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        This one is for Aunt Dot.

      

      

      

      
        
        Family by marriage, one of my very first fans, and is dearly missed by all. Thank you for your faith in me. It’s meant more than you ever knew.
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      Older, wider and unkempt. Don’t count the Laundry Hag out yet!

      These days, Maggie’s biggest battles are fought in the kitchen over vegetable quotas with her daughter and trying to get her husband’s attention away from the television. Keeping her hands in a mop bucket for the last ten years has left her out of the loop—and completely blind to the digital ghost terrorizing her town.

      Known only as the Pied Piper, a brilliant tech predator is abducting local children right under the noses of hyper-advanced home security networks. The digital villain leaves no trace. When the daughter of one of Maggie’s clients vanishes from a locked house, the Piper’s electronic voice delivers a terrifying ultimatum.

      With the police clueless Maggie is forced to roll up her sleeves and step back into the fray. The tech might be cutting-edge, but the Piper is about to learn that no digital ghost can outsmart a mama on a mission. It’s time for the Hag to ride again.

      If you enjoy high-stakes mystery, family drama on acid and stories filled with fun you don’t want to miss book six in the zany The Misadventures of the Laundry Hag series. Buy Scrubbed Right Out and hop on the case now!
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      “Don’t take this personally, Maggie.” My BFF Leo raised a brow as he studied me from head to toe. “But when was the last time you looked in a mirror?”

      After a remark like that, I debated letting him into my house. In his defense, he held a giant cup of coffee and what smelled suspiciously like cinnamon rolls in a white paper sack. Instead of slamming the door in his face, I beckoned him inside.

      “I know, I know. Ten miles of bad road, ten pounds of poop in a five-pound sack. Insert your favorite unflattering colloquialism here. Believe me, I’m well aware of how disheveled I look.”

      “And still, this is how you answer the door.” He jerked his chin toward my red and green plaid boxer shorts and baggie t-shirt with the torn pocket.

      My personal sin was vanity. Which totally sucked since I’d crested the hill to forty. The beauty regime that used to take me half an hour stretched out into three. I just didn’t have that kind of time to burn. My hair was graying, my hands were a scarred mess, and the skin on my face had started to droop like a basset hound. The worst part was the pounds which had always been a struggle to keep off were piling on my body like they were on a mission. I expanded like bread dough left to rise in the summer sun. 

      I would have to try keto. Kill me now. No mirror needed to know that I didn’t make a pretty picture.

      I jabbed a finger down the hall toward the bedrooms. “It’s her fault.”

      Leo rolled his eyes as he pushed past me and set his bounty on the kitchen counter. “Not this again.”

      The her in question was my cherubic-faced ten-year-old daughter. Lily was beautiful. Big blue eyes, curly brown hair with just a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her impish nose. The apple of her father’s eye. The bane of my existence. No one would ever believe that beneath the skin of an angel lurked the spirit of a vengeful demon. 

      Apparently, I was the only one who could see her true form.

      “Do you know what she did?” I shut the door and followed Leo into the kitchen. “She set my bathmat on fire. While I was in the tub.”

      Leo raised his hand to his face to cover his grin.

      I snapped and pointed at his barely hidden expression. “You see that? That’s what everyone else says and does whenever I mention one of her “mishaps.” I made air quotes with my fingers.

      “It must have been an accident.”

      I peeked in the pastry bag. Big, ooey gooey cinnamon rolls called my name from within. “Laugh all you want, wise guy. One of these days the little firebug will burn me alive and then you can all yuk it up over my extra crispy carcass. What are you doing here anyway?”

      “Laura gave me the day off.”

      “You’re kidding.” Laura, aka my mother-in-law, wasn’t exactly known for her generosity and consideration for the people she employed. Or her family. Or anyone really. “Any particular reason?”

      “Said she wanted the place to herself and they would make do without me for the day. Personally, I think she and Richard are having some kinky sex.”

      I slapped my hands over my ears. “Gah! You know I can’t unhear that. I need coffee.”

      Leo pushed one of the cups my way. “I’m surprised you don’t already have a cup. Or six.”

      “I’m out.” I plopped my plaid-covered butt onto my ugly bar stools and reached for the cup.

      “Out?” Leo paused with his own cup halfway to his lips. “You ran out of coffee? Does not compute.”

      “I refuse to go to Walmart.” A fact that I regretted more each morning. Leo could have called me a smelly old troll to my face and I still would have let him in to get my hands on some hot java. It was the closest thing I had to a magic potion.

      His eyes narrowed. “Is this a political thing?” 

      “No, this is a Lily will pitch a hissy if she finds out I went without her thing.” It’s bad enough doing Walmart as one person. But bringing along the girl who sings very loudly, asks rude questions to total strangers, and disappears into the changing room to try on thirty different outfits while I frantically scour the store for her convinced she’s been kidnapped elevates a trip to Walmart to the special hell.

      That was only slightly better than what awaited me if I didn’t take her.

      Leo lifted the cup to his lips and his gold wedding band caught the light from the June sunshine streaming through my freshly scrubbed kitchen windows. My essential oil diffuser emitted a clean linen aroma that complimented the season perfectly. At least the house looked and smelled good, even if I didn’t.

      “How’s Julian?” I ask Leo to drag the conversation and my thoughts away from my daughter. I didn’t want to stress about Lily Phillips any more than necessary.

      “Julian is…magnificent.” Leo’s grin stretched across his face. He sighed and then added, “Can you believe it’s been almost three years since we got married?”

      Almost four since I’d introduced them. Julian worked with Neil and had come to Thanksgiving dinner, at my insistence. Leo had been sober for five years. While he’d denied it at the time, he’d been looking for love. And there was no better place for love than over my trademark Superman-sized pumpkin roll. (It sounds dirty but it’s not. There’s no way for me to explain without making the situation worse.)

      Lewd desserts aside, Leo and Julian were married almost eleven months to the day they met. I was still riding high on my mad matchmaking skills. Maggie Phillips—Cupid to the masses. Had a much nicer ring to it than laundry hag.

      Or Lily’s crazy mom.

      “Any big plans for the anniversary? A party? Or maybe a get-away?” I clasped my hands together. “Please, take me with you.”

      “Because that wouldn’t be awkward.” Leo raised a brow.

      “I need a vacation. I promise I won’t be like the dog who stares while you’re doing it. I just need out of here.”

      Leo ignored me. “We’re actually heading up to this little B&B in Vermont over the weekend as soon as he gets back from his conference. We’ve got plans to go on a tour of a local vineyard. Plus, there’s always bird watching, snuggling in bed on cool nights…the whole touristy shtick.” He sighed. “I can not wait. How about you? Any stellar weekend plans?”

      I pretended to think about it. “Let’s see. Cleaning, cleaning, and more cleaning.”

      “Your house or paid jobs?” Leo raised a brow.

      “Paid.” Another sigh escaped.

      Leo rolled his eyes. “You’re supposed to sound happy about having work. Why, I remember a time not so long ago when you couldn’t get anyone to hire you.”

      It was true. My reputation as a cleaning lady had been dragged through the mud. Not that I did a crummy job. I was meticulous and held myself to a very high standard. No, my trouble had been the fact that for a while it seemed that every time I turned around, people died.

       I’d been a jinx, the hag of death. But if there is one universal truth—anyone who can afford to have someone else come clean their house will gladly pay for the service.

      “I am happy to have work,” I told Leo. “But between my booked-up schedule and Lily’s preteen drama, it’s been way too long since Neil and I had any us time.”

      Leo sipped his coffee thoughtfully. “And by us time, you mean kinky sex.”

      I snapped and pointed at him. “Doesn’t have to be kinky. I’d settle for a big old bowl of missionary vanilla.”

      “Uncle Leo!” The sound of running bare feet slapping against the linoleum heralded Lily’s approach. Despite my complaints, the sight of her sunny smile melted my heart. She appeared, curls bouncing and clad in a pink and white nightgown. She threw herself at Leo, knowing he would catch her.

      It wasn’t often I saw the excited child in her. Normally, little Miss Lily was ten going on thirty. She knew it all. Just ask her. And what she didn’t know, she wasn’t afraid to inquire about. Loudly. Especially if it would embarrass the hell out of me.

      Leo released her and then did a grand wave and a courtly bow, which was especially impressive since he was still sitting down. “Your royal highness. It is a pleasure to be in your presence once more.”

      “Good Sir.” Lily lifted her chin regally and patted Leo on his gel spiked hair.

      “Oh brother,” I murmured. It had been a game the two of them had been playing since Lily was in diapers. Leo was her court suck-up and she was Princess Lily, destined to be Queen of Everything.

      “You better get dressed,” I told Lily. “You don’t want to be late for school.”

      “Yes, I do,” she insisted.

      My smile turned tight. Literal. Everything was so literal with her. I had to constantly rephrase my statements. Even then she wouldn’t always comply. “Okay, well I don’t want you to be late for school so go get dressed while I make your breakfast.”

      Unlike her older brothers, Lily was a picky eater. I had to smuggle fruit and vegetables into her with the sort of skill previously reserved for a jewel thief nabbing the Hope diamond.

      Lily grabbed Leo by the hand. “You can help me decide what to wear.”

      “We already picked out your clothes last night,” I reminded her.

      “But now she has the royal clotheshorse to prance in attendance.” Leo winked at me.

      “You’re not a horse.” Lily tugged him down the hall, passing Neil in the doorway. She paused to look up at him. “Mommy wants a big old bowl of mission vanilla. Is that ice cream? Can I have some too?”

      Neil’s eyebrows went up as he glanced my way. “She does, does she?”

      Leo laughed and I hid my face in my hands. I swear that child would be the death of me.
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      Since he was free, Leo decided to tag along with me for the day. Mostly to tease me about the “mission vanilla” I had a hankering for. 

      After we dropped Lily off we sat in the car rider line and I set into him.

      “You can’t laugh at her. She’s got killer instincts and once she gets a rise out of you she never let’s anything go.”

      “Wonder where she gets that from?” Leo chuckled.

      We hadn’t moved. For whatever reason the drop off line was at a standstill. A cluster of moms clogged up the driveway. Tongues wagging, hand gestures wild, super smooth hair looking ready for a shampoo commercial.

      It took willpower not to lay on my horn. “Come on, ladies. Some of us work for a living.”

      “I’m surprised you’re not out there, gathering intel.” Leo teased.

      I snorted. “What intel? That the gym teacher is having an affair with the principal?”

      “You’ve grown so cynical in your old age.” He quipped.

      Finally, the traffic rolled forward. “Hey, you’re older than I am.”

      “Age is just a number. It’s all about attitude.” He snapped in my face to drive the point home.

      I paused at a stop sign and took the opportunity to wag a finger in his face. “Mark my words. I’ll be getting a phone call about mission vanilla overkill from her teacher by the end of the week.”

      Leo studied me as I turned into the Reed’s driveway. “You know, I’m pretty sure you used to have a sense of humor.”

      “I left it in my other mop bucket.” I popped open the door to my Subaru, circled around to the back, and began unloading cleaning supplies.

      Mr. Reed owned a mid-century modern on a cul-de-sac separated from his neighbors by evergreens. He was a single dad and a decent guy, if a little bit scatterbrained. Then again, who was I to judge? He was obsessed with his work. Something or other to do with Smart home design. His only daughter, Emily, was in Scouts with Lily. I had driven her home more than once when Mr. Reed had lost track of time and forgotten to pick her up.

      I paused at the door. “Don’t be surprised by anything you see inside. Or smell.”

      When Leo made a face I added, “I’ve found out the hard way that Robert doesn’t actually see anything around him until he literally falls over it.”

      “Sounds like a party. Where do you want me to start?”

      I thought about it for a beat. “You take the two bedrooms and the two baths and I’ll handle the common areas. Just stay out of his den. That’s where he works and whatever the reason, his mess in there is sacred to him.”

      When Leo nodded, I used the key Robert had given me to let myself inside the house and called out so we didn’t startle the client. He appeared a few moments later, looking as he usually did. Thinning dirty blond hair disheveled. Button-down and khakis rumpled. Brown eyes glazed as though half of him was in a trance and the other half was surprised that a world existed outside his computer screen.

      “Thursday again?” he asked me in his nifty British accent.

      “It is. This is my helper for the day, Leo. Can I fix you anything to eat before we start?” Food prep wasn’t normally a service I offered my clients, but something about the widower recluse made my heart go out to him. The last thing I wanted was poor Emily getting off the bus and finding her father passed out because he had forgotten to eat.

      Robert shook his head. “I breakfasted with Emily this morning.” He gestured toward the pan congealing with solidifying egg gunk in the sink.

      I barely stifled a shudder at the sight. The slate gray quartz countertops were freaking gross. A week’s worth of crumbs and coffee stains abounded. The stainless-steel sink needed a healthy round of bleaching and scrubbing with a scouring pad. Not to mention the funky smell emanating from the trash.

      At least the common area wasn’t too horrible. Stacks of unopened mail covered the glass-topped end table. It looked like Emily had built a blanket fort because every cushion was on the floor in front of the television along with half a dozen candy wrappers. Dried grass and mud had been tracked inside and stomped into powdery scunge in the entryway. Nothing a little broom action and taking out the garbage couldn’t fix.

      On a scale of one to ten, one being my house and ten being a natural disaster, I would give Robert Reed’s house a solid four. When I’d first seen it, the place had been closing in on an eight.

      “Well, in that case, I guess we’ll just get started.” I set my supplies down on the bench seat beside an unopened package and then rolled up my sleeves.

      “I’ll be in my office if you need me.” Robert nodded absently, his gaze unfocussed and shuffled off.

      “Wow,” Leo said when the door shut behind him. “You weren’t kidding when you said he was absent-minded.” 

      “Yeah, but he’s a good father. And Emily’s a great kid. Her mom passed when she was just a baby. I guess there was an aunt who helped out in England, but when they moved here last year for his job it’s been just the two of them.” I turned on the hot water and let the sink fill with suds. The sponge was too gross to even try to rehab by putting through the dishwasher. I pitched it and then fished a fresh one out of the pantry.

      Leo watched me pour dish soap on the sponge. “You know what you are? You’re the flying lion that rules over the island of misfit toys. Always out scouring the world for another lost soul to collect.”

      “Are you going to clean or are you going to gab?” I shot him a pointed look as I wiped the filth off the counters.

      “I can do both. Point me to the bedrooms.”

      The unblinking red eye of the camera mounted in the corner followed our progress down the hall. Robert had assured me it was a closed circuit recording, nothing going on the internet. Part of a smart home system he was beta testing. Still, the things creeped me out.

      I showed Leo Emily’s room first. The bed had been stripped so all he needed to do was put fresh sheets on the pristine white mattress and run the vacuum around on the powder pink rug.

      Robert’s room was a horse of a different color. Laundry spilled out of the basket and across the top of the white dresser. Books and papers had been stacked haphazardly on the nightstand. Odds and ends littered every available surface. Springs, batteries, stray glasses half full of water. His private bathroom was littered with damp towels that reeked of mildew because they’d been left in a ball instead of hung properly on the towel bar to dry.

      “His linen budget must be sky high.” Leo grimaced as he began collecting the towels and chucking them into the empty laundry basket.

      “They can be resuscitated. Hot wash with white vinegar, then normal wash with baking soda and six drops of lemon essential oils on a wool dryer ball will take the funk right out.”

      Leo performed a little mock bow. “And the student surpasses the teacher.”

      “Smartass.” I waved him off and headed back to tackle the dishes. Robert clearly needed a woman in his life. Not to pick up after him or be his maid. In my experience, men tended to smarten themselves up a bit when they had a woman to impress. Plus, Emily would benefit from having a female role model in her life.

      Unfortunately, Robert rarely left the house. He had his groceries delivered. I took out the trash. So, when would he ever meet a nice, sweet, patient woman who loved children and picking up after distracted men?

      The universe was demanding I intervene and use my mad matchmaking skills on Robert Reed. Who was I to deny the universe?

      He was an attractive man, beneath the chin stubble, the cow lick and the wrinkled clothing. He was fit, thanks to the home-gym in the garage. He was no Neil of course, but still a real catch for someone who was looking for a sweet guy. But who?

      It came to me as I was dusting the ceiling fan in the great room. Sylvia. My former next-door neighbor. She was a single mom and yoga instructor. She was absolutely stunning. Even Robert Reed would sit up and take notice of her golden goddess looks. She had the patience of a saint and loved kids. Plus, after her cheating ex-husband had broken her heart, she would appreciate a steady, geeky guy like Robert.

      Of course, Sylvia and I had drifted apart since she moved away. It was possible she was involved with someone already. I hoped not, for Robert’s sake. It was as good as a done deal in my mind.

      I met up with Leo in the kitchen doing a final wipe down of the creepy fridge. I hated the damn thing. Every time I touched it, it tried to place an order from Instacart. The damn thing even took pictures of my hands when I reached inside it.

      Seriously, how could people live with that level of constant surveillance?

      But the surface was smeared with greasy fingerprints. Part of my motto was leave no task unfinished.

      The second my rubber glove connected with the unit, a blaring noise pierced my eardrums and echoed down the hall.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. “What did I do?” I swear if I broke the accursed thing….

      “It’s not you.” Leo extracted his phone from his pocket. “Uh oh. It’s an Amber Alert.”

      The creepy screen came to life. “Another child has been taken by the self-proclaimed Pied Piper of Hudson.” Leo read. “As with the other incidents, the parents have refused to comment. The child, Gabby Peyton, was reported missing three days earlier. She is eight years old with brown hair and blue eyes.”

      “Pied Piper? Like from the creepy children’s story?” Leo asked. “The one where they drowned all the rats?”

      “Why is this the first I’m hearing about this?” I shook my head in disbelief. “I used to know everything going on in this town. Now children are being abducted under my nose?”

      Leo shrugged. “What can you do about it?” 

      I swiped back to the top and read the article again. “I don’t know. But someone needs to do something.”

      “Maggie,” Leo’s tone held a warning. “Neil won’t like this. You’ve been good for so long. He’s getting up there, you could give him a heart attack. He’s in the drop dead years.”

      I snorted. Neil could easily run circles around men half his age. “Jeez, Leo. I’m not going to go off gallivanting to catch a killer. I just figured I could shake a few trees with Detective Capri or maybe Mackenzie Taylor, see what falls out.” Mackenzie Taylor was a PI I knew in Boston who was always willing to do a little digging for me.

      Leo let out a long put-upon sigh. “And so it begins.”
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      “I haven’t heard a word about it, Maggie.” My PI pal’s thick Boston accent seemed even thicker over the phone “I can do some digging if you want.”

      I glanced through the plate-glass window of the diner to the booth where Leo sat guard over my roast beef on a hard roll and coffee while I made the call. The June air was full of the promise of summer, along with a metric ton of pollen.

      “I don’t have the cash to hire you.” Mackenzie was one of the best private investigators in Massachusetts. Her services didn’t come cheap.

      “No worries. This is kids we’re talking about. I’ll put in a little time for free. Distract me from the sad sorry state of my daughter-less existence.”

      Mackenzie’s daughter, Mac, was an MIT grad who had been recruited by the FBI to work in their cybercrimes division. While I knew the super sleuth was ridiculously proud of her brilliant daughter, the two had a special bond that was more like best friends than mother and daughter. Though I would never admit it out loud, I was a wee bit jealous over their unique bond. My own daughter and I were perpetually locked in a constant battle of wills.

      “I’d appreciate anything you know about it.” The breeze picked up and I sneezed. “Damn allergies.”

      “You take anything for those?” Mackenzie asked.

      I sniffled. “Not if I can help it. They either don’t work or make me loopy.”

      “Same here. Better to have a box of tissues on hand than to be seeing trails when I’m following a cheating spouse who may or may not be armed.”

      If those were the kind of cases she was taking lately I could understand why Mackenzie would jump at the chance to look for a missing child. She’d told me once that while getting the money shot for a divorce case paid the bills, it sucked the soul right out of her.

      That was the only reason I could see that the busty red-headed firecracker was still single. Hard to believe in happily ever after when you spent day in and day out getting a bird’s eye view of all the ways happily ever after could crash and burn.

      “Wow. I just did a quick search in my PI chatroom. Apparently the police are clueless about this case. The perp’s a ghost. No DNA, no fingerprints, nothing left behind.”

      Despite the warm afternoon sun, I shivered. “Then how do they know when he strikes?”

      “Get this, he calls them. Talk about arrogant.”

      I thought about all the cameras around Robert Reed’s place, how I always felt as though I were being watched. “How is it in this day and age of cameras literally everywhere they have nothing to go on?”

      “Not a clue.” There was a crash on Mackenzie’s end of the phone and she let out a heavy sigh
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