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As I crossed the living room, a pop-pop-pop followed by the peeling of tires shattered the morning calm. I dropped to the floor. I knew that sound. Still, Fourth of July was only days away. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe some of the neighborhood kids had gotten hold of some firecrackers.

I crawled toward the windows and inched my way up until my eyes were slightly above the sill. The Escalade was gone, the red Mercedes convertible was still parked in front of my house, and Jared Oberman’s body lay sprawled in the street.
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About Sorry, Knot Sorry

An Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mystery



By Lois Winston



Magazine crafts editor Anastasia Pollack may finally be able to pay off the remaining debt she found herself saddled with when her duplicitous first husband dropped dead in a Las Vegas casino. But as Anastasia has discovered, nothing in her life is ever straightforward. Strings are always attached. Thanks to the success of an unauthorized true crime podcast, a television production company wants to option her life—warts and all—as a reluctant amateur sleuth. 



Is such exposure worth a clean financial slate? Anastasia isn’t sure, but at the same time, rumors are flying about layoffs at the office. Whether she wants national exposure or not, Anastasia may be forced to sign on the dotted line to keep from standing in the unemployment line. But the dead bodies keep coming, and they’re not in the script.


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



“Seams Like the Perfect Crime is a fun cozy mystery that is sure to delight all fans of the series and genre.” – 5 stars, Bonnie Morrison



“There is so much humor in this series, and this book definitely didn’t disappoint in that area. The writing is intelligent, imaginative and rings true. I can highly recommend this book and series.” – Kara Marks
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ONE



“Have you signed the contract?” asked food editor Cloris McWerther.

We stood in the break room, taking part in our morning ritual of coffee and whatever sugar and calorie-laden goodie Cloris had whipped up overnight. Breakfast of champions. Or sustenance for a magazine crafts editor who rarely had time to eat before rushing out the door each morning.

I shook my head as I swallowed a mouthful of blueberry lemon muffin. “Not yet.”

“Why not? It would wipe out your remaining debt, wouldn’t it?”

“But at what cost?”

My name is Anastasia Pollack. I’m the crafts editor at American Woman, a third-rate women’s magazine sold at supermarket checkout counters. A year and a half ago, thanks to the death of my duplicitous first husband, I was yanked out of my comfortable middle-class existence and deposited into the Land of One-Step-Away-from-Living-in-a-Cardboard-Box-Over-a-Subway-Vent.

As a single parent, I barely cover essentials, leaving nothing to whittle down the unexpected and unwelcome debt I’d inherited. If I had any extra cash, I’d have Clueless Wife tattooed in reverse across my forehead. Every time I stared into the mirror, I’d have a stark reminder of my obliviousness and naiveté.

Good thing too many creditors are queued up with their hands out. I already have too many regrets. I don’t need to add a graffitied forehead to the list.

However, through a combination of luck and moonlighting, I’d managed to whittle down a sizable chunk of that debt. Unfortunately, the whittling tool came with strings attached. Deadly strings that had forced me into the role of reluctant amateur sleuth.

Prior to the death of Karl Marx Pollack, every dead body I’d ever encountered had reposed peacefully in a silk-lined coffin at a funeral home. And thankfully, each of the deceased had succumbed from natural causes.

Post Karl? All had died at the hands of others. Worse yet, those corpses continue to arrive in my life on a far too regular basis. In the past eighteen months, my encounters with murder victims (and by extension, murderers) has exceeded the career totals of the average suburban homicide detective.

The one bright spot in my life has been my new husband, photojournalist Zachary Barnes. But even he arrived with strings. I’m convinced photography is a cover for his real gig, spying for one of the government alphabet agencies. Zack laughs away my suspicions, claiming I have an overactive imagination, but isn’t Deny and Deflect the first chapter in the Official Book of Spying?

Anyway, this all brought me back to Cloris and her question about the contract.

Two weeks ago, while on our honeymoon in Tennessee wine country, Zack and I stumbled across—wait for it—another dead body. Bad enough that I can’t even get away from murder on my honeymoon. But while in the bucolic hamlet, I also became aware of an unauthorized true crime podcast that featured me and my reluctant crime-solving exploits.

Naturally, I blew a Vesuvian level gasket.

I’d worked my tush off to keep Karl’s financial malfeasance limited to as few people as possible. Although the results of my sleuthing occasionally wound up on local news, none of the stories had gone national. Until the Sleuth Sayer podcast.

Five days ago, I’d learned the identities behind the Sleuth Sayer—my own two sons, Alex and Nick, and Alex’s girlfriend Sophie Lambert. They exposed my life to every true crime junkie in the world because they’d wanted to help dig me out of debt. Talk about vying emotions!

But the shock didn’t end there. Their honorable intentions had paid off beyond their wildest expectations. Flix Entertainment wanted to option the podcast and my life as a reluctant amateur sleuth for a TV series.

Hence, the still unsigned contract, which Alex had snatched from the mail and hidden from me. The teens had decided to wait until the right moment to spring the news on me. They’d fessed up a few days later at a dinner celebrating Alex and Sophie’s high school graduation.

“Seems to me,” continued Cloris, “you have two choices. Either sign the contract—”

“Which strips me and my family of whatever privacy we have left—”

“Or take Zack up on his offer to pay off the remainder of the debt. It’s not like he can’t afford it.”

I scowled at her. “I don’t suppose there’s a Plan C?”

Cloris shrugged. “Lottery tickets?”

“Really?” Karl’s gambling had created my problem. No way would I ever gamble so much as a dollar. Besides, before his death broadsided me, I’d occasionally bought a lottery ticket. I’d never won more than seven dollars. Most of the time, I didn’t even hit one number. Lottery tickets were hardly a sound fiscal plan for erasing massive debt.

Cloris topped off our coffees. As we headed to our cubicles, she said, “I guess we can scrap Plan C. If I think of a Plan D, I’ll let you know.”

“Much obliged. Anyway, nothing is happening until Zack’s agent speaks with the production company, and that’s not happening until she returns from vacationing in the Greek Isles.”

Zack had connections and not just in areas that added credence to my spy theory. He’d taken one look at the contract and called his representative, who wore a dual hat as an intellectual property attorney.

“I thought you said Sophie’s dad had his lawyer look over the contracts.”

“Shane’s lawyer handles his charitable trust. Zack convinced me we needed advice from someone whose law expertise is in entertainment and publishing.”

We had arrived at our cubicles and were about to part ways when both our phones simultaneously pinged incoming texts. “This can’t be good,” I said, staring at the message on my screen.

Cloris pulled her gaze from her phone and shot me a worried look. “We already have our monthly meeting scheduled for later this morning. Why would Naomi call a surprise last-minute meeting hours ahead of time?”

I’d already suffered enough physical and emotional whiplash in June to last an entire year. And we still had a week remaining in the month. The last thing I needed was another lollapalooza whammy. I could think of only one reason for an unexpected meeting, and it sent panic coursing from my split ends down to my toenails. “Do you suppose those layoff rumors are more than rumors?”

Cloris groaned. “With the state of the publishing industry in general and magazines in particular? What else could it be? We’re dead editors walking toward our execution.”

With that somber thought ringing in my ears, we headed for the conference room.

Silence reigned as the various American Woman editors, their assistants, and ancillary staff crammed into the small conference room. With nearly every seat already filled, the overflow leaned against the walls. Cloris and I squeezed in next to decorating editor Jeanie Sims. Expressions glum, no one made eye contact. We all braced for the expected bad news.

Finally, Naomi Dreyfus, our editorial director, and her ever-present assistant Kim O’Hara entered the room. Naomi settled into the seat at the head of the table, Kim took a position standing slightly behind her. All eyes turned to Naomi.

Naomi took a moment to settle her gaze on each one of us, then cleared her throat before speaking. “As I’m sure you all know, Trimedia, our parent company, has gone through some difficult times of late.”

Understatement of the century. Murder is never good for the bottom line, and Trimedia had had its share of both murders and murderers among its ranks since moving us from Manhattan to the middle of a cornfield in Morristown, New Jersey.

“Here comes the axe,” mumbled Cloris, low enough that only I heard her. Or so I thought until Naomi paused and raised an eyebrow in our direction.

She turned back to the full room and continued. “For the past several months, Hugo has been in negotiations with a group of investors.”

Hugo Reynolds-Alsopp had been the head of the family-owned Reynolds-Alsopp Publishing Company prior to Trimedia’s hostile takeover. He had remained at Trimedia as publisher in name only, relegated to a closet-sized office with no windows and no responsibilities. He was also Naomi’s longtime partner outside the office.

Ever since, Hugo had plotted to regain control of what was left of his company. Trimedia had already folded nearly half our publications. But why would Hugo be talking to investors if we were all about to lose our jobs?

“Now that things have been finalized,” said Naomi, “I’m at liberty to tell you that American Woman will be moving in a new direction.”

“What sort of direction?” asked Tessa Lisbon. “I haven’t heard anything.” 

Tessa’s uncle held a seat on the Trimedia Board of Directors, which explained why the position of fashion editor had gone to someone with neither editorial nor fashion industry experience. She was also the only staff member with a sizable trust fund, making her the sole person in the room not worried about receiving a pink slip.

In an extremely calm but imperious voice, Naomi stared down Tessa and said, “I wasn’t aware all corporate decisions passed through you.”

Tessa’s jaw dropped, then immediately slammed shut. She crossed her arms over her chest and silently speared Naomi with an evil eye.

Naomi picked up where she’d left off. “Hugo has partnered with Creativity Books.”

“I’ve heard of them,” I said. “They specialize in craft and hobby publications.”

“And culinary,” added Naomi.

A boulder thudded into my stomach. Creativity Books was located somewhere in the Midwest. Did Naomi expect us all to relocate?

She continued. “American Woman, along with several of the other magazines that fall into the craft, hobby, decorating, and culinary categories will be merging with them. As of next week, Trimedia is officially out of the magazine business.”

“Are we staying in the cornfield?” asked beauty editor Nicole Emmerling.

Naomi nodded. “Part of the negotiations included assuming the remainder of Trimedia’s lease on this building. Until the lease expires, which isn’t for several years, we’re stuck in the cornfield.”

But she didn’t mention where we’d relocate after the lease ended. Would we trade a New Jersey cornfield for a Nebraska cornfield?

“Does this mean we all still have jobs?” asked Cloris.

“The only change for now will be the new company name on your paychecks.”

Naomi really hadn’t answered Cloris’s question, and I didn’t care for the ominous sound of for now. I bit my tongue, though.

Naomi stood, indicating an end to the meeting, However, before she exited the conference room, she turned to Jeanie, Cloris, and me. “I’d like to see the three of you in my office.”






TWO


Shades of junior high school. “I feel like we’re about to receive detention,” I whispered as we followed behind Naomi and Kim.

“At least it beats a pink slip,” said Jeanie.

What if it didn’t? What if the new direction for American Woman involved replacing us with Creativity staff? Naomi’s for now comment had invaded my amygdala, releasing a torrent of stress hormones. I glanced down the hall toward our editorial director’s office. Only a few yards separated us from possible impending doom.

Once inside her office, instead of heading toward her desk, Naomi motioned to the small seating area to the left. “Have a seat, ladies.”

Cloris, Jeanie, and I shared the sofa. Naomi and Kim settled into the two matching chairs on the opposite side of a live edged walnut coffee table with hairpin legs.

Naomi smiled at us before speaking. Her eyes gave no indication that our next stop would be the unemployment line. I grabbed onto that tiny sliver of hope as she began speaking.

“As I mentioned earlier, we’re taking American Woman in a new direction. Our recent market research has indicated a shift in the focus of our core demographic. They want even more crafts, recipes, and decorating ideas, less fashion and beauty unless the fashion and beauty articles are aimed specifically at middle-aged women and seniors. Our readers aren’t interested in makeup and fashion tips geared toward Millennials and younger women.”

Not breaking news. None of us ever understood why Trimedia had hired Millennial fashion and beauty editors for a magazine that catered mostly to women who fell between perimenopause and Social Security. However, since everyone in the room held the same opinion, I held my tongue.

Such an editorial pivot wouldn’t phase Nicole. Our beauty editor lacked any diva genes. However, Tessa would have a cow.

A quick glance to my left told me Cloris was on the same wavelength. To my right, Jeanie released a lungful of relief. It didn’t appear a trip to the unemployment office loomed in our immediate futures.

I did see one problem, though. “Does less fashion and beauty mean more editorial pages for us each month?” More pages meant more work, which meant cramming more than forty hours into a work week. I hoped that translated into a heftier paycheck, but I sensed this, too, was not a subject to broach now.

“Not necessarily,” said Naomi. “Fashion and beauty will remain but concentrate entirely on the needs of more mature women. However, in addition to the magazine, the three of you will work on a new project. We’re partnering with Creativity Books to release a series of American Woman DIY books focused on crafts, recipes, and decorating.”

Once again, Cloris and I exchanged a quick look. We could both juggle a few more editorial pages a month, but where in the world would we find the time to write and edit books along with our magazine duties?

“I hope you’ve discovered a way to clone us,” I said, punctuating my words with a laugh to mask my apprehension.

“And if not,” added Jeanie, “have you found a way to add more hours to a day or more days to a month?”

Kim chuckled as she glanced at Naomi. “Unfortunately, neither option is in our skill sets.”

“However, we’ve come up with what we think is a fabulous marketing idea,” said Naomi. “American Woman has been around for decades. We have a huge archive dating back to the early nineteen-sixties. With the current interest in all things retro, we’ve planned a series of books featuring projects and recipes from each decade, beginning with the sixties. We’ll showcase the originals as they appeared back in the day along with updated versions.”

Cloris wrinkled her nose. “Like Jell-O in a can?”

“And macramé?” I added. Did anyone still do macramé?

“Exactly,” said Naomi.

“I don’t exactly see hordes of housewives willing to give up their hardwoods for shag carpeting,” said Jeanie. “Or switching out their stainless-steel appliances for avocado green.”

“This project will involve a lot of time,” I said. “Maybe you should rethink the cloning option.”

“You won’t work on your own,” said Naomi. “The Creativity Books staff will assist you. They’ll be moving into the space Trimedia is vacating. Plus,” she added, “the three of you will receive an advance and split the standard ten percent royalty on the sale of each book.”

For that, I could get on board. However, Naomi hadn’t mentioned the amount of the advances, and ten percent royalties split three ways wouldn’t come anywhere near the amount of money awaiting me if I sold my soul to Flix Entertainment.

Unless written by A-list celebrities, craft books rarely made bestseller lists. Even then, hitting one of the major lists wasn’t guaranteed, no matter how high-power the celebrity. Celebrity cookbooks did better because more people cook than craft, but I doubted that Cloris, Jeanie, and I would land on any national bestseller list.

Before Cloris, Jeanie, and I departed Naomi’s office, Kim handed us folders containing specifics regarding our new projects, including a timeline and all contact information for the Creativity Books staff who would be working with us.

“What do you think?” asked Cloris as we headed down the hall to our cubicles.

“In theory, it sounds exciting,” I said.

“I hear an unspoken but hanging in the air,” said Jeanie.

I waved the file in front of Cloris and her. “In reality? It still means extra work. Lots of extra work. And Naomi made no mention of a salary increase.”

“There is the advance and royalties on each book,” said Cloris.

“We all know royalties are tied to sales. If the first books don’t sell well, we won’t earn out our advances, and they’ll pull the plug on future editions.”

“There is one bright side to all this
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