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      She knows nothing about sleuthing, but her nan assigned her the job, and what Bessie Gawama wants, she gets.

      Marla does her best to carry out her new detective doo-ties. She even dons her comfortable running shoes and sets out to get ’er done.

      But when some bumbling bumpkins show up in town, and Haveners start losing their marbles left and right, it becomes clear she’s not cut out for the job.

      That never stopped a Gawama witch before.

      And she isn’t going to let it stop her now.

      One thing the Gawamas know how to do is ride with the crazy.
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      Halfway into my four-mile run over to Mo Ellen’s house, my stride became clunky, the soles of my running shoes slapping clumsily against the old tiled sidewalk. At one mile to go, I was regretting not having driven, missing my Subaru like it was an extra leg that could make the run easier. I was going to kiss my car smack on the hood when I next saw it.

      I hadn’t been running often enough since I got back to town. Every one of my muscles was screaming that message loud and clear.

      I kept myself distracted from the leaden weight dragging down every step by cycling through my mental list of people I could ask to pick me up and take me home after I finished my business, because once I got to Mo Ellen’s, I still had to get back. The eager ambition I’d experienced at the start of the day had drifted away like a squeaky toot on a brisk wind. There was no way I was running all the way back to Gawama Mama House. I dumped that plan in the garbage around mile one.

      Over the past few weeks, I’d been feasting on Aunt Jowelle’s food. I didn’t regret a single bite. My Aunt Jowelle added a splash of her magic to everything she made, enhancing her natural knack in the kitchen. To boot, Aunt Jowelle was so glad to have me back—though she wouldn’t admit to it overly much—that she’d been making all my favorites.

      Hence my current errand. I wasn’t about to deny myself the comforts of home, especially when they came in delicious, carb-infused morsels. I had to get a spell from Mo Ellen that would allow me to eat to my heart’s content before my pants shrank any more. Already they were snug. I had to suck in my belly to button the top snap. Lately, I’d been forgoing my jeans for leggings. Go, spandex.

      Slowing to a walk, I brought my hands to my hips and walked the final three blocks to Mo Ellen’s. The witch lived on Witch’s Lane, a one-lane road that ran perpendicular to Magical Main Street. The names of the streets were as old as the town and remarkably lacking in imagination, considering that the residents of Gales Haven were as peculiar as they came—and always had been.

      By the time I covered the remaining distance, my breathing was steady again, and the only signs that I’d been about to collapse were the sweat gluing my shirt to my stomach and the fact that my face was undoubtedly as red as my hair. Thanks, pale complexion. You’re the best.

      I’d suck as a spy. I wore my body temperature—and emotions—on my face.

      Sweeping some strands of hair out of my eyes, where they clung to my forehead, I climbed the steps to the front stoop of the tiny bungalow and knocked. When the door swung open, I tilted my gaze downward.

      A small woman, her back slightly rounded, peered up at me through the thickest glasses I’d ever seen. She said, “Why, hello there, Hattie. I’ve been waiting on you.”

      Hattie was the one and only hairstylist in town. She owned and ran Hair for Hotties and Hatties over on Magical Main Street, an odd name considering she was also the only Hattie I knew of in Gales Haven. But odd and Gales Haven were one and the same.

      Not only was I not Hattie, but the woman pulling the door open for me didn’t appear in need of a hairdresser. Already, her gray curls, tinged lavender—on purpose, I presumed—were woven tight as belly buttons.

      “Um,” I started, trying to figure out what to say.

      I looked nothing like Hattie.

      “Well, come now. Don’t let the flies in. Once they get in, I have a dickens of a time getting them out. It’s way nicer in here than whatever pile of shit they come from.”

      I hadn’t seen a single pile of shit in Gales Haven since I arrived. Really, not ever. The townsfolk might be as eclectic as they came, but they took pride in their village. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen a fly since I’d returned to town either. Haveners used magic to make their lives easier, and that included warding off pests.

      The woman narrowed her eyes at me through bottle-bottom glasses. I couldn’t look away.

      At five-foot-four, I was short, but she seemed nearly a foot shorter than me.

      “What’s gotten into you, Hattie?” she asked. “Did you spike your tea with some of Mabel’s tinctures?” She smiled. “Ooh, have you come to share with me? I could use some spicing up, let me tell you. Danny was supposed to come by today, but he didn’t.”

      Danny? I about swallowed my tongue. This witch was older than dirt, and Danny was the town handyman—and gigolo.

      “Ah,” I started again, clearing my throat and finally getting it together. “I’m sorry. There seems to be some confusion. I’m Marla Gawama, and I’m here to see Mo Ellen. Did I get the wrong house?”

      Obviously, I hadn’t gotten the wrong house. The exterior was painted lime green with zigzagging sherbet orange stripes across it. The roof was a bright purple. That kind of bad taste was one of a kind.

      The little old lady pursed her lips as she considered me, blatantly tilting her head up and down as she checked me out. Given that she’d confused me with Hattie, who was twenty years older than me, pudgy, and rocking platinum blond hair that was both dyed and teased to its breaking point, I didn’t figure she was really seeing a thing about me.

      She tsked. “You say you’re a Gawama, huh? Well, I got news for you. You don’t look like a Gawama. Not one bit. Shoulda tried to impersonate someone else.”

      I had nothing to say to that. I looked precisely like a Gawama, right down to the flaming red, untamable hair, the ample bosom, and abundant curves. I was quintessential Gawama. My nan and aunts looked much like me, give or take a few pounds, a few wrinkles, and some variation in eye color.

      “Why aren’t you telling me the truth?” she pressed.

      Is she serious?

      “We live in the safest town possibly in the entire world, and you think I’m lying to you?”

      I would have taken offense, but crazy people shouldn’t be held responsible for what they say.

      “You could be lying. Why not? That Danny lied to me, saying he was coming by today and then he didn’t. What kind of crap is that? I got better things to do than wait around for him all day. I even got my hair done for him.” She patted her helmet of curls.

      I couldn’t resist. “So then why’d you think I was Hattie? Obviously, Hattie has already been by if you got your hair done.”

      She sniffed sharply. “You spying on me, girl?”

      “No, you said⁠—”

      “I know what I said. You don’t need to tell me. Are you saying that I’m old and can’t remember what I say?”

      Had the little old lady not had the insane eyes going on behind those bottle bottoms, I would have told her exactly that. But she did have the crazy eyes, big-time.

      I put my hands up in surrender, unsure whether she’d notice. “I’m not saying anything.”

      “‘Course y’are. Are you calling me hard of hearing now?”

      “No! Not at all.”

      “Well then, what are you saying? And why are you letting flies into my house? You know flies like shit. I don’t want shit in my house. You can’t track shit into my house. It makes a stink.”

      I debated whether I should just take off. It would be easier. Come back another day when biddy might be taking a nap.

      But I’d dealt with worse than one nutty old lady. Heck, I shared a house with several women of dubious levels of sanity. A fine line separated bold and crazy, and the Gawamas tended to ride it straight up the middle.

      “Look,” I said, “will you please just let Mo Ellen know I’m here? I need to see her.”

      “I will not call my granddaughter to the door when she could be in danger. What kind of woman do you take me for?” She curled her hands into fists and brought them up in front of her face, squinting at me something fierce.

      I had no intention of telling her what I thought of her. I wasn’t stupid.

      “I have business with Mo Ellen,” I tried instead.

      “Just because you say you have business with my grandbaby doesn’t mean a thing when you’re a liar.”

      I growled. “Dammit. I am not a liar. I’m so honest that people don’t always like what I have to say, and if you keep pushing me like this, I’m liable to tell you exactly what I think of you. And I promise you, you won’t like it.”

      She lowered her fists and stepped closer, angling her head upward to look at me. Those eyes were slits behind her thick glasses.

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “No, but maybe I should be. You’re a kook. I’m just here to see Mo Ellen. She’s expecting me. I ordered a spell from her a couple of weeks ago. I’m here to pick it up.”

      Or whatever one did with a spell like this.

      “Well, why didn’t you just say so in the first place? Tricking an old woman like me, making me think you were a liar and thief, tracking shit into the house. And the flies. So many flies.”

      Shaking my head, I opened my mouth, shut it, then opened it again. Ignoring the fierce little woman all but pressed against me, I called into the house. “Mo Ellen? Are you in there?”

      I snapped my gaze down just in time to watch Ol’ Nutter press her hand against my chest, smack in the middle of my boobs, and shove. She had a surprising amount of strength, and I staggered backward.

      “What the hell? You pushed me. In the boobs! That hurt.”

      “Damn right I did. I’m a knight. I defend my keep at all costs.” She pointed her chin in the air. “Do you doubt me and my ability to fulfill my mission?”

      “The only thing I’m doubting is your sanity,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Before I gave up and left, I shouted for Mo Ellen one more time.

      Within a few seconds, she came running out from the back of the house, draped in a bath towel, her hair dripping wet. She looked from me to her grandmother before her eyes rounded and she rushed toward us.

      “Bambi? What’s going on? Why didn’t you let Marla in?”

      “Because she’s an impostor. She isn’t Hattie.”

      I threw my hands in the air and huffed loudly enough that the blind bat should be able to get the message one way or another. “I’m not supposed to be Hattie. I’m Marla Gawama. I told you that.”

      Bambi shook her head. “I don’t allow any thieves in my castle.”

      I looked over the petite woman’s helmet hair to her granddaughter, whose shoulders sagged. She offered me a smile that was more grimace than anything else.

      Mo Ellen placed her hands on the woman’s shoulders, steering her back into the house. “Come on, Bambi. I think it’s time for you to take a nap in your favorite chair.”

      “But I have to defend the keep!”

      “You’ve done a good job of it. I’ll relieve you so you can rest.”

      They disappeared around the corner. I entered the house and shut the door behind me, not wanting to chance a fly sneaking in, just in case there were some. Bambi would probably never get over the intrusion on her watch.

      Bambi’s voice trailed from the other room: “You promise not to leave your post until I get back?”

      “I promise. Now you get some rest.”

      “Will you get me some tea and biscuits? Those buttery ones with the sprinkles?”

      “You got it,” Mo Ellen said, but by the time she emerged into the kitchen where I was, snoring followed.

      Mo Ellen’s face was a mask of grief. “I’m sorry you had to deal with that,” she told me. “You’re a bit earlier than I thought you’d be.”

      “Sorry,” I said, referring mostly to her grandmother’s state of mind. “My kids insisted on taking the bus to school instead of letting me drop them off, so I left earlier than I planned.”

      Mo Ellen nodded absently, making it clear her mind was somewhere else—probably in the other room.

      Walking over to her, I placed an arm on her bare shoulder. Her skin was slick.

      “I’m really sorry about whatever’s going on with your grandmother. Can I help in any way?”

      Her eyes cleared as she focused on me. “I’m so glad you asked. I want to hire you to solve a case.”

      “Oh no.” I shook my head, my hair sweaty and heavy, not moving. “I know my nan says I’m a detective, but I’m really not. I’m no good at it. I’m working on getting her to see it. I’m just here to pick up my spell.”

      Mo Ellen stepped away from me so that my hand dropped. She crossed her arms over her chest, clutching her towel. “If you want your spell, you need to trade me for it. And I want you to work a case for me.”

      Crap on tap. I totally wanted her spell so I could stuff my face like a pig without consequence.

      While I milled my options over, I asked, “What kind of case are we talking about?”

      “My Bambi has lost her marbles. I want you to find them.”
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      My mouth literally dropped open in shock. Not at the fact that Bambi had lost her marbles, of course not. That bit was plainly obvious. But how the hell did Mo Ellen expect me to find them?

      “You do realize that losing your marbles is just an expression, right?” I asked. “It’s not like our wits are actually housed in real marbles?”

      Mo Ellen smirked. “Of course I realize that, smartass. But Bambi hasn’t always been this way. This level of … well, you know, is new. She used to be fast as a whip. She packed a lot of punch in that tiny frame of hers.”

      I rubbed absently at my chest. “She still does. But you know, Bambi looks to be…”

      Just in case, I waited to listen for the next snore, and only continued once it arrived. I had no intention of doing anything to get on Bambi’s bad side, and no woman liked hearing what I was about to say.

      “Look, Mo, your grandma seems really old.” I shrugged. “This kind of thing happens sometimes as people get up there in years.”

      “That’s bull honky and you know it,” Mo Ellen snapped. “You might’ve left town for a long while, but you were still raised here. You know how it goes. You only get old when your mind thinks you’re old. You remember how magic works, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Do you really? Because I’m sure Bessie taught you that beyond our individual powers we can all create with our thoughts. Words and thoughts matter, and you should damn well know it. It’s a magic we all have.”

      “Okay, fine. Yes, I know that, but obviously your granny didn’t mind her words, then, and I intend no pun here. Because she’s clearly off her rocker. No offense.”

      “I won’t take offense to that because this isn’t her usual state of mind. Come with me to get dressed and I’ll tell you what I think is going on.”

      I wanted to say no and get the hell out of there. But Mo Ellen was dripping wet, and I still needed her to give me the spell.

      Resigned, I groaned. “Lead the way.”

      When we entered Mo Ellen’s bedroom, I took in the muted grays and creams cementing the color scheme of her decor. For Gales Haven, it was remarkably reserved.

      “I take it Bambi chose the colors for the outside of the house?” I said.

      Mo Ellen rummaged through her closet. “Yep. She’s the one with the cool sense of style.”

      “If you say so.”

      Crap. The words slipped out before I could stop them.

      Mo Ellen turned with a pile of clothes in hand and arched her brows at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, nothing. It’s just that it’s clear Bambi can’t see a thing. Her glasses are the thickest I’ve ever seen.”

      Mo Ellen dropped the towel on her bed and started dressing. “The whole point of glasses is to correct a person’s vision,” she said while I worked very hard not to be envious of her no-babies, early-thirties body.

      I failed miserably, sighing longingly before remembering staring at a naked chick wasn’t polite. I averted my gaze. Still, those boobs! That stomach! It was a good thing Clyde and Macy were worth the ravage they inflicted on my body.

      Forcing my thoughts back where they belonged—on getting my spell and leaving without signing up for a lost-marbles case—I pulled my leg into a quad stretch, appreciating the pull in my muscles. “Why doesn’t Bambi go see someone about correcting her vision if it’s so bad? I know I haven’t been around for a while, but surely there’s still someone here that can fix sight issues.”

      Mo Ellen pulled her shirt down. “Oh, there still is. Two wizards who can do that, actually.”

      “Sooooo … why is Bambi still wearing binoculars?”

      “Because her eyes are fine. The whole reason she can’t see now is because she picked up those glasses from who knows where on her last trip out of town and she hasn’t been able to see a damn thing ever since.”

      “Wait.” I switched legs, continuing my stretching. “You’re telling me that your grandma doesn’t actually need glasses? And that the only reason she can’t see is because she’s wearing those awful things?”

      “Good. You are paying attention.” She dried her hair with the towel before hanging it on the back of her closet door. “I told you, she’s lost her mind.”

      I whisked a glance at the open doorway. We were only one door down from where Bambi slept in an armchair in the family room. “Aren’t you worried she’ll hear you and beat you up or something?”

      “Nah, she’s gentle as a bunny.”

      “If you say so…”

      “I’m telling you, her entire personality has changed since whatever happened to her happened. Besides, she sleeps like the dead. She isn’t hearing a thing.”

      Even so, I kept my voice down. I wasn’t taking Mo Ellen’s word for it; this was all too weird. “So what do you think happened if it’s not the natural turns of old age?”

      Buttoning her pants, Mo Ellen snapped her gaze up toward me. “I’m pretty sure Bessie would kick your ass for saying that. Is Bessie infirm?”

      I snorted a laugh. “No, of course not. She doesn’t miss a thing.”

      “Right. Even though she’s pushing a hundred, she’s all there mentally. Because that’s how we witches roll. We control how we age.” She tapped an index finger to her temple. “With our thoughts. Our energy.”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      Mo Ellen shook her head. “The outside really has done a number on you, huh? There are no yeah buts. Our thoughts, words, and energy shape our reality. End of story.”

      I frowned at her, not appreciating the lesson, even if it was one we learned as children here in Gales Haven that I clearly needed reminding of. “What I’d been about to say before you interrupted me is that Bambi is like two-hundred. That might be different, no matter what. Years are years.”

      Mo Ellen shook her head as if I still wasn’t getting it, her light brown hair appearing darker with the moisture.

      I hurried on, not in the mood for yet another schooling. “Isn’t it possible that Bambi could have just … gone downhill on her own? Sure, putting on glasses that aren’t yours so that you can’t see isn’t normal, but it could just be part of her aging.”

      “Marla Gawama, I swear! Bambi is only seventy-six years old. For a witch, she’s still sprite.”

      I blinked. “Seventy-six? Are you sure?”

      Mo Ellen threw her hands in the air. “Of course I’m sure. I think I know how old my own grandmother is. She wasn’t like this till last week, I’m telling you. She came back with these crazy glasses, and no amount of talking will convince her she doesn’t need them. She keeps complaining I need to take her on leave from the castle to get an update to her prescription because she can’t see right. She cut off all her long hair and had Hattie style it in that ridiculous way. She looks like an uptight poodle now, like a dog puckering its butthole—all over her head!”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything about her hair.”

      Though her description was right on…

      Mo Ellen rounded her bed, sat on it, and forced me to stop stretching by taking my hands. “Please, Marla. I really need your help here. Something is going on with my grandma, something unnatural. I just know it. You have to trust me on that. There’s some magic interfering or … I don’t know, something! This isn’t normal, not even one bit. Maybe someone’s put a hex on her or a spell or … anything.”

      She dipped her gaze down to her lap, but didn’t let go of my hands. “I need someone to help me figure it out.” Looking back up at me, her eyes welled with tears. “You’re my only hope.”

      I pulled my hands from her grip. “Whoa, don’t go making me some savior, Mo. I’m only a detective by force, and most of the time I have no idea what I’m doing. I haven’t been able to catch one stupid leprechaun in like three weeks. And he leaves a trail of trouble everywhere he goes.”

      “But you did catch him once. You got him to fix the barrier spell.”

      “Yeah, by chance. All of it was by chance. Total luck. I’ve pretty much given up on finding him now, and that’s after I told Mindy that I’d keep him away from her and all the rest of the magical creatures. What kind of detective gives up?”

      “The kind that has free time now to help me?” Mo Ellen said hopefully.

      “I’m sorry, Mo, really I am. But I just don’t see how I can help you. Maybe my Aunt Jowelle will be able to help though. Her magic is with the mental body. She’s the Gawama you need, not me.”

      But Mo Ellen was shaking her head. “No, this isn’t something Jowelle can fix. I’ve already considered that option. It’s something outside of Bambi that’s causing the problem. Jowelle can only do her magic when it’s that person’s mind that’s out of balance. This isn’t Bambi. This is something else.”

      “Even if that’s the case, out of everyone in Gales Haven, there has to be someone better suited to fixing your grandma than me. Basically anyone else would be better than me.”

      She leaned back into her hands, staring up at me from the bed. Her gaze was too observant for my liking. “It sounds to me like maybe you’re the one who should go see your aunt. If you don’t think highly of yourself, then maybe she can help you get there. We have to believe in ourselves before anyone else.”

      “Enough with the lectures,” I said, mostly because I worried she might be right, and a good offense seemed the way to go. “I’m really sorry about Bambi, and if I thought I could help somehow, I would, really I would. I promise. I don’t like to see anyone suffer, and you both seem like good witches.”

      Well, Bambi had seemed like she’d rather kick me in the ass than smile at me, but no need to dwell on that.

      “If I can just pick up my spell, that’d be great,” I added. “We can figure out some other way to barter, or we could have Noreen add my debt to the ledger if you want.”

      Mo Ellen’s mouth settled into stubborn lines. I’d seen my kids adopt a similar expression thousands of times.

      “I’ll even help you find someone who can figure out what’s going on with Bambi,” I offered.

      “You’re the only one who can help me fix Bambi.”

      My shoulders fell. It was starting to seem as if Mo Ellen was as deluded as her grandmother. “That can’t be, Mo,” I said gently. “We’re in a town filled with talented witches and wizards. Someone will be able to figure out exactly what’s going on with her.”

      “No, I don’t think so. I have a feeling that someone’s messing with her intentionally, and you’re the only detective in town.”

      “Who would be messing with her on purpose like this? Yeah, there are some quirky people who live here, but no one’s mean like this. No one would hurt another Havener in this way.”

      “Delise Contonn did.”

      “Okay. But Delise might’ve done it without thinking, and besides, she’s gone now. So is Maguire. And there’s a guard of Haveners and magical creatures stationed at the entrance to town at all times to make sure they don’t come back.”

      “Who’s to say there aren’t a bunch of Delises in hiding?”

      “No, Mo, no. That’d be awful. Gales Haven is a nice, friendly town. You’re just letting your grandma’s behavior go to your head. There’s no conspiracy here. Just a woman whose mind is a bit lost at the moment. Maybe it’ll right itself on its own.”

      Mo Ellen sat up and crossed her arms over her chest, the stubborn tilt to her lips deepening. “You refuse to believe me? Fine. But I won’t give you my spell until you help me. And I know you want it bad. You were like a crazy woman when you came here to order it from me a couple of weeks ago.”

      “That’s because I was on my period and the cravings were real. I ate my weight in home-fried potato chips and chocolate. Aunt Jowelle made every one of my favorites and I ate it all. Everything. That’s why my pants are extra tight.” I patted my tummy.

      “Well, it sounds like you’ll need my spell before your next period comes, then. And my spell requires several days, often weeks, to settle into place.”

      She smirked, knowing she had me. “So what’s it gonna be? Help me and get to eat whatever the hell you want for the rest of your life? Or refuse me, and let the guilt of not helping a lost, little old woman wear you down?”

      I glared at her, huffed loudly, spun on my heel, and stomped all the way through the family room, past a snoring crazy lady, on through the kitchen, and then out the door.

      Breathing heavily because I knew she had me, and she knew she had me, I eventually reentered the house to find the manipulative witch, who was waiting for me with a smug look smeared across her face.

      “Fine,” I said tightly. “Let’s talk terms.”
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      “What do you mean ‘talk terms?’” Mo Ellen asked from where she leaned against the doorframe to her bedroom. “You help Bambi, I give you the Eat All spell. We already agreed.”

      I leaned against the hall wall across from her. “Actually, we haven’t agreed. You’ve been strong-arming me all this time, that’s what’s been going on. Now you have to realize that what you’re asking me to do could take a significant amount of time. You literally have no leads for me to go on. There’s no place for me to start. I have to figure this whole mess out from nothing. Not a single clue.”

      “Okay, okay, I get it. So what do you want?”

      “I want the Eat All spell plus a spell that will make it so that I never have to remove an unwanted hair from anywhere on my body again.”

      “I don’t have a spell like that.”

      “But you can create one, can’t you?” I asked, trying to keep the hope in check just in case she couldn’t. If I never had to worry about what I ate or getting rid of body hair, I’d have so much extra time to actually do some fun stuff.

      Mo Ellen rubbed absently at her chin. For a second, I thought she was feeling one of those coarse hairs that popped out of the chin like it was their sole mission to drive their owner crazy. But then I realized, no, Mo was only thinking. Lucky her.

      “I’ve never thought about it before,” she said. “But creating these unique spells takes a lot of time and effort, and is it really that important not to have to shave your legs every once in a while? Shaving isn’t that big of a deal.”

      I looked her up and down, wrestling between envy and outrage. I settled on outrage, but not at her, at life and its injustices.

      “You just have to shave your legs? That’s it?”

      “Yeah, and my underarms too, I guess. Though not often. Only a few hairs grow there. Why? What’s the big fuss?”

      I seethed inside, trying to get myself under control. Genetics could be so unfair.

      “You’re seriously telling me that’s it? No mustache or chin hairs? No random dark bristly hair growing where it sure as shit doesn’t belong?”

      “Gosh, no. That sounds awful. Is that what happens to you?” Her eyes were wide and horrified.

      I was horrified too, but for entirely different reasons. I wasn’t a fan of lying, but deflecting? I’d do that all day long.

      “Can you do the spell or not?” I asked. “If you give me that one and the Eat All spell, I promise to do everything within my power to help your grandma.”

      “Wait, I want to know. Does that really happen? Does thick hair grow out of your face?” Her eyes buzzed with alarm as she ran both hands across the smooth, unlined skin of her face. Not a dark asshole of a hair in sight.

      I shrugged, like I wasn’t totally invested in this issue. Like not having to ever think of it again wouldn’t be the biggest gift of my adult life. “It happens to people. It depends on genetics and age, I think. How old are you?”

      “Thirty-three, almost thirty-four.”

      Shaking my head in lament, I tsked for effect. “Just wait till you hit forty. That seems to be the magic number. Even genetics can’t save you then.”

      Her hands picked up speed as they scoured her face for any telltale signs of portents to come. “Does it happen to everyone?”

      “Probably not. But if these spells take as long to develop as you say they do, then it seems better to be prepared, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Definitely.” Her eyes remained big and terrified.

      Yeah, welcome to my life. It’s grand.

      She took a step toward me, eyes narrowed as they studied my face. “I don’t see any hairs on your face.”

      I smiled. “That’s right.”

      “So why do you want this spell? Just for your legs?”

      “For everything, just to be safe. I want it so that I never have to pick up a razor or a set of tweezers again in my entire life.”

      My pulse picked up at the possible relief in sight. I was so ready to break up with my tweezers!

      Mo Ellen tilted her head, first to one side, then the other, as she considered me. “So I give you these two spells, tailored to you, and you promise to cure my Bambi?”

      “No. You give me these two spells, and I promise to do everything within my power to cure Bambi. I can’t promise to cure her because I don’t know if I’ll be able to. But I do promise you that I care about you and your grandma, and that I’ll give it my all, one hundred percent. I’ve already told you I stink at being a detective. But I’ll do my best. That’s all I can do. Take it or leave it.”

      At this point, I was praying she’d take the deal. I wanted these spells so badly I could feel the anticipation of such a deep relief pumping through my veins.

      Yes, the outside world thrust body image issues on women—and men—like it was its bloody purpose. And yes, my mind was twisted into a knot a sailor would be proud of. I’d worked on feeling good about myself and seeing through the BS that suggested I should weigh a hundred pounds, be able to run a marathon, and bend like Gumby. I’d made lots of progress. There was still lots to be made, and these spells were like prizes shining and flickering like freaking gold at the end of a video game.

      I needed this help. I’d probably get there on my own anyway, someday, but the torment I could save myself…

      “Okay,” she said. “You’ve got a deal. I’ll give you the Eat All spell today as a down payment. And I’ll give you the Hair Bare spell when I have it ready. But I warn you, it could be a while till I get it right. Months, even.”

      Before she could reconsider, I met her extended hand and shook on it. A flash of white light burst between our palms, sealing the pact.

      The governing spell was as old as the town, and it ensured that both parties complied with the terms. There was no such thing as written contracts around here, not unless someone jotted down the terms to help them remember what they’d agreed to do. Magic ensured that people kept their end of bargains. It was how things ran smoothly, and how the council wasn’t bogged down with petty complaints. Even in a town as friendly and generally supportive as this one, I was sure there would be disputes if not for the magical measures in place to mollify things.

      Releasing my hand, Mo Ellen squeezed my arm. “Thank you for helping Bambi. My parents left town a long time ago. It’s been just Bambi and me since I finished high school.”

      “Oh really? I’m sorry, Mo. I didn’t know.”

      Mo Ellen smiled sadly. “People here don’t die easily. There are too many witches and wizards to help them. But when they leave…”

      “Who knows what happens to them then,” I completed for her.

      “Exactly. I know that your mom left too. I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah.” My own mouth tugged into regret. “It really sucks, doesn’t it? Never knowing what happened to them … whether they’re alive or … what.”

      Mo Ellen nodded knowingly. “Either they start feeling trapped here, or like it’s better out there than it is here. That’s what happened to my parents. They asked me to go with them, but I didn’t want to. I’d rather stay here and have my magic than leave it all behind. Besides, I couldn’t leave Bambi or all my friends.”

      “I left.”

      Of course, she already knew that. Everyone in town was aware of how I’d run, fleeing my own perceived weaknesses.

      “But you came back,” she said. “Most don’t.”

      “Yeah, most don’t,” I repeated. “I wonder what happens to all of them.”

      Mo Ellen joined me in staring off into space. It was a difficult thing not to know if your parents were still alive, whether they thought of you at all, whether they regretted leaving you behind…

      A while passed and Bambi came awake with a garbled snore followed by a coughing fit.

      Mo Ellen gave me a look that was surely supposed to mean something, I just couldn’t tell exactly what. Was she suggesting that her grandmother never even coughed?

      “Hurry. I don’t know if whatever is happening is causing her permanent harm,” she told me before she went to go help Bambi, leaving me standing there in the hallway.

      “The keep! Who’s watching the castle?” Bambi slurred, voice thick with sleep. “Man your post, woman! If flies get in, they’ll bring all the shit.”

      While Mo Ellen tried to calm the crazy woman, I tiptoed behind Bambi’s chair, skirting her attention. I’d had enough Looney Tunes for one day. I wasn’t eager for more crazed berating.

      I exited the house quietly and briskly walked a block to put distance between us. I didn’t want Mo Ellen to rush out to find me, begging me for assistance I didn’t know how to give.

      I took a seat on a bench beneath a large tree and prepared to send out a whisper-tell. I really wanted to ask Quade to come pick me up and take me home. I cherished every moment he and I managed to squirrel away from our busy lives and oddball families. Though we promised each other we’d spend a night together soon, we hadn’t yet made it happen.

      But … the sweat had dried on my body, and I was rocking my own personal perfume—eau de Marla. So I sent a whisper-tell to Aunt Luanne instead.

      I received a response right away, whispered on the breeze.

      “Hot and heavy with Bradley right now. Call Shawna.”

      It was like the wind was randy. I repeated my original message, only to Aunt Shawna this time.

      She wasn’t busy or getting busy and was on her way.

      While I waited, I realized that I hadn’t actually gotten the Eat All spell from Mo Ellen before she left to attend Bambi. Briefly, I debated heading back for it, but I’d had enough Bambi interactions for one day. Mostly I didn’t want to go back because it made me sad. If Mo Ellen was right, then there was someone out there messing with an old lady’s mind. That was downright cruel. If Bambi was really usually as gentle as a bunny, then she certainly didn’t deserve the recent turn in character.

      Instead, I sent a whisper-tell to Mo Ellen as well, asking her to please make sure I got the spell as soon as possible. I felt her receive my message as my aunts’ car rolled into view.

      Painted with bright, colorful flowers that were currently moving constantly like they were being blown about by a fierce breeze, Aunt Shawna rolled the car to a stop next to me.

      “Hey, Marla honey,” she called out through the open window. “I’m here to rescue you and deliver you home. I’m like a knight, taking you straight to Jowelle. She’s making lasagna for dinner, and I begged her to make enough for lunch too. Lasagna is my fave.”

      Pulling the door open, I sank into the passenger seat like I weighed a ton, thanks to the responsibility of this detective gig. I ignored Aunt Shawna’s reference to being a knight since it was far too reminiscent of Bambi’s rantings, and instead focused on how Aunt Shawna hadn’t even had to pull to the side of the road to pick me up. Traffic on Witch’s Lane was nearly nonexistent.

      Gales Haven was a safe, neighborly town. Whatever was happening to Bambi wouldn’t be intentional. It couldn’t be.

      I’d solve this unlikely case and then convince Nan to let me off the hook. Then there’d be no more marble finding or leprechaun chasing.

      But first, lasagna. Lost marbles would have to wait. Nothing trumped Aunt Jowelle’s homemade marinara sauce and layers of melted cheese.

      Mo Ellen had better deliver my Eat All spell quickly. I had big plans for it.
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