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Marlys’s voice rose two octaves. Her face suffused with a color akin to her dress. “Denim and bandanas? Over my dead body! Where do you suggest we hold the fashion shoot? Dogpatch?”

She slapped her hand onto the table. “We are not featuring denim and bandanas. I won’t allow it.”

Naomi sat back in her chair and steepled her fingers under her chin. Somehow she managed to keep her voice calm and controlled as she spoke, but I’m sure the effort nearly killed her. “I happen to be the editor-in-chief of this magazine, Marlys. I make the decisions, not you.”

“We’ll see about that.” Marlys rose from her chair and stormed out of the conference room, slamming the door behind her.

As the rest of us squirmed nervously in our chairs, Naomi snapped at Hugo. “I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart, Dr. Frankenstein.”

Hugo grimaced. “I’ll see if I can talk some sense into her.”

“And if you can’t?”

He cleared his throat, straightened his skewed tie, and pushed away from the table. “I’ll think of something.”
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About Assault with a Deadly Glue Gun

 

An Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mystery

 

by Lois Winston

 

When Anastasia Pollack’s husband permanently cashes in his chips at a roulette table in Vegas, her comfortable middle-class life craps out. She’s left with two teenage sons, a mountain of debt, and her hateful, cane-wielding Communist mother-in-law. Not to mention stunned disbelief over her late husband’s secret gambling addiction, and the loan shark who’s demanding fifty thousand dollars.

 

Anastasia’s job as crafts editor at American Woman magazine proves no respite when she discovers a dead body glued to her desk chair. The victim, fashion editor Marlys Vandenburg, collected enemies and ex-lovers like Jimmy Choos on her ruthless climb to editor-in-chief. But when evidence surfaces of an illicit affair between Marlys and Anastasia’s husband, Anastasia becomes the prime suspect.


Acclaim for the Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mysteries
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“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
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“...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
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“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
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“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
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ONE

 

I hate whiners. Always have. So I was doing my damnedest not to become one, in spite of the lollapalooza of a quadruple whammy that had broadsided me last week. Not an easy task, given that one of those lollapalooza whammies had barged into my bedroom and was presently hammering her cane against my bathroom door.

“Damn it, Anastasia! Hot water doesn’t grow on trees, you know!”

Some people can’t start the day without a cigarette. Lucille Pollack, Monster-in-Law from the Stygian Swamp, can’t start hers without a sludge load of complaints. As much as I detest cigarettes, I’d much prefer a nicotine-puffing mother-in-law, as long as she came with an occasional kind word and a semi-pleasant disposition. Unfortunately, marriage is a package deal. Husbands come with family. And mine came with a doozie to end all doozies.

My mother-in-law is a card-carrying, circa 1930s communist. When she met me, it was hate at first sight. I bear the name of a dead Russian princess, thanks to my mother’s unsubstantiated Romanov link—a great-grandmother with the maiden name of Romanoff. With Mama, the connection is more like sixty, not six, degrees of separation, and the links are coated with a thick layer of rust. But that’s never stopped Mama from bragging about our royal ancestry, and it set the tone for my relationship—or lack of it—with my mother-in-law from Day One.

I suppose I didn’t help the situation by naming one of my sons Nicholas and the other Alexander, even if they were named after my grandfathers—Alexander Periwinkle and Nicholas Sudberry.

“My kingdom for a bedroom door lock,” I muttered. Not that I had much of a kingdom left. So it would have to be a really cheap lock.

“About time,” said Lucille as I exited the bathroom amidst a cloud of warm steam. “Some people have no consideration of others.” Raising one of her Sequoia-like arms, she waved her cane in my face. “Those boys of yours have been camped out in the other bathroom for half an hour doing what, I can’t imagine.”

Lucille always referred to Nick and Alex as those boys, refusing to use their given names. Like it might corrupt her political sensibilities or something.

“Three minutes,” she continued ranting. “That’s all it takes me to shower and all it should take any of you. I’m the only person in this house who gives one iota of concern for the earth’s depleting resources.”

She landed an elbow to my ribs to push me aside. Manifesto, her runt-of-the-litter French bulldog—or Mephisto, the Devil Dog, as the rest of the family had dubbed the Satan-incarnate canine—followed close on her heels. As he squeezed past me, he raised his wrinkled head and growled.

As soon as they’d both muscled their way into the bathroom, my mother-in-law slammed the door in my face and locked it. God only knows why she needs her dog in the bathroom with her. And if he does know, I hope he continues to spare the rest of us the knowledge.

My Grandma Periwinkle used to say that honeyed words conquered waspish dispositions. However, I doubted all the beehives in North America could produce enough honey to mollify the likes of Lucille. After eighteen years as her daughter-in-law, I still hadn’t succeeded in extracting a single pleasantry from her.

Of all the shocks I sustained over the past week, knowing I was now stuck with Lucille topped the list. Two months ago, she shattered her hip in a hit-and-run accident when an SUV mowed her down while she jaywalked across Queens Boulevard. Her apartment building burned to the ground while she was in the hospital.

Comrade Lucille put her political beliefs above everyone and everything, including common sense. Since she didn’t trust banks, her life savings, along with all her possessions, had gone up in flames. And of course, she didn’t have insurance.

Homeless and penniless, Lucille came to live with us. “It won’t be for long,” my husband Karl (Lucille had named him after Karl Marx) had assured me. “Only until she gets back on her feet.”

“Literally or figuratively?” I asked.

“Literally.” Karl liked his mother best when two rivers and an hour’s drive separated them. “I promise, we’ll find somewhere for her to live, even if we have to pay for it ourselves.”

Trusting person that I am—was—I believed him. We had a moderately sized nest egg set aside, and I would have been more than happy to tap into it to settle Lucille into a retirement community. Lucille had recovered from her injuries, although the chances of her now leaving any time soon were as nonexistent as the eggs in that same nest.

Unbeknownst to me—formerly known as Trusting Wife—Karl, who handled the family finances, had not only cracked open, fried, and devoured our nest egg, he’d maxed out our home equity line of credit, borrowed against his life insurance policy, cashed in his 401(k), and drained the kids’ college accounts.

I discovered this financial quagmire within twenty-four hours of learning that my husband, who was supposed to be at a sales meeting in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, had dropped dead on a roulette table at the Luxor Hotel in Las Vegas. The love of my life was a closet gambling addict. He left me and his sons totally broke, up the yin-yang in debt, and saddled with his mother.

If he weren’t already dead, I’d kill him.

Without a doubt, a jury of my peers would rule it justifiable homicide.

With Ralph, our African Grey parrot, keeping a voyeuristic eye on me from his perch atop the armoire, I dried myself off and began to dress for work.

They say the wife is always the last to know. For the past week I’d wracked my brain for signs I might have missed, niggling doubts I may have brushed aside. Even in retrospect, I had no clue of impending cataclysm. Karl was that good. Or maybe I had played my role of Trusting Wife too well. Either way, the result was the same.

Karl and I hadn’t had the best of marriages, but we hadn’t had the worst, either. We might not have had the can’t-wait-to-jump-your-bones hots for each other after so many years, but how many couples did? That sort of love only exists in chick flicks and romance novels. Along with the myth of multiple orgasms. Or so I’d convinced myself years ago.

Besides, after working all day, plus taking care of the kids, the shopping, the carpooling, the cooking and the cleaning, who had the energy to put into even one orgasm most nights? Even for a drop-dead-gorgeous-although-balding-and-slightly-overweight-yet-still-a-hunk husband? Faking it was a lot quicker and easier. And gave me a few extra precious minutes of snooze time.

Still, I thought we’d had a pretty good marriage compared to most other couples we knew, a marriage built on trust and communication. In reality what we had was more like blind trust on my part and a whopping lack of communication on his. Most of all, though, I thought my husband loved me. Apparently he loved Roxie Roulette more.

Could I have been more clueless if I’d tried?

The theme from Rocky sang out from inside the armoire. Dead is dead only for the deceased. The widow, I’m learning, becomes a multitasking juggler of a thousand and one details. Our phone hadn’t stopped ringing since the call from the hotel in Las Vegas.

But this wasn’t the home phone. I opened the armoire and reached for the box of Karl’s personal items the funeral director had given me. No one had bothered to turn off his phone. The display read Private Call. “Hello?”

“Put Karl on.”

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t play games with me, Sweet Cheeks. Hand the phone to that slippery weasel. Now.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

“Make it possible. You tell him Ricardo’s run out of patience, and he’s run out of time.”

As an auto parts salesman for a national wholesaler, Karl dealt with his share of lowlife Neanderthals, but Ricardo sounded lower than most of the run-of-the mill Neanderthals in the auto industry.

I wasn’t in the mood for any macho-posturing Soprano wannabe. “If this concerns an order you placed, you’ll have to get in touch with the main office in Secaucus. Karl passed away last week.”

Silence greeted my statement. At first I thought Ricardo had hung up. When he finally spoke, I wished he had. “No kidding?”

“Your sense of humor might be that warped, but I can assure you, mine isn’t.”

“This his missus?” He sounded suspicious.

“Yes.”

“Look, I’m sorry about your loss,” he said, although his tone suggested otherwise, “but I got my own problems. That schmuck was into me for fifty G’s. We had a deal, and dead or not, he’s gotta pay up. Capisce?”

Hardly. But I now sensed that Ricardo was no body shop owner. “Who are you?”

“Let’s just say I’m a former business associate of the deceased. One you just inherited, Sweet Cheeks. Along with his debt.”

I glanced at the bathroom door. Thankfully, Lucille’s three-minute shower was running overtime. I lowered my voice. “I don’t know anything about a debt, and I certainly don’t have fifty thousand dollars.”

Although both statements were true, after what I had recently learned about my husband’s secret life, he probably did owe Ricardo fifty thousand dollars, the same fifty thousand dollars the casino manager in Las Vegas said Karl gambled away shortly before cashing in his chips—literally—at that roulette table.

But what really freaked me out as I stood half-naked in nothing more than my black panties and matching bra, was the thought that there could be other Ricardos waiting to pounce. Lots of other Ricardos. Behind my husband’s upstanding, church-going, family-oriented façade, he had apparently hidden a crapload of secrets. What next?

Ricardo wasn’t buying into my ignorance. “I happen to know otherwise, Sweet Cheeks, so don’t try to con me. I’ll be over in an hour to collect.”

There are five stages of grief. I’d gone through the first stage, denial, so fast, I hardly remembered being there. For most of the past week, I’d silently seethed over Karl’s duplicity. With each new deceit I’d uncovered, my anger grew exponentially. I knew Stage Two, anger, would be sticking around for a long time to come, sucking dry all the love I once had for my husband.

Ricardo became that proverbial last straw on my overburdened camel’s back. “You’ll do no such thing,” I screamed into the phone. “I don’t know who you are or what kind of sick game you’re playing, but if you bother me again, I’m calling the police. Capisce?”

Ricardo’s voice lowered to a menacing timbre. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Sweet Cheeks.” The phone went dead. Along with every nerve in my body.

And I thought I had problems before?

“If you have tears, prepare to shed them now,” squawked Ralph. “Julius Caesar. Act Three, Scene Two.”

No Polly wants a cracker for this bird. Ralph spouts Shakespeare and only Shakespeare, thanks to several decades of listening to Great-aunt Penelope Periwinkle’s classroom lectures. When Aunt Penelope died two years ago, I inherited the parrot with the uncanny knack for squawking circumstance-appropriate quotes.

Could have been worse. At least Aunt Penelope wasn’t a closet rap queen with a bird who squawked about pimpin’ the hos in the ‘hood. I’m also grateful Ralph is housebroken, considering his ability to pick the lock on his cage.

“I’ve already cried enough to replenish New Jersey’s drought-lowered reservoirs, Ralph. So unless you know of some way to transform tears into twenties, I’ve got to move on and figure a way out of this mess.”

He ignored me. Ralph speaks only when he wants to, and right now his attention had turned to grooming himself. Like I said, I hate whiners, but jeez! How much simpler life would be if my only concern was molting feathers.


 

 

 

 

TWO

 

Lucille didn’t yet know about the financial ramifications of Karl’s death. Coward that I am, I spent much of the last week putting off what promised to be one of the more pleasant tasks—and I mean that with all the sarcasm I can muster at six-thirty in the morning—of my widowhood. Whether this Ricardo creep turned out to be a crank or the real thing, the time had come to impart the gory details of how Lucille Pollack’s darling son Karl had drained our savings and plunged us into a crapload of debt.

I confronted her as soon as she came out of the bathroom. She accepted my penniless state about as well as Mephisto the Devil Dog takes to cats.

“I don’t believe it!” She sat down on my bed and clutched Mephisto tight enough for the dog to whimper and squirm. “Karl would never get involved in gambling. I know my son.”

“Right.” Good old Saint Karl. “Believe what you want,” I told her, “but here’s the deal: Either you start paying for room and board, or you can find somewhere else to live because thanks to that son you know so well, I can’t afford to support you.”

“So you wash your hands of me and toss me out on the street? How typical!”

“I never said that.”

I took a deep breath and told myself to count to ten thousand. How could she believe I was that cruel? “You have several options.”

Besides her Social Security, Lucille received a meager pension from her years as an editor at The Worker’s Herald, the weekly newspaper of the American Communist Party. The pension had covered her now-a-pile-of-burned-rubble, rent-controlled Queens apartment. Social Security paid for her other living expenses.

Rent-controlled apartments were a dying breed in New York and nonexistent in New Jersey. Between the two monthly checks, Lucille might be able to afford another apartment, but she’d have little left to live on. For all their Workers Unite and Power to the People propaganda, The Worker’s Herald offered crap in the way of benefits to its retirees.

“There’s always senior-citizen housing,” I suggested. I didn’t tell her that I doubted many would welcome Mephisto the Devil Dog, even those that did allow pets. Aside from Lucille, Mephisto had never met a human he didn’t immediately grace with a menacing growl.

“I will not live with prattling idiots who sit around all day watching soap operas, playing Canasta, and complaining about their aches and pains. If my son were alive—”

“But he’s not, and I’m in this mess because of him, no matter what you want to believe. I know there’s never been any love lost between us, but I’m not the villain here. Karl left me with a mountain of debt and without two nickels to rub together. So either you contribute or you leave. It’s as simple as that.”

Neither option appealed to her. Karl had promised to subsidize a new apartment once her doctors gave the okay for her to live on her own again. Even though I’d hoped she’d opt to leave, no matter how much she despised me, she had it better here than she’d have it on her own, and she knew that.

“How much?” she finally asked.

I named what I thought was a reasonable monthly figure to cover her expenses.

“Outrageous!” she bellowed. “You’re no better than a slum lord!”

“The lady doth protest too much, methinks,” squawked Ralph. “Hamlet. Act Three, Scene Two.” Both Mephisto and Lucille growled at him. Ralph squawked back a mimicking growl.

My domestic skills would never win me the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval, but my home didn’t exactly qualify as a slum. I pulled the phone book off the bottom shelf of my nightstand and tossed it on the bed. “Fine. You’d better start calling rental agents.”

With a harrumph, she pushed the directory aside, lowered Mephisto to the floor, and stood. “For that kind of money, I want more room. I’ll move into the apartment above the garage. I need my privacy.”

She needed her privacy? This coming from the woman who’d stuck her nose into every millimeter of our lives every nanosecond of the day since she moved in? “Even if you could manage the stairs, which I don’t think you can, I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

“You don’t need all that space. You can move your things into the basement.”

“I plan to,” I said. “I’m renting out the apartment. You’ll have to stay where you are.”

“Absolutely not. It’s too small.”

“For what? You lost everything you owned when your apartment burnt to the ground.”

She offered no rebuttal. Her entire argument had been an exercise in pushing my buttons. Argument for the sake of argument. Standard Lucille discourse.

“By the way,” I said to her departing back, “that amount includes cut-rate kibble for Mephisto. If the rest of us have to live on mac and cheese to get by, he’s going to have to make do without his gourmet canned cuisine.”

She stopped, pounded her cane on the carpet, and glowered at me over her shoulder. “His name is Manifesto, and he has a delicate constitution.”

So delicate that he’d scarfed down an entire doorstop-heavy fruitcake several weeks ago when no one was looking. At least Mephisto’s thievery had spared the rest of us from dealing with the annual Christmas gift from Hell.

“We all have to make sacrifices,” I told her.

“Don’t you lecture me about making sacrifices, missy. I lived through The Great Depression. A depression brought about by greedy capitalists, I might add. I know all about making sacrifices. Unlike some people.”

Then she launched into one of her very own communist manifestos, which set an orchestra of percussion instruments pounding between my temples.

Over the years I’ve tried my damnedest to foster a congenial relationship between my mother-in-law and me. Lucille had pulverized all my attempts under her size-ten orthopedic heels. At least I knew I wasn’t the sole beneficiary of her wrath. The Daughters of the October Revolution, all of whom have similar curmudgeon personalities, are the only people I ever recall warming to my mother-in-law—probably because they’re all as curmudgeonly as she is.

“I’m late for work,” I said, interrupting her dissertation of all that’s wrong with the world. This time I closed the door in her face.

~*~

I tried not to think about Ricardo’s phone call as I made my way to work. Maybe it was a crank call. One of Karl’s lowlife Neanderthal clients with a warped sense of humor. And maybe pigs really can fly, Anastasia.

Sitting astride a winged Miss Piggy would have been a preferable mode of transportation at the moment. Making the daily rush hour trek to and from work had been somewhat tolerable while I still owned my Camry. My new state of pauperdom had forced me to sell the comfortable silver car with its multitude of amenities back to the dealer. In its place I’d purchased a used, stripped-down, bottom-of-the-line, eight-year-old mud-brown Hyundai.

The balance of the money from the car sale had paid for shipping Karl’s body back from Nevada and the cremation expenses. Cremation is cheaper than burial, and after what my husband had done to me and his kids, we didn’t need the expense of a cemetery plot. Anyone who wanted to visit Karl in the future, could talk to the urn on the bookcase shelf.

I’m not a large woman, barely five-two. And as I’ve mentioned previously, I don’t like to whine. Although, I suppose that’s hard to tell lately. Anyway, years ago I learned to accept the God-dealt genes that landed me Mama’s stubby legs, Grandma Sudberry’s below-the-navel spread, and Grandma Periwinkle’s training bra-sized boobs, making me a height-challenged, cellulite-dimpled, flat-chested brunette Bartlett pear.

And although I refuse to take responsibility for the additional ten pounds I haven’t been able to shed since the birth of my last child—thanks in part to both my Carbo Junkie Gene and my Chocoholic Gene—I still managed to squeeze into a size eight. On good days. Still, in the sub-sub compact Hyundai, I felt like The Incredible Hulk shoehorned behind the steering wheel.

After an hour of creeping along Routes 24 and 287 at a pace slower than the average snail, I pulled into the parking lot of Trimedia’s new headquarters, situated in the middle of a former cornfield in Morris County. Builders planned an entire business complex for the area, but at present our only neighbor was the new parking lot and commuter rail stop built across the road to accommodate the expected influx of corporations fleeing New York.

Prior to September 11th, we were located in lower Manhattan, an easy commute for me via public transportation. Our building had sustained minimal damage from the terrorist attack, and after a short stint in temporary offices, we’d returned to our headquarters. However, a few months ago our new owners were lured across the Hudson by cheaper real estate and huge tax incentives.

Few staff members at American Woman were happy about the move, but then again, even fewer were happy about any of the changes Trimedia had instituted since gobbling up the family-owned Reynolds-Alsopp Publishing Company—least of all our former owner, Hugo Reynolds-Alsopp.

Hugo remained publisher in title only. The real power now rested in the hands of the Trimedia Board of Directors, a parsimonious group of bean counters who sacrificed editorial content for the almighty bottom line.

I worked in a cat-claw-cat environment, but unlike most of my coworkers at American Woman, I was content in my position as crafts editor. I had no desire to scheme and plot my way up the monthly magazine’s editorial ladder to the Holy Trinity, better known as Decorating, Beauty, and Fashion.
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