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The last reindeer was crossing the path as I returned, Santa’s sleigh following closely behind. As the giant red sleigh pulled in front of me, I realized why the reindeer were struggling to pull their load. Santa had company. Dead company.


 

Handmade Ho-Ho Homicide

 

An Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mystery

 

By Lois Winston

 


Copyright

 

Handmade Ho-Ho Homicide copyright 2019 by Lois Winston. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

 

No content contained within this work was generated using artificial intelligence (AI). The content contained within this work may not be regenerated, repurposed, or processed using AI in any capacity, as this work is not part of the public domain.

 

To avoid doubt, this work may not be used in any manner to train AI technologies to generate text, including, without limitation, technologies capable of generating works in the same style or genre as the work.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, locations, or events is coincidental or fictionalized.

 

 

Cover design by L. Winston

 

 


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


 

 

 

 

About Handmade Ho-Ho Homicide

An Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mystery

 

By Lois Winston

 

Two and a half weeks ago magazine crafts editor Anastasia Pollack arrived home to find Ira Pollack, her half-brother-in-law, had blinged out her home with enough Christmas lights to rival Rockefeller Center. Now he’s crammed her small yard with enormous cavorting inflatable characters. She and photojournalist boyfriend and possible spy Zack Barnes pack up the unwanted lawn decorations to return to Ira. They arrive to find his yard the scene of an over-the-top Christmas extravaganza. His neighbors are not happy with the animatronics, laser light show, and blaring music creating traffic jams on their normally quiet street. One of them expresses his displeasure with his fists before running off.

 

In the excitement, the deflated lawn ornaments are never returned to Ira. The next morning Anastasia once again heads to his house before work to drop them off. When she arrives, she discovers Ira’s attacker dead in Santa’s sleigh. Ira becomes the prime suspect in the man’s murder and begs Anastasia to help clear his name. But Anastasia has promised her sons she’ll keep her nose out of police business. What’s a reluctant amateur sleuth to do?
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Dedication

 

In loving memory of my oldest and dearest friend Janice Kerr Boot, a woman who epitomized the true meaning of friendship.
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ONE

 

 

Ira, the unwelcome elf, had struck again. At least, I assumed Ira was the culprit. Who else would fill my postage-stamp front lawn with more than a dozen enormous inflatable cartoon characters? I sat in my car and stared out the window in disbelief. The entire Peanuts gang, half a dozen yellow Minions, and a smirking neon green Grinch, all decked out in Christmas finery, swayed and bounced to a recording of “Santa Claus is Coming to Town.” The music was so loud I heard it through my Jetta’s closed windows—with the engine running and the radio currently giving the four-day weather forecast.

Two-and-a-half weeks ago I’d arrived home from one of the worst days of my life (no hyperbole, given someone had tried to kill me and nearly succeeded) to find my house ablaze with enough Christmas lights to be seen by the astronauts on the International Space Station. Now this.

Enough was more than enough. I’d asked. I’d pleaded. I’d demanded. Nothing got through to Ira Pollack, the half-brother-in-law who’d shown up at my front door last summer and who continued to try to weasel his way into my life with unwelcome gifts.

But Ira can’t take a hint, even when you club him over the head with it, and although I’ve repeatedly asked him to stop, I can’t bring myself to go full rhymes-with-witch on him. Being too nice is one of my many failings.

Besides, Ira means well. And I have to admit, albeit grudgingly, I am indebted to the man. Case in point, my used Jetta, which he insisted on selling me at cost when I was forced to put my Hyundai rust bucket out to pasture. Given my precarious financial state, I don’t know what I would have done if not for Ira’s generosity. However, he’s but one more complication I don’t need in my already overly complicated life.

My name is Anastasia Pollack. Look me up in Webster’s, and you’ll find I’m defined as the epitome of the clueless wife.

Speaking of my Jetta, the vehicle’s interior filled with light as another car pulled behind me. I killed the engine and stepped out into the frigid December night, my boots crunching on the driveway’s packed snow, to find Zack exiting his Boxster.

Zachary Barnes is the one good thing that has happened in my life since my husband dropped dead in Las Vegas last winter—after raiding our joint piggy bank and racking up a Mt. Everest of debt.

In one of my first cost-cutting measures, I rented out the apartment above my garage, formerly my home office/studio, to Zack. He’s since become considerably more than a tenant.

“Ira?” he asked, simultaneously hooking his backpack over one shoulder and cocking his head toward the lawn circus.

I shrugged. “Who else?”

Zack crunched his way over to me, and we headed toward the back door. “Seems odd he’d wait so long. I wonder why he didn’t include these when he surprised you with the light display.”

“Don’t know, don’t care. I’m pulling the plug as soon as I figure out where it is.” Which would probably entail scrambling through the snow-covered shrubbery to find the power source. I’d deactivated more than half the lights first chance I got. I didn’t care if they were the eco-friendly LED variety. They’d still run up my electric bill.

“Here.” Zack handed me his backpack and retraced his steps to the front of the house. He crunched his way across the snowy lawn and headed for the rear of Snoopy’s doghouse. Bending down, he found the spot where the power cord connected to the doghouse. With a quick yank he dislodged the snow camouflaging the cord as it snaked toward the house. He then followed the cord to where it plugged into an indoor/outdoor power strip nestled under an azalea bush. A second power strip sat beside it. Zack flipped the switches on both. The music died, and the characters slowly melted into the snow.

“Thank you, Dorothy!” I said as he retraced his footsteps.

He chuckled. “I suppose that makes you one of the flying monkeys?”

“This flying monkey is freezing her tootsies off. Let’s get into the house.”

We stripped out of our coats and boots in the mudroom and stepped into the kitchen where I inhaled the inviting aroma of roasting chicken with onions and carrots. At least one of my sons had arrived home ahead of us and remembered the text I’d sent to take dinner out of the refrigerator and place it in the oven at five-thirty.

We found both boys doing homework in the bedroom they now shared, thanks to their father permanently sticking us with his semi-invalid mother, an octogenarian communist who’d never had a kind word for me. Karl Pollack was the gift that kept on giving, though certainly not in a good way.

“Where’s your grandmother?” I asked Nick and Alex, noticing her dog camped on Nick’s bed. Ralph, the Shakespeare-quoting African Grey I’d inherited from my great-aunt Penelope Periwinkle, kept watch from atop a bookcase under the windows, but as soon as he spied Zack, he flapped his wings and made a beeline—or should I say parrot line?—for him, landing on his shoulder and nuzzling his beak against Zack’s five o’clock shadow. Zack reached into his shirt pocket and offered the bird a sunflower seed.

“Haven’t seen her,” said Alex.

“Would I had never seen her,” squawked Ralph after devouring his treat. “Anthony and Cleopatra. Act One, Scene Two.”

Ditto, Ralph. The parrot had an uncanny knack for spouting the Bard’s most appropriate quotes for any given situation.

“She wasn’t here when we got home,” said Nick.

“Did either of you walk Devil Dog?” Devil Dog, aka Mephisto, was my mother-in-law’s French bulldog, although she’d named him Manifesto after the communist treatise. However, when he first invaded our home, he acted more like a hell-raising devil. So I dubbed him Mephisto. The boys simply called him Devil Dog.

Lately Lucille has abdicated all responsibility for her pet and spends most of her time with her fellow Daughters of the October Revolution. I suspect she’s punishing the dog because he now prefers our company to hers. So be it. Although his nicknames have stuck—mostly because we all refuse to call him Manifesto—he’s mellowed in his old age, which is more than I can say for his owner. I’ll take Devil Dog over Lucille Pollack any day.

“I took him out about an hour ago,” said Nick. “Those blow-up cartoon characters in the yard scared the crap out of him.”

“They didn’t do much for me, either. Do you know how they got here?”

“Uncle Ira?” asked Alex.

“That’s my guess.”

“They were up when we got home,” said Nick.

“They’re down now, and they’re staying down,” I said. “After dinner I’m returning them to him.”

~*~

Lucille hobbled into the house within minutes of dinner coming out of the oven. Worse yet, Harriet Kleinhample, her mini-me minion, followed close behind her.

So much for a peaceful dinner. Of all Lucille’s cohorts, Harriet, who bears an uncanny resemblance to the actress who played Maude’s mother in Golden Girls, was her staunchest ally. As such, she was second only to my mother-in-law in her contempt for me.

Harriet was also the primary mode of transportation for the Daughters of the October Revolution, all the others having given up driving—either voluntarily or involuntarily—before I met them. Since Harriet had recently been involved in a hit-and-run, she should no longer have a valid driver’s license. She probably didn’t, but that wouldn’t stop her from getting behind the wheel of her ancient, battered VW minibus.

Nick had already set the kitchen table. As he scooped up the plates and utensils to move everything to the dining room table, Lucille poked her head into the kitchen. “Harriet is joining us for dinner,” she announced.

“Of course, she is,” Nick muttered behind her departing back as I quietly indicated he should leave the plates on the stove.

Luckily, Lucille hadn’t heard her grandson. She was already off on a rant about the tacky deflated Christmas decorations littering my front lawn.

“We didn’t put them up,” I heard Alex tell her. “Besides, they’re not staying.”

“So, this is the work of that imposter?” she asked. “The lights weren’t enough of an abomination? He has to turn us into a sideshow exhibit?”

“If you mean Uncle Ira, probably. We don’t know for sure.”

“That man is no more your uncle than I am,” she said. All evidence to the contrary—including the fact that Ira looked the spitting image of Karl in his younger, thinner, less bald days—Lucille refused to believe that her beloved Isidore had walked out on her and subsequently married and fathered a second son.

According to my mother-in-law, J. Edgar Hoover had abducted and murdered Karl’s father. She even once claimed the FBI had buried his body under the goalposts at Giants Stadium. Isidore may have been a union activist once upon a time, but he was no Jimmy Hoffa. Besides, no bodies were ever discovered buried under the goalposts or anywhere else in the stadium—not Karl’s father and not Jimmy Hoffa.

Lucille and Harriet settled themselves at the dining room table and waited. “What if you don’t serve them?” asked Nick.

Lately I’ve noticed both boys becoming more intolerant of their grandmother. Not that I blame them. We’d all enjoyed a recent, if short-lived, reprieve when Lucille and her scofflaw cohorts went on the lam and headed for Cuba. Unfortunately, they never made it.

Lucille was never supposed to become a permanent resident of Casa Pollack. Of course, when she temporarily moved in with us, I still thought my husband was a fine, upstanding human being. Live and learn.

I turned to my son. “Really, Nick? I need to instigate World War III over roast chicken?”

“Sorry, Mom. I—”

Before he could finish his thought, Lucille bellowed, “We have no plates, Anastasia!”

“Should I bring out the plates?” asked Alex.

“Not yet,” I said.

The last time I’d served family style, Lucille and Harriet had helped themselves to half the food before the rest of us had taken our seats around the table. For a woman who stood several inches shy of five feet tall, Harriet Kleinhample could eat us all under the table and come back for seconds. And thirds. Only Lucille packed away more food at each meal than her diminutive disciple. Tonight, I’d turn the tables on them.

As soon as Zack had finished carving the chicken, I placed a slice of breast meat and a normal serving of carrots and roasted potatoes on two plates. Handing one to each boy, I said, “For your grandmother and Harriet. Then come back to help yourselves.”

Nick glanced down at the plate in his hands. “They are going to be so pi—angry,” he said, before carrying the plate into the dining room.

True, but everyone would have a fair share of dinner this evening.

From the dining room I heard Lucille ask Alex, “What’s this?”

“Dinner,” he said.

“We’re not children,” said Harriet. “We can serve ourselves!”

“Not tonight,” said Nick.

I heard an undercurrent of grumbling from Lucille and Harriet but couldn’t make out what they said.

Nick and Alex returned to the kitchen without engaging further with the curmudgeonly commies. “How much should we take?” asked Alex, picking up a plate and serving spoon.

“As much as you’d like,” I said. “Just leave enough for Zack and me.” After serving themselves, the boys headed into the dining room.

Zack and I filled our plates with the remaining food and carried them into the dining room. If looks could kill, those octogenarian vultures would be picking at our bones.

Lucille and Harriet maintained a torrent of complaints throughout the meal. The four of us refused to respond until Zack pounded his fist on the table. “Enough! One more complaint, and I take your plates away.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” cried Lucille.

“Try me.” He stood and reached across the table for Lucille and Harriet’s plates. Both women grabbed hold of their dishes and held on as if they were in the siege of Leningrad instead of my dining room. Zack returned to his chair. “That was your final warning.”

Sullen silence commenced, broken only by the sounds of silverware clattering on dishes. I turned to my sons and initiated normal dinnertime conversation. “How was school today?”

Nick grinned. “Pretty cool, Mom. We learned all about the collapse of the Soviet Union in history class.”

I nearly choked on a carrot. Was he deliberately trying to get a rise out of his grandmother and Harriet? I glanced over at the two women. Both had turned a deep shade of purple. At any moment I expected to see steam shooting from their ears.

“What did you learn?” asked Alex.

Had they rehearsed this act of defiance? If so, it worked. Lucille and Harriet shoveled the last bits of food on their plates into their mouths and stormed out of the dining room. A moment later the sounds of some inane reality TV show blared through the house.

“How much longer do we have to put up with her?” asked Nick.

“’Til death we do part,” I said, silently adding thanks to your father.

“Can’t that be arranged?”

“Nick!”

“Chill, Mom. I’m just kidding.” He grinned sheepishly before adding, “Although we do know a guy who knows a guy, right?”

More than one, actually, including Karl’s former bookie and my mother’s ex-husband. Both now reside in federal prisons on murder convictions.

“This is New Jersey,” said Zack. “Everyone knows a guy who knows a guy.”

Including my sons’ father who’d arranged a hit on his mother a year and a half ago, only to have her survive. But Alex and Nick didn’t know half of what I’d learned about their father after his death, and if I had my way, I’d take those secrets to my grave.

As for Lucille, she’d never believe me anyway. She refused to accept what little I’d told her about Karl gambling away our life savings and sticking me with debt equal to the GNP of Uzbekistan. In her eyes, Karl was the communist equivalent of a saint—if there is such a thing.

~*~

After dinner the boys, Zack and I bundled up in our winter gear to wrestle the Grinch and his now-deflated fellow inflatables into the trunk and backseat of my car. They barely fit. Leaving Alex and Nick at home, Zack and I headed across town to Ira’s new McMansion.

Ira had surprised us a few weeks ago with the unwelcome news that he’d bought a home in Westfield. I didn’t care all that much for Ira when he lived on the other side of the state. I’d prefer he lived on the other side of the country. Having him not only on the other side of town, but on the same street as Alex’s girlfriend Sophie Lambert and her father Shane thrilled me no end. At least the two houses were about a mile apart.

Ira had closed on his five thousand square feet of new construction last Friday and moved in over the weekend. He’d driven me past the house before he took possession. When he’d called on Sunday to invite us over for brunch and a tour, I’d begged off with the standard sorry-but-we-have-plans excuse, even if the only item on my schedule for the day was to avoid Ira and his brood.

We hit traffic shortly before passing the Lambert house. Vehicles crept along as though we were stuck on the Garden State Parkway in the middle of rush hour instead of the normally quiet residential area. Parked cars lined the curb on both sides of the street for as far as we could see. “What gives?”

Zack shrugged. “Beats me. An accident? I see flashing lights up ahead.”

“Must be a bad one. I’m not willing to spend an hour in traffic to return the Grinch and his pals to their rightful owner.”

“Agreed. I’ll turn at the next intersection.”

However, before we inched our way to the cross street, we saw Shane and Sophie standing on the sidewalk in front of their house. Zack tapped the horn and pulled into their driveway.

“Come to see the show?” asked Shane when Zack killed the engine and we stepped from the car.

“Show?” I asked.

“Can’t you hear the music?” asked Sophie.

Now that she mentioned it, I did hear what sounded like a brass band playing Christmas carols. “Is something going on at the elementary school tonight?”

“Not the school,” said Shane.

“You don’t know?” asked Sophie.

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Know what?”

“You have to see it to believe it,” said Shane. “Up for a crisp moonlit walk?”

“Is it worth it?” I asked.

“Trust me,” said Shane. “You’re going to want to see this.”

I turned to Zack. “I’m game if you are.”

He nodded to Shane. “Lead on, Macduff.”

Sophie giggled. “You sound like Ralph.”

“They’ve developed a symbiotic relationship,” I said. “If Zack and I ever split up, he’ll probably sue me for custody.”

“I guess you’d better not split up, then,” said Sophie. “I’d miss Ralph.” When I raised my eyebrows, she added, “And Zack, too, of course.”

“Of course.”

As we walked up the street, the lights grew brighter, and the music grew louder. Multi-colored lasers arced across the sky.

Several families passed us, heading in the opposite direction. The adults shook their heads and muttered comments like, “unbelievably tacky” and “This is Westfield, not Staten Island.” But the children had huge grins on their faces.

OEBPS/images/cover.png
n inastasna Pollack Crafting Mystery

ile(S

LO|§‘ Wi ns’ron'





