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      There’s more Maggie to love as her pregnancy expands her waistline and shortens her temper. Whoever said the holidays are the most wonderful time of the year is full of it.

      Maggie Phillips was looking for a break before the baby is born but fate has other plans. Instead of peace and goodwill, she finds herself in Miami, facing off against a crime wave that’s anything but festive. A Santa doppelgänger is terrorizing the neighborhood, and it’s going to take more than disbelief to stop him.

      Miami is a hotbed of criminal activity, but no one expects to be burgled by Father Christmas.

      Teaming up with Jackie Parker—a woman whose marriage is DOA and whose only holiday wish is distraction—Maggie dives into an investigation that quickly turns lethal. Jackie has neighborhood knowledge, Maggie is relentless, and the man in the bright red suit is on the prowl.

      When the Laundry Hag and her snarky new partner join forces, the chase is going to be anything but merry. In this neighborhood, Santa isn’t coming to town—the fat man is going down.

      The Laundry Hag’s Christmas Caper is a full-length holiday crossover novel that is smack in the middle of the Misadventures of the Laundry Hag and the Damaged Goods mystery series. If you love stories with amateur female sleuths who fight crime and clean up the streets you don’t want to miss USA Today bestselling author Jennifer L. Hart’s holiday hit. Buy The Laundry Hag’s Christmas Caper and join the mayhem today!

      

      Get The Laundry Hag’s Christmas Caper audiobook narrated by Suzanne Cerreta Now!
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      Any woman who tells you that being six months pregnant is anything but misery is either a masochist or a liar. I hated how I looked, how I felt, had constant heartburn and gas and the mood swings were a complete pain in the ass. And I wasn’t the only one suffering.

      “Mom, what’s for dinner?” Kenny shook my shoulder.

      I opened one eye and glared at him over the mound of my, oh so enormous belly. “I just got to sleep, Sport.”

      “It’s the middle of the afternoon.” Kenny pointed to the sun streaming in through the open bedroom window. Even though it was barely forty degrees out, I could not stop sweating. I’d just waddled out of the shower not even ten minutes before, thrown open the window, and my clothes were still soaked.

      “I know it’s the middle of the afternoon but I can’t sleep at night.” This phenomenon was uniquely me. Somehow pregnancy had made me nocturnal, not a great habit when you have two children already and Christmas is right around the corner. Along with Atlas, my faithful but dopey dog, I prowled the house at all hours looking for something to stuff in my face like a carb-seeking vampire.

      All in all, good times.

      Kenny poked me again, obviously not giving up. “But I’m hungry. And Sylvia’s in the living room.”

      I groaned and pulled a pillow over my head. It instantly stuck to my sweaty face and I had to peel the fabric loose. “I told you not to let her in.”

      He leaped onto the bed next to me, the action bouncing me up and down. “I thought you were kidding. What can I eat?”

      I blew out a sigh. “Check the pantry, there should be some popcorn left.”

      He shook his head. “Josh finished it last night.”

      Little freaking locusts. If I had to go to Walmart in my current state a week before

      Christmas, there would be bodies. A whole monkey butt-ton of them.  “Okay, have some fruit then. I’ll make some pasta in a little bit.”

      “Again?” he whined.

      “Again,” I acknowledged. “And tell Sylvia I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Six months ago, I would’ve welcomed a visit from my next-door neighbor. But we’d had a bit of a falling out over the summer. It didn’t help that Sylvia Wright had taken to pregnancy like a duck to water, whereas I had about as much use for it as a fish had for a bicycle. Seeing her glow with her pregnant princess radiance only made me crabby. My cell phone was on the nightstand and I decided it was time to dial a lifeline, AKA my husband, Neil.

      He picked up in the middle of the first ring. “What’s up, Uncle Scrooge? Did Atlas get his head wedged in the fence again?”

      “No,” I said, though he had earlier. Big stupid creature. “Sylvia’s here.”

      There was a pause. “And?”

      I made a disgusted noise. “And I’m too gross to see her right now, okay? The house is a mess, the kids are on holiday break and can’t find anything to do. They want to eat multiple times a day.”

      “That so?” Neil’s tone was mild and I could tell he was fighting laugher.

      “It’s insane!” I seethed. “All I want to do is hibernate like a big old bear until this baby is born and no one will let me.”

      The last part came out sort of shrill and Atlas cocked his giant head at me and made a whining sound.

      “Um…?” Neil murmured, obviously at a loss.

      “I’m sorry,” I sobbed, feeling like a shrew. “It’s the holidays and I can’t handle any of the hoopla. Not the decorating or the baking or the sappy movies on television. I started blubbering at a Kleenex commercial last night. I can’t clean right because of the chemicals. Around three AM I decided to reorganize the Tupperware cabinet. Do you know what I figured out? It’s freaking impossible to organize a Tupperware cabinet. The second you think you lost the lid for a small rectangular dish and pitch it, poof, the lid magically appears. So now I have six lids with no dishes to put them on. It’s the ultimate no-win scenario and I just don’t want to be here and and and….” I broke off, sobbing and feeling like an idiot.

      Neil swore softly. He was used to my tantrums and high drama but this was a new level of hormone-induced cray-cray. “Maggie, breathe. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Why is she so normal?” I spat and glared at the wall as if I could bore holes through it and into the back of my rival’s head. “How is she breezing through this when I’m such a trainwreck?”

      Neil cleared his throat. “Well, she’s eating right and doing moderate exercise—”

      “Are you criticizing me?” I shrieked.

      “Hell no,” he backpedaled.

      “You did this to me so you better fix it!” I hung up the phone and barely stopped myself from throwing the stupid thing across the room. Atlas came over and laid his big head on my arm.

      “Was that as bad as I thought it was?” I asked the dog.

      He wagged and made a whining sound, which I took for his agreement.

      “Yeah, I’ll apologize. Eventually.” Neil had been a Navy SEAL, he’d seen worse than my outbursts. Hefting my bulk to the edge of the mattress, I stripped off the soggy tank top and shorts and pulled clean clothes out of the dresser. I’d just finished redressing when the phone rang again.

      “Okay,” Neil said. “I’ll fix it.”

      He didn’t tell me how but at that point I didn’t really care. He was so sweet to put up with such nonsense. “Thank you. You’re the best,” I sniffled.

      “Try to get some rest. I’ll be home soon.” He disconnected.

      If only I could. Sighing, I opened the bedroom door and made my way out to the living room. I had to go deal with Sylvia first.

      Sylvia had perched herself on the floor. She stood in one fluid movement, her baby bump looking staged on her otherwise slender form and my lip curled into a snarl that I forcibly transformed into a smile when she looked my way.

      “Hi,” she greeted me with a much more genuine smile. She wore a maternity top that looked like some sort of sundress. Even though she was a month further along than I was, her belly wasn’t emitting its own gravitational pull. “Where are all your decorations?”

      “In the garage.” Neil had offered to put everything up but I couldn’t stand the thought of more clutter. I was climbing the walls as it was.

      She frowned. “You’re not celebrating Christmas?”

      “We’re doing a minimalist thing this year. What’s up?” I wobbled like a Weeble past her to the kitchen. No coffee, no alcohol, no blissful chemicals to help me cope with my sorry state. If I drank another glass of milk, I’d develop lactose intolerance. Water would have to do.

      “I was just wondering what you guys are doing for Christmas dinner,” Sylvia eased down onto one of my butt ugly barstools. Even though it was evil, I sort of hoped she had hemorrhoids. No one should be able to float through pregnancy unscathed.

      “Um, I think Neil and the boys are going to my in-laws for dinner.”

      “You’re not going?”

      “I’m really not up for company,” I hinted, hoping she’d catch my drift. Then because it was expected I asked, “What are your plans?”

      “Eric and I were thinking about having a get-together.”

      I made a rude noise, then chided myself. Cool it, Maggie. Sylvia had reconciled with her ex-husband, who I sort of hated because he was a cheating scab. Since he was also the father of her unborn fetus, I did my damndest to pretend he didn’t exist. I still wanted to be friends with Sylvia when the baby finally decided to make a cameo. Must control bitchy impulses, must control bitchy impulses.

      Clearing my throat, I offered her a glass of water and then attempted a mild tone. “Oh? I didn’t know he’d moved back in?”

      She took the glass from me but didn’t drink. “Not officially, though he’s been staying with me a lot.”

      A noncommittal sound was probably the best way to go. “So, I didn’t think you guys were big on the holidays.”

      “We’re trying something new. A fresh start. This little one changes everything.” She rubbed her slight pregnancy bump and smiled.

      She looked like a freaking commercial. I threw up in my mouth a little and strode to the sink to rinse my mouth out. “Sorry, heartburn.”

      “It means your baby will have lots of hair,” Sylvia said. “I was reading this holistic website about pregnancy symptoms and old wives tales….”

      She droned on but I’d stopped listening. Sylvia had read every book on pregnancy that had ever been published and had rammed helpful tips down my throat at every opportunity, even though I was the one who already had kids.

      The front door opened and Neil strode in, along with a blissful gust of cold air that whisked the perspiration from my forehead. He grinned at me.

      “Pack a bag, Uncle Scrooge. We’re heading to Miami.”
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      “So, Mom asked about Christmas this morning.” My husband, Luke turned to me while we were watching T.V.

      I paused the streaming episode of Bar Rescue and turned to face him, tamping down panic. Ugh, I just could not get excited about the holidays right now. “Oh yeah? What about it?”

      Luke shrugged. “She just wanted to know what our plans were. Do we know what we’re doing yet, that sort of thing?”

      Our plans. As in mine and Luke’s, the two of us functioning as a married couple. On the surface it wasn’t so strange, we were a married couple after all. We shared a house, a monkey, and a dog of an indeterminate breed. We worked together, running a property management company, Damaged Goods.

      This would be the first Christmas Luke and I had been together in our home. When he’d been a marine, I’d flown to the bases where he’d been stationed when I could get away for the holidays, but we’d never actually been together under our own roof to celebrate.

      A few months ago I would have gone all out. Gotten the biggest tree I could find in Miami, strewn mistletoe everywhere, and lit candles that smelled like baking, about as close as I was likely to get to the deed. There would have been great take-out and music and fun, cheesy Christmas movies and parties with friends and relatives.

      But that had been before things had gotten weird between us. We slept in the same bed still, though it was often in shifts. I came to bed long after he was asleep and got up before he did every morning. I was running on massive doses of caffeine and my heart was probably more swollen than the Grinch’s, post the Whoville burglaries.  We barely resembled the passionate couple we’d been.

      My teeth sank into my lower lip. Then there was the kiss I couldn’t stop thinking about. The one our business partner had laid on me before riding off into the sunset like some freaking hero. The fact that the guy was also my brother-in-law just added an extra layer of ick to the whole crappy scenario.

      “Do we have any?” Luke asked again, snagging my wandering mind. “Plans?”

      I understood what he was getting at because I both knew and loved his mother. They wanted us to come to Fort Lauderdale and spend Christmas with the senior Parkers and possibly Luke’s brother, Logan. And I wasn’t ready to see Logan. Not now.

      Maybe not ever.

      “Go if you want, but I have stuff to do around here.” Abu, my spider monkey climbed up my shoulder and started combing through my hair, part of his nightly ritual.

      Luke stared at me for a second. “I can’t just go without you. They’ll think something’s wrong.”

      I huffed out a breath. “Something is wrong, Luke.”

      “Tell me how to fix it,” he said, as he always did. “Whatever you want, I’ll do it.”

      I made a frustrated noise and then went to the fridge to get a beer. “You make it sound as if I’m being unreasonable and I want to make you jump through a bunch of hoops. I told you, there is no quick fix here.”

      “I love you,” my husband muttered as if he resented every syllable.

      I stared at him for a minute. “I love you too. But that’s not a Band-Aid that will magically make everything okay again. Just give it time. Please. I’m going to take Sasquatch for a walk.”

      Luke turned back to the T.V., not bothering to reply.

      I leashed up my giant dog, settled Abu on my shoulder, and exited our bungalow out into the early evening air. At first, I’d felt a little weird walking a ginormous canine with a spider monkey on my shoulder, but Florida residents were used to worse.

      Besides, Abu enjoyed our evening constitutionals as much as I did. We all needed a reprieve from the tension of our home.

      Despite her size, Sasquatch was very well-mannered. We passed by a park and a few kids ran up to pet her shaggy head and others swarmed Abu who scampered down and started doing his cute little monkey dance.

      “What kinda dog is she?” One kid asked.

      I shrugged. “A science experiment gone wrong.”

      There was laughter as Abu executed a perfect somersault, then made a joke of finding his little hat, this one a derby bowler in miniature I’d bought in the doll clothes section of an antique store. He had a vest that matched and a tiny little mock pocket watch that he checked from time to time. I had way too much fun dressing that monkey up. I needed a life.

      A bunch of the parents were standing around, whispering.

      “Another Santa robbery last night? You’re kidding,” a large African American lady shook her head.

      One little girl in a yellow sundress had hopped aboard Sasquatch to ride her like a pony. The dog’s tongue lolled out as if she were in heaven. Keeping an eye on my animals, I stepped closer to the group of adults to overhear the rest of their conversation.

      “I wish I was,” said a small woman with a distinctly Cuban accent. “But they’re sure it’s the same guy, a neighbor saw him walk out the front door like he was leaving a Christmas party, only the owners are gone for the holidays. By the time the cops came, the place was completely cleaned out. ”

      I did a double-take. Santa was ripping off people in my neighborhood?

      “Don’t they gots no suspects or nothing?” Another parent asked, hands on her nonexistent hips.

      “If they do, they aren’t telling me about it. Though they say kids are letting him in or giving him keys. That’s how he cases what places to hit. Tell Junita and Paco not to talk to Santa or let him in the house.”

      How sick was that? Well one good thing about not having kids, I didn’t need to warn anyone about a fake Santa burglar.

      My cell rang just as we left the park. “Hello?”

      “Hey,” said a familiar gruff voice.

      My grip on the phone tightened. “Logan?”

      “Yeah,” His voice sounded rougher than I remembered it. “It’s uh, me.”

      I stood there like a freaking idiot, my mouth dangling open for one of the prehistoric Florida bugs to crawl into if it felt the urge. There was so much I wanted to ask him. Like why in the hell he’d kissed me and then driven off into the sunset six weeks ago. Like where he’d been, what he’d been thinking, and when he was coming back. Like if he had told Luke about it.

      But before I could say any of that he spoke. “Listen, I need a favor.”

      “A favor?” Was he serious? He disappeared, leaving me in a state of dishevelment and confusion, neither of which went with my shoes. I didn’t want to do him a favor. I wanted to talk.

      But he was on a mission. “You still have the key to my house?”

      “Yes,” I said, fighting for patience. Why had he given me the key to his new home anyway? At the time, he’d mumbled something about getting away if I needed to. Abu was getting antsy, pulling on my hair as if saying giddy-up. “Stop that you little beast.”

      A pause. “I wasn’t doing anything.”

      “Not you, the other monkey in my life,” I gasped as Abu switched tactics, ripping my sunglasses off my face. “I have him and Sasquatch out for a walk and he doesn’t like a lull in the motion or he gets antsy. He’s high maintenance.”

      Logan laughed softly, the sound warming me. “I won’t keep you then. I just need you to let some delivery people in tomorrow. They’ll be dropping off some furniture.”

      I froze, letting Abu steal the sunglasses and wheezed, “Furniture? Are you moving in?”

      And what the hell would I tell Luke if he was? So far I hadn’t said a word about our kiss, mostly because it hadn’t come up. Not that I was expecting it to in casual conversation. Oh, by the way, wife of seven years, have you kissed my brother lately? Why yes darling, I have, please pass the eggrolls. No, it wasn’t a straightforward subject.

      “Not yet,” his tone was dismissive as if the idea hadn’t crossed his mind. Who the hell buys a house and doesn’t live in it? Logan freaking Parker apparently. “I’m renting the place out for the holidays and I can’t do that if it’s empty.”

      “Renting?” Sasquatch had decided to join the fun by twining her leash around my legs. “Anyone I know?”

      “No, a family from outside of Boston. I knew the guy from boot camp. I guess the wife is pregnant and getting a little stir crazy so I offered them the house for a week. I didn’t think you’d mind a short-term rental next door since you guys are going to Mom and Dad’s for the holidays.”

      “Um, no actually,” I picked one leg carefully out of the leash. “We had a change of plans.”

      “Is it work?” Logan sounded concerned. “Sorry to leave you guys high and dry—”

      “That’s what you’re sorry about?” My tone was incredulous. Of course, Logan was the third member of our three-man property management team, so he had a vested interest in it, but work was the absolute last thing I wanted to discuss with him. I couldn’t do this, and not just because my animals were doing their best to publicly humiliate me. “You know what, I’ll let your delivery guys in and your Navy buddy. And I’ll collect your rent as my caretaker fee.”

      “I’m not charging them,” there was a smile in Logan’s voice.

      “Then I’ll bill you,” I snarled.

      “Jackie,” the way he said my name made me feel all sorts of wrong and I hung up on him.

      “Freaking Dark Prince. Freaking holiday season.” I muttered to myself like a crazy person all the way home.
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      “Miami,” I said, looking out of the plane window. The fasten seatbelt sign had come on five minutes before. My tone was the same one I’d used during my conversation with Neil two days earlier. Half incredulous, half in awe. My husband had that effect on people, as was evident by my current knocked-up state.

      When he’d first told me to pack a bag, I’d stared at him, wondering if he’d lost his marbles. “Why would I want to go to Miami?”

      “You said you wanted to get out of here,” his tone was far too reasonable.

      “Yes, but—”

      “You told me to fix it,” he continued.

      “Yes, but—”

      “I hit up The Network and one of the guys I went to boot camp with just bought a bungalow in Miami. It’s beautifully restored, I’ll show you pictures. And the beaches, you love the beach.”

      “Yes, but—” I gestured to my distended belly.

      “But what?” he barked, obviously annoyed by my lack of appreciation for his “gift.”

      “Well, we’re having a baby.” I waved again at my midsection so he could behold exhibit A.

      Neil crossed his arms over his chest, a maneuver that usually made me swoon. “Not for three more months.”

      “We can’t afford to go away right now.” With me not cleaning with anything stronger than white vinegar, I was out of work. “We’d agreed on a simple Christmas, one gift each.”

      “Yes, and this is my gift to you. Don’t worry about the money. The place is free and I snagged us great tickets online. We fly out tomorrow and back on Christmas Day. This is the perfect time to go and I won’t take no for an answer. Hey boys, come out here a sec?”

      “Don’t,” I hissed. Once he had the kids on his side, I would be fighting a losing battle.

      “You’ll like it once you get there,” he encouraged. “You need a change of scenery. Something to look at other than the same four walls you’ve been climbing.”

      “What’s up, Dad?” Josh poked his head out of his bedroom.

      “We’re going to Miami for the holidays.” Neil clapped his hands together and rubbed them.

      Kenny, who had started scrounging in the pantry again, asked. “Why?”

      Neil was unfazed. “Because. We’ve never been on a family vacation, just the four of us. This is our last chance before the new baby comes.”

      “Okay,” he accepted that and went back to his snack hunt.

      “Cool,” Josh grinned. “Christmas at the Beach.”

      “Well, what do you think, Uncle Scrooge?” Neil’s expression was hopeful.

      I thought it was an insanely bad idea. Holiday air travel, heat, humidity, bugs the size of my Mini. And if I waddled out onto the sand someone might mistake me for a beached whale and toss a bucket of sea water on me.

      But Neil looked so hopeful that he’d come up with the magical solution, a gift that would make me happy. He was right, it was our last opportunity to travel before D-Day for the new edition, who I’d dubbed baby X.

      Then I remembered our last addition and asked, “What about Atlas?”

      “I’ll take care of him,” Sylvia offered from her position on the barstool.

      I’d totally forgotten she was there. The pregnancy brain could be a beast. “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

      Sylvia turned to Neil. “Would you give us a minute?”

      He nodded, wrapping his arm around Kenny’s head and pulling him in close. “Come on Sport, let’s get you packed.”

      “Make sure he brings enough underwear,” I called. “When he went camping he only had the pair he was wearing so he went commando all week.”

      “Mo-om,” Kenny groaned theatrically. “Don’t tell people that!”

      “Then pack underwear this time,” I hollered back.

      Sylvia shook her head and smiled, but it faded fast. “Maggie, look I know things have been sort of strained between us since the summer. I don’t want there to be weirdness. We’re going to be neighbors and our babies will be the same age. We’re going to be around each other all the time.”

      “I know,” I eased onto the other barstool and swiveled to face her. “But we both said some stuff and it’s weird now. I don’t know if it can go back to the way it was before.”

      We’d been best friends, cleaning partners, and neighbors. I’d liked Sylvia from the moment I’d met her but now everything had changed. I’d seen a different side of her, heard what she really thought of me. And her breezing through her pregnancy and getting back with her ex—whom I despised— just turned up the heat on my bubbling cauldron of simmering resentment.

      “It doesn’t have to be. But we should make an effort to be neighborly and who knows what will happen from there? Let me watch your dog while you go on vacation. It’s not a big deal.”

      Atlas did know her, but he was a handful. I hadn’t walked him since my pregnancy started to show, afraid he’d pull me down, belly first. “Okay, but don’t try to walk him yourself. He’s crazy strong and has a habit of trying to trip whoever holds his leash. Just let him out in the backyard to do his business.”

      Sylvia smiled and stood up to leave. “Call and let me know when you want to drop him off. Have a great trip.”

      My eyes filled and I gave her a quick and very awkward hug that was mostly arms because our protruding midsections kept getting in the way. “Thanks.”

      The memory made me smile. Okay, so maybe I didn’t feel as much resentment toward her as I had before that conversation. That was the silver lining to an already disastrous trip.

      First, our flight out of Boston had been delayed due to ice, turning a redeye into a nooner. Six hours in an airport terminal, not my idea of fun. We’d missed our connection through Charlotte and had to stay the night in a crappy motel that I was sure was infested with bedbugs. Thanks to my nocturnal wanderings I bounced around the tiny room like a bumble bee in a jar all night and was exhausted the next morning. And now we were on final approach to Miami, hot, humid, give-you-swamp-crotch-in-five-minutes-or-your-money-back Miami.

      I perspired just thinking about it. Reaching up, I pointed the little air thingy directly at my flushed face. Even if a body could deal with the relentless sun, the oppressive heat, the swarming crowds, then there was hurricane season to worry about. Why anyone would be crazy enough to want to live in such a place was beyond me.

      “Almost there,” Neil squeezed my hand. “How are you holding up?”

      “Can’t complain.” More accurately I could but I wasn’t going to. My poor, misguided husband. What wacky tobaccy had he been smoking to think bringing me to a subtropical climate in my current condition was a good idea? Usually, he was so attuned to my needs, but the surprise of this baby had sent us both careening into the unknown and we hadn’t caught our footing yet.

      “At least we know the place we’re staying is nice,” Neil said.

      “Hmmm,” I murmured noncommittally. I’d make my own judgments of nice thank you very much. Photos could be deceptive and even if Neil did know Logan first hand, he couldn’t vouch for the cleanliness of the place. Florida grew bugs the size of Volkswagens. “So, you said his sister-in-law is meeting us?”

      “She lives next door,” Neil explained. “I guess she’s looking after the place while Logan’s away.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Where is Logan? How come he’s not living in this magical house of his?”

      Neil frowned. “No clue. I know he got out of the Navy long before I did, he only served one tour. Not sure what he’s up to now.”

      Hmm, this was interesting. Guy buys a supposedly beautiful house next door to his brother and sister-in-law then doesn’t live in it. Maybe he just didn’t like his relatives.

      “Do you think we’ll see any dolphins?” Kenny popped over the seat behind us to ask.

      “Sit down,” I hissed at him just as a snooty-faced flight attendant shot us the hairy eyeball. “The plane is going to land any second.”

      As if on cue, we started descending and my ears popped. Neil said something I couldn’t quite catch over the roaring jet engines, probably something reassuring about the place or his good buddy. I smiled and nodded and felt my stomach lurch uncomfortably. Baby X kicked and seemed to angle his/her head until
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