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FROM DREAMLAND TO SCREAMLAND

I was awoken by a sudden scream.

A scream external to my dream world.

A scream that finally brought me fully awake and sitting up in bed and wide-eyed and trembling as I realized that the scream was coming from below me ... from the back room of my laundromat.

I calmed down when I realized I recognized the scream.

It was my cousin Sally. But I couldn’t imagine what would make her scream like that.

I pride myself on keeping my laundromat spotless, but still, an occasional spider does wander in. But a spider would never cause Sally to scream. Even something larger—such as, God forbid, a mouse, which I’d never had in my laundromat—would not make her scream.

Maybe she’s cut herself somehow. Or worse, gotten bleach in her face.

So I hurried downstairs, and I burst in the back room and saw what had made Sally scream.

She kept screaming. But I didn’t scream. I stared in shocked, silent horror.

No, I didn’t scream. I ran out the back and threw up. And then I ran back inside and grabbed the phone off my desk and dialed 9–1–1.
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Dedication

To all the wonderful folks of Antioch Writers’ Workshop in Yellow Springs, Ohio—with unending gratitude for the workshop’s inspiration and sustenance.
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Once upon a time, there were three sisters who were also singers.

The oldest Mayfair sister, Cornelia, sang for money.

The middle sister, Constance, sang for fame.

But the youngest sister, Candace, sang for love.

Not romantic love or passionate love or worshipful love or family love. Just for a pure love of singing, from the heart, because singing was who she was; it was as much a part of her as breathing ...

For more than half an hour, Cherry had been going on and on about how the Mayfair sisters’ lives were like something out of a fairy tale. So I reckon it’s not surprising I started entertaining myself by thinking along those lines.

It was either that or listen to her babble on with what I’d come to call Mayfair Fever, or hum along to “Sugar Daddy,” playing on the jukebox.

“Sugar Daddy” was one of the Mayfair Sisters’ big hits back in the 1960s. The fact that Sally, my cousin/best friend and owner of the Bar-None, had reprogrammed her establishment’s jukebox (really a fancy CD player made to look like a retro fifties jukebox) to play only Mayfair Sisters oldies—even though we were smack-dab in the middle of the twenty-first century’s first decade—was just another symptom of Mayfair Fever, which had infected all of Paradise, Ohio, and environs for nearly two weeks.

I’m Josie Toadfern, laundromat owner and stain expert. Best stain expert in Paradise ... and in Mason County. Maybe the best stain expert in all of Ohio. Maybe even in all of the United States.

I can make such a claim with some authority, and not just because I’ve helped Mrs. Beavy get red wine out of her favorite pink blouse, or Becky Gettlehorn get mustard out of her little boy’s best Sunday-go-to-church shirt, or my auto mechanic Elroy Magruder get grease out of his Dickies coveralls.

Besides plenty of testimonials to back up my stain claim to fame, I have a syndicated column—Stain-Busters!—which gives stain removal tips and general household hints.

And on that Friday night a while back, I was thinking about what my next column should be, instead of listening to Cherry—owner of Cherry’s Chat N Curl, right next door to my laundromat on Main Street—go on and on about her customers’ Mayfair Sisters sightings. I’d already completed a three-parter on the incredible stain removal properties of white vinegar. Next, maybe how to remove coffee and tea stains from mugs? A cautionary reminder about not mixing chlorine bleach with other cleansers? Or ironing tips ...

And maybe to go with that, a little about the history of ironing techniques and tools. It’s fascinating, really. And my current passion was learning as much as possible about the home ironing machines of the 1940s and 1950s, also known as mangles, especially the Ironrite brand ...

“Ow!”

I looked across the table at Cherry, then back at my forearm—yep, those were fingernail marks—and then again at Cherry, glaring this time.

“Poke me again, and I’m popping those fake fuchsias off of every fingertip,” I said.

Cherry ignored my threat, probably feeling safer than she should since she was snuggled up next to Dean Rankle—Mason County deputy sheriff. And her fiancé.

“Josie, have you heard a thing I’ve said?” Cherry asked.

“No. I’ve been ignoring you, because you keep talking about the Mayfair Sisters, and I really don’t want to hear about them tonight.”

“Then you’ve got to be the only one in Paradise,” said Caleb Loudermilk, with an intriguing tone of ruefulness.

Caleb was in the booth next to me, but we weren’t snuggling. Caleb’s the editor-in-chief (and sole reporter, and ad salesman, and occasional janitor) at the Paradise Advertiser-Gazette. I’d already been doing my stain-busting column for the weekly local newspaper when he took over newspaper operations, but he’s the one who had the brilliant idea to get my column in as many of the regional newspapers—all owned by the same publishing company—as possible.

We’d also dated for a while at the beginning of the year, but our relationship had settled into an easy friendship after we figured out that our initial attraction was based on a rebound from an old relationship (for me) and a bit of uneasiness at settling into a small town that thinks of second-generation Paradisites as newcomers (for Caleb).

“I’ve gotten calls from everyone—including the mayor—asking me if I’m going to get a big, exclusive interview with Cornelia and her bankruptcy and tax woes,” Caleb went on.

The one who sang for money, I thought.

“Or on the rumors of the feud between the other two—”

“Constance and Candace,” Cherry said eagerly, leaning forward, which gave Dean a chance to rub her back—a chance he immediately took.

“Which one wants to relaunch the trio, honey?” asked Dean.

“That’s the middle sister, Constance,” Cherry said.

The one who sang for fame ...

“The youngest sister wants to just keep on with her solo folk career, singing backwaters like this the rest of her life,” Cherry went on, shuddering as if that modest goal was something that ought to be featured on the current reality TV show The World’s Yuckiest Jobs. “But, from what I’ve heard, Candace—”

The one who sang for love ...

“—was always something of a loner, even when the Mayfair Sisters were a big hit,” Cherry said.

“They still seem to be a big hit around here,” Caleb said.

“Biggest thing to come out of this area,” Dean said. “Well, except for Delbert Whitacre.” Dean beamed. Delbert was, after all, Dean’s second cousin, once removed.

Caleb looked blank.

“Nascar driver,” I said.

“Oh,” Caleb said, trying to sound suddenly enlightened, but still looking blank. He shook his head as if to clear it. “Anyway, it seems as if everyone has been calling the newspaper office, demanding to know when I’m going to do an exclusive, in-depth interview. And I’d love to. It would make for a nice surge in circulation, and a nice clip for my portfolio.”

Caleb had told me, confidentially, that he wanted to apply to bigger newspapers, but he needed something more than the latest Little League scores, or even witty write-ups about church carry-in suppers to raise money for charitable causes, to even have a shot at breaking in. He’d been doing family history features lately, which everyone around Paradise appreciated, but no matter how well written, those weren’t going to be the ticket to better jobs in big cities, either.

He sighed. “But the only thing I can get out of the Mayfairs is the date and time of the reunion concert and auction—”

“Ooh, that’s just a week from now, Memorial Day weekend, right?” Cherry asked.

My eyebrows went up, and Dean looked startled, too. Cherry and Dean were each doing their best to save money for their wedding, just a little over a month away, and for their honeymoon in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. They’d reserved the honeymoon suite with a heart-shaped Jacuzzi and kingsized bed. Cherry had shown me the glossy brochure from the Hearts and Roses Inn so many times, my fingerprints were permanently imprinted on the picture of the Jacuzzi.

Not only that, but after their honeymoon, Dean wanted to start a side business, Deputy Dean’s Security Systems for homes and small businesses.

So I knew Cherry couldn’t afford anything from the Mayfair auction ... and I also knew she wouldn’t have the self-discipline not to bid.

Caleb smiled. “Right. Anyway, I have that, but I still don’t have the list of items up for auction to run in Wednesday’s paper. I have a feeling I’ll get it at the last minute.”

And I knew why, but I didn’t want to share that, not just yet. I munched a pretzel stick, and then sipped my beer, and turned to stare out the window at the trucks and motorcycles and late-model cars under the lights of the Bar-None parking lot, focusing in particular on a tricked-out red pickup truck, on oversized wheels. It belonged to T-Bone Baker, which I knew because his girlfriend, Rhonda, drove it to my laundromat to bring in their wash. They lived in the Happy Trails Motor Home Park, where Sally lived, and the motor homes there are too small for washer/dryers, so I get a lot of business from Happy Trails residents.

Not that that was particularly interesting. But if I stared at the tricked-out truck, then my face would be turned from my pals—a good thing, since I have a face that can be read by a three-year-old. Which is why I don’t play cards. Not even Go Fish with Sally’s young sons.

“Now, honeybuns,” Dean said nervously. “I think we’re busy Memorial weekend anyway. We won’t have time to go to the auction, what with last-minute stuff for our wedding. Like, um, the wedding cake. Yeah, we still have to order that, right?”

Cherry gave him a look that could have sliced through a twenty-tier cake. “We’ve ordered the cake, sweet cheeks. Buttercream icing, with bright red roses to match the bridesmaids’ dresses, and blue ribbons to match the groomsmen’s tuxedos. Don’t you remember?”

Dean gazed down at his beer with a look that clearly indicated he’d been trying to forget. But despite my, Sally’s, and the other bridesmaids’ protests, Cherry had prevailed with her July 4–themed wedding ... which would actually be held on July 5, in order to get the Run Deer Run Lodge for the reception.

Caleb snickered. I elbowed him. Cherry was strong-willed and unreasonable and a pain in the butt at the best of times—and I say that with great love, as one of her best friends. But her pre-wedding jitters had ensured that this was not the best of times.

“Anyway,” Cherry said, making the word sound like three, “I need to get to that auction because I’m just betting that the white dress that Candace Mayfair wore in the sisters’ farewell concert is up for auction, and ... I must have it! As my wedding dress!”

Caleb, Dean, and I were struck silent, while Cherry looked pointedly at each of us, daring us to state the obvious.

I looked back at my pals and sighed louder than necessary. I’d been puncturing Cherry’s fantasy view of the world and her role in it since seventh grade—not that she’d ever listened. But I’m an optimist. So I tried again.

“Cherry, Candace Mayfair is a size four on her fat days. You, darlin’, are a size fourteen on your skinny days. Which, as I’ve told you many times, you should embrace, because Marilyn Monroe was supposedly a fourteen—”

“And I love your curves—” Dean said.

Caleb was convulsing with either a suppressed sneeze or laughter.

“I don’t care! I want that dress!”

“But you said you picked out a beautiful dress at the Medieval Fantasy booth down at the Meet-N-Swap flea market?” Dean sound genuinely confused.

“I did!” Cherry wailed. “But the feathers are molting off the neckline.”

I’d told her not to get the dress with feathers. I’d told her they’d probably molt off; that the odor of mothballs was something that, yes, I could probably lessen, but it was still a bad sign; that the feathers would make her sneeze and create a vacuuming nightmare after the ceremony for MayaAnna Lean, who’s hunched with arthritis and seventy-plus but still insists that it’s always been her job to tidy up the Paradise Methodist Church before and after weddings, and, dammit, it always will be.

But, of course, Cherry had insisted on her own way. As usual.

I decided to try and change the subject before the situation got any more uncomfortable.

“Well, I don’t know about that dress,” I said brightly, “but let me tell you all about my newest interest. See, I’ve started researching a book on clothing care history—”

Cherry blanched. “What? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“This sounds fascinating! Go on, Josie!” Dean said perkily, giving me a grateful look. I knew he couldn’t care less about my topic, but he was willing to do anything to get Cherry’s mind off a new, too small, and expensive dress. And I was happy to have an audience—even a captive one.

“Well, it really is fascinating,” I said. “How womankind has dealt with dirty, wrinkled, smelly clothes throughout the ages is an unchartered bit of domestic history. And it’s a unique perspective on domestic life. I think before the permanent-press era makes us all forget, this history and the story it tells should be captured. And I figure with the platform this column is giving me, and my love of books”—a love that Winnie, our bookmobile librarian, can attest to, because I read at least three books a week—“I’m the perfect person to write this book.”

“But Josie, you’re not—” Caleb started, then stopped.

I knew what he was going to say: college-educated. A historian. Photogenic enough for the Today Show.

I ignored him, and went on.

“Why, did you know there’s even an organization of people who collect sad irons?”

“What are sad irons?” Dean asked, looking bored already, but trying to sound fascinated. Anything to keep the topic off Cherry spending money they didn’t have on a wedding dress that wouldn’t fit her.

“Who cares?” Cherry asked, grumpy but already distracted.

“Sad irons,” I said, “are heavy, cast-iron, well, irons, that women heated and used to press their family’s clothes. Or the clothes of clients. It was such a difficult, labor-intensive job, that lots of women were thrilled with the invention of the ironing machine, or mangle, back in the early 1920s. The most well-known brand was the Ironrite, and they were most popular in the 1940s and 1950s—”

“Oh, Lord, is she going on about that Ironrite machine that’s going up for auction at the Mayfair sale?”

I startled, and looked up. There stood Sally Toadfern, Bar-None owner, my first cousin-on-my-daddy’s-side and usually one of my best friends. I’d been so caught up in my explanation of the Ironrite machine that I hadn’t noticed her coming up to our booth with a fresh pitcher of beer.

I glared at her. Sally knew how much I wanted that Ironrite machine, and insisted on teasing me about it. But that was Sally. And truth be told, I wouldn’t change her a bit.

Cherry and Caleb glared at me. Dean sighed and took up my bar-parking-lot vigil.

The Mayfairs’ “Sugar Daddy” song ended (You can be my sugar daddy, I can be your sugar baby, we’ll be sweet together ...)

“Uh oh ...” Sally said uneasily.

The Mayfairs’ “Easy Lovin’” (It’s not that I’m easy, it’s just easy lovin’ you ...) commenced.

“How do you know there’s an Ironrite on the auction list,” Caleb asked, “when I haven’t been able to get anything out of the Mayfairs for my newspaper?”

“I’m guessing I shouldn’t have said that,” Sally said, sitting down next to Caleb and giving him a shove, so he pushed into me and I squished against the wall.

“Josie, have you been holding out on us?” Cherry demanded, focusing on me so intently that she didn’t notice Dean’s head quivering as he shook no! no! at me.

I sighed. I should have known I wouldn’t be able to keep a secret from this crew. I finished off my beer and then smacked the mug down harder than strictly necessary. I reckon it’s a good thing Sally uses cheap plastic mugs.

“OK, fine. I confess. I’ve known for three weeks now what the items will probably be in the auction,” I said, “because I’ve been helping get the costumes ready—”

“Candace’s white dress!” Cherry exclaimed. “Please tell me that’s one of the costumes ...”

Dean groaned, put his hands to his eyes, and sank down in the booth.

“—but the family still hasn’t decided on whether everything should be up for auction—”














































Epilogue

As it turned out, Cherry, outside the Mayfair trailer, hadn’t been kneeling in poison ivy ... she’d been kneeling in poison sumac.

And, yeah, she’d been wearing thong underwear.

Not only that, she’d lost her balance and sat in the sumac, and began itching painfully within minutes.

So by the time Roger ran out of the Mayfair trailer, Cherry was already jumping up and down and hooting and hollering, much to the annoyance of Mr. Muscles and his colleague.

The three of them blocked Roger’s hurried exit, and Cherry heard me continually screaming “Carolina,” so she tackled Roger as he ran out—and sprained her left ankle in the process, because of the three-inch spike heels she’d insisted on wearing to the concert. She caught the heel in a gopher hole just as she tackled him.

So, in the end, Cherry caught Roger because of her costume choices of spike heels, miniskirt, no pantyhose, and thong underwear, in combination with poison sumac and gopher holes at the Licking Creek Lake State Park.

Roger ended up confessing that he had in fact gone back to Paradise the previous Saturday night to get his wife Constance’s asthma inhaler. While driving back, though, he saw Terry’s purple sports car in my laundromat parking lot.

Roger went in to confront Terry and they got into a fight over the unfair contract. Roger said Terry taunted him with the truth about Carolina, and even showed him the birth certificate he said he’d purchased from “an interested party.” (The birth certificate was later found in Roger’s belongings back at the Concord B&B.)

Roger lost his temper and hit Terry with the health chair. Roger hurried back to his car, but, under the parking lot lights, noticed the two tie dye dresses in Terry’s car’s passenger seat as he started to get in his own car. That infuriated him even more—that Terry took the dresses just to annoy—and suddenly he had a creative, deadly idea for how to use them to finish off Terry. He hoped that Terry’s demise would finally let his wife do the recordings she wanted to do with her sisters—never mind that Candace had no intention of doing recordings as anything other than a solo act. The torn dress was found at the bottom of a trash can in the bathroom at Moira’s, where Terry must have stuffed it after killing Moira. Later, her grandson also verified the black T-shirt Terry was found in was his, left in his old bedroom.

A few weeks later, the DNA testing of Terry’s bloody shirt and Moira’s blood came back as a match. We’ll never know for sure, but everyone agrees that Moira probably tried to withhold the certificate and raise her price, hoping to have money to help herself as well as her grandson, Clint, and that Terry lost his temper and stabbed her with the kitchen knife, in a spontaneous violent outburst that would only an hour or so later be echoed in his own demise. Then, he’d taken the certificate.

Eight months have passed since that fateful farewell Mayfair concert.

For about a week, the Mayfair sisters—all four—were just about the only news—with the national media occasionally interrupting itself to provide quick updates about things like, oh, foreign policy crises, areas of the world where famine and water shortages are taking a calamitous toll on the population, health care and education issues—things like that.

Anyway, Constance and Cornelia got an extra flash of fame, which they leveraged by cosigning a tell-all book deal. That meant they got a boost of fortune, too. Candace refused to have anything to do with the book, although she’s mentioned in it, of course. Winnie read the book—The Mayfairs: An American Tale of Tragedy and Triumph—and told me that it was a pretty good read, although it didn’t really provide any insight into the sisters’ lives and how being such young stars had an impact on their overall lives.

The last media report about the sisters was that the book had been a flash-in-the-pan success ... and that Constance was divorcing Roger, who is serving time for killing Terry.

With Terry dead, and no one to fight for his estate—since he didn’t have any children—a court ruled that after his estate was settled, royalties from the old Mayfair Sisters’ recordings now go back to the sisters. And the sisters are free to make new recording deals.

But without Candace, it turns out no one is really interested in making new Mayfair Sisters’ recordings—despite the brief flash of fame the media attention and book deal created—and Candace isn’t interested in relaunching their group.

I’ve stayed in touch with Candace, who says Constance and Cornelia aren’t speaking to her because of her refusal to cash in on their old act and on the sensationalism around Terry’s death—and the revelation of the fourth Mayfair sister.

But Candace seems at peace with that. She just released a solo CD, called Carolina Calling, which she again recorded herself and sells through her Web site. Any proceeds over cost go toward her mom’s care and to a charity that helps single moms. It’s Candace’s way of trying to make something good come out of the ordeal of her mother’s young life and the tough decisions she had to make.

So Candace still sings for love.

And speaking of love ... Cherry, Sally, and I had triple weddings this past Christmas!

See, Cherry said there was no way she was going to get married with her ankle all bound up and her private areas itching from the poison sumac. So her and Dean’s July 4 wedding had to be postponed.

Meanwhile, Levi and I realized we really were falling in love. About a week after the Mayfair concert, I moved back into my apartment and reopened my laundromat, and learned to overcome—I’m proud to say—the queasy feelings I had at first about working and living in a building where someone was murdered.

I’ve spent my life building up the business my aunt and uncle willed me, and I wasn’t about to walk away from it because of Terry. Besides, I helped bring his killer to justice, so I figure he owes it to me not to haunt me, and so far he hasn’t.

Levi rented a trailer in Sally’s Happy Trails trailer court. That gave him an easy enough commute to Stillwater, gave us space when we needed it, and yet made dating simple. We saw each other most every day and managed to have a few fights and get over them by the time Labor Day rolled around, which was when Levi proposed.

I happily said yes! to a man I knew was not only my soul mate, but would always completely understand—and share—my devotion as Guy’s caretaker.

And on the same Labor Day weekend, Sally got stuck in traffic on Interstate 70. She was on her way with her triplets to the Children’s Museum in Indianapolis for a rare minivacation with her sons, when traffic came to a literal stop because of a trailer disconnecting from the cab and spewing its contents—cartons of canned fruit cocktail—across the highway.

The traffic was stopped for an hour and a half, during which everyone turned off their cars and trucks and got out and walked around and chatted, kind of like a spontaneous backyard barbeque, just with no barbeque.

Sally was having a hard time keeping Harry, Barry, and Larry occupied and cool in her car, so she’d gotten out with them and was trying to get them to walk beside her, but they kept trying to dart across the meridian.

Fortunately, Eddie Kalaman came along. Eddie’s a trucker, and the boys took an instant liking to him, minding his admonition to listen to their mother.

Then Eddie and Sally took an instant liking to each other, and exchanged contact information. And it turned out Eddie lives in Masonville ... at the Whispering Woods apartments, at that!

So Eddie and Sally fell in love, and Eddie and Sally’s boys took a liking to one another. Eddie and Sally became engaged during Halloween, after the boys came back from trick-or-treating and were divvying up their candy, right there in Sally’s kitchen.

As she put it later, how could she say no to a man who patiently convinced three boys to stop squabbling over how to divide ten Charleston Chew candy bars (Eddie’s solution: Give one to your mother because she takes such great care of you, and that leaves three for each of you ... but not all at once) and who also, she says, has a very cute behind? So she said yes.

And that’s how we came to have the first triple wedding ceremony at the Methodist church in Paradise. Probably the first triple wedding ceremony in Mason County. Maybe even in all of Ohio.

We all had our hair and nails done by the stylists at Cherry’s salon. We each wore white dresses—because what bride doesn’t deserve to wear white—which we found at Macey’s Bridal at the Masonville Outlet Mall. Dean didn’t even grumble, because Cherry was able to return the original dress to the flea market, due to the dress’s neckline molting all its feathers.

Our grooms rented tuxes, and we drew names for which of Sally’s triplets would be our personal ring bearer. (Sally got Larry, Cherry drew Harry, and I had Barry.) Our ring bearers behaved perfectly, like adorable little men.

We came down the aisles simultaneously, Cherry down the middle—because she wouldn’t have it any other way and Sally and I didn’t want to argue with her—and Sally down the right aisle and me down the left. The altar area was already so full—with three grooms waiting nervously up there—and the pastor, and then the three of us—that we decided we’d not only be brides, but we’d also consider ourselves to be one another’s bridesmaids.

Afterward, our triple reception was held at the Bar-None. The place was packed with hundreds of well-wishers.

Even Chief John Worthy came ... with a date. And he was even nice to me and looked like, finally, he might end up being happy himself. I was so happy that I didn’t feel a mite of grumpiness toward him.

Levi and I went to Siesta Key, Florida, for our honeymoon, at a renovated mom-n-pop motel that was just a hundred-yard walk from the gulf, at half the price of the beachfront resorts. We had a wonderful time.

Cherry and Dean went to Gatlinburg as planned, and Sally and Eddie surprised us all by going to Cancun.

Now we’re all back in Paradise.

Cherry moved into Dean’s house, and Eddie moved into Sally’s trailer, but it’s so crowded with the five of them and Bozo the dog that they’re buying a house on Plum Street, walking distance from my laundromat.

Levi and I have settled into the apartment over my laundromat. As he said, it’s beautiful and convenient and plenty big for the two of us ... and any Toadfern-Applegates that might come along in the future. The near future, I’m hoping.

We’re so happy that I no longer feel any uneasiness about Terry’s murder in the storeroom, especially since for a wedding present Levi had the whole room retiled and painted.

So, no ghosts in my life ... well, except Mrs. Oglevee. Assuming she’s a spirit come to poke through into my dreams from the afterlife, and not just my unconscious taking on a weird persona. In any case, I’ve finally accepted that for whatever reason, she’s going to be popping into my dreams to nag me every now and again. Of late, it’s to tell me I’m not getting any younger and it’s time to get to work on making Toadfern-Applegate babies.

I just smile at her and say, “Well, honey, we are ... but it’s not exactly work.” Infuriates her every time, but she always comes back.

I guess she’s nagging about that because I haven’t stumbled across any murders in the past eight months, so she can’t nag me about either solving cases or staying out of them (depending on the circumstances).

I’m not sure what to make of that. After all, in the course of one year, I was involved in six murder investigations. I was starting to get used to this as my life’s fate.

But there’s a saying that life’s what happens when you’re making other plans, and I have to say that as exciting—and scary—as it was to be part of those investigations, I’ll be just fine if I never have to help solve another murder investigation.

After all, I have a great, new marriage; my best friends are happily settled now, too; Guy is doing fine; and as a bonus, my stain-busting column really did end up taking off at a national level.

See, Caleb finally got so many great stories out of the Mayfair Sisters that he was hired by the Chicago Tribune. His editor happens to be friends with an editor at one of the few national column and comic syndicates, and the syndicate editor liked my column so much that he made a great offer.

I learned my lesson from the Mayfairs’ experience, though, and had an entertainment rights attorney review the contract before I signed it. After a few changes, I finally did, and my column has gone national—with a twist. It not only includes stain-fighting tips, but household hints as well, with a focus on keeping homemaking cheap, fast, and simple, so it’s now called “Josie’s Tidy Tips: Stain-Busting & More.”

My column’s gotten so popular, in fact, that there’s talk of me going on national TV talk shows! And I’ve even found the confidence to actually work on my book on laundry history. I’m all the way up to the chapter on washboards, now. And I think I’ll have a chapter on ironing machines, too.

Anyway, I have far more fame and fortune than I ever thought I’d have in my life as just a simple, small-town Ohio laundromat owner with stain-removal know-how.

But still, I pray that, like Candace, I keep doing what I love to do most—help people stay a leap ahead of dirt and disorder—because of, well, love.

I don’t think that will be a problem. After all, I live in Paradise, surrounded by the people I most cherish and who cherish me, and I know they will always keep me focused on the things that matter most: family, friends, and whenever possible, generous dollops of love and laughter.

Josie’s Tidy Tips: Stain-Busting & More!

by Josie Toadfern

Stain Expert and Owner of Toadfern’s Laundromat

(824 Main Street, Paradise, Ohio)

(Distributed by Happy Feet Syndicate)

Welcome to this, my first nationally published column!

I look forward to sharing my tips every week that will make laundry and housekeeping simpler, faster, and cheaper.

And more comfortable, too.

And what’s more comfortable than fluffy towels?

Now, truth be told, no towel will stay fluffy forever. But you can prolong your towels’ usefulness and fluffiness with these cost-saving tips:

    1. Skip the liquid fabric softener! This causes the towel’s fibers to grease down. If you’ve been using liquid fabric softener on your towels, wash them again and add a cup of white vinegar to the wash.

    2. It’s tempting to overfill a washer with just “one more towel,” but resist the temptation. Again, that wears down the towel’s fibers, and also adds to the wear and tear on your washer—a cost in the long run.

    3. Do use dryer sheets in the dryer if you wish—but here’s another cost-saving tip. I find using half a dryer sheet is as effective as using a whole one.

    4. BONUS TIP: Reuse the used dryer sheet to dust and remove lint or pet hair from clothing or upholstery! Once the dryer sheet has been used once, it won’t have enough softener to gunk up furniture or clothing, but it will have enough “pull” left to take care of pesky dust and pet hair!

    5. It’s nice to hang out towels to air dry on sunny days, but keep the towels fluffy by shaking them out before you hang them out and again after you take them off the line.

I also want to share ironing tips with you. With today’s new permanent-press fabrics, ironing may seem a thing of the past. It’s hard to believe that not long ago, women (and, I suppose, a few men) ironed with heavy cast-iron irons, called sad irons, or even large, bulky machines called mangles.

Today’s irons are much more lightweight and easy to use—kind of ironic, considering ironing is no longer such a, well, pressing problem.

But many natural fabrics, such as silk, cotton, and wool, need touching up. A few tips for keeping your clothing smooth and wrinkle-free:

    1. Be sure to set your iron’s heat according to the fabric guide on the iron. Too much heat can ruin lighter fabrics; not enough makes the task impossible.

    2. For shirts and blouses, do the collar first, then sleeves, and then the bodice and back. Move the ironed material away from you as you finish a section to keep from rewrinkling the material.

    3. If you don’t want a crease in the sleeve, but don’t have a sleeve board, just make one using a rolledup towel.

    4. It’s easier to iron slightly damp clothes, so make your own ironing spray by pouring distilled water into a spray bottle and adding a few drops of essential oil (available at health food stores) in your diuijdfavorite scent (I prefer lavender!) and shaking well. Then lightly mist the item to be ironed.

    5. If you’re ironing fragile or dark items, use a pressing cloth between the material and the iron—any clean, old bit of sheet or pillowcase will do.

    6. Iron cotton and silk right side up, polyester from either side, and other materials inside-out. Just remember this tip: When in doubt, inside-out!

Until next week, may your whites never yellow and your colors never fade.

Love,
Josie Toadfern-Applegate
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