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      Maggie Phillips thinks the world is going to hell, and the New England winter isn't helping. Between juggling a side-hustle as a confidential informant for the Hudson PD and managing a household on the brink of collapse, she’s one bad day away from a meltdown.

      When a cryptic trail leads her to a high-profile conspiracy, the police dismiss her as paranoid—until a local socialite vanishes and the FBI shows up. But the real threat is closer to home. With her brother stirring up trouble, her best friend’s marriage imploding, and her own reputation in tatters, Maggie finds herself behind bars for a crime she didn't commit. Now, she must fight her way out of a kidnapping charge before the life she’s built is buried for good.

      Swept Under the Rug is book 2 in the laugh-out-loud The Misadventures of the Laundry Hag series by USA Today bestselling author Jennifer L. Hart. If you enjoy lovable, bungling female sleuths, mysteries with humor and heart you don’t want to miss this installment. Buy Swept Under the Rug and start sleuthing today!

      Swept Under the Rug is also available in audiobook.

      Print ISBN: 978-1-965136-19-5
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      “I need to speak with Detective Capri, ASAP!”

      No doubt I looked like a lunatic rushing in off the streets, hair a wind-blown rat’s nest and reeking of Murphy Oil Soap. Somewhere in my mad dash from the Valentino estate to my Mini Cooper, I’d lost my hair tie and trashed the knee of my favorite cleaning jeans. No matter—I still clutched the evidence to my chest, gripping the printed page with all my adrenaline-charged strength.

      The mountain of a uniformed officer behind the glass security partition didn’t quite roll his eyes, but I could tell he’d stifled the impulse. “She’s in a meeting, Ms. Phillips—”

      “Mrs. Phillips.” I corrected out of habit. God alone knew why the officers at the Hudson Police Department couldn’t get it through their heads that I was married. Probably because no man in his right mind would lay claim to a woman known locally as the Laundry Hag. Too bad for Neil—he’d been stuck with me long before I’d become the bane of Hudson’s finest.

      “Mrs. Phillips,” the officer tried to stare me down, but I wasn't backing off. I had two pre-teens at home; if this stegosaurus descendant wanted a battle of wills, I’d kick his Big & Tall butt.

      “Look, I’m working with Detective Capri and she needs this, stat!” Cripes, I needed to stop binging those medical procedurals on Netflix.

      He rose to his full height, his head practically brushing the overhead light. Thunderclouds gathered along his eyebrows, and I wondered if it was the "stat" or my general existence that had torqued him up.

      “It’s all right, Stan, I’m here.”

      Detective Capri hustled down the corridor from the bowels of the precinct. Either she had stellar timing or someone had pinged her that her favorite "consultant" was making another scene.

      Capri didn't do "soft." She wore structured power-suits that looked like they were reinforced with Kevlar, always paired with military-issue tactical boots. Today’s look was navy blue with a crisp white button-up, and her only accessory was a scowl.

      “If you’ll follow me.” She didn’t make it a question, just whirled on a size-nine tread and marched off. I cast a smug glance at the blond menace before scurrying after her.

      Capri’s office was a cubbyhole littered with half-empty energy drinks and reams of case files. My inner neat-freak itched to organize the stacks, but Capri liked her chaos. She wouldn't let me monkey with her system.

      “What do you have for me?” Small talk wasn't in Capri's vocabulary. I appreciated that she didn’t lace her tone with sarcasm—at least, not yet.

      “Here,” I snapped the paper open and handed it over with a flourish. “I was cleaning at the Valentinos’—”

      “Markus Valentino? The tech mogul?” Capri cut me with a sharp glance.

      “Yes. He’s got that smart-mansion on the ridge with trophy wife number three. I was dusting the home office when the wireless printer just… woke up. It spit this out.”

      Capri studied the paper, her mouth set in a grim line. “‘The Phoenix is rising. You’re gonna get burned,’” she read aloud. “Did you see where the job was sent from? A phone? A remote server?”

      “I told you, I just bumped the printer and it started whirring.”

      Capri shook her head. “Maggie, if this was a remote hack, we’d need the network logs to trace the IP. But look at this.” She set the paper down and spun it toward me. “These letters aren't a standard font. They look like a digital collage—made to look like old-school ransom notes cut from magazines. There are apps that do this to avoid digital fingerprints.”

      Encouraged because she hadn’t laughed me out of the room, I leaned in. “No one else was in that wing of the house. What do you think it means?”

      “Honestly? It’s probably a prank or some high-stakes role-playing. The 'Phoenix' might just be code for Valentino’s stiffy.”

      Shit on a stick. “Yeah, that’s what Neil thought, too.”

      The words escaped before I could stop them.

      “Maggie,” Capri growled.

      Oh, Magoo, you’ve done it again! The detective only called me Maggie when she was preparing a lecture.

      “You are a confidential informant. Do you need me to define ‘confidential’ for the third time this month?”

      I squirmed in my seat. “I just thought—”

      “No, you didn’t. Your husband does not need to be in the loop. Isn’t it bad enough everyone at the station knows why you show up here three times a week? Most C.I.s are in it for the payout, but you’re hunting for trouble. Problem is, that’s my job. You bring a tip, I investigate. So far, we’ve got diddly-freaking-squat. Do you know how many man-hours I’ve wasted on your 'hunches'?”

      I straightened my spine. “Hey, I’m doing the best I can.”

      “I know you are.” She sighed and then massaged her temples. “You’ve got to trust your lizard brain.” Her statement stabbed me in the gut, but I hid the reaction. I wasn't sure I could trust her yet. Not since the last detective I’d put my faith in had tried to shoot me.

      I was still a smidge gun-shy, sue me.

      Capri dropped her hand and held my gaze. “Go home, Mrs. Phillips. Don’t contact me again until you have information on an actual crime.”

      Dismissed. Again.

      Battling my temper, I stuck my nose in the air and sashayed out of Capri’s office, feigning a confidence I didn't feel. I’m a big believer in the fake it ‘til you make it school of thought. Unfortunately, I clipped the water cooler on my way out, sending the jug crashing to the floor where it glugged its contents onto the linoleum.

      It’s hard to maintain a dignified air when you have to go find a mop to clean up after yourself. At least I enjoy my work.
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      “Maggie, I think it’s clean enough.” Sylvia stood with her hands on her hips, a scowl marring her classic features. In that pose, wearing a purple leotard and turquoise tights, she could have petitioned for membership to the Justice League. Work-out Woman, battling the bulge one frumpy housewife at a time.

      “You’re supposed to be toning with the abdominal machine, not rubbing it down for the night.”

      “Can I help it if it’s dusty?” I swiped at the pulley system with my paper towel, obviously the first to do so in quite a while. “You want me to be comfortable doing the reps, then let me get to know the machine first.”

      Sylvia snorted. “This isn’t a date, even though there will be a bit of skin-to-vinyl contact.”

      “Exactly! And how many other patrons have indulged in the same? Hairy, sweaty pimply-assed patrons.” I squinted at the crunch machine. “You’re the whore of the fitness world.”

      Sylvia let out a bark of laughter. “You’re terrible; stalling because you don’t want to do the exercises.”

      Well, give the woman a cigar! I wondered what tipped her off, my sloth-like movements or whining like a seven-year-old girl in Toys-R-Us’s Barbie section. Usually, my bevy of complaints was enough to convince Sylvia to hang at the juice bar and gab, but for some unknown reason, she’d decided to stick to her guns.

      “I can’t believe you bring your own bottle of cleanser. The gym provides plenty of anti-fungal, anti-bacterial spray solutions for people to use.”

      I snorted and scrubbed the levers under the seat. “Yeah, I’ve been watching and I have yet to see anyone replace the liquid in those spray bottles. Besides, have you seen the unsavory sorts who frequent this dive?”

      “Like your husband?” Sylvia smirked. “Maggie, you need to get a grip. You’re becoming a paranoid recluse and it’s not doing a thing for your figure.”

      I ignored her brutal observation, mostly because she was right. This obsessive creature I’d become wasn’t fit or fun, but I couldn’t keep from indulging my fears; I’d seen too many horrors and looked evil in the eye.

      Sylvia nabbed my cleanser and pointed to the seat. “Sit and crunch, now.”

      Fine, but I didn’t have to like it. I sat and lowered the shoulder harness, before gripping the handles. Struggling, I tried to contract my abdominal muscles and make the motion to rock my upper body toward my lap, but couldn’t do it. “What weight is this thing set for?”

      Sylvia glanced over me and the corner of her mouth kicked up. “You’re only pulling ten pounds in addition to your own body weight. Still, want to argue about your state of physical fitness?”

      Or lack thereof. Damn, she was right, I was a mess. Fervently, I tried again and managed to lift the weight about three-quarters of an inch, before gravity bested me. I released the handles, huffing at the indignity and the exertion.

      “Great job, now just do fourteen more reps, take a breather then two more sets.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “If you want to tone, you need lower weight, higher reps. Of course, if you want to build muscle I could always add some more weight.”

      “Sylvie, at this rate, we’ll be here all night! And I want to get home in time for House.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m getting a headache. How about you do your scrub-n-scour routine, while I run out to my car and see if I have any ibuprofen? I’ll meet you in the ballroom in five, but you’re gonna do the exercises.”

      I’d never heard Sylvia this agitated before and it unnerved me. Usually, she radiated inner calm, a self-possessed rock to my sea of turbulent emotion. “Do you wanna talk about it?”

      Sylvia shook her head and took what she referred to as a cleansing breath. Since she wasn’t huffing Lysol, I was clueless as to the cleansing part. “Maybe another day, I’m a little tired.”

      And I wasn’t helping, acting like a petulant five-year-old. The purplish smudges under her eyes matched her leotard, but I doubted she’d set out to make that fashion statement. Maybe this work-out was more for her benefit than mine. Guilt flayed me and I made a silent vow to keep the pithy commentary to a minimum.

      “I’m here if you need to vent,” I offered and spritzed the seat of the crunch machine.

      “I know, and thanks. Ballroom in five.” She turned and made her way around various weight machines towards the lobby.

      Crud muffins. I really didn’t want to do calisthenics. A stroll on the treadmill or even the Stairmaster I could deal with, but calisthenics was akin to self-imposed torture. Worse even than the weight machines, since other patrons wanted a shot at those and there was a time limit. Using one’s own body for resistance could go on until the end of time. And given my state of physical fitness and Sylvia’s do or die mood, it just might.

      Disheartened, I gave the crunch machine a final swipe and trundled in the direction of the ballroom. The ballroom was really a storage studio located in the far corner of the fitness area. Staff and members alike stored a cache of various free weights, balance balls and yoga mats while some of the personal trainers took their clients there for one-on-one instruction, but it usually remained empty. Light shone from beneath the door, and I deduced that the staff hadn’t locked it up for the night. So much for my feeble hope.

      Quit your griping. You need this exercise. My inner critic scolded and I knew it was right. As a hopeless klutz, I had no equal and I’d been avoiding any kind of obvious exercise for longer than I could remember. But I’d crossed the hill to the far side of thirty and was losing muscle tone as well as dealing with a slower metabolism. People already wondered how I’d snagged a prize stud like Neil—who at almost thirty-seven, looked more like a male underwear model then when I’d married him a decade ago. I didn’t need to add my flabby abs and saggy buns to the grisly picture.

      Resolve firmly duct-taped to the sticking place, I opened the door to the ballroom and almost tripped over my own feet.

      Why did this keep happening to me?

      The room was occupied, all right. The man had his mesh gym shorts tangled around his ankles and all of the bits normally covered were blocked by a big-haired brunette on her knees in front of him. They were making a surprising amount of noise—a soundtrack I would take with me to the grave—and hadn’t noticed my arrival.

      I would have backed away quietly, but froze when I finally caught a glimpse of the man’s features. (Hey, next time you see a bottom-less man see if his face is the first place you look.)

      Even though I didn’t make a move, the lunatic in my head was running in circles, flapping her arms like a crazed Henny Penny and chanting “The sky is falling, the sky is falling!”

      “Hey, I brought the radio from my studio I thought….” I’ll never know what Sylvia thought in that final moment before the sky clobbered her, because she’d caught sight of her husband being serviced in the ballroom.

      Eric and his partner picked up the pace, their rhythm striving for the ultimate crescendo and I wanted to nudge Sylvia into action. If it were me in her shoes, I’d make damn sure he never got to finish, before I started the ritualistic disembowelment. But this was her crisis to deal with as she saw fit.

      Apparently, she needed more time, because she tugged me out the door and closed it soundlessly behind her.

      “Sylvie…,” I started, but any words I offered her would be cold comfort at best.

      “Why isn’t he in his office?” Sylvia’s asked in an even tone. Her perfect blond eyebrows met at the bridge of her straight nose. “He has an office on the second floor since he made assistant manager. Why the ballroom?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked quietly, enraged both for my friend and with her. Why the hell wasn’t she confronting the faithless S.O.B? I had her back if she needed moral support or a wingman for the takedown. I may not be fit, but I could definitely tackle Eric from behind and keep him pinned while she gelded him. Or rip the tramp’s hair out of her feather-headed scalp.

      Sylvia shook her head and stared at the ground. No doubt she was processing, making plans, deciding on the best way to handle the philandering scum-sucking cretin.

      I might have been a tiny bit miffed over the situation, but sometimes going with one’s gut was the best course of action. No amount of consideration would prevent Eric from getting his rocks off, but an accurately thrown ten-pound barbell….

      Then, it was too late. Eric opened the door and I caught a glimpse of the dark-haired woman stuffing her megaboobs back into her jog bra and casting him a disbelieving look for his obvious consideration.

      Eric brushed past me without acknowledging my presence, but stopped dead when his gaze took in a pale-faced Sylvia. She’d wrapped her arms around herself and wouldn’t meet his stare. Her posture radiated hurt in staggering waves, combating with the righteous anger I threw off on her behalf.

      “Sylvie, I….” He trailed off, searching for a cover story and she looked at him hopefully as if whatever came out of his mouth would erase the last five minutes.

      “We were just—”

      “Having a little oral sex.” The woman finished for him. Hell hath no fury indeed. This broad had taken in the scene, realized Eric had walked into a cauldron of hot water, and tossed a load of kindling on the fire. “Sorry Hon, he told me he wasn’t seeing anybody.”

      “This is his wife!” I yelled in outrage. Damn it all, someone needed to shout.

      The brunette blanched and I shot a scud-missile at her with my eyes. “What the hell is wrong with you that you perform sexual favors in a public place with a guy you barely know? Don’t you value yourself? Aren’t you worth more than a quickie on the sly with a lying pig? What would your mother think?”

      She opened and closed her mouth like a fish.

      “Maggie,” Sylvia pleaded, but I wasn’t done. Some things need attention in the here and now. I whirled on Eric.

      “And you! I actually thought you had a few brain cells to rub together. What kind of insensitive ass-Muppet betrays his gorgeous wife for a five-second orgasm with an overly-teased piece of fluff?”

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Why don’t you stay out of my business?” A warning threaded through Eric’s tone.

      Sylvia hadn’t said a word other than my name and continued to tug half-heartedly on my arm. Other people had ceased their workouts to watch the spectacle. Poor Sylvia. And I had to don my crazy hat bringing more attention to the situation. The mortification written across her face convinced me.

      “That’s a mighty fine idea.” I whirled on my heel and marched off to the front desk. “I want to cancel my membership,” I announced to the tanned Adonis manning the phones.

      “Uh…well, there’s a form you need to fill out and—”

      I waved a hand, practically bonking him on the beak. “Whatever. Just as long as I can register a complaint with the owner.”

      “A complaint about what?”

      “Unsanitary conditions in the ballroom.”
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      I asked Sylvia to come to my house for a bit, but deep down I knew she craved alone time and wasn’t surprised when she refused. With any luck, she’d bounce back and set her life straight by changing the locks on her front door before Eric came home. I’d already offered to send Neil to the local hardware store on her behalf.

      “Hey, gang, Mom’s home!” Neil stood and stretched his back as I staggered over the threshold of our humble abode. As was custom, two backpacks, three baskets of unfolded linens and a pile of mail awaited my attention in the minuscule entryway which doubled as our foyer. The new coat of sage paint I’d applied a few days earlier still smelled fresh and Neil had finally hung the family pictures I’d been hounding him about.

      “Good workout?” Neil dropped a kiss on the top of my head and I stifled the urge to fall into his arms and sob. Two adrenaline spikes and more surprises and self-doubt than I’d wanted to count in the past ten hours made stringing a sentence together damn near impossible.

      “Mom, Josh is in the bathroom and he won’t come out!” Kenny’s words were punctuated with a violent pounding. “Come on, dweeb, I gotta go!”

      “Kenny, use ours for the love of Pete!” Neil’s voice was tinged with exasperation.

      “How long has he been in there?”

      Neil glanced at the mantel clock below his big screen T.V., where he’d paused an episode of Deadliest Catch. “Almost an hour.”

      “Is he sick? Vomiting? Have you called the doctor yet? I heard there’s a stomach bug going around—”

      I cut myself off and headed for the kitchen where the emergency phone numbers resided, but Neil tugged me back by the shirt.

      “Maggie, he’s not sick, he’s twelve. Twel-ve, as in adolescent, pre-pubescent twelve.”

      I blinked a few times and Neil chucked me under the chin then locked his gaze with mine in silent communion. I stared into the hazel depths and the light dawned.

      “Cripes, not yet.” I sagged onto my ugly yet practical barstools and the urgency to do something fled. “I’m not ready for this.”

      “Really Uncle Scrooge, this is nothing you need to do anything about.” Neil stood behind me and massaged the tension from my neck and shoulders.” He’s getting older, he has a girlfriend—”

      “No he doesn’t.” I shook my head and shrugged out from under his hold.

      “That girl who was here at Thanksgiving, Olivia.”

      “There’s nothing official, they just chat online sometimes.”

      Neil cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes at me. “Kids don’t meet at a sock hop, then share a root beer float at the local soda shop anymore, Maggs. Communicating online is dating to the next generation.”

      “I was born in the seventies, Neil. And my first date tried to sell me stolen lawn gnomes he’d filched from the church rummage sale.”

      He stared at me for a beat, then doubled over in laughter. I’m pretty sure he believed I’d made that up. I sighed. Truth can be stranger than fiction.

      Once Neil got control of himself, he resumed the shoulder rub in silence. Obviously, he thought I was a few yachts shy of a boat show. He just didn’t get the mother-to-adopted son dynamic. It seemed like a few days ago, Josh had been a solemn, wide-eyed toddler in need of a mother’s unconditional love. And now he was growing up, in the bathroom….

      I winced and derailed that train of thought. Neil was right, as usual. This had nothing to do with me and everything to do with Mother Nature, the selfish cow.

      “They’ve been fighting more lately, over space and privacy. It’s probably time to give Josh his own room.” Apparently, Neil decided to keep the bombs falling before I could fully regroup. My life was changing too fast and I didn’t cotton to change very well. Upheaval was one guaranteed ingredient to turn the mild-mannered Laundry Hag into a belligerent, frothing beast.

      My wrath focused on Neil, the calm eye in the center of my category five turmoil. The man didn’t get worked up about anything and while this usually provided a good balance in our marriage, right now he was pissing me off.

      I blanked my expression. “If that’s what you think is best.”

      His eyebrows drew together to form a dark V. “Don’t do this, Maggie.”

      Tapping my inner southern Belle, I smiled absently and patted his arm. “You always know what to do, so I’ll defer to your superior intellect.”

      He groaned and dropped his chin to his chest. Take that, hot stuff!

      Neil hated when I didn’t fight back almost as much as I hated losing every argument we had. Granted, sometimes we’d fight, he’d win and then I’d go my merry way, doing as I pleased. Typically though, I wanted to please him before myself so arguing was always a win-win scenario for Neil. Not arguing, however childish it may seem, gave me a bit of a boost. My husband is not the type of man to yell at a woman, especially a non-confrontational woman. I always stopped short of bringing tears into the game, but every so often I needed an edge, a way to make him understand my level of frustration.

      The patronizing tone took all the fight out of Neil. His shoulders rounded and he leaned back against the counter. He didn’t say anything and I got up to fetch a glass of water, just to give myself something to do.

      “I set up an appointment with a marriage counselor for tomorrow.”

      The water slid down the wrong pipe and I choked. “Are you serious?” I wheezed at his profile.

      He didn’t answer me, just stared at the school calendar on the fridge. Neil had mentioned going to a marriage counselor a few months back, but I thought the idea went extinct after the holidays. Granted, we had problems and miscommunications, but to actually go to therapy like our relationship was falling apart….

      Unbidden, the image of Eric and his bimbo in the ballroom flashed and I cringed. No doubt, I’d been born with some sort of fornicator locator, because I always seem to walk in on people having sex. As if that isn’t enough, it was always people having sex who shouldn’t be having sex, at least with each other. I studied my handsome husband and flinched at the stress lines around his eyes. Guilt flayed me for my self-centeredness. He deserved more from me. A few hours out of my crazy life might not be a bad thing and deep down, I was afraid if I didn’t acquiesce to this, one day my fornicator locator might steer me to Neil. My heart couldn’t take that kind of beating.

      “Okay, I’ll be sure to clear my schedule.”
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      “Maggie, dear, it’s Laura.”

      Despite the widespread induction of caller ID, my mother-in-law always insists on identifying herself to me when she phones. As if the sound of her voice wasn’t enough to whip up a healthy dose of dread in my bowels.

      She’d never once invited me to call her Mom. Never made the effort to nurture any kind of relationship with her only daughter-in-law, no matter how far I went out of my way to please her. I dealt with her because I had to, for Neil and the boys. Family obligations really stinks sometimes.

      “How are you, Laura?” I strove to keep a distant and polite note in my voice, but I’m not big on hiding my emotions. Holding stuff in gives people ulcers.

      I’d picked up the phone on the way to the mailbox and the winter air stole the breath from my lungs. The second week in February and at least another month of daytime highs slightly above freezing. I really missed Virginia Beach.

      “I’ve been better, what with this new partner at the firm driving me to distraction. They get younger every year and the inexperience shows. Holding a sweaty hand and telling the newest pimple-faced hire that it’ll all be just fine is not how I foresaw spending my golden years.”

      I couldn’t picture my mother-in-law holding anyone’s hand unless it was to keep him still while she latched onto his jugular.

      “However, that’s another matter. The reason I’m calling is to invite you to a luncheon downtown on Thursday.”

      I held the phone away from my ear and scowled at it. No way did I hear that right. “Come again?”

      “It’ll be a decent-size event for a friend of mine who is retiring. Right down the street from Beacon Hill.”

      “You want me to go to a luncheon? With you?” The questions sounded even more stupid than I’d imagined, but in my defense, my mother-in-law brings out the worst in me. The last time she’d introduced me to friends of hers, I’d been detained by the police after some yahoo off-ed a man and dumped his body in my wheelbarrow. Even if I wasn’t a devoted stay-at-home-mom and a cleaning lady to boot, I figured Laura wouldn’t show me off. Must be the bumpkin stamp on my forehead.

      “Yes dear…. A luncheon.” The answer came slowly as if Laura was communicating with the squirrelly village idiot. She said dear the way some people say dumb-ass.

      Scowling, I rolled my head around on my shoulders, as if understanding would fall into place with enough centripetal force.

      “I will email you the time and address. You can come early and pick me up at the house. Be sure to wear something appropriate, none of your flashier get-ups.”

      I blinked but didn’t respond. Neil once said his mother issued more orders than all the BUD/s instructors he’d had during training to become a SEAL. While her words might have been camouflaged as a request, there was no doubt in my mind that I’d been appointed for the task.

      “I’ll have to check my schedule before I can commit to anything,” I hedged, but there was no way I’d agree to her whims until I figured out the why of it. “Neil and I have some stuff going on and I promised—”

      “What sort of ‘stuff’?” Suspicion coated her tone.

      For an instant, my inner smart-aleck wanted to retort ‘wild monkey sex,’ but I came to my senses in time. Laura made it blatantly obvious that she didn’t appreciate my sense of humor. Her loss. I was simply glad Neil hadn’t inherited her superiority complex.

      “Oh you know, some post-holiday shopping, a few appointments we’ve been putting off, things like that.” I purposefully kept my answer vague because I didn’t want Laura’s take on our seeing a marriage counselor. Of course, she’d see it as my fault and do her best to make me feel like a steaming pile of manure.

      “I see. Well, I would hate to hold you up from your busy social life.” The frost in her voice chilled me more than the Massachusetts’s winter. The phone clicked in my ear. Another lesson on how to win friends and influence in-laws brought to you by Maggie Phillips.

      The snow had melted a bit on our driveway, but more was predicted for the next day. How did Yankees deal with this every stinking year?

      I scuttled inside and wrapped a blanket around my shoulders. Flipped through the mail, sorted bills from junk and left Neil’s Men’s Fitness magazine on his end table.

      Another fight had ensued when Neil realized I’d canceled all of our memberships to the gym. Now he was stuck running at the high school track and working out with free weights in our garage to keep fit and he wasn’t happy about it.

      Depressed, I sat down at the computer and checked my email. Several requests had come in for my cleaning services. I sent the auto-response Josh had created for me, letting the client know my rates had changed. When I’d first been lured into this cleaning business, I’d worked for way too little and consequently, became the Hag everyone wanted to hire. By charging more, I’d turned off some potential clients, but also made a bit of money last month. I still had to turn people down because I had yet to hire a new cleaning partner.

      Now what? Neil was at work, picking up some overtime before our 1:00 session with the marriage guru and the boys wouldn’t be back from school for hours. I’d knocked on Sylvia’s door twice already and she either wasn’t home or refused to answer. Eric’s SUV hadn’t been parked in the driveway, so I gathered he was lying low like the snake he resembled.

      Ruminating on Eric and Sylvia’s marriage was not a healthy way to spend my time. After a few moments, I decided to take a page out of Neil’s book and exercise my troubles away.

      Every pair of sweats I owned had at least two bleach stains on them, so I snagged a pair of my husband’s track pants, rolling them at the waist a few times so I wouldn’t trip over the cuffs. Donning crappy sneakers and an extra sweatshirt, gloves and Neil’s SEAL cap, I checked out my appearance then wished I’d resisted. I looked like the Stay-Puff marshmallow man. Hopefully, Bill Murray wouldn’t show up and zap me into another dimension.

      Grabbing my keys and cell phone, I locked the house then hit the streets. Our neighborhood is built on a series of rolling hills and the bright sun sparkled off the snow-covered rooftops below. Mid-morning on a weekday, no neighbors were out and about since I’m the only stay-at-home mom in the community. Just as well, since I didn’t particularly want any witnesses as I stumbled/ran.

      Jogging has never been my forte and I lasted maybe a minute before I decreased my unsteady lope to a brisk walk. My mother had always said I was one of those girls who couldn’t do two things at once and bless her skeptical soul, she was right. Neither my irascible brother nor I could walk and chew gum, let alone jog and think. Since I didn’t want to think about Josh locking himself in the bathroom, Eric getting serviced by the Fran Dresher look-alike or my husband thinking our marriage needed an intervention, I picked up my pace again. My muscles were strong, built from years of vigorous cleaning and frenetic mothering, but I couldn’t seem to get my breathing under control.

      Stumble, step, wheeze, stumble, step, wheeze. I focused on inhaling through my nose, shoving oxygen down into my lungs by force of will. After another indeterminable amount of time— maybe forty seconds— I slowed again and gasped for breath. This was ridiculous, my husband could run a five-minute mile and he was pushing forty! Granted, he had the benefit of BUD/s training, the hardcore physical conditioning required for a man to become a Navy SEAL, but Neil was a natural athlete and made his health a priority.

      As I struggled for air, my gaze landed on the Kline mansion situated on top of the hill. Last I knew, Mr. Kline had put the house up for sale and was off being strange in some other neighborhood. He was a decent, if wacky man, but I wished I’d never met him. My life had spiraled out of control the moment I’d set foot in his house and I wanted it back.

      Determination burned in the pit of my stomach and I started off again. I was tired of my pity party, tired of being the laughingstock of the Hudson P.D. Tired of fretting about my family and friends, tired of jumping every time a door slammed or a car backfired. That sick S.O.B had already taken enough in his quest for vengeance, and he couldn’t hurt me anymore. I needed to get some control over my life. Neil had told me the men who made it all the way through the zealous training and into the SEAL teams shared one common trait, absolute resolve. They saw the trident pin at the end and unflinchingly worked to attain it.

      Well, I wanted to be fit and fabulous, or at least be able to run a freaking mile if I wanted. My cell phone rang and I praised the Lord and slowed to retrieve it from my pants pocket. Rome wasn’t built in a day after all.

      “Hello?” I rasped into the phone. Crap, one would think I’d been having a smoking contest with the Marlboro Man.

      “Maggie my love, where are you?” Leo sang into the phone. Ever upbeat and energetic, Leo is a housekeeper for my in-laws and my best bud, after Neil, for close to a decade. He’s worked for Laura for almost as long and is the only person I know who calls her a gorgon to her face. Why she hasn’t fired him is still a mystery, but I suspect it has something to do with his triple chocolate cake. Gorgons need to eat, too.

      “You’re in a good mood,” I observed.

      “Why talk when you can sing? Why walk when you can dance?” Leo sighed dreamily and it clicked into place.

      “Uh oh, you met someone. Where and what’s he like? Come on Leo, dish.”

      “Perhaps I’m happy just because the sun is shining and here I have a few minutes to talk to my very best friend. Does everything in the world need to be about a man?”

      “Yes,” we answered at the same time and laughed.

      “So come on, get to the juicy stuff. What does he look like?” No man would ever be good enough for my pal, not only is he a total peach on a fast track for sainthood, he looks a bit like a mature Jude Law, only less broody. Chances were good that I’d feel the same way about both Kenny and Josh when they started dating, so smothering Leo was good practice.

      “Where are you?” Leo asked again.

      “Where are you?” I shot back and moved over to the side of the road to let a car pass. Instead, the vehicle slowed and the window rolled down to reveal a grinning Leo.

      “Want some candy, little girl?”

      “You’re a sick, sick man. How did you find me?” I shut my phone and climbed into the car.

      “I went to your house first and when no one answered, I called you. The wheezing tipped me off. Thought you could use a ride home. Or an oxygen tank.”

      “Quit picking on me and spill.”

      Leo loved to tell drawn-out stories and he was quite good at painting a picture. “Since it was my night off, I went to a party in South Boston with a few of my friends. Do you remember Dillon?”

      “The angel who made me those slipcovers?” Without consulting me, my mother-in-law had purchased a sofa and matching love-seat for us for Christmas. It may have been a nice gesture if made out of kindness instead of mortification. Or if the furniture was scotch-guarded to protect the gleaming white upholstery.

      “That’s him. Anywho, he bought this fab mini-mansion, which he just finished renovating. Total Greco-Roman masterpiece, sculpted columns, authentic wall treatments throughout. He had the idea he’d do a restore and flip, but with the market cooling off, he got stuck with it.”

      “Yikes, makes me glad we unloaded our house in Virginia Beach when we did.” I’d been following the housing bubble story online and some of the tales curled my hair. My own personal nightmare is to be penniless and at the whim of the universe. It’d happened before and I’d survived, but the thought of losing everything, of being so poor I couldn’t buy food for my family gave me palpitations.

      “Well, he rented out the upstairs half for a song so he could keep up with mortgage payments.” Leo was like a little kid saving his favorite piece of candy ‘til last.

      “And…,” I prompted as Leo pulled up to my house.

      “Do you have any good coffee? Not that generic brand swill, but fresh-off-the-Columbian-mule coffee?”

      “I swear; you are such a drama queen.”

      “Hello kettle, this is the pot calling and I’m sorry to say it, but you’re black.”

      “Fine, I’ll make you some real coffee.” I lunged from the car and slammed the door. So what if I was proving his point?

      My freezer was stocked for a Leo visit and I retrieved a bag of whole bean medium-dark and tossed it at his head. “You make the coffee. I need a shower.”

      “Work on my day off? You must be joking.”

      “You brought it on yourself, pal. Besides, you make better coffee.”

      “True, true. It’s such a burden being me.” Leo knew where I kept everything and he already had the filter in place by the time I left the kitchen.

      I have showering down to a science, as long as I don’t have to look good afterward. I can go from mud wrestler filthy to sparkling clean in under two minutes. The low-maintenance look, or as close as I get to it without resembling an alpaca. Neil appreciates this about me and I usually ignore my dormant and understated pride, except when I want to make an impact. Then it takes over an hour to get myself whipped together.

      Leo didn’t need me to impress him, so after I garbed my frame in a faded sweatshirt and a pair of decent jeans; I traipsed in the kitchen and poured myself the first cup. “Enough of the stall tactics, I want the juicy tidbits.”

      “Where was I?” Leo tapped his chin in mock forgetfulness. The man has a brain like a steel drum, he has to in order to run Ralph and Laura’s household so smoothly. I circled my hand, indicating he should move it along. “Dillon and his masterpiece.”

      “Right, so we had a small get together there last weekend—”

      “For the Super Bowl?” I interrupted, smiling behind the rim of my mug.

      Leo quirked an eyebrow. “As a matter of fact, yes Miss Sassy-pants.”

      I gagged on my coffee. “Seriously?” The mental picture of Leo and his Bostonian pals hanging around munching chips and staring at a big screen wouldn’t gel. They were more the Oscar-party types.

      “We each dressed up in our favorite player’s team colors and I brought these little spinach-stuffed puff pastries, absolutely delish! I’ll shoot you the recipe.”

      “Of course,” I murmured, getting a better angle on the image. “So get to the entrée already.”

      “Well, he’s a Raider’s fan—”

      “They didn’t make it to the Super Bowl.”

      Leo shot me a withering glance. “Your point being…?”

      I smiled and promised myself I wouldn’t cut him off anymore.

      “So he had the snazzy little black and silver outfit; I swear he looked just like a young Tom Jones. As soon as I saw him, I got heart palpitations and made for the kitchen. He came in to get a glass of white wine and comment on the pastries. It was Kismet. And he asked me out for tonight. I keep waiting to wake up, you know?”

      I nodded and patted his hand. He had gone through a painful break-up a few years back, the guy decimated his heart and drained his bank account, and Leo’s confidence was still in recovery. Having Calamity Jane as a best friend was helping with the problem. It’s hard to feel down when you’re laughing your ass off and he got to go to sleep at night with the thought, life could always be worse, I could be Maggie.

      Though Maggie got to sleep with Neil, and that made up for a great deal, humiliation-wise. Ah, life’s little balms.

      “You’re starting to drool, what on Earth are you thinking about?”

      “Nothing,” I mumbled and flushed to the roots of my hair. The Baptist in me hated getting caught thinking about sex.

      Leo gave me a once over, then smiled incomprehension. “You two are so darn cute, like puppies.” He sighed. “That’s what I want from a partner, you know? That total, I think about you all day long, can’t wait to come home at night kind of relationship.”

      “You’ll find it,” I reassured him.

      “Well, it’s too soon to tell with Richard.” The light of hope in his eyes contradicted his down-to-Earth words.

      “Where are you boys going tonight?”

      “The theatre, I think. There’s a new play opening and I mentioned it a few dozen times to Richard.”

      “So dish,” I hopped off the stool and scrounged in the pantry for a snack. I came up with a box of butterfly crackers and the ingredients for cucumber dip. “What does Richard do? What’s his last name?” I was so focused on him, that I poured too much dip mix into the sour cream.

      “Shoot.”

      Leo hip-checked me out of the way and took over. He’s lucky I don’t have control issues.

      “He and a family member are renting the upstairs living space while waiting for their new house to close. Do you have any cream cheese to cut this with?”

      “In the dairy drawer. A family member?”

      Leo cleared his throat and muttered something incomprehensible under his breath.

      “What was that?”

      “His mother.”

      Eek! “Please tell me he’s not one of those…,”

      Leo gave me the squinty-eyed glare of death. “One of those whats?”

      “Mama’s boys.”

      Leo puffed his chest out like a blowfish. “Is it wrong that a man will help his mother during a time of transition? I happen to think it’s sweet.”

      Rain on his parade, why don’t ya. “Leo…I didn’t mean anything by it.” I stomped my judgmental harpy back into her snarky box and pasted a docile expression on my face. “So what’s his last name?”

      “Head,” Leo didn’t make eye contact as he stirred the dip. All that exercise must have shorted my brain because it took me the space of five heartbeats to put it together.

      “You’re going out with a man named Richard Head,” I stated slowly to make sure.

      “I knew you’d be like this!” Leo slammed the serving spoon onto the counter and stormed out of the house. Sour cream and dip mix had been catapulted into my coffee and I watched the disgusting little white blobs congeal for a moment, wondering what just happened.
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