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In the distance, the sound of sirens grew louder. Any moment a convoy of police vehicles would round the corner. The press would soon follow. They’d camp out on my front lawn, demanding to know my connection to this latest murder. Because they’d long ago decided that Westfield’s own Miss Marple/Jessica Fletcher/Nancy Drew was always somehow connected to every murder, not only on our street or within our town or county but throughout the entire tri-state region. Or so it seemed.

Worst of all, the moment the press connected me to the murder, I’d receive a blistering call from my mother, berating me for sticking my nose where it didn’t belong and risking life and limb.

Not this time, though. I’d never even spoken to the man. He and his wife had only moved in three days ago. I hadn’t discovered the body. I hadn’t called the police. And yet, somehow, I knew I’d get sucked in. Because I always do. It was only a matter of time.
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About Seams Like the Perfect Crime

An Anastasia Pollack Crafting Mystery

 

By Lois Winston

 

When staffing shortages continue to hamper the Union County homicide squad, Detective Sam Spader once again turns to his secret weapon, reluctant amateur sleuth Anastasia Pollack. How can she and husband Zack Barnes refuse when the victim is their new neighbor?

 

Revolutionary War reenactor Barry Sumner had the odd habit of spending hours mowing a small patch of packed dirt and weeds until his mower ran out of gas. He’d then guzzle beer on his front porch until he passed out. That’s where Anastasia’s son Nick discovers his body three days after the victim and his family moved into the newly built mini-McMansion across the street.

 

After a melee breaks out at the viewing, Spader zeroes in on the widow as his prime suspect. However, Anastasia has her doubts. There are other possible suspects, including a woman who’d had an affair with the victim, his ex-wife, the man overseeing the widow’s trust fund, a drug dealer, and the reenactors who were blackmailing the widow and victim. 

 

When another reenactor is murdered, Spader suspects they’re dealing with a serial killer, but Anastasia wonders if the killer is attempting to misdirect the investigation. As she narrows down the suspects, will she jeopardize her own life to learn the truth?

 


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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In memory of Camille Minichino, brilliant scientist, amazing mystery author, and wonderful friend. I will always cherish the time we spent together in New York and California.
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ONE

 

Mama birds boot their little tweeters out of the nest as soon as they learn to fly, hanging around only long enough to make sure the wee ones learn to fend for themselves. However, as I stood on the sidewalk, watching my oldest son walk off into the next chapter of his life, my eyes filled with tears. A sense of abandonment washed over me, as if the cosmos had flipped the script, and I was the one forced from the protective nest.

I choked back a hiccupping shudder. Zack looped an arm over my shoulders and drew me into a side hug. He planted a kiss on my temple and said, “He’ll be fine.”

The rational side of my brain agreed, not that it seemed to matter. Besides, I wasn’t the only person currently battling emotional upheaval.

“What about him?” I whispered, nodding toward the third adult making up our parental threesome. Shane Lambert appeared even more distraught than I was. I had Zack, who had bonded with Alex and Nick, becoming their de facto dad from nearly the moment the three had met.

As a single parent, Shane had no one besides his daughter Sophie, no significant other to offer a hug and remind him that his child was now an adult and that he’d done an excellent job of raising her. That she’d be okay. More than okay. Thanks to him.

Of course, Zack had given the same speech to me countless times during the last few weeks. At times like this, though, even the most rational parent can become an irrational basket case.

Zack followed my gaze. “You’ll both be fine,” he said, his free hand patting Shane on the back. “And so will Alex and Sophie.”

With my son Alex and his girlfriend Sophie Lambert attending the same college, we had rented a super-sized SUV to transport the bolting offspring and their multitude of boxes to Cambridge, Massachusetts. The kids were now moved into their rooms, but whether unable or unwilling to let go of that last apron string, Shane and I had made one excuse after another to delay our departure as long as possible.

Zack had humored us, but the kids, antsy to get on with their new adventure, had finally given us one last hug before they headed to the dorm with not so much as a backward glance. Like it or not, the time had come to make the return trip to New Jersey. Reluctantly, I hoisted myself into the SUV.

“I suppose this officially makes me an empty nester,” said Shane from the back seat as Zack pulled away from the curb.

Zack chuckled. “Feel free to borrow Lucille any time the house gets too quiet.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass. That woman scares me.” He reached across the seat and gave my shoulder a pat. “Your wife has the patience of a saint.”

“I think I’m more like a glutton for punishment,” I muttered.

My name is Anastasia Pollack, and Lucille Pollack is the gift that keeps on giving—in the worst possible ways. When Karl Marx Pollack, my first husband, dropped dead in a Las Vegas casino nearly two years ago, he’d bequeathed me his communist mother as a permanent houseguest, debt greater than the GNP of Uzbekistan, and a bookie demanding fifty-thousand dollars. The jury is still out on which of the three was the most horrific shock.

Through moonlighting, side gigs, and more than a little serendipity (albeit, often involving corpses and killers), the bookie is now a permanent resident of a government facility, and my Uzbekistan-sized debt is now closer to the GNP of Djibouti.

However, I am still stuck with Lucille, ‘til death do us part. My only hope being that she predeceases me. Hopefully, from natural causes, but with Lucille, that isn’t necessarily a given. The woman excels at rubbing people the wrong way, and I feared someday someone might rub her out. Especially since we live in New Jersey, a state known for a certain element of the population adept at rubbing out those they deem in need of permanent elimination.

Zack glanced at me before responding to Shane. “My wife has a heart of gold, but if the roles were reversed, I’ve no doubt Lucille would have kicked Anastasia and the boys to the curb the moment Karl died.”

I couldn’t disagree with his assessment. Lucille had loathed me from the moment Karl introduced us, but that doesn’t keep her from continuing to take advantage of nearly free room and board at my expense.

Zack did his best to cheer us up throughout the trip home and a short dinner stop in Connecticut, but for most of the journey, we drove in silence to an accompaniment of a classical jazz playlist. I spent much of the drive with Shane’s empty nest comment rattling around in my brain. In two short years, Nick would also take flight. This mama bird was suddenly having a tough time confronting the circle of life.

~*~

After dropping Shane at his house, Zack cut through downtown Westfield toward home. As we turned onto our street, I groaned at the sight of a police car, its lights flashing, parked in front of our house.

I wasn’t worried about Nick. He’d texted earlier to say he was going to the movies with friends and would be home by ten o’clock. It wasn’t quite eight-thirty. I knew he’d still be sitting in a darkened theater watching the latest edition to the Marvel Universe.

After Karl’s demise, my life took multiple unwelcome and often chaotic turns, some involving a propensity for finding dead bodies. All others involved my mother-in-law. Since I hadn’t stumbled across any murder victims so far today, by process of elimination, a visit from the police meant only one thing. And that begged the question, what had Lucille done now?

Harriet Kleinhample, my mother-in-law’s mini-me, had blocked the entrance to our driveway with her circa nineteen-sixties VW minibus. When Zack parked behind the patrol car, I noticed two of Westfield’s finest standing at the front door. In the waning light, I recognized both officers.

Officer Harley pounded on the door and loudly demanded Lucille open it. Officer Fogarty, Harley’s junior partner, had turned his head at the sound of our car doors closing. After waving us over, he tapped Harley on the shoulder. Harley turned, took one look at us, and ceased his pounding and shouting. As we approached, he said, “Boy, am I glad to see you.”

I frowned at my front door. Not knowing what to expect on the other side, I wanted details before we entered. “What’s she done now?”

“Possibly nothing,” admitted Harley. “An avocado green VW minibus was spotted in the vicinity of a jewelry store smash and grab earlier today. Not many of those vehicles on the road these days, especially around here. We put two and two together and—”

“Surely, you don’t think—”

Harley dismissed my question before I finished asking it. “No, we’re looking for a gang of five or six individuals, late teens or early twenties. Possibly both men and women. Looks like it might be the same gang that struck in Summit and several other nearby towns the last few weeks.”

“We only want to ask your mother-in-law and Mrs. Kleinhample if they saw anything,” said Fogarty. “To help in identifying the suspects, but they refuse to answer the door.”

Nothing new there. The only people Lucille hated more than me were members of law enforcement. The feeling was mutual. I’ve no doubt every one of Westfield’s finest would relish locking her up and jettisoning the key fifty miles offshore into the murky depths of the Atlantic Ocean.

Zack moved to the door and inserted his key but stepped back to allow the officers to precede us inside. “Police,” shouted Officer Harley as he and Fogarty entered.

Before we could follow, Fogarty yelled, “Look out!”

With his left arm, he shoved his partner to the side while his right hand grabbed hold of the hooked end of Lucille’s cane. Both women let loose a string of insults as Harriet fought Fogarty for possession of the cane. However, she was no match for someone half her age, more than a head taller, and with the physique of someone who spends hours working out each week.

Fogarty yanked the cane from Harriet’s grip, but she lost her footing and tripped over Lucille’s feet as my mother-in-law came to her aid. Both women hit the hardwood floor in a tangled mess of limbs, Lucille smacking her head and Harriet landing on her hip.

Between moans, Lucille ranted about police brutality, excessive force, and lawsuits, slapping Harley’s hand away when he tried to help her up. Meanwhile, Harriet screamed in pain the moment she attempted to move and immediately passed out.

Harley cursed under his breath and radioed for an ambulance.

Fogarty stood paralyzed, staring down at both women. “I was only trying to keep her from attacking us,” he mumbled.

“No one’s blaming you,” Zack assured him.

“You were defending us from an assault,” I added. “You hadn’t drawn your gun. No shots were fired. My mother-in-law and Harriet are entirely responsible for what happened. At least Harriet’s weapon of choice was Lucille’s cane and not a carving knife.”

Fogarty scrubbed at his jaw. “Doesn’t mean I won’t face possible suspension while the incident is under review.”

“You have witnesses,” said Zack.

“Not to mention those two have a long list of priors,” I added.

Hearing that, my mother-in-law hurled a litany of rambling, semi-coherent insults at me.

The ambulance arrived minutes later. After assessing the situation, the EMTs announced that Lucille showed signs of a concussion and Harriet may have fractured her leg, hip, or both. Once the two women were strapped to gurneys, the EMTs transported them into the ambulance. Zack and I followed the ambulance to the hospital.

On the way, I texted Nick with an update. Of course, Nick being Nick, he texted back: Grandmother Lucille lost her wheels? We’re stuck with her 24/7? For how long?

I scowled at the scowling emoji he’d added to the end of his text. Our only respite from my mother-in-law occurred when she was off fomenting Marxist uprisings and insurgency with Harriet and the eleven other Daughters of the October Revolution.

A revoked driver’s license hadn’t stopped Harriet Kleinhample from continuing as the group’s chauffeur, but I’d think a broken hip or leg would put her out of commission for some time, although I had no experience with either.

“What do you know about recovery from broken hips?” I asked Zack.

“Nada. Ask Siri.”

I pulled out my phone and posed the question, specifically narrowing the search down to driving. Instead of speaking to me, Siri responded with a series of website links. As Zack continued to drive, I tumbled down the Internet rabbit hole, finding answers that ranged from as few as five days to upwards of several months. A caveat suggested full recovery might take as long as a year. “Not helpful,” I huffed, relaying the various answers to Zack.

He reached over and squeezed my thigh. “Harriet is one feisty old bat. She’ll haul herself up behind the wheel of that antique hunk of junk the day she’s released from the hospital.”

“One can only hope.” Even though I viewed Harriet as a menace on the road, so far, she’d miraculously steered clear of most pedestrians and other vehicles.

However, she’d taken out more than one curbside tree on my street and probably countless others elsewhere. She’d also unwittingly rid the world of an assassin when she recently plowed into a parked car.

For selfish reasons, I stood firmly in Nick’s camp and wished Harriet a speedy recovery. Otherwise, I feared a convoy of Ubers depositing the Daughters of the October Revolution at our house each day with me arriving home every night to find they’d cleaned out my fridge and pantry and trashed my house. Bad enough when it occurred once or twice a week.

If it happened daily, could I throw myself on the mercy of the court and plead justifiable homicide after I killed them all?

~*~

We spent the next several hours in the hospital waiting room as various healthcare professionals poked, prodded, and tested my mother-in-law. Lucille was finally admitted at nearly two in the morning with a confirmed concussion. Given her advanced age and her previous stroke, the attending doctor advised admitting her for observation. Luckily, Lucille was too doped up on pain meds to object.

“What about Mrs. Kleinhample?” I asked. “I’m assuming you can’t divulge any medical information to us, but I believe my mother-in-law may have been her health care proxy. Is there someone else you were able to contact?”

The doctor nodded. “I can tell you we’ve admitted her. She listed a daughter as a secondary proxy, but she’s not answering her phone.” He checked his watch. “Given the hour, most likely she’s sound asleep and will contact us first thing in the morning.”

“Is Mrs. Kleinhample still unconscious?”

Maybe even divulging that much violated HIPAA laws because he responded with only a cryptic, “She’s resting comfortably.”

With no further reason for us to remain at the hospital, Zack and I dragged ourselves home. Mr. Sandman was waiting, and we both conked out the moment our heads hit the pillows.

~*~

Sometime later, a discordant racket of metallic clanking, thudding, thumping, bellowing, and shouting, accompanied by the roar of an engine, startled me awake. Either I was dreaming, or I’d somehow been transported to midtown Manhattan during 4am trash pickup.

I pried one sleep-deprived eye open and stared at the alarm clock. My body might feel like I’d only recently fallen asleep, but the digital display registering through my one bleary eye claimed I’d slept five hours. Every cell in my body screamed that someone had messed with the space/time continuum. Although I was in my own bed and not somewhere in Manhattan, I refused to believe it was seven-thirty.

I groaned, rolled over, and pulled the quilt over my head, but it did little to drown out the noise. “What is that racket?”

Getting no response, I swept my arm across the sheets in search of Zack, only to find his side of the bed empty. My other senses had awakened, though, and the aroma of coffee—not to mention my full bladder—forced me from the bed.

Two minutes later, I dragged myself into the kitchen. At the table, Nick sat wolfing down pancakes, scrambled eggs, and sausage while Leonard camped out at Nick’s feet, impatiently waiting for any scraps that might fall from Nick’s fork. Around a mouthful of food, my son managed a mumbled greeting.

Zack stood at the stove. After taking one look at me, he stopped flipping pancakes and poured me a large mug of coffee. He added a generous amount of half and half before handing me the much-needed infusion of caffeine along with a quick lip peck.

I stared at him with eyes still refusing to focus completely. “How can you look so wide awake after so little sleep?”

Nick answered for him. “Spy training, Mom.”

Zack frowned and shook his head. “It’s way too early in the morning for conspiracy theories.”

From his perch atop the refrigerator, Ralph flapped his wings and squawked, “O heinous, strong and bold conspiracy.” Richard the Second. Act Five, Scene Three.”

In my opinion, it was also way too early for editorial commentary from our resident Shakespearean scholar. However, Zack was more of a pushover than I when it came to the African Grey I’d inherited from Great-aunt Penelope Periwinkle. He rewarded Ralph with a sunflower seed.

I had never quite figured out if my sons delighted in teasing me or if my suspicions about my husband were correct. From nearly the moment I’d met Zack, I suspected his career as an award-winning photojournalist was a cover for his true calling as a member of one of the alphabet agencies. Of course, he categorically denied my suspicions, claiming I had a wild imagination. But don’t all spies deny that they’re spies?

Zack turned his attention back to the stove, filled two plates, and brought them to the table. All the while, I continued hearing the noise that had awakened me. “What’s going on outside?” I asked, taking a seat.

“Our new neighbors are moving in,” said Zack.

Both our bedroom and the kitchen were situated at the back of the house, yet the decibel level sounded more like the noise emanated from our backyard, not the front. “I’ve never come across such loud movers, much less ones that begin work this early.”

“That’s far from the weirdest thing going on across the street,” said Nick.

“Meaning?”

“Mom, you’ve got to see this for yourself.”

I raised one weary eyebrow, silently conveying that nothing short of an alien invasion would get my rear in gear at the moment.

Nick persisted. “Trust me, Mom. You’re going to want to see this with your own eyes.”

I glanced at Zack. “Is it really worth the effort?”

He shrugged. “A picture’s worth a thousand words.”

Reluctantly, I hauled myself out of my chair, grabbed my coffee mug, and headed for the living room with Zack and Nick following. Nick pulled the cord to open the blinds.

I stared gape-mouthed at the odd sight across the street.


 

 

 

 

TWO

 

A moving van had parked in the driveway of the McMansion that now stood on the former site of Betty Bentworth’s old bungalow. Assorted furniture and cartons half-filled the interior of the van and sprawled along the driveway as four burley men hauled items through the garage and into the house.

No one had bothered to turn off the van’s ignition. While the men worked, the vehicle’s tailpipe loudly continued to belch polluting diesel fumes and black smoke onto the street. I already smelled the stench beginning to seep inside our house. “I suppose it would be bad Karma to hope they run out of gas and the engine seizes,” I said.

“If they haven’t turned it off by the time we finish breakfast and dress, I’ll say something to them,” said Zack.

“With or without your gun?” asked Nick, which garnered a Mom Look from me and a chuckle from Zack.

I turned my attention back to the driveway. The movers were hauling what appeared to be battered, secondhand furnishings, circa mid-last century, into a newbuild that had probably sold for a million dollars, judging from recent real estate sales in Westfield.

However, a stranger scene was taking place to the right of the driveway. A barefoot man dressed only in a pair of garish Hawaiian print Bermuda shorts, his enormous naked gut hanging over the waistband, walked back and forth, pushing a noisy, beat-up gas lawnmower over the tiny plot of land that constituted the front yard. “What in the world is that man doing?”
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