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      After a year in Hudson, Maggie Phillips thought she’d seen the worst the town had to offer. She was wrong.

      The Laundry Hag can get red wine out of white silk, but her newest client is bringing a mess that even industrial-strength bleach can’t fix. A local psychic has just inherited a massive estate and needs Maggie to spiff the place up. It should be a straightforward job, but the air in the manor is thick with more than just dust.

      Maggie doesn't believe in coincidences, and she definitely doesn't think the family patriarch died of natural causes. What the police call a peaceful passing, Maggie suspects is a cold-blooded execution for a one-percenter inheritance.

      With her husband Neil providing the muscle and her loyal cleaning crew at her back, Maggie dives headfirst into the gnarled roots of an elite family tree. Between managing her own family and sorting through motives, Maggie is starting to feel like she’s being watched from the shadows. She’s just a frazzled mom trying to check off her to-do list, but she’s about to find out that some secrets are better left buried.

      Hung Out to Dry is the fourth book in the zany The Misadventures of the Laundry Hag series by USA Today bestselling author Jennifer L. Hart. If you love clever mysteries, smart-mouthed heroines, and a look at the neighbor’s dirty laundry you’ll love Maggie Phillips. Buy Hung Out to Dry and divine the truth today!

      Get the Hung Out to Dry audiobook narrated by Suzanne Cerreta.
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      “Happy one year anniversary, Uncle Scrooge.”

      I opened one eye to look up into the face of my handsome husband. “You,” I told Neil, “Are supposed to be naked.”

      He grinned down at me. “Sorry, I’ll have to work on that.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t our anniversary in November? And I know we’ve been married more than a year.”

      “Not us, the house. It was one year ago today that we bought this house.”

      Son of a gun, he was right. How time did fly when you were having fun. Or escaping gruesome death.

      I sat up, rubbing at the other eye until the lid lifted and glared at the digital alarm clock. “Do you really have to work today?”

      He leaned down and gave me a swift kiss. “’ Fraid so. Boys are still in bed and Atlas is on patrol out back.”

      As if on cue, a large echoing woof sounded from outside my bedroom window and an immense canine head appeared, staring in at us like a furry Peeping Tom.

      “Is it just me or is he getting bigger?” I squinted back at the humongous goofy dog. Atlas was more demanding than both Kenny and Josh put together, almost as needy as my brother’s new baby, Mae.

      “It’s the breed. He eats everything that isn’t nailed down and a few things that have been.” Cupping my chin, Neil turned me to face him again, his hazel-green eyes intent. “Have you thought about it?”

      I flinched. The “it” he was referring to was our often put on hold discussion about having more children. Put on hold by me because I so didn’t want to make that call right now. “Do we have to decide today? I’m playing the, it’s our one year anniversary with the house card. And the I haven’t had coffee yet and am entirely incapable of making any important decisions card.”

      Neil was too much of a gentleman to bring up my biological clock, which was probably ticking more like the Doomsday clock. The fact that I had a few fistfuls of years left where it might be possible to conceive a baby without medical intervention hung in the air between us. I knew the landmark of a year post-Navy life was what had brought it up. He deserved more than a quick brush off and I was trying to be better at communicating without obscene hand gestures.

      “We’re in a good place now,” I said slowly. “You and me. The boys are getting more self-sufficient every day. I just want to revel in that for a little while.”

      “Fair enough.” This time his kiss was deeper, lingering. It probably would have gone on longer if not for the mournful baying from outside the window.

      Neil swore as he stepped back. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Can’t wait,” I gave him a jaunty salute.

      He paused at the door. “I see you, Maggie.”

      I put a hand up to the tangle of curls going every which way. On an average morning my hair could double as a burrow for small woodland creatures and the July morning was already like a sauna. “And you’re still here, huh?”

      “Always. I’ll call you later.” he winked and then departed, closing the bedroom door behind him.

      I flopped back onto the mattress and stared at the ceiling fan. It was both difficult and easy to believe we’d been here for a full year already. It seemed like only yesterday we walked through the front door and I started to mentally catalog everything I’d wanted to change, the colors I’d paint the walls, the knickknacks I’d scour garage sales to buy. And how much of it had I actually done? Not much at all.

      One reason I hesitated over the baby discussion. Making plans wasn’t something that went over well in the Phillips household. Life was already jammed in like ten hefty clowns in a Volkswagen. We had two healthy kids and a crazy dog. Money was a constant struggle, but otherwise, I had no complaints. Would it be tempting fate to take on more?

      I held a hand up toward the windows, studying the webwork of scars there. Then there was my other problem. Through no real fault of my own, I’d been almost killed three times over the last year. I wasn’t a drug dealer, a law enforcement officer, a soldier or mobbed up. I paid my taxes and raised my boys and was, for the most part, a likable human being. My business, the laundry hag’s cleaning service, was as uncomplicated and mundane as jobs came and yet there seemed to be this invisible target tattooed to my forehead. Every loony within a fifty-mile radius took their best shot.

      There was a scratching at the bedroom door, followed by vacuum-like suction, as though Atlas was trying to inhale me through the small crack beneath the door. If I didn’t let him in, the big baby would start to whine and then howl until mommy came out and filled his feeding trough. Or he’d try to dig and eat his way through the sheetrock to get to me.

      Rolling my eyes, I threw back the covers. After pulling on a pair of cotton shorts and a tank top, I squared my shoulders and marched toward the snuffling.

      The door was only open a centimeter when Atlas barged his large square head in, tongue lolling with ecstasy.

      “Who’s a big pain in the ass?” I asked him in a sweet voice as I patted his enormous head. He wiggled about, tail wagging, body curling in a giant circle around my legs, doing his damndest to trip me. I stumbled into the dresser as he swung his broad backside my way with the force of a wrecking ball. This was our normal morning routine and I steadied myself as he hit the floor with a thunderous fwamp to present his undercarriage in hopes of a more diligent scratch.

      I complied for a minute, glad to let his antics distract me from the day ahead for a little while. In typical preteen fashion, both Kenny and Josh had developed the habit of sleeping in as late as they could during summer vacation. The day stretched out ahead and I wasn’t a person who did well with downtime.

      Rising, I squared my shoulders and marched off toward the kitchen, Atlas charging behind me. Coffee would help clear away the morning haze and I could make some kind of plan for the day. Dusting the baseboards? Shoot, I’d done that two days ago and there was such a thing as overkill, even for the laundry hag.

      The scent of freshly brewed French roast wafted down the hall, beckoning me like a siren’s song. Okay, maybe I should give the quiet mornings their due. No one needing lunch made, or a ride to the soccer complex up behind the park, just an endless stretch of hours, yawning like a gaping mouth trying to swallow me whole. My time was my own to do with as I wished. I wished I had a clue as to what I wished.

      Once the dog was fed he would flop down on the white couch to pass out for a few hours. My mother-in-law had given me that couch last Thanksgiving. It was seriously out of place in a house full of testosterone, spills and general mayhem. The slipcover my pal Leo had made for it was torn in three places and stained beyond repair, mostly thanks to my brother, Marty, who slept on it half the time. I knew first hand why our mother always complained of never being able to have anything nice.

      There was a bouquet of tiger lilies next to the coffee pot with a purple card envelope propped in front. Smiling, I reached for it and lifted the flap.

      The Hallmark sentiment was cheesy and I only skimmed it before reading Neil’s handwritten message. In neat, block letters he’d printed, Wear something pretty, I’ll pick you up at eight.

      “Huh,” I said to the dog. “Something pretty? Does that mean we’re actually going out for dinner?” That hadn’t happened in months, since before I’d been burned.

      Atlas plunked his ass down on the tile floor and scratched his ear with his hind leg.

      “You better not have fleas again,” I said and set the card aside to fill his bowl from the fifty-pound bag of Purina in the pantry. Maybe I could give him a bath. That should kill a few hours, between lassoing the dog, stuffing his reluctant carcass into the tub and then cleaning up the mess he made when he inevitably escaped.

      I filled the bowl to the top, knowing from experience it would take him exactly 2.2 seconds to down it all. Hopefully, he wouldn’t vomit on the couch again.

      My cell phone chimed with an incoming text just as I let him out. I frowned, wondering where I’d put the stupid thing last night. Hmm, I’d had a bowl of cookie dough ice cream while indulging in an Outlander marathon and Neil had woken me up just as BlackJack Randle was flaying Jamie alive. The living room then.

      Sure enough, the phone was perched on an end table, the red light blinking spastically as though dying from starvation.

      I shuffled back into the bedroom and plugged the phone in so it would hang in there long enough for me to read my text.

      I frowned when I saw a message from Sylvia Wright, my next-door neighbor, and Marty’s landlady. An early bird like me, Sylvia usually just came over to chat, knowing that my smartphone tended to outsmart me more often than not.

      Her text was brief, but to the point. An address I wasn’t familiar with, Hummingbird Lane. The address was in Hudson, Massachusetts so it had to be nearby.

      I texted her back with a question mark, knowing the more characters I tried to send, the more likely the thing would literally blow up in my face.

      The reply came back almost immediately. We have a job!

      “Yippy skippy,” I told Atlas. “Looks like the bath will have to wait.”
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      “It’s not that I don’t want to work,” I told Sylvia as we drove around a beautiful lake toward the mysterious Hummingbird Lane. “You know we need the money. If for nothing else than to replace the truck. But my reputation in the community is tainted. Are you sure this woman isn’t just paying our fee to grill me on my supposed murder rap?”

      It had happened before, on the two other jobs Sylvia and I had gone on last month. The clients had been more interested in my involvement with two homicide investigations than with my abilities as a cleaning lady or Sylvia’s more unique skillset.

      Sylvia waved a hand dismissively. “Maggie, that’s ancient history. I promise, Sarah Dale is the real deal. She was so enthusiastic over the phone. What you need is to get back in the game, get your confidence back.”

      What I needed was a stiff drink and some alone time with my oh so sexy husband. Lacking that, I’d take whatever job Sylvia had dredged up this time and keep my kvetching to myself.

      It had started out as a lark, the two of us going into business together. I tackled all the down and dirty grime, armed to the teeth with Lysol and bleach. Sylvia focused on spiritual cleansing, purifying the energies of a space to make it more inviting. Sylvia was a new age girl through and through. She burnt sage and incense and arranged her small garage apartment according to the principles of Feng Shui while I washed floors and scrubbed toilets. For one reasonable price, we cleaned a house top to bottom, stem to stern on both the physical and metaphysical levels. A price we’d discounted with coupons printed up in the Sunday paper, hoping to attract more clients. It had been two weeks since our coupon ad ran and so far, Sarah Dale was the only person who’d contacted us.

      “Is this all one person’s property?” I asked as I stared out over the rolling green hills.

      Sylvia nodded. “It’s the Dale estate. Isn’t it amazing?”

      Amazing that they’d hired us. Call me a cynic, but nothing good came from working for obscenely rich people, like my in-laws. From my own personal experiences, their drama was in proportion with the size of their bank accounts. Sylvia pulled her Prius up to a set of wrought iron gates. They must have been equipped with a sensor as they swung open to allow us past. What the hell was the sense of even having gates if they just swung open all the time? I was no security expert but that seemed like a hell of a waste of resources.

      Much like our being hired in the first place.

      People who lived in such surroundings usually had live-in help and didn’t tend to call out for a cleaning service, no matter how deep the discount.

      I kept my jaded opinion to myself though, so I didn’t rain on Sylvia’s parade. Her other career as a life coach wasn’t doing well and she needed the money even more than I did.

      “How was your date last night?” I asked instead, changing the subject to one guaranteed to make her grin.

      Sylvia took a left as the paved road changed to gravel. She shot me a quick grin, white teeth gleaming like a toothpaste commercial. “Terrific. He took me out to the new Thai place for pho and then we went salsa dancing.”

      “Pho and salsa, aren’t we cultured.” I nodded though I didn’t have a clue about what went into either pho or salsa dancing.

      “What was great came after. Pun totally intended.” Sylvia’s smile spread like a wicked rash, which I really hoped she didn’t have.

      It was a struggle to keep my expression neutral as I probed deeper. “Is this one a keeper?”

      Sylvia had been out on a ton of dates since her divorce became official a few weeks ago. Several first dates, which were hot and heavy but went exactly nowhere other than through the revolving door to her bedroom.

      She waved my question off as though it was the most ridiculous one imaginable. “God, no. He’s a Scorpio and I have enough drama in my life. One night was enough. Besides, I have a date with Paolo from yoga tonight. His English isn’t the best, but then again, I’m not planning on doing much talking, if you catch my drift.”

      “Hmmm,” I made a noncommittal sound. Sylvia’s divorce had redefined the term messy. She and her ex had both hired vicious lawyers to shred each other to the full extent of the law. I understood her need to cut loose in the aftermath of that horror show, but was afraid she was taking it too far and would end up with some god awful STD for her trouble. Then again, she was a grown woman and hadn’t asked for my two cents. It wasn’t my place to judge her, but I couldn’t help worrying over a friend’s welfare.

      Luckily we’d arrived at yet another set of gates, this one with a call box. Sylvia pushed the button and there was a brief crackle of static before a feminine voice inquired, “Hello?”

      “Maggie Phillips and Sylvia Wright here for Sarah Dale,” Sylvia said smoothly.

      I was glad she was taking the reins since I was fairly certain I didn’t want to be there and was untrustworthy enough to sabotage us with my big, fat mouth if given the opportunity. It was a natural talent, one far too few people appreciated.

      There was no verbal answer but the gates parted ominously. We drove through, passing yet another lake, this one equipped with a fountain, spitting water up from the bottlenose beaks of three dolphins. More lush rolling hills and in the far distance, a set of elegant stables that looked neater than many houses I’d been to.

      “This is incredible,” Sylvia murmured as we crested a hill to see the large sprawling mansion dead ahead. The three-story structure was white with black shutters and a red door, like a colonial on steroids.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say I had a bad feeling about this but I bit it back. So what if overt displays of wealth made me uneasy. Given my track record, never mind my in-laws, it was probably just reflex. Still, I reached into my pocket, reassuring myself that the pepper spray I’d purchased was still where I could easily reach it. I was done going onto other people’s turf unprepared.

      Sylvia parked in a circular drive and turned off the engine. If it was up to her, we would have ridden up here on a bicycle built for two to minimize our carbon footprint, but I had yet to find a basket big enough to fit my industrial-strength vacuum.

      “You okay?” she asked me, her face the picture of concern.

      “Fine,” I pasted what I hoped was a reassuring smile on my mug. After all, I couldn’t hang out in my house for the rest of my natural life, no matter how much I wanted to do exactly that. It was about time we meet a normal well to do woman in a humongous mansion.

      “Maggie,” She said and looked at me over the bridge of her nose.

      I retrenched. “I will be fine.”

      She eyed me a moment and then popped the door of her car. “Okay, but let me do all the talking.”

      I snorted. “That was kind of my plan all along. You’re a better saleswoman than I am.”

      Sylvia gave me a quicksilver smile. “That’s because I’m not jaded and always suspecting everyone of being up to something.”

      “Just because I’m paranoid, doesn’t mean they’re not all out to get me.”

      “That’s a healthy attitude.” She shook her head, knowing I was only half-joking.

      We made our way up to the front door and rang the bell. A distant chime sounded from inside the house, followed by a chorus of barking dogs. There was a scrabbling sound and then footsteps.

      The woman who opened the door greeted us with a huge smile. “Maggie, Sylvia, I’m so happy to meet you.” Her voice was high but pleasant. Not so much the litter of tiny fluffy dogs that swarmed around her feet. I had no idea of their breed, but they were definitely yappy purse critters. Atlas pooped bigger than all of them combined.

      Ignoring the dogs, I studied Sarah herself. She was small and pale with big brown eyes and long brown hair tied back in a ponytail. She wore jeans and a loose black scoop neck t-shirt, similar to my own ensemble.

      Sylvia blinked, apparently nonplussed by the enthusiastic greeting. I nudged her in the kidney and she sprang back to life in a rush of words. “Oh, uh, it’s great to meet you, too. Ms. Dale?” Her voice went higher to ask the question.

      “Yes, but please call me Sarah.” Her dark gaze fixed on me. “Maggie. You look just like I thought you would.”

      “Okay,” I said, wondering if she’d been internet stalking me. “Do we have a mutual acquaintance or something?”

      “Nothing like that.” Her eyes sparkled as if she had read my thoughts, her next words keeping that option in the realm of possibility. “I’m psychic.”

      Well so much for normal.
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      “Psychic?” Sylvia repeated with less enthusiasm than I would have thought.

      I frowned at her. I was the earthbound skeptic of our little duo, but Sylvia was looking at Sarah Dale as if the woman had just announced she had a bunny boiling away on her Viking stovetop.

      “That’s right.” Sarah’s tone was bright, utterly guileless. “Won’t you both please come in?”

      She was so eager, just like the scrabble of fluff balls dancing around her heels. By this point in my life, I knew the difference between a maniac bent on my destruction and someone who was simply happy for the pleasure of my company. Already she treated us like real people more than the hired help. In spite of my reservations about taking on the job, especially for the rich and entitled, I did like her.

      We followed Sarah into the house. The place was huge but cluttered. Books and papers lined every flat surface. Bric-a-brack on every windowsill. There were no neat stacks, just a general sprawl as though someone had been searching for something specific and hadn’t bothered to tidy up afterward.

      My fingers twitched, the need to clean surging to the forefront of my mind. “Down girl,” I muttered.

      “May I get you anything?” Sarah waved to a drawing-room, or what I assumed was a drawing-room, having never been in one myself. “Coffee, tea, pop?”

      “No, thank you.” Pop, huh? That wasn’t a term one usually heard from a New England native, who usually referred to it as soda or cola. I filed it away though I couldn’t have said why the detail seemed important.

      Sylvia just shook her head, mutely. Something was definitely up with her.

      “You sure?” Sarah was so overtly eager to please that it bordered on painful. I got the feeling that she didn’t entertain much and that company came few and far between.

      “Yeah, we hit Starbucks on the way here.” Well, Sylvia had. I’d shave my head bald as an egg before ever paying five bucks for a small coffee.

      Sarah nodded and gestured towards a leather sofa. “Please, sit.”

      We did, my pal lowering herself sans her customary grace. She looked a little green around the gills, too. If not for her bizarre reaction to Sarah’s announcement that she was psychic, I would have thought she was about to upchuck her chai tea. I nudged her discreetly in the ribs as Sarah cleared off a stack of quilts on a chaise to make room for herself and her posse of pets.

      What’s wrong? I mouthed the words soundlessly.

      Another head shake and Sylvia wore an expression like someone was forcing her vegan self to eat a meatball sub. Fine, I‘d wheedle it out of her later. So much for her taking point on the interview.

      Squaring my shoulders, I pasted a bright smile on my face and asked. “So, Sarah, how did you hear about us?”

      “The newspaper.” She said absently, glancing out the window.

      “You mean our ad?” I prompted.

      Her gaze still trained at the empty landscape, she murmured. “No, when you were arrested.”

      I clenched my fists. “That was a misunderstanding.”

      Her head swiveled toward me like an owl. “Oh, I knew that right away. You’re a good person, Maggie. You help people.”

      This was the weirdest interview I’d ever been on. Taking a deep breath, I decided to cut to the chase. “Do you need help, Sarah?”

      “Well, yes and no. As you can see, the place is kind of a mess. It’s been this way ever since my grandfather passed away.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured. Having been on the receiving end of condolences with my own parent’s death, I knew how hollow the words sounded, but they were better than sitting there like a bump on a log in silence. “Were the two of you close?”

      She nodded, and discreetly wiped a hand under her leaking eyes. “He raised me ever since my parent’s death when I was five. He was my whole world.”

      Though it was wildly inappropriate, I wanted to get up and give her a hug. Only Sylvia’s wooden presence stopped me from crossing the small space and holding on to the young woman who appeared so utterly lost and alone. Instead, I made soft soothing sounds and watched as her dogs closed in around her like a protective shield.

      Though I wouldn’t have blamed Sarah for falling apart, she didn’t. Instead, she dug deep and squared her shoulders as if ready to face the next challenge. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to do that.”

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “Why don’t you tell us about the job? What is it you want us to do?”

      Sarah nodded as though relieved to have something else to focus on. “Well you see, my grandfather, his name was Chester, left me this house. My uncle inherited his lumber yard and my two aunts received all his bank accounts. I had no idea he had done that until after his will was read. I already have a trust from my parents, I didn’t really need the money, but he wanted me to have this place. I think because it’s the only real home I’ve ever known.”

      “So you want us to help you clean it out,” I surmised.

      “That’s right.” Sarah smiled. “It’s too big a job for just me. Gramps was a collector and something of a packrat. So much of the house is just filled with stuff, things that had special meaning to him. I’m a little too afraid to go through it all myself, in case I accidentally throw out something that was special or important to him.”

      What she was proposing wasn’t anything I’d ever tackled before. “Are you sure you want to hire strangers to do this? I mean, maybe your family would want to be part of this.”

      But she shook her head. “No, I can’t deal with them and their fighting and bickering. They’re already irritable about the will and the fact that I got the house. This is what gramps wanted, me to do it my way.”

      Which apparently included us. “When should we start?”

      I cast a belated look to Sylvia, wondering if maybe I shouldn’t have accepted the offer without discussing it with her first.

      The doorbell rang and Sarah hopped up. “Oh, please excuse me. I’ll be right back.”

      The second she was out of sight I rounded on Sylvia. “What’s the matter with you?”

      “I don’t like psychics.” Her tone was sullen.

      My mouth dropped open. “What? Why?”

      “Because, it’s too easy to fake being a psychic,” she hissed. “People who claim to be psychics are often con artists. They don’t have deep-seated beliefs or a rich spiritual landscape. It’s a gimmick, not a lifestyle.”

      “But you believe in ghosts,” I said inanely. “Don’t they go through psychics?” This might actually be the strangest conversation I’d ever had and that took some doing.

      Sylvia rolled her eyes as though I‘d said something stupid. “That’s not the same thing at all. Ghosts communicate through mediums. Physics claim to have visions.” She made sarcastic air quotes around the last sentence as though it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. “What they really do is observe people and then feed them a ton of BS in exchange for an exorbitant fee. They’re scammers, every last one. Now can we please make our excuses and get out of here?”

      I was stunned stupid by her vehemence. Never in a million years would I have believed that Sylvia would be so jaded about anything. There was something going on there, something that had nothing to do with Sarah Dale specifically.

      “Look,” I said, striving for a calm tone. “I hear what you’re saying but I don’t think Sarah’s like that. For one thing, she’s the one who will be paying us and as you so readily pointed out to me earlier, there aren’t a whole heap of people lining up to do that right now. I think we should at least consider taking this job.”

      “Fine,” she muttered the same way Josh and Kenny did when they saw that I had a point but didn’t want to admit it. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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      “What does dress nice mean?” I cradled the phone to my ear as I rummaged through my closet.

      “Oh, somebody’s gonna get some,” Leo’s sing-song voice came back to me. “As long as you don’t ruin it by being you of course.”

      “Shut up,” I laughed as I bypassed my everyday wear. “I mean, does it mean dress hot or dress formally? Because the last thing I want is to slip into a titty dress with the girls banging out like I’m the prow of a ship and have him take me to the opera. Or worse, a snooty French restaurant with Laura and Ralph.”

      “I can guarantee you Ralph and Laura are in for the night. No need to worry about them.” Since Leo was their housekeeper, I could take his word to the bank.

      “So I should go for the slutty gold?” There was a little red number that I’d bought on clearance that helped my cleavage defy gravity. If I did decide to green light operation baby, I would probably never wear it again.

      “Men respond to slutty,” Leo agreed. “But don’t take my word for it. Go ask your new psychic friend.”

      I spied a flash of red at the back of the closet and reached. “I should never have told you about that.”

      “Like you could help yourself.” I could easily imagine the exaggerated eye roll that went along with Leo’s acerbic tone. “So do you think she’s a real psychic or a total wacko?”

      “Little of column A, little of column B.” I withdrew the dress with a flourish. “She’s nice enough but the elevator doesn’t go to the top floor if you get my drift. I feel bad for her though. Her grandfather passed away recently and it’s obvious she misses him.”

      “Maybe he forced her to
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