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        The Misadventures of the Laundry Hag book 5

      

      

      The Laundry Hag is nine months pregnant, five minutes away from a meltdown, and officially done with drama.

      Maggie’s only goal is to deliver her baby so she can finally see her toes again. But when a neighbor goes missing, her husband Neil begs her to stay out of the fray and focus on her breathing. Maggie has never been good at following orders—especially when her curiosity is more demanding than her stretch marks.

      What starts as a little neighborly nosiness turns chilling when the missing man is found stuffed inside his own freezer. To make matters worse, his wife and newborn have vanished into thin air. Now, Maggie is racing against her own biological clock to find them.

      Between navigating extreme family dysfunction, dodging an overprotective husband, and investigating a crime involving industrial-strength juicers, Maggie is about to find out that the killer might be closer to home than she ever imagined. The laundry can wait—because justice won’t.

      Bun in the Oven is the fifth entry in the Misadventures of the Laundry Hag mystery series. If you like relatable characters, family dysfunction, and laugh-out-loud humor, then you’ll love USA Today bestselling author Jennifer L. Hart’s captivating caper. Buy Bun in the Oven and start sleuthing today!

      ISBN: 978-1-965136-23-2
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      “Boys, you’ll miss the bus,” I waddled forward, two paper sacks containing lunches proffered for the ravenous little beasts that were sometimes mistaken for children. “Hurry up!”

      “Can’t you drive us?” Josh asked as he sprinted down the hall, wearing only one sock on his left foot.

      “Sorry sport, I have a doctor’s appointment this morning.”

      “Another one?” Kenny grumbled as he emerged from the bathroom looking not much better than he had going in.

      I narrowed my eyes on him. “Did you brush your teeth?”

      His hazel-green eyes slid away. “Maybe?”

      “Sniff test,” I ordered.

      Obligingly he opened his mouth and breathed. In my mind’s eye, a green cloud emerged. Thankfully, I was past the nausea stage of pregnancy.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Phew, dragon breath. Go brush. Quickly.”

      He scuttled back to the bathroom.

      “Mom, where’s my other sock?” Josh called. As if I had a freaking clue.

      “You’re not gonna put mommy through this kind of stress, are you, Baby X?” I rubbed my swollen belly. It was a nice thought, that the mysterious third child would be the easy one of the lot, who did what he or she was told without ever talking back. I snorted. Good one. Dream on, Laundry Hag.

      The sound of thundering feet alerted me a second before disaster struck.

      Atlas, the large Great Dane mix who never walked if he could run, galloped down the hall. I flattened against the wall. Well, as much as it was possible for a woman who was nine months pregnant to flatten, and wrapped my arms protectively around my stomach. “Slow down, boy!”

      Atlas skidded on the hall runner, crashed into the half-moon table, and sent the vase of flowers and the key and change dish flying. In my haste to ward him off, I dropped the lunch bags, which he trampled.

      “Sit!” I snapped and pointed to the floor. The dog did as he was told immediately and I rewarded him with a good scratch behind the ears. “Who let you in?”

      My question was answered a minute later when Josh, still sans sock came through the sliding glass door.

      A year ago I would have put my hands on my hips. Now, I placed my palms on my aching lower back. “What were you doing outside?”

      “Looking for my sock,” he said it as though I were an idiot to even ask.

      It took some effort not to let his smartass attitude get under my skin, which seemed stretched and extra thin these days. “Joshua, why would your sock be outside?”

      A shrug.

      I didn’t have time to lecture him again about the Atlas procedure. When the humans were active and distracted, the dog was as well and I was terrified he was going to knock me onto my belly. “Just get another pair of socks.”

      “I don’t have any more clean.”

      “How is that even possible?” Laundry was the only chore I could still do well. The house was a wreck, every day was like a juggling act and it had been too damn long since I’d had a glass of wine or a cup of coffee. “Check the dryer. And pick those lunches up before the dog eats them. Bag and all.”

      Josh retrieved the flattened bags and peeked into one. “Yuck, chicken salad. Can I just have lunch money instead?”

      My shoulders slumped in defeat. I never thought I’d see the day when my son preferred to buy a school meal rather than have one of my homemade lunches. “Fine, get cash out of my purse.”

      “Kenny’s juice box is leaking.”

      “Enough for both of you. And get out there, the bus will be at the stop any minute.”

      Finally, after much haranguing, kvetching and the constant push-pull that had become our normal morning routine, the boys were on the bus and Atlas was happily dining on two smushed chicken salad sandwiches.

      Feeling like Wonder Woman, I locked the house and then proceeded with the contortionist act of getting behind the wheel of my Mini Cooper. Once settled, I inserted the key and expected to hear the engine turn over.

      It didn’t.

      “Oh, no,” I breathed and tried again. “What do we say to the God of automotive death? Not today!”

      Still nothing.

      I thunked my head on the steering wheel. That didn’t help so I upped the ante by cussing a blue streak. If I had gone into labor at that very moment, I wouldn’t have been surprised. It was just that kind of morning.

      “Okay universe, if that’s how you want to play it,” I grumped and then plucked my cell phone up and dialed my husband.

      Neil answered on the first ring. “Is it time?”

      He was so cute in his I’ve got a very pregnant wife hysteria. “Stand down, slick. My car won’t start.”

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      “Home and I’ve got a doctor’s appointment.”

      “Is Sylvia home?”

      I glanced over at my neighbor’s driveway. “Her car’s there.”

      Neil sighed as if I somehow exasperated him. “Maggie.”

      “Come on, Neil. You know things have been weird ever since last summer. I don’t want to hear about how I’m always imposing on her.”

      My husband blew out a sigh. “I don’t want to cut out if we have another option here. You know we need the overtime. And you’ll be late if you wait for me to come get you.”

      He was right, like always. “Fine, I’ll ask her.”

      “Text me after your appointment.” He said and hung up.

      I hefted my bulk from the car and waddled across the lawn to ring Sylvia’s doorbell.

      “Maggie,” she looked surprised and pleased when she opened the door. A good sign. “Would you like to come in?”

      “No, thanks. Actually, my car won’t start and I have a doctor’s appointment so I was wondering—”

      “Just let me grab my purse and I’ll drive you.” She dipped back inside.

      

      “Mkay.” I’d been hoping I could just borrow her car and return it after I was done with my appointment. But this was fine. It was really just the drive to my Ob-gyn’s office. Not like she was coming in with me or anything. A short ride in moderate discomfort. I’d handled worse.

      “How are things?” Sylvia asked as we made our way to her Prius. “I haven’t seen you around.”

      “Been busy. You know, lots of stuff with the boys in the spring. Josh is on the baseball team and Kenny’s all about the soccer. Plus they’re both in scouts and that’s time-consuming.”

      She backed out of the driveway. “And Marty and Penny? How are they?”

      “Fine. Busy with Mae. She’s getting big.”

      “I was thinking about her the other day. She just turned one a little while ago, right?”

      “In April. I was kinda hoping Baby X here would be born on the same day, that way the cousins would have the same birthday.”

      “When’s your due date?”

      “Today actually.”

      Sylvia blinked. “Really? I didn’t know you were two weeks ahead of me.”

      Because we never talked anymore. She had made a nice gesture over the holidays and looked after Atlas while my crew took one last pre-baby X vacation. I’d tried to think of a way to repay her and then the water heater quit on us and we’d been scrambling ever since. “Yup. I’m the size of an aircraft carrier. It’s either a big baby or they’re going to need to get Willy Wonka’s juicer out for me.”

      “Are you nervous?” Sylvia stopped for a red light and looked over at me. “I’m very nervous.”

      “You’ll do great.” I offered what I hoped was a reassuring smile, tactfully not reminding her about how she’d offered the baby to us.

      The light changed and she put the pedal down. “Oh, I’m not nervous about the actual baby. More the whole childbirth bit. Did you do the prenatal class through the hospital? See the video?”

      “No, we didn’t sign up in time.” Besides, Neil had made me sit through Aliens so I had a comparable mental image already in my head.

      “Well, it was awful. That woman looked like she was being torn in half. I’m pretty sure nothing will be the same downstairs after an event like that.”

      I burst out laughing. “That’s what you’re worried about?”

      “Aren’t you? And we’re going to the practice on Vine Street, right?”

      “Right, I mean left. I mean yes, we’re going to Vine, but you need to take the next left.” My hand had drifted to my midsection and I rubbed, a gesture that seemed natural. “I’m more worried that Baby X is healthy, you know? Five fingers on each hand, five toes on each foot. I’ve had horrible dreams lately about giving birth to a mutant baby.”

      “That’s even more terrifying.” Sylvia shuddered. “Think I’ll stick to my current fretting over pelvic floor exercises, thanks. And here we are.”

      “You can drop me at the door.” It was my new favorite catchphrase. The less distance I had to waddle, the better.

      “No, no, I’ll come in.” She pulled into a parking space at the rear of the lot.

      I barely stifled a sigh. The parking lot looked as vast as pictures of the surface of the moon. No way would I manage to traverse all that blacktop in time for my appointment.

      Gritting my teeth, I pushed open the door and did the rolling heave-ho motion that had become a regular thing since my center of gravity continued to shift. The trick was to build up enough momentum to launch me up and out, not down. Another constant terror was that I’d have a spaz attack and fall right on poor Baby X.

      Finally, I made it to an upright position. Though I felt like doing a victory dance, my feet hurt enough as it was, so I settled for a moment of discreet jazz hands then turned around to check on Sylvia’s progress. She hadn’t budged, her eyes huge as she stared at her lap.

      “Are you all right?” I asked her. “You look a little spooked.”

      “I am.” She turned to me, her lip trembling. “Maggie, I think my water just broke.”
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      “It’s a girl,” I announced to the house as I dropped my purse, along with Sylvia’s car keys on the table in the entryway. I’d been texting with Neil and the boys all afternoon, to let them know what had happened.

      Atlas galloped in at full speed followed by Neil, who was buttoning his shirt cuffs. “Already? Aren’t first baby’s supposed to take a long time?”

      “Yes, but she came right as that no good cheating sack of man-crap Eric showed up.” I had a few…issues with Sylvia’s baby daddy. “So I was the first non-medical person to see her. Seven pounds eight ounces and probably the best pair of lungs this side of Boston.”

      “Pictures?” Neil stepped closer and I offered my phone. Even after giving birth Sylvia was still camera ready. I’d threatened to change the locks on Neil if he took pictures of me in the delivery room before I gave the all-clear.

      “Right here.” I proffered my phone and looked over his shoulder as he scrolled through the assorted shots.

      My husband’s features softened as he looked down at the newborn. “Do they have a name picked out yet?”

      “They were arguing about it when I left. It’ll either be Priscilla or Stephanie.” Personally, I thought either of those names was a little too much to saddle on a newborn, but I’d kept my opinions to myself. “It’s not fair.”

      Neil guided me over to the couch and propped my aching feet on his lap. “What’s not fair, Uncle Scrooge?”

      “Today’s my due date.” I splayed my hands over the enormous mound of my belly. “I’m going nuts here.”

      “He’ll be here before you know it.” Neil slid my right shoe off followed by my left and set to work on our new nightly ritual, a foot massage that ranked up there with an orgasm.

      My head lolled on my shoulders and my eyes slid shut. “How do you know Baby X will be a he?”

      “I don’t know anything.” Neil switched his ministrations to the other foot. “It just slipped out.”

      “I hope you’re right. I’ve been handling boys all my life.”

      “Phrasing,” Neil said, his tone full of wicked innuendo.

      “Not like that, you big perv.” I swatted at him, but he was too far away and I wasn’t outraged enough to actually sit up. “I meant that I raised Marty after our parents died, and then Kenny and Josh. I have the boy drill down to a science. What Sylvia and Eric have in store with a little girl scares the bejeebers out of me.”

      Neil raised an eyebrow. “Hey, at least you are a girl.”

      “Not a very good one. I’m not a girly girl type you know? I was always more comfortable with guys. Women are catty and passive-aggressive and always tearing each other down. Men are too lazy for any of that nonsense.”

      “You’ll do great no matter what.”

      “I’m glad at least one of us buys that. At this point, I’d give my left boob to not be pregnant anymore. Probably not the best way to start.” Though I’d never admitted it out loud, I resented that Sylvia had given birth on my due date while I was stuck waddling around like an overfed panda.

      Neil didn’t say anything, which was his only real defense mechanism when I started with the poor, pregnant me spiel. It was a reoccurring conversation. At times I almost felt sorry for him, having to listen to me gripe. I bitched constantly. It was the only release valve I had for the aches and pains that stacked up like cordwood. Not to mention the frustration of needing someone else to tie my sneakers, the constant fatigue and heartburn, and lack of sleep at the right times of day. In the beginning, he’d sympathized, offered the foot rubs and the lower back massages as well as a shoulder to cry on. Eventually, I recalled that Neil was the one who’d put me in this position in the first place and all the rage had an external focus. At that point, he was better off disappearing until my mood swung back to manageable. Freaking hormones.

      The landline rang and I groaned. “Tell whoever it is we don’t want any.”

      Neil checked the display on the cordless. “It’s the hospital.”

      “Uh oh. I hope it’s not about my bloodwork.”

      “I thought you missed your appointment.”

      “I did but I had bloodwork last week. The doctor’s been threatening to put me on those damn iron pills again. I’m going to be mainlining spinach like Pop-Eye.” I took the phone from him and pressed the talk button. “Hello?”

      “Maggie?” It was Sylvia. “I was wondering if you could do me a favor. In all the commotion Eric forgot to bring my suitcase to the hospital and he just went home to get it. Would you keep an eye out for him and ask him to bring the new blanket his mother sent? I had just put it in the dryer when you showed up and it didn’t make the suitcase.”

      This was not a chore I wanted. “Did you try calling him?”

      “He left it on the nightstand here. He wanted to be out and get back before visiting hours ended. I left a message on the machine at home but he never thinks to check that.”

      “Not a problem,” I said even as I grimaced at Neil. Talking to Eric was not high on my list of favorite activities. “Anything else?”

      “That’s it.” Sylvia sounded tired but not half the hot mess I’d probably be after giving birth. “I really appreciate it.”

      “Get some rest,” I disconnected and rolled my eyes. “We need to tell the baby-daddy to pack the blanket that Sylvia left in the dryer.”

      “I’ll handle it. You look beat. Why don’t you go try and lie down for a while.”

      I was sorely tempted. “What about dinner?”

      Neil gestured down the hall to the boy’s closed bedroom door. “We’ll handle it.”

      Kenny and Josh were no help in the kitchen unless you counted eating everything as help. A teen and a preteen’s appetite were scary things, especially for the individual in charge of their meals. Feeding lions at the zoo was less dangerous.

      “If you’re sure?” I extended an arm to Neil so he could help shift me from sitting to standing. When he and the boys weren’t home, I resorted to rolling off onto the floor, getting onto all fours like a dog, and crawling to the sturdy end table to heave myself up. I had nightmares that I’d go into labor in that position and be unable to finish the maneuver.

      “I’m sure. I’ll handle the Eric thing too.” Though Neil disapproved of Sylvia’s ex’s cheating ways, the guy code made it somehow okay for him to engage in friendly conversation with the shmuck. As Sylvia’s friend-in-progress I was supposed to do the whole forgive and forget thing and accept Eric as part of the neighborhood. It hadn’t happened yet, I couldn’t just drop a well-honed grudge. Next life, I was signing up to be a man.

      Atlas followed me down the hall and leaped up onto the bed before I even had the door to the bedroom closed. He rolled around on his back, groaning and kicking like this was the best activity in the history of the world. He paused, one big eye staring up at me as though inviting me to partake in the event.

      “I don’t think so, pal.” I shooed him off and he gave me a baleful look before leaping down and charging back to the living room.

      The covers were a mess. I hadn’t made the bed that morning and the dog’s antics hadn’t done anything to improve the situation. One of my extra special OCD issues was that I couldn’t sleep in an unmade bed. Heaving a sigh, I shook the covers out, lumbering from Neil’s side back to mine to execute hospital corners and shake as much dog hair off as possible. It floated with the dust motes in the late afternoon sun that streamed through the windows.

      I’d just finished the last fold and stepped back to admire my handiwork when the bedroom door opened. Atlas charged but a quick command from Neil had him freezing in place. He looked over his shoulder and wagged at his master.

      “Sorry to do this to you,” Neil began and I groaned when I saw his cell phone in hand.

      I blew out a breath that made my lips vibrate. “Let me guess. Work called?”

      “Yeah and there’s still no sign of Eric so you’re going to have to relay the message.”

      “Frick.” I sat on the edge of the bed, glad at least that I hadn’t laid down. “Okay, well change of plans.”

      Neil scrutinized my face. “I can call them back. You really do look tired.”

      “Being nine months pregnant will do that to a girl. Go on, I’ve got the helm.”

      “I owe you, Uncle Scrooge.” Neil kissed me on the forehead, gave the belly a pat, and took off.

      I used the bathroom, something I did about fifty thousand times a day now. After I was done, I knocked on the door to Kenny and Josh’s room.

      “What?” Josh called.

      I opened the door. “Is that any way to answer the door?”

      This question was promptly ignored. Josh was flat on his back, staring at some YouTube video featuring guys with Nerf guns and real sound effects. Kenny was parked in the office chair he’d pilfered, gaze locked on the umpteenth zillion level of SkyQuest, his latest gaming obsession.

      “It’s beautiful outside, like seventy degrees and breezy. You guys should go out for a while.”

      Neither turned a hair.

      “Sylvia had the baby.” I tried. “A little girl.”

      Nada. Zip. Zero. Zilch. These two would clean up in high-stakes poker.

      “If I don’t see your eyes in five seconds, I’ll cut the power line to the house,” I said sweetly.

      “No!” Josh cried, sitting up abruptly and actually making eye contact. Kenny was too busy frantically saving his progress in case his crazy mother’s threat wasn’t empty. I doubt I’d go that far but I’d gotten in the habit of periodically changing the Wi-Fi password and not giving them the new one until they did their chores.

      “That’s better.” I smiled when Kenny had turned around. “Your dad had to go back to work. What do you guys want for dinner?”

      “Pizza,” Josh said.

      “Chinese,” Kenny said, posture ridged, the way Atlas got when he was about to tree a squirrel.

      “I didn’t mean take out. I was going to cook something.”

      They stared at me blankly.

      “Come on guys, real food. Maybe even a salad.”

      “Whatever.” This was Josh’s go-to response.

      Kenny was a little better. “Sure.”

      Translation, as long as you leave and let us go back to what we were doing.

      I huffed out a sigh and trundled down the hall to the kitchen, Atlas close on my heels.

      I checked Sylvia’s driveway but saw no sign of Eric’s silver Lexus so I got on with dinner preparation. Neil had gotten me the Echo Dot for Valentine’s Day—probably so I had someone else to order around. I thought a little music might fill the gaping silence in the house. Something to get my mind off the constant mantra of give birth already.

      “Alexa, play Bobby Darin.”

      “Playing Bobby Darin.” The robotic female voice informed me and I had a little Mack the Knife to go along with the pasta carbonara and green salad prep.

      Thirty minutes later I’d set the last dish down on the kitchen table. “Josh, Kenny, dinner!”

      There was an audible creek of bedsprings and then the sound of feet stomping down the hall. Mack had segued into Beyond the Sea and was now on Dream Lover.

      “Alexa, stop,” I told the device, wanting an actual shot at conversation with the boys. As much as I wanted to evict Baby X from my uterus as soon as possible, I felt the need to spend some time with the boys.

      The music paused a beat, then kept playing.

      “Alexa, stop the music,” I repeated.

      The music stopped

      I trudged to the fridge and plucked out the jug of cucumber water I’d made the day before. It was no sweet red wine, but it was better than plain water.

      Dream Lover started up again.

      “Alexa, what the hell?” I asked.

      The music paused. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t find the answer to your question what the hell.” The music resumed.

      “Alexa, stop!” I shrieked, on the verge of yanking her plug right out of the wall.

      Then I heard the snickering.

      Josh had my phone, the one with the Alexa app that could control the music player. He and his brother were crouched behind the half-wall, watching me lose my mind.

      “Cute guys. Real cute.” I couldn’t be too mad at them though. It was nice to see them interacting with another human being, even if it was for my exploitation. “Josh, let the dog out. Kenny, get him his dinner.”

      I’d just sat down when I remembered about Eric. “Josh, did you see Mr. Wright’s car in the driveway?”

      “Yup.”

      Crap. I didn’t know if he was heading back to the hospital right away. The thought flitted across my mind that I could send one of the boys. They were faster on their feet and wouldn’t get stuck chatting it up with the slime bag. The problem was if Eric told Sylvia that I’d sent one of the kids she would think it was because I didn’t want to deal with Eric and then the neighborhood tension would be back in full force.

      “Just suck it up, Maggie,” I grumbled and heaved myself back to standing.

      “Am I wearing shoes?” I asked, wiggling my toes, unable to feel much of anything but aches.

      Josh glanced down at my feet. “Yup.”

      “Skippy. I’ll be back in a sec.”

      Atlas, having already wolfed down the mountain of dog food that consisted of one of his servings was eyeballing my pasta bowl.

      “Don’t even think about it.” I scooped the bowl up and stuck it in the microwave. It wouldn’t stop him from eating my dinner if he was really determined, but it would slow him down.

      I pocketed my cell and then headed out the back door and through our gate. The sun was at the horizon, the sky a deep shade of blue-purple that would soon fade to black. I circled the bumper and headed up the walkway to the front door.

      It stood wide open.

      “Eric?” I called, rapping my knuckles against the door sharply. “Hello?”

      Nothing. Maybe he was in the bedroom and couldn’t hear me.

      “Sylvia called me,” I continued to speak as I crossed the threshold, hoping he’d pop out. The house was giving me a major case of the creeps.

      Rounding the corner of the living room, I continued to prattle though I was no longer aware of what was coming out of my mouth. My heart pounded and my palms began to sweat. There was no sign of Eric in the living room and he wasn’t in the kitchen or the dining room. The bathroom door stood open and so was the bedroom. I paused my verbal diarrhea to listen for any sound of a large man rushing around, slamming drawers, or heavy footsteps.

      Sylvia’s suitcase sat open on a blanket chest at the end of the bed. I checked the dryer and found the baby blanket. The house remained eerily still and utterly empty.

      Eric was nowhere to be found.
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      “Is it time?” Neil asked when he picked up my call.

      I was back in our house with the door firmly locked and peering out past the curtains in case Eric reappeared. “No, but I have another problem. Eric’s gone.”

      I could almost hear the sound of his mental train shifting tracks. “Define gone.”

      “As in I went next door and his car is there, the front door was wide open and he was gone. Sylvia’s suitcase was still sitting out. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Bring her the suitcase.”

      “I mean about Eric.”

      “I know what you meant but I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Should I call the cops?” Not that they’d been especially helpful the last time I’d reported a missing person. Of course that time it had been Sylvia, who’d been holed up with Eric.

      I could hear the worry in Neil’s voice when he said, “Not unless there was any sign

      of violence. Was there?”

      “No mysterious pools of blood or smashed lamps if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Then wait for him to show up. Maybe he ran out to talk to one of the other neighbors.”

      “Maybe.” Or maybe he’s shacked up with another ho-bag.

      “Listen, Maggie, I have to go. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” I tapped the inert phone against my thigh and stared at the house next door. If I hadn’t been gestating like a freaking elephant I probably could have shrugged off Eric’s disappearing trick. The problem was the rational part of my brain, the part that told me to keep my head down and mind my own beeswax wasn’t dominant at the best of times. Add in a monkey-butt ton of hormones and I’d already assumed several versions of the absolute worst.

      Be logical. What were the facts? Eric wasn’t thinking straight, otherwise, he never would have left his phone at the hospital. It was entirely possible that he’d been heading into the house and elderly Mrs. Cummings from across the street had waved him over, suckered him in with some homemade cookies in exchange for details on the baby, maybe help with her garbage. Maybe crazy John Ashboro with the beer keg spilling over his belt and a booming voice like thunder had lured him down to his rec room for a celebratory scotch that had turned into three and he was passed out on the shag carpet. Or maybe he had a mistress. Again.

      I’d touched the hood of the Lexus on my way past and it had still been warm. Eric hadn’t been gone long. Maybe Neil was right and I just had to wait for him to reappear.

      The problem was my instincts screamed that something was off. Eric and Sylvia had split once because of his philandering. He hadn’t even been apologetic over cheating on her. Sylvia had forgiven him and then gotten pregnant with no more said to me anyway about their previous problems. I wouldn’t put it past Eric to abandon her and their newborn daughter before either was released from the hospital if the mood struck.

      It was a nice neat explanation that fit well with my worldview. The mistress theory didn’t hold water because of the car. Eric might leave his own wife and child but he loved that car and would have taken it with him. I’d seen no signs that he’d hastily packed up his own belongings. The house looked as cool and immaculate as ever, except for the open front door. So what to do about Sylvia, fresh from childbirth and wanting her bag of new mommy stuff? And probably expecting Eric back anytime now? A year ago, I wouldn’t have hesitated to drive to the hospital with the bag, give her every detail and let her decide for herself. Our thick as thieves dynamic was long buried under bruised pride and hurt feelings. I worried she’d shoot the messenger if I suggested Eric might have freaked out over being a father, hired an Uber driver, and scuttled off to the nearest watering hole. Or had a mistress pick his lousy carcass up and driven off into the sunset, abandoning her again.

      I could tell her what I’d found, house with the door wide open and no Eric in sight. Just the facts, Ma’am. But knowing Sylvia, and I did know her even if we were no longer on the best terms, she’d worry. Of course, she’d also worry if Eric just didn’t show up. If it were me and Neil wasn’t back when he said he’d be, I’d be burning up the phone, checking hospitals and morgues.

      Then again I was completely neurotic.

      There were no solid answers in my current situation, no decision that I could point to and say, “Yup, that’s the one.”

      “Crap,” I paced the length of the hall. “Crap, crap, crap, crap, crap.”

      Atlas whined at me, pawing at the back door. Speaking of crap….

      “No boy, you need to stay in here and protect us.” From what I had no idea. If an actual bad guy showed up to abduct me and the boys, Atlas would most likely bring him a tennis ball as a welcome gift.

      The dog started to pant and paced back and forth, eyes looking frantic.

      I blew out a defeated sigh and set my phone on the counter. “All right.” I was still freaked out but my issues took a backseat to having to clean Mount Crapperhorn off my carpet.

      I flicked on the floodlight to the backyard, checked for large knuckle draggers, and finding none, opened the door. Atlas bolted to the far corner where grass no longer grew, hunched, and relieved himself. I shut the door before the wind shifted and I caught a whiff and my cell rang.

      “Please don’t be Sylvia,” I implored any benevolent deity who might be listening. “Please please please don’t be Sylvia.”

      I looked down at the photo on the screen and winced. Whatever god had been tuning me in had a sick sense of humor. I slid the answer unlock over and held the phone to my ear. “Hi, Laura.”

      “Maggie,” my mother-in-law demanded. “Where are you?”

      “Home,” I breathed the word, hoping the answer would be the correct one. Something about interacting with Neil’s mother always made me feel like a third-grader who’d been caught cheating on a test.

      “Good, I’ll be there in five minutes. I have a surprise for you.” She disconnected, leaving me to gape in horror at the phone.

      Five minutes, was she serious? I looked around the kitchen in absolute horror. My gaze slid to the microwave where my uneaten dinner still waited, the air still heavy with garlic. The mess of plates and cups sitting abandoned on the kitchen table. Pots and pans were stacked in the sink and at some point, Atlas had knocked the olive oil off the counter.

      The living room wasn’t any better. Neil had left the mail on my end table on top of the three pregnancy books I’d been reading. A basket of laundry awaited my attention in the far corner and the boys had dumped their backpacks in the hallway again. Every flat surface was coated with dog hair and two of the couch cushions sported big oily paw prints. When had my cute little house turned into a total pigsty?

      I bent to straighten the throw blanket on the edge of the couch and a back spasm seized me. I froze in place and breathed deeply. “If you’re on the way to save me from Laura, you are officially my favorite child,” I murmured to Baby X.

      There was a kick and the twinge eased. No such luck.

      Maybe I could fake labor.

      “Kenny! Josh!” I hollered.

      Feet thundered down the hall and then they appeared in all their surly pubescent glory.

      “Your grandmother will be here in,” I checked the time on my phone. “Less than three and a half minutes. Help me clean up.”

      “Mom,” Josh began.

      I held up a hand. “No time to argue, you take the kitchen. Load the dishwasher and wipe the countertops. Watch out for the oil, throw a dog towel over it so no one slips. Kenny, help me in here.”

      No time to dust or vacuum, even if I’d been in the condition to do so. Kenny tackled the shoes and backpacks, lugging the haul back to their room while I turned the cushions oil side down. I picked up the mail and books and huffed out air and blew the dog hair behind the end table as best I could, the entire time thinking oh how the mighty have fallen.

      I was looking around franticly, trying to find a place where I could hide the items in my hands when the doorbell rang.

      I shoved the stuff at Kenny. “Take that all to my room. Go go go!”

      “Yes Ma’am!” He knocked off a jaunty salute and then sped down the hall. Wisenheimer.

      “Josh, incoming!” I yelled and headed for the door. Plastering what I hoped was a pleasant expression on my face, I threw the locks open and turned the knob, half expecting to hear an ominous groaning sound like from a horror movie.

      Laura stood on the other side. Her brown hair was neat in her usual bob, hazel eyes sharp and critical in her birdlike face. She was long and lean like a human greyhound, dressed in black slacks and a pale green twinset. Creamy pearls and jet pumps completed the signature look of one of the East Coast’s most formidable corporate attorneys.

      Even at my best, I was no match for her seamless elegance. Nine months pregnant and sweating like a whore in church with my half-assed attempt at cleaning lurking behind me like a bad smell and I was totally outclassed.

      “Maggie, dear.” Laura leaned in to air kiss my sweaty cheek.

      “How are you, Laura?” I never knew what to do when she did that so I stood there like a tree until she pulled away. That’s when I noticed the other woman. She was smaller than Laura, smaller than me, maybe five foot one. Her skin was the color of rich milk chocolate and her teeth were white and even as she smiled at me. Something about her struck me as oddly familiar, though I was sure we’d never met. “Who’s this?”

      “She’s the surprise.” Laura cleared her throat. “Maggie, this is Grace McCoy. Grace, this is my daughter-in-law, Maggie. May we come in?”

      Rats, I was hoping we could do whatever it was Laura wanted to do on the porch. “Of course. Can I get either of you anything?”

      The newcomer shook her head and Laura breezed past me into the living room, the frown evident on her face. “It appears Grace and I are here just in time.”

      Whatever that meant. Since I didn’t want to resort to my rollie pollie crawling dismount when it was time to see them out, I chose to stand on my sore feet. “Would you like to sit, Grace?”

      “Thank you.” Another flash of the smile. “You should get off your feet, too.”

      “I will.” As soon as I saw them out.

      “Grace is a doula,” Laura said the words as though I had the faintest idea what a doula might be.

      “Oh? That must be nice. For you.” Was I smooth or what?

      Grace simply smiled.

      Laura frowned. “She’s here to help you with the birth.”

      “Say what now?” My head whipped between the two women.

      “Yes, she became available at the last minute. I’ve been trying to find you a reputable one but everyone’s having babies this season. It’s all the rage. Ideally, someone would have started with you months ago, but we lucked out when Grace became available. She’s trained as a nurse. I’ve checked all her credentials thoroughly. Since we’re short on time I thought she could simply move in with you.”
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