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Two hours later I had crammed myself full of enough mini quiches, potato puffs, and crab balls to qualify as a tummy tuck candidate. Too bad Trimedia’s munificence stopped with free carbs and didn’t extend to offering a week at a fat farm before sticking us in front of blubber-enhancing cameras.

Since liposuction was out of the question, I headed for the nearest ladies’ room, only to find a queue of women stretching out the door and halfway across the lobby. Leave it to Trimedia to book a reception on the same floor as the Marquis Theatre and schedule a press conference that ended right before an eight o’clock curtain.

I decided to hop the escalator and find an empty facility one flight up. Apparently, Monica Rivers had the same idea. As I stepped onto the escalator at the bottom, I noticed her stepping off at the top.

As the moving stairs ascended, a man sprinted past me, taking the steps two and three at a time. His shiny blue-black ponytail bounced between shoulder blades broad enough to threaten the integrity of his jacket seams. By the time I reached the top, he’d nearly caught up with Monica. I ducked behind a column and watched as he grabbed her by the arm and spun her around.
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About Death by Killer Mop Doll



An Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mystery



by Lois Winston



Overdue bills and constant mother vs. mother-in-law battles at home are bad enough. But crafts editor Anastasia Pollack's stress level is maxed out when she and her fellow American Woman editors get roped into unpaid gigs for a revamped morning TV show. Before the glue is dry on Anastasia's mop dolls, morning TV turns crime drama when the studio is trashed and the producer is murdered. Former co-hosts Vince and Monica—sleazy D-list celebrities—stand out among a lengthy lineup of suspects, all furious over the show's new format. And Anastasia has no clue her snooping has landed her directly in the killer's unforgiving spotlight.


Acclaim for the Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mysteries



Assault with a Deadly Glue Gun

“Crafty cozies don’t get any better than this hilarious confection...Anastasia is as deadpan droll as Tina Fey’s Liz Lemon, and readers can’t help cheering as she copes with caring for a host of colorful characters.” – Publishers Weekly (starred review)



“Winston has hit a homerun with this hilarious, laugh-until-your-sides-hurt tale. Oddball characters, uproariously funny situations, and a heroine with a strong sense of irony will delight fans of Janet Evanovich, Jess Lourey, and Kathleen Bacus. May this be the first of many in Winston’s Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mystery series.” – Booklist (starred review)



“A comic tour de force...Lovers of funny mysteries, outrageous puns, self-deprecating humor, and light romance will all find something here.” – ForeWord Magazine (Book-of-the-Year nominee)



“North Jersey’s more mature answer to Stephanie Plum. Funny, gutsy, and determined, Anastasia has a bright future in the planned series.” – Kirkus Reviews



“...a delightful romp through the halls of who-done-it.” – The Star-Ledger



“Make way for Lois Winston’s promising new series...I’ll be eagerly awaiting the next installment in this thoroughly delightful series.” – Mystery Scene Magazine



“...once you read the first few pages of Lois Winston’s first-in-series whodunit, you’re hooked for the duration...” – Bookpage



“...madcap but tough-as-nails, no holds barred plot and main character...a step above the usual crafty cozy.” – The Mystery Reader



“...Anastasia is, above all, a JERSEY girl..., and never, ever mess with one of them. I can’t wait ‘til the next book in this series...” – Suspense Magazine



“Anastasia is as crafty as Martha Stewart, as feisty as Stephanie Plum, and as resourceful as Kinsey Millhone.” – Mary Kennedy, author of the Talk Radio Mysteries



“Fans of Stephanie Plum will love Lois Winston’s cast of quirky, laughable, and loveable characters. Assault with a Deadly Glue Gun is clever and thoroughly entertaining—a must read!” – Brenda Novak, New York Times bestselling author



“What a treat—I can’t stop laughing! Witty, wise, and delightfully clever, Anastasia is going to be your new best friend. Her mysterious adventures are irresistible—you’ll be glued to the page!” – Hank Phillippi Ryan, Agatha, Anthony, and Macavity award-winning author



“You think you’ve got trouble? Say hello to Anastasia Pollack, who also happens to be queen of the one-liners. Funny, funny, funny—this is a series you don’t want to miss!” – Kasey Michaels, USA Today bestselling author



Death by Killer Mop Doll

“Anastasia is a crafting Stephanie Plum, surrounded by characters sure to bring chuckles as she careens through the narrative, crossing paths with the detectives assigned to the case and snooping around to solve it.” – Booklist



“Several crafts projects, oodles of laughs and an older, more centered version of Stephanie Plum.” – Kirkus Reviews



“In Winston’s droll second cozy featuring crafts magazine editor Anastasia Pollack...readers who relish the offbeat will be rewarded.” – Publishers Weekly



“...a 30 Rock vibe...Winston turns out another lighthearted amateur sleuth investigation. Laden with one-liners, Anastasia’s second outing (after Assault with a Deadly Glue Gun) points to another successful series in the works.” – Library Journal



“Winston...plays for plenty of laughs...while letting Anastasia shine as a risk-taking investigator who doesn’t always know when to quit.” – Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine



Revenge of the Crafty Corpse

“Winston peppers the twisty and slightly edgy plot with humor and plenty of craft patterns. Fans of craft mysteries will like this, of course, but so will those who enjoy the smart and snarky humor of Janet Evanovich, Laura Levine, and Laura DeSilverio.” – Booklist



“Winston’s entertaining third cozy plunges Anastasia into a surprisingly fraught stew of jealousy, greed, and sex...” and a “Sopranos-worthy lineup of eccentric character...” – Publishers Weekly



“Winston provides a long-suffering heroine, amusing characters, a...good mystery and a series of crafting projects featuring cloth yo-yos.” – Kirkus Reviews



“A fun addition to a series that keeps getting stronger.” – Romantic Times Magazine



“Chuckles begin on page one and the steady humor sustains a comedic crafts cozy, the third (after Death by Killer Mop Doll)... Recommend for Chris Grabenstein (“John Ceepak” series) and Jess Lourey readers.” – Library Journal



“You'll be both surprised and entertained by this terrific mystery. I can't wait to see what happens in the Pollack household next.” – Suspense Magazine



“The book has what a mystery should...It moves along at a good pace...Like all good sleuths, Anastasia pieces together what others don’t...The book has a fun twist...and it’s clear that Anastasia, the everyday woman who loves crafts and desserts, and has a complete hottie in pursuit, will return to solve another murder and offer more crafts tips...” – Star-Ledger



Decoupage Can Be Deadly

“Decoupage Can Be Deadly is the fourth in the Anastasia Pollock Crafting Mysteries by Lois Winston. And it’s the best one yet. More, please!” – Suspense Magazine



“What a great cozy mystery series. One of the reasons this series stands out for me as a great one is the absolutely great cast of characters. Every single character in these books is awesomely quirky and downright hilarious. This series is a true laugh out loud read!” – Books Are Life–Vita Libri



“This is one of these series that no matter what, I’m going to be laughing my way through a comedy of errors as our reluctant heroine sets a course of action to find a killer while contending with her eccentrically dysfunctional family. This adventure grabs you immediately delivering a fast-paced and action-filled drama that doesn’t let up from the first page to the surprising conclusion.” – Dru’s Book Musings



“Lois Winston’s reluctant amateur sleuth Anastasia Pollack is back in another wild romp.” – The Book Breeze



A Stitch to Die For

“A Stitch to Die For is the fifth in the Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mysteries by Lois Winston. If you’re a reader who enjoys a well-plotted mystery and loves to laugh, don’t miss this one!” – Suspense Magazine



Scrapbook of Murder

“This is one of the best books in this delightfully entertaining whodunit and I hope there are more stories in the future.” – Dru’s Book Musings



“Scrapbook of Murder is a perfect example of what mysteries are all about—deft plotting, believable characters, well-written dialogue, and a satisfying, logical ending. I loved it!” – Suspense Magazine



“I read an amazing book recently, y’all — Scrapbook of Murder by Lois Winston, #6 in the Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mysteries. All six novels and three novellas in the series are Five Star reads.” – Jane Reads



“Well written, with interesting characters.” – Laura’s Interests



“…a quick read, with humour, a good mystery and very interesting characters!” – Verietats



Drop Dead Ornaments

“I always forget how much I love this series until I read the next one and I fall in love all over again...” – Dru’s Book Musings



“Drop Dead Ornaments is a delightful addition to the Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mystery series. More, please!” – Suspense Magazine



“I love protagonist Anastasia Pollack. She’s witty and funny, and she can be sarcastic at times…A great whodunit, with riotous twists and turns, Drop Dead Ornaments was a fast, exciting read that really kept me on my toes.” – Lisa K’s Book reviews



“Drop Dead Ornaments is such a fantastic book…I adore Anastasia! She's clever, likable, fun to read about, and easy to root for.” – Jane Reads



“…readers will be laughing continually at the antics of Anastasia and clan in Drop Dead Ornaments.” – The Avid Reader



“I love this series! Not only is Anastasia a ‘crime magnet,’ she is hilarious and snarky, a delight to read about and a dedicated friend.” – Mallory Heart’s Cozies



“It is always a nice surprise when something I am reading has a tie in to actual news or events that are happening in the present moment. I don't want to spoil a major plot secret, but the timing could not have been better…Be prepared for a dysfunctional cast of quirky characters.” – Laura’s Interests



“This is a Tour de Force of a Murder/Mystery.” – A Wytch’s Book Review



“A series worth checking out.” – The Ninja Librarian



“I flew through this book. Winston knows how to make a reader turn the page. It’s more than a puzzle to solve—I was rooting for people I cared about. Anastasia Pollack is easy to like, a good mother, a good friend, and in a healthy romantic relationship, the kind of person you’d want on your side in a difficult situation.” – Indies Who Publish Everywhere



“Lois Winston’s cozy craft mystery Drop Dead Ornaments is an enjoyable…roller-coaster ride, with secrets and clues tugging the reader this way and that, and gentle climbs and drops of suspense and revelation to keep them reading.” – Here’s How It Happened



“Anastasia is a take-charge woman with a heart for her family–even her ex-family members who don’t (in my opinion) deserve her kindness… What I like best about Anastasia is how she balances her quest for justice with the needs and fears of her family… I can’t wait to read more of her adventures and the progress of her relationship with her family and her boyfriend.” – The Self-Rescue Princess



“…a light-hearted cozy mystery with lots of energy and definitely lots of action and interaction between characters.” – Curling Up by the Fire



“I thought the plot was well thought out and the story flowed well. There were many twists and turns…and I enjoyed all the quirky characters. I was totally baffled as to who the killer was and was left guessing to the very end.” – Melina’s Book Blog



“(Anastasia’s) wit and sarcasm lend a bit of humor to this cozy, and the story kept me intrigued right up to the end.” – The Books the Thing



Handmade Ho-Ho Homicide

“Handmade Ho-Ho Homicide is a laugh-out-loud, well plotted mystery, from a real pro! A ho-ho hoot!” – Suspense Magazine



“Merry Crises! Lois Winston has brought back Anastasia’s delightful first-person narrative of family, friends, dysfunction, and murder, and made it again very entertaining! Anastasia’s clever quips, fun stories, and well-deserved digs kept me smiling, and reading the many funny parts to my husband…does that count as two thumbs up in one? What a great journey!” – Kings River Life Magazine



“Once again, the author knows how to tell a story that immediately grabbed my attention, and I couldn’t put this book down until the last page was read…. This was one of the best books in this delightfully lovable series and I can’t wait to see what exciting adventures await Anastasia and her friends.” – Dru’s Book Musings



“This was such a fun quick read. I can't wait to read more of this series.” – A Chick Who Reads



“The story had me on the edge of my seat the entire time.” – 5 Stars, Baroness Book Trove



“Christmas, cozy mystery, craft, how can I not love this book? Humor, twists and turns, adorable characters make this story truly engaging from the first to the last page.” – LibriAmoriMiei



“Take a murder mystery, add some light-hearted humor and weird characters, sprinkle some snow and what you get is Handmade Ho-Ho Homicide—a perfect Christmas Cozy read.” –5 stars, The Book Decoder



A Sew Deadly Cruise

“A Sew Deadly Cruise is absolutely delightful, and I was sorry when it was over. I devoured every word!” – Suspense Magazine



“Engaging Drama! Brilliant! A Sew Deadly Cruise earns 5/5 Upgraded Cabins. Winston’s witty first-person narrative and banter keeps me a fan. Loved it!” – Kings River Life



“The author knows how to tell a story with great aplomb and when all was said and done, this was one fantastic whodunit that left me craving for more thrilling adventures.” – Dru’s Book Musings



“The combo of investigating and fun makes for a great read. The author does a good job of keeping the killer a secret. Overall a fun read that cozy fans are sure to enjoy.” – Books a Plenty Book Reviews



“Winston has a gift for writing complicated cozy mysteries while entertaining and educating.” – Here’s How it Happened



Stitch, Bake, Die!

“…vivid descriptions, witty banter, and clever details leading to an exciting and shocking conclusion. All making for a page-turner experience to delight cozy fans!” – Kings River Life



“Lots of action, a bevy of quirky characters, and a treasure trove of secrets add up to another fine read from Lois Winston.” – award-winning cozy mystery author Maggie Toussaint



“The mystery was nicely executed, with bits and pieces of clues here and there as well as humorous interludes that enhanced the telling of this tale. This is another great addition to this engagingly entertaining series…” – Dru’s Book Musings



“This is a well-plotted mystery that takes the term ‘crafty old lady’ to new heights.” – Mysteries with Character



“This story is fast-paced with wacky characters, a fun resort setting, and a puzzling mystery to solve.” – Nancy J. Cohen, author of the Bad Hair Day Mysteries



“…psychologically intuitive and funny as heck! (Anastasia) kept me smiling throughout the story...The plot, characters, and twists in this mystery are excellent.” – Sasscer Hill, award-winning author of the Nikki Latrelle Mysteries



Guilty as Framed

“Engaging and clever!” – Kings River Life Magazine



“Check out Guilty as Framed, another outrageously funny mystery in (the Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mysteries)” – Suspense Magazine



“This is another great entry in the Anastasia Pollack series.” – Dru’s Book Musings



“Winston not only combines (New) Jersey, well-crafted characters, and tight plotting, but she adds her own interpretation and possible solution to a factual museum art crime.” – Debra H. Goldstein, author of the Sarah Blair Mysteries



“Author Lois Winston deftly frames the fast-moving investigation…with a dollop of mother-in-law hijinks, mama drama, home renovation, and doggie intervention.” – mystery author Maggie Toussaint/Valona Jones



“Reading a book in this series is like visiting an old friend.” – Nancy J. Cohen, author of the Bad Hair Day Mysteries



A Crafty Collage of Crime

“Rich in descriptions of the countryside, and alive with characters you’d recognize if you saw or overheard them, this book held my interest throughout and gave me more than one chuckle. It’s a delightful read.” – Kings River Life magazine



“Winston imbues her story with current references, an appealing setting, layered plotting, and an unsinkable sleuth. Well done!” – Muddy Rose Reviews



“A Crafty Collage of Crime is yet another terrific cozy mystery featuring reluctant amateur sleuth Anastasia Pollack.” – Lynn Slaughter, author of Miss Cue



“A Crafty Collage of Crime was a cute, fun, and entertaining read with independent, engaging, and delightful characters, and the mystery was outstanding, too!” – 5-stars, Novels Alive



“If some days it seems the world is too much with you, I suggest you read A Crafty Collage of Crime. You’ll probably want to go back and read the rest of the series. Anastasia is irresistible.” – Judy Alter, award-winning author



“The author’s style of writing was fresh, crisp, and entertaining. She kept the story moving without filler and provided the solution to the murder at just the right time.” – Tam Sesto, Cozy Review Crew



Sorry, Knot Sorry

“If you like your mysteries with a healthy dose of humor, Winston delivers... A delightful read whether you’re at the beach or in your favorite recliner with a glass of wine.” – Kings River Life Magazine



“A twisty-turny plot spiked with red herrings and a double shot of moxie.” – award-winning author Maggie Toussaint



Lois Winston serves up another fast-paced cozy mystery that will have you chuckling through to the end. Add to your beach reads basket for a fun escape!” – Nancy J. Cohen, author of the Bad Hair Day Mysteries



“A humorous quick reading release from the real world.” – Debra H. Goldstein, author of the Sarah Blair Mysteries



Seams Like the Perfect Crime

“The plot moves along at a quick pace and as the story progressed, I found myself unable to put the book down until I’d read the very last sentence.” 5-stars, Kim Davis, author of the Cupcake Catering Mysteries and the Aromatherapy Apothecary Mysteries



“Wit and humor abound in this crazy cozy caper as Anastasia and her husband aid their detective friend in hunting down a killer. The tips for memory quilts at the end are a bonus. Highly entertaining!” 5-stars, Nancy J. Cohen, author of the Bad Hair Day Mysteries



“Cozy mystery lovers will devour Seams Like the Perfect Crime! It’s an entertaining and amusing mystery that shines through with authentic characters.” – 5 stars, Novels Alive



“This is such a page-turning mystery with some truly laugh-out-loud moments.” – 5 stars, Sarah Can’t Stop Reading
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ONE



Upstairs, the front door slammed with enough force to register a five on the Richter scale. Dust dislodged from the exposed basement rafters and drifted down like polluted snow, settling over the basket of clean laundry I’d been folding. The ensuing shouting, barking, and yowling drowned out my muttered curse of choice and yanked my attention away from the now Dalmatian-spotted white wash.

“Once more unto the breach, dear friends,” squawked Ralph, the Shakespeare-spouting African Grey parrot I’d inherited when Great-aunt Penelope Periwinkle died two years ago. “Henry the Fifth. Act Three, Scene One.” He spread his wings and took flight up the basement stairs to check out the action. I raced after him, eager to prevent World War Three from erupting in my living room.

“Muzzle that abominable creature, or I’ll have the pound haul him away,” shrieked Mama. “He’s traumatizing Catherine the Great.”

“So shove some Prozac down her throat,” said my mother-in-law Lucille. “What the hell are you doing back here? And don’t you ever bother to knock? Just barge right in like you own the place.”

“I have more right to be here than you. This is my daughter’s house, you…you pinko squatter.”

As I hurried through the kitchen, I glanced at the calendar tacked next to the telephone. Mama wasn’t due back from her Caribbean cruise for another three days. Damn it. I needed those three days to steel myself for the inevitable explosive reaction that occurred whenever Flora Sudberry Periwinkle Ramirez Scoffield Goldberg O’Keefe, my mother and the former social secretary of the Daughters of the American Revolution, locked horns with Lucille Pollack, my mother-in-law and current president of the Daughters of the October Revolution. I’d been swindled out of seventy-two hours.

By the time I entered the living room, Mama’s and Lucille’s voices had reached glass-shattering decibel range.

“Crazy communist!” yelled Mama. She stood in the middle of the room, cradling Catherine the Great, her corpulent white Persian with an attitude befitting her namesake.

Manifesto, my mother-in-law’s runt of a French bulldog, stood inches from Mama’s Ferragamos, his bark having switched to growl mode as he glared up at his nemesis. With a hiss and a yowl, Catherine the Great leaped from Mama’s arms. Showing his true cowardly colors, Mephisto, as we always called him behind his back and often to his snout, scampered to safety behind my mother-in-law’s ample girth.

Lucille barreled across the room, waving her cane at Mama. “Reactionary fascist!”

“How dare you threaten me!” Mama defended herself with a French manicured backhand that would have done Chris Evert proud. The cane flew from Lucille’s grasp and landed inches from Mephisto’s nose. Demon dog yelped and dove between Lucille’s orange polyester-clad legs.

My mother-in-law’s rage multiplied into Vesuvian proportions. Her wrinkled face deepened from a spotted scarlet to an apoplectic heliotrope. “You did that on purpose!”

Mama jutted her chin at Lucille as she rubbed the palm of her hand. “You started it.”

“And I’m stopping it.” I stepped between them, spreading my arms to prevent them from ripping each other’s lips off. “Knock it off. Both of you.”

“It’s her fault,” said Mama. She jabbed a finger at Lucille. Her hand shook with rage, her gold charm bracelet tinkling a dainty minuet totally incompatible with the situation. “And that vicious mongrel of hers. She sic’d him on us the moment we walked through the door.”

Highly unlikely. “Mephisto’s all bark and bluster, Mama. You should know that by now.”

“Manifesto!” shrieked Lucille. “How many times do I have to tell you his name is Manifesto?”

“Whatever,” Mama and I said in unison. It was an old refrain. Mephisto better suited demon dog anyway. Besides, who names a dog after a Communist treatise?

Behind me, Ralph squawked. I looked over my shoulder and found him perched on the lampshade beside one of the overstuffed easy chairs flanking the bay window. A chair occupied by a cowering stranger, his knees drawn up to his chest, his arms hugging his head. I glanced at Mama. Glanced back at the man. “Who’s he?”

“Oh dear!” Mama raced across the room, flapping her Chanel-suited arms. “Shoo, dirty bird!”

Ralph ignored her. He doesn’t intimidate easily. Mama was hardly a challenge for a parrot who had spent years successfully defending himself against Aunt Penelope’s mischievous students. “Anastasia, I told you that bird’s a reincarnation of Ivan the Terrible. Do something. He’s attacking my poor Lou.”

Her Poor Lou? Okay, at least the man had a name and someone in the room knew him. I stretched out my arm and whistled. Ralph took wing, landing in the crook of my elbow. Poor Lou peered through his fingers. Convinced the coast was clear, he lowered his hands and knees and raised his head.

“Are you all right, dear?” asked Mama, patting his salt and pepper comb-over. “I’m terribly sorry about all this. My daughter never did have the heart to turn away a stray.” She punctuated her statement with a pointed stare, first in Lucille’s direction, then at Ralph.

Lucille harrumphed.

Ralph squawked.

Mephisto bared his teeth and rumbled a growl from the depths of his belly.

Catherine the Great had lost interest in the family melodrama and dozed, stretched out on the back of the sofa.

Before Mama could explain Poor Lou’s presence, the front door burst open. Fourteen-year-old Nick and sixteen-year-old Alex bounded into the living room. “Grandma!” they both exclaimed in unison. They dropped their baseball gear and backpacks on the floor and encircled Mama in a group hug.

“Aren’t you supposed to be on a cruise?” asked Nick.

“Who’s this?” asked Alex, nodding toward Poor Lou.

Poor Lou rose. He wiped his palms on his pinstriped pants legs, cleared his throat, and straightened his skewed paisley tie. “Maybe I should be going, Flora. The driver is waiting.”

I glanced out the front window. A black limo idled at the curb.

“Yes, of course.” She walked him to the door without bothering to make introductions. Very odd behavior for my socially correct mother.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Poor Lou told Mama.

She raised her head, batted her eyelashes, and sighed. Poor Lou wrapped his arms around my mother and bent her backwards in a clinch that rivaled the steamiest of Harlequin romance book covers. His eyes smoldered as he met her slightly parted lips. Mama melted into his body.

I stared at my etiquette-obsessed mother, my jaw flapping down around my knees, and wondered if she had eaten any funny mushrooms on her cruise. Out of the corner of one eye, I saw my two sons gaping with equally bug-eyed expressions. Behind me, Lucille muttered her disgust. Even Ralph registered his amazement with a loud squawk.

Over Mama’s shoulder, Poor Lou stole an anxious glance toward Ralph, broke the kiss, and darted out the door.

 Mama fluffed her strawberry blonde waves back into place, smoothed the wrinkles from her suit jacket, and offered us the most innocent of expressions as we continued to ogle her. “Is something wrong?”

“Wrong? Why? Just because my mother was doing the Tonsil Tango with a total stranger?”

Lucille stooped to retrieve her cane. “I suppose this means that trashy hussy is moving back into my room.”

“Your room?” asked Mama.

“Hey, it’s my room!” said Nick.

Poor Nick. He was none too happy about having to give up his bedroom to his curmudgeon of a grandmother. He didn’t mind the occasional upheaval when Mama came to visit because he knew it was temporary. Besides, the boys and Mama had a great relationship. Lucille was another story. When she moved in with us to recuperate after a hit-and-run accident and subsequent hip surgery, none of us had expected a permanent addition to the household. Then again, I had suffered from quite a few delusions back then.

Lucille scowled at me. “You should teach those boys some respect. In my day children knew their place.”

“Don’t you speak to my daughter like that!”

Lucille scoffed. “Look who’s talking. A fine example you set.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” demanded Mama.

“Strumpet.” Lucille pounded her cane once for emphasis, then lumbered from the living room, Mephisto following at her heels. Lucille habitually pronounced judgment with a pounding of her cane, then departed.

“At least I’m getting some,” Mama called after her. “Unlike a certain jealous Bolshevik who hasn’t experienced an orgasm since Khrushchev ruled the Kremlin.”

“Mama!”

Nick and Alex grabbed their middles and doubled over in hysterics.

Mama brushed my indignation aside with a wave of her hand. “For heaven’s sake, Anastasia, I’m a grown woman.”

“Then act like one. Especially in front of your grandsons.”

She winked at the boys. “I thought I did. Besides, if they don’t know the facts of life by now, they’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

I glanced at my sons, not sure how to interpret the sheepish expression on Alex’s face or the feigned innocence on Nick’s. After the initial shock of seeing their grandmother in the throws of passion, both seemed quite amused by the drama playing out in our living room. “They know all about the facts of life. What they don’t need is a graphic demonstration from their grandmother.”

The corners of Mama’s mouth dipped down. “Honestly, Anastasia, just because I’m over sixty doesn’t mean I’m ready for a hearse. When did you become such a stick-in-the-mud, dear?”

I suppose right around the time she morphed from Ms. Manners into Auntie Mame. Other sixty-five-year-old women might behave this way in front of their daughter and grandsons, but up until today, Mama wasn’t one of them. Was Poor Lou’s last name Svengali?

Alex spared me from defending myself. “So, who’s the stranger dude, Grandma?”

“Lou isn’t a stranger. He’s my fiancé.”

“Your what?” Surely, I hadn’t heard her correctly. Had some of that rafter dust settled in my ears? “What about Seamus, Mama?”

“Seamus?”

“Yes, Seamus. Remember him?”

Mama heaved one of those sighs reserved for children who need repeated instruction and explanation. “Seamus died, Anastasia. You know that.”

Of course I knew Seamus had died. He’d suffered a cerebral aneurysm while kissing the Blarney Stone. “But he just died. Three months ago.” Within days of losing my own husband, Mama had lost hers.

“Well, it’s not like we were married very long. He died on our six-month anniversary. Besides, I’m not Merlin. I don’t grow younger with each passing year.”

Ample justification for getting herself engaged to a total stranger, no doubt. “Where did you meet him?”

“On the cruise, of course.”

“So you’re engaged to a man you’ve known for all of one week?”

Mama shrugged. “Time is meaningless when soul mates connect.”

Soul mates? The now-departed Seamus had been soul mate Number Five for Flora Sudberry Periwinkle Ramirez Scoffield Goldberg O’Keefe. When Mama finally met her maker, she’d have a line of soul mates waiting for her at the Pearly Gates. She’d better hope St. Peter allowed polygamy up in Heaven.

“Besides,” continued Mama, “at my age, I have to grab happiness when it presents itself. Advice you’d do well to heed.” She glanced down the hallway toward the bedrooms. “Unless you want to wind up like her.”

“No, not that!” Nick grabbed his throat and made gagging noises. “Not my mom!”

Alex fell to his knees in front of Mama, his hands clasped in supplication. “Please, Grandma, save our mom!”

Comedians. I tossed them a mom-scowl. “If the two of you have so much time on your hands, you can vacuum and do a load of wash before dinner.” Nearly seven and I still had to prepare a meal, finish a project for a photo shoot tomorrow, and figure out a way to rob Peter to pay Paul before the bill collectors came knocking. Again.

Alex grabbed his backpack. “Sorry, Mom. Got an economics paper due tomorrow.”

“Bio test,” said Nick, retrieving his backpack from the floor.

“Dibs on the computer,” called Alex as he sped down the hall to the bedroom they now shared. The boys used to have their own computers, but Nick’s died last month. A replacement would have to wait until I won Mega Millions or Powerball.

Nick raced after Alex. Neither bothered with the baseball gear they’d dumped on the carpet. Apparently, it had become invisible to all but me.

I stooped to pick up the discarded duffels of sports paraphernalia. “I’m still in mourning.”

Mama snorted as she followed me into the kitchen. “For a no-good gambling addict who left you without two nickels to rub together?”

“Karl and I were married eighteen years,” I said softly as I hung the duffels on pegs in the mudroom off the kitchen. “He’s only dead three months.”

Mama regarded me with an expression that hovered somewhere between pity and skepticism. “You don’t still have feeling for him, do you?”

I grabbed the leftover chicken and broccoli casserole from the fridge. There was barely enough left for four, let alone five people. “Not exactly,” I said, reaching for a box of mac and cheese to supplement the casserole. Not after what Karl Marx Pollack had done to his kids and me. I mourned for my former life. Before lies and deceit and death shattered the illusion of our perfect middle-class world.

I brushed my desperately-in-need-of-a-styling-but-can’t-afford-it hair out of my face and turned to confront Mama. “Besides, I don’t have time for romance. I’m too busy paying off Karl’s debts.”

Three months ago, my husband of eighteen years had permanently cashed in his chips at a Las Vegas roulette table—after also cashing in his sizable life insurance policy and 401(k), maxing out our home equity line-of-credit and numerous credit cards, and draining our teenage sons’ college accounts.

Besides the mountain of debt, my dearly departed had saddled me with both Ricardo The Loan Shark and Comrade Lucille, the communist mother-in-law from Hell. Karl had also stolen his mother’s life savings, thus leaving Lucille and Mephisto ensconced in Nick’s bedroom where they’d remain—short of an act of God. Considering Lucille didn’t believe in God and I had the luck of an excommunicated leprechaun, chances of her leaving any time soon were slim to none.

At least I no longer had to worry about Ricardo. He now resided at a federal facility. Permanently. No chance of parole, thanks to a trail of dead bodies three months earlier.

“A life without romance isn’t worth living,” said Mama. “Which reminds me, how’s that sexy tenant of yours?”

“Zack?” asked Nick, bounding into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and began to survey the contents. “He’s cool. Don’t you think he and Mom—”

I cut him off before he could finish his sentence. “I thought you had a test to study for.” I yanked his head out of the fridge and closed the door.

My sons shadowed Zachary Barnes like unweaned puppies. More often than not, I arrived home from work to find Zack sitting at my kitchen table, regaling Nick and Alex with his latest adventure. Lucky for me, the too-sexy-for-my-own-good photojournalist traveled frequently.

“I’m hungry.”

“You’ll have to wait until dinner.”

He glanced at the clock over the sink. “Jeez, Mom, it’s after seven. When are we going to eat?”

I tossed the box of mac and cheese at him. “If you’re so hungry, you can help.”

He tossed the box back. “Can’t. Have to study.” He snagged an apple from the bowl on the kitchen table and hustled out of the kitchen.

“So what’s with you and Zack?” asked Mama as I filled a pot of water and placed it on the stove.

When Mama first met Zack, she tossed her hair, batted her eyes, and preened in front of him like a svelte Miss Piggy trying to woo Kermit the Frog. When Zack didn’t take the bait, she decided I should have him. This all took place within days of both of us entering the ranks of widowhood.

I handed her a half-empty bag of carrots and a vegetable peeler. “Nothing.”

She raised an eyebrow as she began scraping carrots. “He’s a very handsome man, Anastasia. Unattached. Good job.”

“Forget Zack. Let’s talk about you. Why are you home three days early?”

Mama had a knack for marrying grasshoppers—men who lived life to the fullest without any regard for tomorrow. When they died, as each of them had, they left her with fond memories of a good time and little more than pocket change. So between husbands, she camped out at Chez Pollack. Although also a grasshopper, Seamus O’Keefe had had the foresight to purchase a small life insurance policy prior to his and Mama’s Irish sojourn—a life insurance policy Mama had discovered only by chance weeks after returning from Ireland. Behind my back she paid off twenty thousand dollars of my inherited debt, then treated herself to a post-Seamus first-class cruise with the remaining five thousand dollars.

Mama waved a raggedly peeled carrot in the air. She was as useless in the kitchen as the rest of my brood. “The ship had some sort of mechanical problem in Antigua. Since there were severe storm warnings, Lou and I decided to fly home before the storm hit.”

“And just who is this Lou?”

A dreamy look settled over her face. The corners of her mouth turned upward into a beatific smile as she exhaled a long sigh. “Lou? He’s the answer to my prayers. And yours.”

“Want to run that by me again?”

Mama rose from the table and tossed the carrot scrapings into the sink. “Lou is Louis Beaumont, Anastasia.”

I waited. And waited. I crossed my arms, tapped my foot, cocked my head, and waited some more. “And?”

Mama’s eyes grew wide. “Surely you’ve heard of Louis Beaumont.”

“Can’t say as I have.”

“He produces You Heard It Here First with Vince and Monica.”

That explained so much. I offered Mama a blank stare.

“The morning talk show with Vince Alto and Monica Rivers? Surely you’ve watched it.”

“Television?” I laughed. “Right. Every morning while I loll around at the spa. In the afternoon I sip champagne, eat bonbons, and watch the soaps.”

“There’s no need for sarcasm, dear. It’s a popular show. Even if you haven’t watched it, I’d expect you to know about it.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, Mama. I’m a single parent. I’m juggling a full-time job, two teenage kids, a house, a parrot who thinks he’s the reincarnation of William Shakespeare, a semi-invalid mother-in-law, and her spawn of Satan dog.

“And when I’m not dealing with all of that, I’m trying to figure out ways to earn extra income because I’m up to my patootie in debt. I’ve never heard of Louis Beaumont. And you’ve heard that here first.”

“Well, you’d better make an effort to watch You Heard It Here First, dear, because you’re going to be a regular on the show.”






TWO

 

I laughed until tears streamed down my cheeks and I couldn’t catch my breath.

“What’s so funny?” asked Mama. She scowl-stared at me as if trying to determine whether I was making fun of her or had gone completely non compos mentis.

“You are.” I swiped at my face and broke into another chortleathon. I had little enough to laugh about these days, and besides, sometimes a girl just has to bow to the absurd and let it all hang out. “Come on, Mama. Be serious. Me on TV? Not unless You Heard It Here First is a reality show for middle-aged, pear-shaped, financially strapped single parents.”

“I am being serious,” she said, hands planted on her hips. “Lou thinks it’s a marvelous idea. Just what the show needs, he said.”

That sobered me up. I tossed the chicken casserole in the oven and turned to her. “Forgetting that I have absolutely no acting experience, what’s what the show needs?”

“Fresh blood.”

I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. “So You Heard It Here First is a daytime Buffy rip-off? And Vince and Monica are the resident vampires?”

“I don’t know about anyone named Buffy,” said Mama. “The stars are Vince Alto and Monica Rivers. I told you that already. And they’re certainly not vampires.”

“And now I’m one of the stars?”

“Well, you and some of the others.”

“What others?”

“The other people from the magazine, of course.”

“Of course.” Silly me. The sound of boiling water drew my attention back to the stove. I dumped the dry macaroni into the pot, gave it a stir, and lowered the flame. Then I turned my attention back to my mother. “Let’s start from the beginning, shall we, Mama?”

“I don’t know why this is so difficult for you to grasp, dear. Lou wants to revamp his show. Ratings are down. I suggested he think about switching from the sordid gossipfest he’s got now to one of those makeover shows that are so popular.”

I glanced at my body. As much as I could use a makeover, I wasn’t about to engage in one on national television. Even I wasn’t that hard up for money. Well, actually I was, but I still maintained some principles, and making a public laughingstock of myself wasn’t even at the bottom of my list of ways to earn extra cash to pay the bills. Queer Eye for the Frumpy Middle-Aged Widow? “No way. I’m not going to be a guinea pig for a group of fairy godfathers.”

Mama’s scowl-stare returned, her perfectly arched eyebrows knitting together over the bridge of her nose. “What on earth are you talking about? I never said anything about anyone using you as a guinea pig.”

“Then what?”

“You’re not getting a makeover, dear; you’re giving them. You and the rest of the staff at American Woman.”

American Woman was a second-rate monthly magazine sold on the racks at supermarket check-out lines. In my glamorously titled but poorly paid position, I created the various craft projects featured in each issue. “I’m the magazine’s crafts editor,” I reminded her. “I have nothing to do with fashion or beauty.”

“I know that.”

So why did I get the feeling I was reasoning with a rutabaga?

She exhaled a long-suffering sigh, as if I were the rutabaga—and a mentally challenged one at that. Then she spoke in a carefully modulated tone, the kind one might use to explain something to a mentally challenged rutabaga. “The fashion and beauty editors will deal with personal styling. You and the decorating editor will deal with home projects.”

Okay, so maybe I was the rutabaga after all, considering Mama was beginning to make sense. “What about Trimedia?” I asked. Trimedia was the conglomerate that owned American Woman, and a stingier group of pecuniary tightwads had never walked the face of the earth. My paycheck could attest to that. I couldn’t see them kicking in the moolah to support such a venture.

Mama issued forth another exasperated sigh. “Don’t you know anything about the company you work for, dear?”

I knew they had instituted a hostile takeover last year, wresting control of the family-owned company out of the hands of former publisher and now meaningless figurehead Hugo Alsopp-Reynolds. Once in control, the bean-counting suits had reduced our benefits and upped the employee
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