being a meanie and keeping him out of Gawama Mama, Cool Hugh’s been hanging out at the Creature Haven a lot, and he tells us all about how you and Quade”—he lowered his head and his voice—“like to ... sex it up all the time.” Bob’s face scrunched up in maybe disgust, shock, admiration, or amusement. On his furry elk face, I couldn’t really decide which.

      “Will you do me a favor, Bob?”

      He pepped up. “Sure thing, Marla Bing!”

      “Next time you see Humphrey”—he opened his mouth, and I guessed why—“and no, I won’t call him Hugh till he’s earned it—and at the rate he’s going, he never will—that next time I see him, I’m gonna stomp on his tail till he squeals.”

      Bob gulped. “Really?” he eked out.

      No. “Most definitely. Tell him that unless he wants to see what I look like when I’m mad, and I mean real mad, he’d better stop telling stories about me and Quade having sex.”

      Quade groaned. “This again?”

      I scowled. “This again.”

      The sky grew darker, the many bespelled twinkling lights draping from the trees shone brighter, and Bob just stood there, staring at me.

      “All right, then...” I cleared my throat. “Nice chatting with you, Bob,” though it hadn’t exactly been that. “Run along now. If it’ll help, I’ll tell Mindy next time I see her what a good job you did.” Doing whatever it was he’d done, I was never all the way certain with him.

      “I told you, I can’t. My time’s not up yet.”

      “I realize that, but I told you I don’t need a protective detail.” My patience was worn thinner than the skin of my teeth, and if I snapped at the elk, I already knew I’d regret my harshness later.

      “But it’s not for you. It’s for the baby.”

      I gaped.

      Quade poked me in the side. “You gotta fill me in here. What’s going on?”

      “He knows about ... the baby.”

      Quade startled. “How?”

      “Yeah, how?” I asked Bob. “You know what, never mind. I don’t need to be reminded of how much you creatures spy on us.”

      Then I registered what I’d said, didn’t want to be like those heroes in books or movies who didn’t make time for some vital piece of information because of something else going on at the moment—when I’d yell at the page or screen, Pay attention, they’re trying to warn you—and amended, “Actually, forget what I just said.”

      “I can’t, Marla Bing. I have an excellent memory.” He tilted his massive head to one side, staring off at nothing for a beat. “Unless I’m in a forgetting mood, and then I won’t remember a thing. But I can’t guess what mood I’m going to be in ahead of time, so I can’t promise I’ll forget what you said.”

      “Fine. No problem,” I answered, more tersely than I wanted. “Just, how do you know about the baby? And why do you think he or she needs protection?”

      “Brosnan can feel the baby.”

      “The naughty, mischievous leprechaun can feel my baby?” I deadpanned.

      “Yeah.”

      “I just saw him a few hours ago at the cook-off and he didn’t say anything to me about it.”

      Bob waggled his brow and mouth. “You know Brosnan. He’ll share when it suits him. Anyway, Mindy says, since you’re pregnant now, and being pregnant is a ‘very delicate time,’ she said, we need to help you out by protecting the baby.”

      “From what, though? Is the baby in danger?” My mama-bearness woke from hibernation and prepared to rear to roaring life. Releasing my hand, Quade scooted to the edge of the bench as if to launch himself at whatever might dare to threaten our fetus.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Then, what?” I asked, exasperated, rubbing at my face. “Bob, you’re starting to give me a headache.”

      Bob shrugged his elky shoulders in a gesture that further humanized him. “Mindy said Gales Haven is always crazy, and you never know what’s going to happen next here, and after all you’ve done to help us creatures, that the least we can do is keep a lookout, just in case we can ever help.”

      “Ever help ... the baby?”

      “That’s right. See, Marla Bing, you get it. I’ll have to tell Frankie.” He frowned in contemplation. “Assuming she’ll listen to me. She always tells me she’s busy when I want to talk to her, even when I can see she’s not. But then she tells me she’s thinking, and that thinking keeps her busy. And I guess it does, ‘cause she’s really smart.”

      “That’s very ... nice of you, I guess, but seriously, all Quade and I want is to be left alone right now.”

      “But the baby⁠—”

      “Is fine. Totally fine.” I patted my already slightly rounding belly in open assurance. “See? Fine, fine, fine. Now, be on your way please.”

      “But—”

      “Please, Bob, please. This day has been, like, the longest in history.” That was likely a bit of an exaggeration, but I was rapidly barreling toward the point of no return in the not-caring department. “Quade and I need some alone time, and you creatures must know how hard that is to get around here.”

      He nodded solemnly. “There’s no such thing as privacy, not even when I poop.”

      “Then you get me.”

      “Oh, I do, Marla Bing, I do. So you’ll pick up my poop for me?”

      “What? No.”

      “I can’t leave any of it behind. Mindy always says, ‘No poop left behind.’”

      “We’ll kick it off into the plants. They’ll be happy for the present.”

      The elk once more tilted his head, considering, and I congratulated myself for my fast thinking.

      “The plants here are very nice to you, aren’t they?” I pressed my advantage. “And your one piece of poop will be great fertilizer for them.”

      “The very best there is,” he said right away, while I pretended I wasn’t fully aware of how absurd at least half the conversations I had in this town were.

      “So that’s settled, then.”

      “This park is very nice, and you’re right, I’d like to be nice to it back. Mindy will understand, and plus, I can feel it readying inside me. Plenty of poop to save up for later.”

      “Great. Thanks for stopping by.” Not really, but…

      “You sure you don’t want to hear a song I’ve been working on before I go?”

      The elk was already singing: “Penny is a porcupine, so she is prickly. But Penny is prickly only on the outside. She is pretty, and nice to me, and⁠—”

      “Bob,” I interjected more tenderly than I anticipated. “Could I please hear your song later?” Like, maybe never later?

      I gestured between Quade and me. “We only just found out we’re going to be parents again, and we want some time together to be with the idea.”

      “Ah, okay, yeah, I could see that.”

      I sighed in evident relief. “Will you also please tell Brosnan not to tell anyone else? I’d like to be the one to share the news.”

      “Sure, I’ll tell him, but that doesn’t mean he’ll do as I ask, or as you ask either, I guess. He likes to do what he likes to do, no matter what anyone else says, even Mindy.” He shook his head in disapproval. “He should definitely listen to Mindy. She knows what she’s talking about. She keeps all of us creatures really safe.”

      I smiled at the thought of my little friend, always easier to do when she wasn’t around, as likely to insult me as Brosnan, Humphrey, or Frankie, even if by accident. “Yeah, she does.”

      Quade rose, addressing the elk whose response he wouldn’t understand. “My lady here might seem like she’s handling the news of her pregnancy really well, because she’s calm and collected like that”—I snorted and stifled a laugh—“but she really needs some time to absorb the change in circumstances. So do I. It’s a really big deal for us, really, really big. So if you don’t mind, we’d really appreciate it if you’d be on your way and express our desire for privacy to everyone else.”

      Bob nodded, and Quade had to step back to avoid his antlers.

      “See ya later, Marla Bing,” Bob said.

      I stood too. “Just like that? I ask you over and over, and Quade does just once, and you’re on your way?”

      Bob’s mouth and nose twisted in comical indecision. “Yes?”

      I sighed, went to run a hand through my hair, remembered it was its usual mess of wild curls, and rested my fingers along my belly instead. “Bye, Bob.”

      “Bye, Marla Bing. Bye, Quade. Bye, Oscar. Bye, poop nugget.”

      Bob was far enough away that the deepening night revealed only a large sauntering shape when I finished my gaping. “Bye, Oscar?!”
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      “Do you really want to find out details about our baby from Brosnan?” asked Quade, drawing to my side, where I stood stock still, only vibrating on the inside, staring at the space Bob’s silhouette had last occupied before the rapidly descending night erased all signs of him.

      “No, I most definitely don’t,” I gritted out as if the naughty monkey of a leprechaun were directly in front of me, the recipient of the irritation bubbling up inside me like a pot about to boil over.

      “Then why are you about to chase after Bob?”

      I jerked my gaze toward Quade. “I’m not about to...” I huffed and threw up my hands, forcing both of them through my hair, a noteworthy feat. “Okay, fine. I am thinking about chasing Bob down and forcing him to tell me everything he knows, or that I guess Brosnan knows. Dammit, Quade, it’s an unfair advantage: you know me too well. It makes it hard to pretend I’m having healthy, normal, mature reactions to finding out that everyone and their cousin twice removed seems to have known about my baby before me.”

      A soft breeze rolled between us, drawing the warmth of his amusement across my skin. “I don’t know you too well—never too well. There’s no such thing when it comes to you.”

      I chortled. “Yeah, not so sure about that. I’m currently resisting the urge to hunt down Brosnan, rip the Spanx from his body—just the top, mind you, I’ve got no desire to ever see his dangly bits again so long as I live—and then pinch him so hard that he tears up and begs me to let him surrender, at which point I’ll then force him to promise never, ever to, I dunno, talk with our baby again? Communicate with him, whatever he’s doing? Feel into my body to sense him?”

      I grunted. “By deep-fried spicy pickle goodness dipped in Aunt Jowelle’s creamy homemade ranch dressing, I just called our baby a he! Because of what Bob said, or what Brosnan said, whatever. Brosnan already ruined the surprise of finding out whether our baby’s a boy or a girl.”

      I grumbled like faraway thunder and narrowed my eyes at the image of the orange-haired, freckle-faced troublemaker. “I’m not just gonna pinch him, I’m also gonna twist his leg hair till he cries for his mama.”

      I pursed my lips as I registered my words outside of myself, deflating as my anger left me in a whoosh of self-realization. I shuffled over to the bench where Quade and I’d been sharing a perfectly wonderful, romantic, private, important moment mere minutes before, and slumped onto it. “What’s happening to me? I don’t want to be this person.”

      Quade chuckled compassionately. “Baby, you just solved a crazy case that had hundreds of Haveners chasing you around humping anything they could get their sticky hands—or paws—on. Your mom’s finally back in town after abandoning you, and she brought your sister who ... well, you know all that. Plus, you’re probably still reeling from the divorce to that dick Devin⁠—”

      “No, not anymore. Now that I have you, it’s more like, ‘Devin who?’ He doesn’t even belong on the same planet as you, Q.”

      He smiled softly at the compliment. The gesture made his eyes shine beneath the steady warm glow of the miniature spheres, reminiscent of the holiday lights from the outside world, hanging from the trees around us.

      Quade, gazing at me, eventually sighed. “You haven’t even been back for all that long, and since you got here you’ve had more bizarre situations thrown at you than seems normal, even by Gales Haven standards⁠—”

      I snorted. “Yeah, no kidding.”

      “And now you just found out you’re pregnant, that our family’s going to be growing. It’s a big deal, all of it is, really, but the baby’s the yummy cherry on top. Cut yourself some slack.”

      But I was stuck on how he said that “our family’s going to be growing.” Our family. I leaned my head back so I could better see him, no longer bothering to blink away the tears.

      His smile turned infinitely loving. He stepped closer, planting both of his legs around one of mine. “Give yourself a break, babe. Besides everything you’ve been having to deal with and the surprise of being pregnant—” I snorted again; “surprise” was a massive understatement—“I’ll bet your hormones are making you a bit more sensitive.”

      I barked a laugh at that. “As if I need that. I swear, I could probably get emotional staring at a blank wall lately. Now it all makes so much more sense. I could set a record, from composed to bawling in point six seconds.” I laughed again, but only because I had no better option.

      He bent down to place a tender kiss on my crown before extending a hand to me. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

      I slid my palm into his and rose. “Where’s home? Your place or mine?” “My place,” of course, would fill up with numerous Gawamas once the cook-off after-party festivities died down.

      He led me in the direction of his pickup truck, the same boxwood green 1969 F-250 he’d had when we’d first fallen in love. “Home’s wherever you are, so long as I can bring Harlow too.”

      That much was a given, and I’d soon have to start wrapping my mind around her becoming my stepdaughter. “You really think she’s going to be happy that you’re having a baby with me?”

      “I think she’s going to be ecstatic. But we can wait to tell her, and Clyde and Macy, till you’re ready. Just because the magical creatures know doesn’t mean they’re going to tell anyone else.”

      “Yeah, but only because no one else but Darla and me can understand them. And don’t forget that everyone can make out what Brosnan says just fine.”

      “Hmmm, true, but at least he seems to keep to himself.”

      “If by that you mean he’s always running away from me when I actually need him, and if not he’s making me chase him all over town and back for whatever trouble he’s gotten into.”

      Spring was truly settling in, the night pleasantly balmy, and I allowed myself to enjoy our slow, companionable pace, despite the many rascals determined to be all up in my private business.

      “And Mo Ellen and Cecilia will respect your privacy,” he continued, “at least for a little while longer.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      He pulled me closer, wrapping an arm around my shoulders, his truck now in view, parked across from the town hall on the other side of Magical Main Street. “I think you need the comfort of Gawama Mama tonight. You okay with me spending the night with you?”

      I peered at him, wishing I were in the mood to tease him about what we might get up to in the night, but truly just exhausted from the many ups and downs of this interminable day.

      “Always.”

      And we both knew I absolutely meant that.

      My return back to Gales Haven might have been a bit rocky at the start, but it was only double
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