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It is with great delight that I am releasing this revised version of Armed and Glamorous, the sixth book in my Crime of Fashion Mysteries. 

Writing a series with continuing characters offers many opportunities, as well as pitfalls. Each book delves into a different aspect of Lacey Smithsonian, her character and her life, and each explores another fashion-related plot. Armed and Glamorous dives into Lacey’s experience taking a class on how to be a private investigator. She has complex motives. She wants to know more about what her private eye boyfriend Vic Donovan actually does on the job. She’s hoping to gain some new investigative skills that might help her leave her accursed fashion beat behind. And since she keeps getting sucked into investigating murders, Lacey figures maybe she should learn how to do it. Or at least how the pros do it.

When I wrote this book, I called on my own experience in a private investigation school in Virginia. I had always thought it would be fun to take a PI course, and my friend Barbara McConagha said she would love to do it along with me. Our class proved to be even more fun than we expected, with an instructor who was more than a little overdramatic, a motley group of classmates who (like Barbara) couldn’t resist pushing his buttons, and a comically inept surveillance exercise that we had to repeat to make the grade.

The PI experience proved so inspiring to me, I even wrote a comic play called Gumshoe Rendezvous (available through Samuel French). And it is still inspiring Lacey. With each book, she learns new things, and I learn something new to write about: some piece of fashion history, some new character or situation, some new aspect of American life.

In Armed and Glamorous many of my favorite characters return, including my favorite former KGB spy, Gregor Kepelov, in a cameo appearance. The big Russian still has a big American dream, and now Kepelov has an American girlfriend to match. We also meet a tortured man who hears voices in his head, a woman in desperate need of a makeover, and a society maven who takes a PI class on a dare. And Lacey’s BFFs Brooke and Stella bond unexpectedly over a girls’ night out at the gun range.

Publishing Armed and Glamorous has posed some unusual challenges. The original paperback version from my former (major New York) publisher went through all the usual stages of rewrite, copy editing, and proofreading. But when I received the paper galleys for the final proof, which should have meant fixing no more than an occasional typo or misplaced comma, I discovered my text had been tampered with radically. Dialogue and descriptions had been rewritten in bizarre ways. Strange word substitutions had been made without my approval, and words that had been correct all along were suddenly misspelled. The very last lines of the book had been rewritten in a weirdly clunky way. Those were not my words! I couldn’t believe what I was reading, and there was no way to fix it all in the few days allowed for final proofing. I called New York and said, more or less, STOP THE PRESSES. Actually, I said a lot more than that.

My editor at the time looked into the mess and reported back that “some guy in the production department decided it needed work.” She said the unnamed guy was unclear on the concept of “galleys” and thought he was an editor, “some guy” whose job was emphatically not editing or rewriting or copyediting or proofreading. Or countermanding the will of the author and copyright holder! (You see, those typos in the final book aren’t always the writer’s fault.) With my then-agent’s help, I wrangled some urgent revisions and corrections from the publisher, but their publishing schedule was tight, and I didn’t get to make all the corrections that should have been made. And what I was able to fix had to be fixed on the paper galleys, not in digital form.

For this edition, my able editor Bob Williams and I went back to my original manuscript and made the corrections and revisions that should have been made in the original paperback edition. We also re-edited with great attention to detail and did some judicious updating. The final result carries a good deal of our blood, sweat, and tears. (Okay, maybe not blood. All the bloodshed takes place inside the story.) Thank you for coming along for the ride and for sticking with Lacey Smithsonian, and with me.

—Ellen Byerrum

​​
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NO LOADED WEAPONS IN THE CLASSROOM. 

The handwritten notice was the first thing that caught her attention as she strolled into class, one blustery Saturday morning in January. Lacey Smithsonian, fashion reporter for The Eye Street Observer, took a seat at a table in the front row. The warning notice was taped to the classroom door, and it made her wonder. Were loaded weapons an everyday problem here? Was someone likely to draw a loaded pistol in the middle of a lecture and shoot himself in the foot? Or worse, her foot? Was taking this class such a good idea after all? 

“No loaded weapons? Is that sign really necessary?” Lacey pointed to the door.

The instructor sat at the desk at the front of the room, reading The Washington Times, the District of Columbia’s conservative daily newspaper. He took his time before looking at Lacey. He put down his newspaper and sized her up. A big guy, Bud Hunt was rumpled, crumpled, and cranky, but he was a bona fide private investigator, and he was the class instructor. 

“Like this one?” He smoothly drew a large black pistol from the back of his waistband, dropped the clip to unload it, racked the slide and locked it open, and set it down on the desk in front of him.

Lacey nodded. “Like that.” 

“Nah, y’all can bring your guns to class here.” There was general laughter from the other students taking their seats. “I just have to post the notice for liability. Insurance. Just don’t shoot anybody in my class, okay? You plan to shoot somebody, take it outside.” Hunt slipped the clip into his pocket, reholstered his now unloaded pistol, and stood up. “Everybody locked and loaded?” More laughter. “If you haven’t guessed already, I’m Bud Hunt. You’re whoever you are, so let’s get this show on the road.” 

So this is Bud Hunt, Lacey thought. Vic warned her the guy was a character. Hunt passed around an attendance sheet for them to sign. There were nearly a dozen students in this class of wannabe PIs, mostly men, a couple of women, one Lacey Smithsonian. 

The room was chilly, but Hunt didn’t seem to feel it. He wore a thin blue work shirt with the sleeves rolled up to display his well-muscled arms. On his wrist was a large watch with a round, complicated-looking face. He clipped his cell phone to his belt like a gun. When it buzzed he looked at it, tapped it, and reholstered it like his pistol. Hunt proceeded to spell out the whys and wherefores of the first session. 

“Gumshoe 101,” he called it. His welcoming speech seemed designed to discourage them from ever coming back. They had signed up for sixty hours of class, every weekday evening for two weeks, plus all day for two Saturdays and another half day to wrap it all up. Hunt made it sound like boot camp. Someone behind Lacey tried to lighten the mood with another question. Was private investigation just like the movies, he asked, and would they have exotic clients?

“Like the movies? Oh, yeah, it’s just like the movies.” Hunt laughed. “And your clients? Let me tell you something about the clients in this business. Most of them come to you because they have screwed up their lives.” He stared down his students, enjoying this well-practiced speech. “Give them half a chance and they will screw up your life too. Never trust the client. Some are okay, but others are lunatics, and it’s hard to tell who’s who. And that’s the fun part.”

Hunt paced the room right past Lacey, but he looked over her head and directed his remarks to the male students in class. That was all right with her. She wasn’t there to be the center of attention. Hunt had already had some fun at her expense. She knew that was all right too, for the moment. 

Always better to let them start by underestimating you. Her notebook was open, but the page was still blank. She was waiting for the good stuff. 

“I’ve had clients try to burn me, break my cover, just to see if they could do it,” Hunt continued with relish. “Idiots. They try to follow you on surveillance, try to show they can outsmart you, like they could do your job for you.” He allowed himself a small smile. “Then they want to be a big shot. They tell people how they ‘put a private eye on the case,’ people who should not even know there is a case. The butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker. And maybe the drug dealer next door. Your clients share it with the world, somebody blows your cover, and then they say, ‘Well, I didn’t tell nobody!’ ” He shook his head. “You warn them if they want this investigation to be a secret, then they damn well better keep it a secret. And then you got other kinds of trouble.” 

Hunt was just getting warmed up. He rubbed his hands together. “Female trouble. Maybe the client is a woman. She’s messed up her life, usually with a little help from a man or two. Or ten. Maybe she’s in a nasty divorce. She’s vulnerable to you, because you’re helping her. You’re vulnerable to her, because you’re a moron. She’s your damsel in distress, you’re her knight in shining armor. Instant romantic entanglement. She thinks she’s in love. She thinks it’s an old movie and she’s Lauren Bacall and you’re Bogart. But she is not Bacall, she’s big trouble. And take it from me, buddy, you’re no Bogey.”

Lacey suppressed a smile. Bud Hunt was definitely no Bogey. He was an ex-cop and he looked like one. Lacey mused that Hunt might be somewhere between his early forties or early fifties, it was hard to tell. He had muscular arms and broad shoulders, a hard guy gone a little soft around the middle and thinning on top, brown going on gray. He looked like he’d had a rough life, but he’d held his own. A man’s man.

But something about him was compelling. His eyes were large and deep brown and seemed to hold some rough wisdom. His eyes, she decided, could make a woman look twice at him.

Smithsonian had enrolled in private detective school at Hunt Country Security Specialists in Falls Church, Virginia. They offered state-certified training classes in private investigation, their Web site proclaimed, also training in corporate and personal security, personal protection and bodyguard services, civil process serving, and firearms and self-defense. Hunt Country Security seemed to be principally Bud Hunt. The classrooms were in Hunt’s offices on Little Falls Street just off West Broad Street, on the ground floor of a faux colonial building, red brick with white wooden shutters and trim. Five steps down from the back door on the left side of the building, the small tasteful brass plaque read HUNT COUNTRY SECURITY SPECIALISTS, INC. A less tasteful handwritten sign inside the door said PI CLASS DOWN THE HALL, SECOND RIGHT.

The place was small, but not cozy. Lacey glimpsed a reception area, a couple of offices, and a conference room. A tiny kitchenette squeezed in between the reception area and the first office. The décor, complete with dead and dying plants, might be called “gunpowder and testosterone.” The oatmeal-colored walls were plastered with the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the Second Amendment to the Bill of Rights, well-used paper pistol targets, an ancient picture of Osama bin Laden drilled full of bullet holes, and class schedules. Lacey caught the faint aroma of gun oil and gunpowder on the air. 

The oatmeal, beige, and brown blended into a bland any-office-anywhere-USA decor. Any office anywhere, Lacey thought. Plus bullets.

Inside the classroom, battered metal and faux-wood tables made a lazy horseshoe facing Bud Hunt’s desk. Gazing around, Lacey saw no fresh young, dewy-eyed college grads seeking a career as a private investigator. Instead, there were not quite a dozen tired-eyed midcareer working Joes and Janes, each seemingly looking for something new, a break, a change of pace and place. 

“All right, people, let’s get started. First let’s get to know each other a little. I’ve been teaching this class for a while, I’ve been a private investigator for a lot longer, and I’ve learned a few things.” Hunt liked to hook his thumbs through his belt loops while he talked, when he wasn’t pointing to something, gesturing, or posing like a tough guy with his hands on his hips. “I’ve learned something about the kind of people who take these classes. Let me give you a rundown and we’ll see if I’m right.”

Everyone sat up straight in their seats. 

“Who takes a PI class?” Hunt asked. “Mostly you got your ex-cops and your retired military. Do your twenty years, take the money, and run. Time for a change. Or maybe you get injured in the line of duty. Or maybe the system was cramping your style. Maybe you had a problem, a bad shooting, a bad review, a discipline beef, whatever.” Lacey heard chairs squeaking. Hunt laughed. 

“Yeah, I hear you,” he said. “Cops, top sergeants, MPs, right? You think being a PI is a cakewalk? Divorce, embezzling, white-collar crime, no heavy lifting? All your experience, this stuff’ll be easy as pie, right? You’ll find out it’s a little different when you’re out there on your own, without the authority of the Man to back you up. Next type: I generally get a bounty hunter or two, wanting to class up his act with a PI ticket. And shackling bail jumpers gets pretty old, right?”

“That would be me, Bud.” A ponytailed man with old eyes and a young face raised his hand and grinned at Hunt. Lacey was fascinated by the colorful tattoo of a python writhing up his neck under the ponytail. “Name is Snake. Snake Goldstein. That’s me, I’m your bounty hunter here.” Snake had a New York accent as thick as his neck.

“Goldstein, huh? You a tough guy?”

“Tough enough.” Snake wore a tight, dark blue sweater over bulging muscles.

“Good luck to you,” Hunt said. “Tough is good. But you might want to moderate your skill set somewhat as a PI. We don’t generally shackle our clients, or our subjects. Sometimes a bounty hunter needs to find a lighter touch.”

“Duly noted.” Snake’s voice was a low rasp. He smiled beatifically. “Me, I’m as gentle as a lamb.” There was more laughter from the group.

“Okay. That’s covered. Let’s see, every once in a while I get—” Hunt winked at them. “A writer. Mystery writers. Thriller writers. Someone who wants to write a crime novel. The kind of novel where nothing real ever happens. But if you do write that bestseller, be sure and spell my name right. Only if it’s a bestseller. If it bombs, leave me out of it.” 

He looked over his student body judiciously. “Sometimes I get people here with a personal problem. Cheating spouse, abusive boyfriend, kids on drugs. Let me caution you, friend, if you think you’re going to solve your own private troubles here, you’re not. Don’t try to be your own PI. This job is damned hard, even if you’re a pro. Ten times worse when it’s personal. And you’ll only get the basics here, enough to get your Virginia PI registration, not a lifetime of professional experience.”

Hunt sighed and rubbed his chin. His eyes surveyed the crowd. “Every other class or so, a woman walks into this room with a serious problem. Maybe she’s been abused, beaten, a little or a lot, but now she’s worked up some courage. She wants to learn how to deal with the bastard herself. That’s generally not a good idea. Anyone here got a personal problem, you can talk to me. Later.”

The dozen or so students looked around, eyeing Lacey and the other woman, sizing one another up, slotting one another into Bud Hunt’s categories. Hunt clapped his hands for their attention. He lifted his coffee mug toward Lacey. 

“Okay. You. Smithsonian, isn’t it? Lacey Smithsonian?” She heard a smirk in his voice. “Smithsonian ain’t a name, it’s a museum. You two related?” 

Everyone laughed, except Lacey. Someone was bound to make a crack about her name. The truth, Lacey thought, was that many people had silly names. She kept a little list of all the wild and wonderful names she came across in her newspaper, names like Hezekiah Witherwax, Jeremiah Fussfield, Cricket Blicksilver, and Sherry and Jerry Derryberry and their kids, Gary and Mary. 

Lacey blamed her grandfather. A Cockney from London named Smith, he brought his Irish wife to America and decided to fancy up the family name. Smithsonian sounded pretty grand to him. If he’d only known the trouble that name would cause me.

“It’s my name,” she said through her teeth. “It’s a long story.”

“It’s always a long story. Let’s start with you anyway. I’m guessing you’re not a bounty hunter like Goldstein here. Why are you here?”

Why? It was January, the air was chilly, and the trees were bare. In northern Virginia, freezing drizzle was falling on dirty snow. The sky, low and the color of pewter, matched her mood. If she was not having a dark night of the soul, she was at least having a dreary gray wintry afternoon of it. Lacey Smithsonian was a news reporter stuck on the accursed fashion beat and going nowhere, in spite of everything she’d accomplished. Some unexpected adventures, some major scoops, all of which had served only to sentence her to the fashion beat. 

That’s the problem with being good at the wrong thing, she thought. You get stuck in a box and labeled forever. And no one else will take the job, so why would anyone promote you out of it? 

In Washington, D.C., the fashion beat was something The Eye Street Observer couldn’t give away with a free toaster. And always hovering around Lacey’s consciousness was this: The last fashion editor at The Eye actually died on the job, hunched over her keyboard, her death unheeded on the forgotten fashion beat. 

Mariah “the Pariah” Morgan, Lacey’s predecessor, had been dead for hours when the news editor finally realized his fashion writer who had missed her deadline wasn’t just taking her usual nap. She had to be wheeled out of the newsroom in her desk chair in full rigor mortis. The chair came back. Mariah didn’t.

It’s a proven fact. The fashion beat can kill you. 
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“Don’t be shy, Ms. Smithsonian,” Bud Hunt said, clearing his throat. “We’re all friends. Tell me and Snake here why you’re taking this class.” 

“Curiosity. I’m curious about what it means to be a private investigator.”

Looking for a clue how to escape my beat, she thought, but didn’t say. The truth was, Lacey needed a change. A big change.

She could come up with lots of reasonable explanations, ones she could write about for her “Crimes of Fashion” column. She even had some possible headlines. Being a reporter, she often thought in terms of newspaper headlines.

A PRIVATE LOOK AT PRIVATE EYES: FASHION CLUES IN DIRTY GUMSHOES? Or perhaps: UNCOVERING THE INSIDE STORY ON UNDERCOVER COVER-UPS! No, not that. Maybe: SNEAK A PEAK AT SPY COUTURE: LOOKING TRENCHANT IN A TRENCH COAT. 

But Lacey didn’t want just another insubstantial fashion story. She wanted a great story in a big way, something that might get her off the accursed fashion beat for good. Her successes inspired envy in some of the more testosterone-deprived guys in the newsroom, the ones who thought of themselves as hard-driving newshounds but were really lazy-day dogs. They couldn’t understand how the lousy fashion beat kept getting a scoop on murder. 

Yet nothing had broken her free of the fashion beat albatross. Perhaps this PI class might lead to something, somehow. At least she’d learn more about what her PI boyfriend, Vic Donovan, did for a living. He was always telling her she should leave the investigating to the professionals. Maybe here she could pick up some professional private investigation skills any news reporter could use and score her own PI registration, and then he couldn’t say that anymore. Maybe she’d even find an angle for a real non-fashion-related story. 

A reporter can dream, can’t she?

Hunt gave her a smug grin. “What it means to be a particular private investigator, I’m guessing. I hear you’re Vic Donovan’s girlfriend. You just want to see what he does when he’s not hanging out with you? Or maybe you want to out-gumshoe the gumshoe?”

“You know Vic?” Lacey felt stares from the rest of the class. 

“Donovan and I go way back.” Hunt bared his teeth in a crocodile smile. “It’s a mistake, you know. Never investigate the ones you love. It’s bound to disappoint you.” 

“Thanks for the professional advice.” Lacey hated it when people played with her. She raised her eyebrow at him, a professional skill she had perfected over the years. 

“That Bogey and Bacall stuff. That bother you?” he asked.

“No. Should it?”

He shrugged his shoulders and smirked. “It shouldn’t. You’re the closest thing to Lauren Bacall that’s ever walked into this classroom.” 

He’s still playing with me. 

Lacey’s personal style, the sass and class of the 1940s lovingly updated into the twenty-first century, prompted Hunt’s crack. Her honey-brown hair skimmed her shoulders in a long pageboy, the blond highlights, courtesy of her stylist Stella, accenting the waves that brushed her cheekbones. She was wearing a fitted burgundy vintage jacket from the 1940s, nipped in smartly at the waist and featuring large cuffs with giant buttons. On the right lapel she’d attached an enameled pin—two pink birds with blue stones—just for luck. The rest of her outfit was modern enough, she thought: blue jeans, black turtleneck, black leather boots, Gypsy hoop earrings, red lipstick. She felt ready for anything. Except possibly this grilling. Lacey was about to unleash a smart comeback, as soon as she thought of one, when someone else spoke up from the back of the room.

“She’s a femme fatale too, just like Bacall. If she whistles at you, buddy, you’re a dead man.” 

A new student had let himself in, looking like a beatnik who’d lost his bongos. His boyish black hair needed a trim, and his severe square black-framed glasses and scruffy goatee looked like a failed attempt to seem older and hipper. His clothes were all black too, jeans, turtleneck, boots, jacket, as if he’d rolled in on a Harley-Davidson instead of the early 1960s dirty blue and white Volkswagen Bus out in the parking lot, emblazoned with his Web site address and the slogan, DIG THE TRUTH! Lacey’s spirits sank. 

It was Damon Newhouse, smiling and waving at her from a seat across the room.

“Closest thing to Bacall,” Newhouse repeated, laughing. “You got that right! Lacey Smithsonian’s a dangerous woman. Lethal with implements of female persuasion, the scissors, the hairspray, the quip. I’ve been there to chronicle it. Check it out on my Web site, DeadFed dot com.” 

“What the hell are you doing here, Damon?” Lacey tried not to sneer.

“Following your lead, Smithsonian, as always,” he replied.

“I get all the funny classes,” Hunt grumbled. “Lucky me. As I was saying—”

Newhouse tossed business cards to the guys sitting near him. “Smithsonian as a femme fatale? Bacall to Vic Donovan’s Bogart? I’m using it on the Web. Check my blog later today.”

“Use it, Damon,” Lacey muttered, “and yours will be the next body to fall dead at my feet.” 

“Hey, Smithsonian, I’m your biggest fan,” Newhouse protested. 

“For those of you who are not in the know,” Hunt said commanding their attention again, “our Ms. Smithsonian here is a fashion reporter at The Eye Street Observer. That’s a little newspaper of some sort over in the District. Generally speaking, private eyes don’t much like reporters. Personally, I only read The Washington Times, but I don’t see any harm in her writing about all that girly fashion stuff. How having a PI ticket will help her do that is beyond me, but welcome to PI school, Ms. Smithsonian.” 

Girly fashion stuff? Apparently Bud Hunt was unfamiliar with her recent front page stories. Murdered women, lost corsets full of jewels, homeless children at risk in the District. Serves him right for not reading The Eye, she thought. Hunt turned his attention to Damon Newhouse. Lacey was glad to share the hot seat with him. May Damon find it even hotter.

“Newhouse, right? You volunteered. Who are you, what do you do, why are you here?” 

“I’m a journalist too,” Damon said proudly. “A reporter. Just like Smithsonian.”

“Not even close,” Lacey cut in.

“Oh, lucky me again,” Hunt snorted. “Two reporters. Reporter for what?” 

“Conspiracy Clearinghouse, better known as DeadFed dot com.” 

Damon Newhouse fancied himself the Woodward & Bernstein of cyberspace, a crusading newshound in a parallel universe of fringe phenomena, complete with aliens and Bigfoot and Area 51. But he was a lone ranger, a self-styled journalist without a legitimate news organization. Lacey considered him little more than an out-of-control blogger. He was also her friend Brooke’s boyfriend, so she couldn’t always avoid him. But Damon? All the way out here in the burbs? In PI class? It was a setup. It must be.

“DeadFed dot com? God help us,” Hunt said. “A cyberspace cowboy.”

“I hope this class will polish my investigative reporting skills and help me break the kind of stories the print media won’t touch,” Newhouse continued grandly.

“Yeah, right,” Hunt chuckled. “Remember, everything I say, in or out of class, is confidential. Copyrighted and trademarked. You got that, kid?” 

Obviously, Lacey thought, Brooke had told Damon about Lacey’s plan to take a PI class, and so here Damon was, copycatting her. 

The nerve of him stealing my class! And my rationale too. Lacey felt steam rising from her brain. Oh yeah, Brooke has a lot of explaining to do.

A noise outside the window caught her attention. She gazed out at the parking lot and a sliver of wintry sky, the clouds knitted together in a dull gray lament that threatened more rain and snow. Lacey watched at hubcap level as the bottom half of a car rolled past the window. 

Probably looking for parking for the Falls Church Farmers’ Market across the street, she thought. Farmers and craftspeople sold their wares year round, every Saturday morning, under colorful awnings of red and green, yellow and blue, a cheerful suburban oasis on a chilly day. Parking could be tough. The car disappeared. 

Hunt turned from Newhouse to the only other woman in class, a well-tended matron who gave her name as Edwina Plimpton. She looked forty-something, but Lacey guessed her real age at fifty-something. Her straight white-blond hair fell to her shoulders in a long smooth bob, held in place by a black velvet headband. She wore black slacks and a white oxford cloth shirt beneath her buttoned-up melon-colored cardigan. Talbots, Lacey surmised of her outfit. Nothing but Talbots.

The woman’s face was long and her chin disappeared into her neck. Her eyebrows arched in a supercilious way. A ladies’ Rolex adorned her wrist; her manicure was French and expensive. Her voice resonated expensively of private schools and country clubs, polite but with just the faintest tinge of superiority.

“Just call me Edwina,” she invited Hunt chummily. “Are you quite sure my car will be all right in your little parking lot? I belong to the big silver BMW,” she added with a tinkling laugh. 

Lacey confessed silently to wondering the same thing. She “belonged” to a very different BMW parked in the same lot, a green vintage 1974 model 2002tii that Vic had restored himself, his surprise Christmas present for her. Possibly the most amazing present she’d ever received. She was still babying the little car as if it were made of crystal.

“Lady, this is Falls Church, Virginia. It ain’t exactly the District. And the police department is right across the street. I think you’re safe here.” 

Edwina laughed as if she were holding a highball and he had made a witty cocktail-hour remark. Hunt kept a straight face. He sighed deeply and waited to learn why she was honoring his class with her presence.

“Well, if you say so,” Edwina said with a flourish of her left hand, which was decorated by a two-carat emerald-cut diamond ring and a diamond-encrusted band set in platinum. “Actually, I’m here because I made a little bet with Mary Lou, my bridge partner, on which one of us could do the most unusual thing this winter. She chose skin diving. In the Bahamas.” Edwina snickered as if the Bahamas were so last year. “I chose this. I win!”

“You win?” Hunt said. “What about me? What do I win?”

“I’ve been skin diving for years,” she confided at large. The big detective closed his eyes for a moment, perhaps to ban the vision of Edwina’s body in a wet suit. 

“You don’t win unless you finish the course, Ms. Edwina Plimpton. Sixty hours. Class work, fieldwork, and a written test.” He stepped away to his next student, then turned back to her. “And by the way. Dilettantes never finish this class.”

“I am not a dilettante.” She gave him a genial I’ll-show-you look. “Of course, I was a debutante once, but I’m not saying when.” The tinkling laugh again.

Hunt rolled his eyes. He focused on a new arrival, a woman who slipped in quietly while Edwina was charming them. “Glad you could join us. What’s your story?” 

Hunt made a show of checking his fancy watch. Lacey became aware of someone settling into the seat next to her. The latest addition to the class was a young woman who kept her head down and said nothing. In her late twenties or early thirties, she had dirt-brown hair and pale eyes. Her hair, slacks, and khaki sweater all blended with the décor as if she were camouflaged in office-drab camo. 

Blending into your environment might be an admirable trait for a PI, Lacey mused. Pretty hard to score a date when you’re invisible, though.

The woman peeked up at Hunt warily through her bangs and mumbled her name: “Willow Raynor.” She said something else, too softly for Lacey to hear. Willow Raynor looked like she was about to crawl right under her desk.

Hunt sighed and let Ms. Raynor off the hook. He smiled at the guy sitting across the aisle from her. One of those just-between-us-guys-ain’t-these-dames-nuts kind of smiles. The man smiled back at Hunt. Perhaps also forty-something, Lacey guessed, but he seemed somehow older than forty, with tired eyes and deep crow’s-feet at the corners. The wrinkles gave him an air of maturity, as did his silver-tipped hair and dark suit. His brown eyes looked steady and somber. 

“You.” Hunt’s face lit up: Here was a solid citizen, someone he could talk to man to man. A guy’s guy. “You’re a serious guy. What’s your story?”

The man looked him in the eyes. “My name is Martin Hadley and my story—” He straightened his shoulders. “My story is this: I’m a victim of government mind control.”

“Mind control,” Hunt said, blinking. “Okay. That’s a new one here. Tell me more.” 

“We call it psychotropic terror.” Hadley’s voice was deep and calm. “The cutting edge of insidious governmental harassment and intimidation. So many victims. So few solutions.”

Hunt stifled a chuckle. “So you wear tin foil in your hat to block it out?” 

“Some of us believe that’s effective.” Hadley wore a look of pure martyrdom. “I do not.”

“This a setup?” Hunt smirked. “One of the other PI’s pay you to come here and yank my chain? Okay, sure, tell me all about this mind control.”

Mind control? Newhouse gave Lacey a “thumbs-up” sign. His sardonic expression had turned into a huge Cheshire-cat grin. He was a cat with an unexpected saucer of cream, and now he could say Lacey Smithsonian had led him right to it. Damon had slipped into the seat right next to Hadley, no doubt pondering how best to exploit the poor guy. Some half-baked “exposé” of the “dark government conspiracy” behind the innocent victims of mind control, Lacey thought—and all citing Lacey as an “informed source.” She wanted to roll up a newspaper and smack him over the nose like a bad cat. She shook her head and watched Hunt, who wore his own look of pain. Pained skepticism.

“That’s right,” Hadley was saying. “Mind control. Your skepticism is understandable, but simply put, agents of the government use a secret technology to broadcast hostile voices into my head and assault me with electromagnetic radiation, causing me pain and anguish. They are ruining my life.”

“Ah. Right. So you’re here to learn how to bug the buggers?” Hunt asked. “Or how to contact the Mother Ship so they can beam you aboard?” 

Edwina laughed again. Damon was writing down every word. Hadley suddenly groaned and grabbed his head. He doubled over in pain. The classroom went silent.
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“Are you all right?” Lacey jumped to her feet. Hadley was sweating profusely. He mopped his forehead with his handkerchief, took a deep breath, and straightened up. He looked very pale.

“I’m fine,” Hadley said. “This happens rather often.”

“I’m not buying this act.” Hunt folded his arms.

“Mind control?” Newhouse piped up hopefully. “Would that by any chance happen to be a conspiracy perpetrated by the United States government?” 

Lacey wondered what Newhouse was up to. If anybody would swallow a cockamamie story like that, she thought, it would be Damon Newhouse of DeadFed dot com. Maybe he’d planted this guy in the class? No, she thought his look of happy wonderment at stumbling upon this potential story seemed genuine. 

“That’s right,” Hadley side. “Our own government. And by the way, I don’t particularly care if any of you believe me.”

Hunt made an elaborate display of eyeball rolling. 

Hadley might or might not be crazy, but Lacey felt for the guy. It was tough to open yourself up to the scorn of strangers and callous gibes about tinfoil hats. At least he wasn’t a Crime of Fashion, accessorized with Reynolds Wrap like a meatloaf ready for the oven. 

“I’ve read about mind control,” Newhouse said. “But so far, no one’s been able to prove anything conclusively. I’d be very interested in talking to a real TI, a ‘Targeted Individual.’ Isn’t that your terminology?”

“Yes,” Hadley said. “I’m a TI. There are many of us.” 

“You don’t say.” Their instructor looked nonplused. Hunt pressed his lips together and glanced at the clock on the wall. His expression said, I get all the nutcases.

“It’s not a comedy routine. There are thousands of us,” Hadley said in a near monotone.

“Then what do you expect to get out of this class?”

“Maybe nothing.” Hadley’s gaze was level. “Or maybe some ideas about how to investigate this mess I’m in. Find the bastards behind this. Ask them why, why me, what they want from me. That’s all.” He sounded calm and lucid. He wasn’t twitching or drooling. And he didn’t appear to be listening to disembodied voices. Or was he?

Lacey wanted to laugh, but the man’s dignified carriage and serious expression stopped her. She noticed Damon slipping his card to the man. Hadley looked at it blankly and then at Newhouse. 

“I’m not laughing, man,” Newhouse said. “I’d like to talk to you. Maybe we could put your story on the Web. Let people decide for themselves.” Hadley nodded. This might be a promising development, Lacey thought.

A new conspiracy for Damon! A victim willing to talk! Go Hadley! Maybe Hadley would keep Damon Newhouse busy and she could get through this PI course without having him Velcroed to her side. 

“What’s it like?” Newhouse asked Hadley. 

“There are voices. They come and go.” 

“Are they talking to you now? What are they saying?” 

“That you all think I’m nuts. Particularly Mr. Hunt.” The glare Hadley sent Hunt’s way sent a chill up Lacey’s spine. She made a mental note not to cross him. “That I’m a fool to be here.”

“It’s okay.” Newhouse clapped the man on the shoulder. “I hear that all the time too. Anyway, we’re all fools sometimes.”

“No one believes me.” Hadley rubbed his temples in circular motions with his middle fingers. “That’s his mantra today.” Lacey was inclined to agree with the mysterious unheard voices. Hadley shut his eyes and grimaced. “He’s laughing. I hate it when they laugh at me.” Everyone stared at the man.

“No one here is laughing,” Damon said. The others, however, were rolling eyes at each other and making faces. 

Hunt glanced at the clock and looked relieved. He clapped his hands. “Fun is fun, boys and girls, but it’s break time. Take ten. Make it twenty. Be ready to work when we come back.” He shook his head, trudged down the hall to his office, and slammed the door.

Lacey slipped off to the ladies’ room. The stalls were painted a depressing shade of brown, and she looked green under the room’s fluorescent light. She needed a splash of makeup to combat the gray day and the beige classroom, and Martin Hadley’s scary but strangely flat story. She pulled her blush compact from her purse.

“Good God! Who decorated this hovel?” Edwina strode through the door, inspecting her manicure. She fished in her bag for lipstick. She opened her mouth wide and traced a girlish pink stain on her lips, smeared some on each cheek, and rubbed. “That’s better.” She flashed her perfect nails. “Isn’t this exciting? I’m so glad I picked this class! Everyone is so weird.” She paused and their eyes met in the mirror. “Make that interesting, not weird, and not you, of course, Ms. Smithsonian. But isn’t this fun?” 

“It has its moments.” Lacey dragged a comb through her hair. She didn’t want to indulge in girl talk in the cramped ladies’ room. It was never a good idea to be too chummy too soon. And she wasn’t quite sure how much she liked this Edwina Plimpton, the dilettante on sabbatical from her bridge club. 

Edwina kept chattering away. Lacey looked for a chance to escape. Willow Raynor, the invisible beige-clad woman, barged through the door and headed for the sink, nearly slamming into them. 

“Sorry. I just want to wash my hands.” She glanced up at the others and then returned her gaze to the floor. “Sorry.”

“I was just saying how exciting this whole class is!” Edwina was determined to be chatty, still the Head Girl after all these years. “It’s Willow, isn’t it? Willow’s a pretty name. Don’t you think this is all just so fascinating? And such exotic characters! Like that insane Martin Hadley. And that Snake Goldstein with the tattooed neck! My bridge club is going to love this.” Her eyes glowed with pleasure. “Mary Louise will be so jealous. Scuba diving! Ha!”

“I suppose so.” Willow didn’t seem to want to chat. She washed her hands and face thoroughly and grabbed a handful of paper towels. She pushed her hair off her face, but it fell back into her eyes like a dirty dust mop.

“This will make fabulous cocktail conversation.” Edwina smiled at herself in the mirror and powdered her nose. “At least it will once I improve it a little, right girls?” 

“Maybe there’s more coffee in the kitchen,” Lacey said, slipping through the door to make her escape. But she wasn’t fast enough. 

“Coffee! Good idea, Lacey,” Edwina chirped. “We’ll all go.” 

What am I, the scout troop leader? Lacey led the other women down the hall into the small makeshift kitchen, which must once been a closet. It now had a miniature stove, a small under-the-counter refrigerator, a tiny sink, and a window on the parking lot at kneecap level. Happily, there was a fresh pot of coffee. And, utter bliss, on the gold-speckled Formica countertop sat a box of fresh Krispy Kreme doughnuts. 

Lacey silently thanked Bud Hunt. She assumed the doughnuts were his idea, being an ex-cop. Her growling stomach thanked him too. Edwina and Willow crowded into the kitchen behind her. There was barely room to breathe, let alone pour coffee. Grabbing a chocolate iced Krispy Kreme doughnut, Lacey scooted into the reception area for a few moments alone with her doughnut and coffee. She was just congratulating herself on having avoided any fashion chat when Edwina and Willow caught up with her. Edwina zeroed in on Lacey’s vintage burgundy jacket.

“That’s so nice! And classically tailored! Is it one of the new vintage looks?” 

“No, it’s one of the old vintage looks,” Lacey said. “Late Forties.”

“Pretty color,” the beige-on-beige Willow mumbled. “I love red.” Lacey nearly choked on her doughnut. “Well, not on me, but—”

“Lacey, speaking as a fashion expert,” Edwina continued, “what do you think of the spring collections? Are dresses really back for spring? Because I’m a separates kind of gal.” She proudly indicated her own preppy outfit.

As if I even get to cover the spring collections. It would be a kick to cover the various Fashion Weeks in New York, if the paper would pay her travel expenses. But The Eye was too cheap to send her to New York to cover fashion, an unfamiliar concept in Washington, D.C., the City Fashion Forgot. Besides, the spring collections had been shown the previous fall. Who could remember that far back in Lacey’s crazy fashion world, littered not just with waistlines and hemlines but with bodies? Death and fashion intersected oddly in Lacey’s life.

“I don’t write much about the big fashion collections, Edwina. I rarely get to leave D.C. Besides, I write for the common woman, which is not to say she’s an unimportant woman. The average Washington woman just needs a little help, a little color, a little confidence.” Lacey took a bite of her doughnut.

“The common woman? Really?” Edwina’s expression made it clear she didn’t know any “common women.” Edwina was obviously not a reader of Lacey’s “Crimes of Fashion” column in The Eye, Washington’s youngest and least respectable newspaper. Edwina no doubt read The Washington Post, the dowager paper. 

“It sounds very interesting, what you do,” Willow said, carefully stirring her coffee. 

“Not really. Well, sometimes,” Lacey admitted. “By accident.” 

“I could use that kind of help,” Willow whispered shyly. “A little confidence. I never know what to wear. Maybe sometime you wouldn’t mind talking to me, giving me some fashion hints?”

Lacey groaned inwardly. She didn’t want to talk fashion, but she also didn’t want to squash this shy woman with rudeness, at least not on the first day of class. Lacey wondered what help she could really offer. Beige-on-beige people generally resisted change, in her experience. Clearly Willow needed some help: hair, makeup, clothes, style, and judging from her demeanor, perhaps a spine transplant. But Lacey couldn’t give the woman a whole-life makeover. 

“What did you have in mind?” she asked.

“Your hair looks really pretty.” Willow fingered her own limp and dull locks. 

“Thanks, I owe it all to Stella,” Lacey said. “My stylist.”

Willow hesitated before lifting her eyes. “Stella. Do you think she might see me?”

“Why not?” Stella had been known to work miracles. Perhaps Willow had good bones under the pale skin and lips and colorless hair. “I’ll give you her number. She works at Stylettos at Dupont Circle.” 

Lacey found few things as life affirming as a great makeover. She wrote Stella’s information on the back of her business card. Willow took it gratefully, her eyes fixed on the floor.

Lacey made a break for the classroom with her coffee and the rest of her doughnut. Snake Goldstein wouldn’t be talking fashion, she was sure of that. The guys would be talking crime or cops or sports. Or cars, or mind control. Guy stuff, anything but fashion. As she entered, Damon Newhouse bumped into her, spilling her coffee on his pants and shoes. 

“Sorry, Lacey. I didn’t get you too, did I? I’m such a klutz. Helps to wear black.” She was clearly irritated by his appearance in her class, but Damon was refusing to be anything but good-natured, even wet and scalded.

“Wear your coffee a lot, do you?”

“Often enough,” he replied, wiping his shoes.

Lacey checked her clothes for coffee stains. She had escaped without a spot, but now her coffee cup was half empty. Her doughnut was safe, however, which made her feel much better. She sat down in the back of the room. Newhouse followed her. A bit of the men’s conversation drifted past her. Lacey caught something about touchdowns, Hail Mary, the Redskins, and the Super Bowl. She hadn’t missed much. 

“Totally cool class, huh?” Newhouse said. “I can’t believe we’re here together.” 

“Yeah, me neither. How did that happen?” Lacey let her sarcasm drip like spilled coffee. 

“Coincidence?” he offered.

“What are the odds? You believe in fate, Newhouse?”

“Absolutely.” He ignored her dig. “And what about Martin Hadley, our very own mind control TI? Pretty radical. Crazy stuff, mind control. What a break. And I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”

“Be my guest.” She swirled the last of her coffee in her cup. 

“Golden opportunity, Smithsonian. First day of class too.” 

“You can’t possibly believe him. It’s ridiculous.”

“I don’t believe or disbelieve,” Newhouse said. “Not my job. But you can’t ignore the thousands of people in this country who claim to be victims.”

“Sure I can.” I just wish I could ignore you.

“It’s a massive conspiracy. If the U.S. government isn’t behind it, who could it be?”

From the vantage point of an experienced journalist in the Nation’s Capital, Lacey firmly believed the government was too incompetent and too inefficient to run a massive conspiracy. A sophisticated secret program to torture Joe and Jane Average Citizen? What was the purpose? Where was the funding? Where were the headquarters? Where was the U.S. Bureau of Mind Control subway stop on the D.C. Metro? Show me the line item in the budget and I’ll believe.

“You gotta have an open mind, Smithsonian.”

“No, I don’t. I’m a journalist. I just gotta have the facts.”
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Bud Hunt pushed through the knot of PI students with the last cup of coffee in his hand. He left the classroom door open. 

“Break’s over, guys and gals. Take your seats. We’ve got a guest speaker today. It’s a little early in the course to be talking about surveillance, but our guest expert was, um, unexpectedly available today. He’s here and you’re here, so here we are.”

Hunt waited, sipping his coffee. The class waited. No one entered. Hunt poked his head out the door. “We’re in here! Just leave your stuff in my office. Anytime you’re ready.” He turned back to his students. 

“Surveillance is the art and craft of waiting and watching,” Hunt said, filling time. “There are many kinds of surveillance. Walk-around, vehicle, long-term, short-term, fixed, mobile, overt, covert. Watching someone often means following someone. Sometimes you do it while you’re undercover. It’s like acting, you become part of your subject’s universe. Sometimes you just sit in a car and wait and watch and pee in a cup.” He glanced over his shoulder as his guest strode into the classroom. “And this guy can tell you all about it. He’s an expert, and an old pal. They’re all yours, Greg.” Hunt and the new guy grinned at each other and shook hands, then Hunt left and closed the door behind him. 

One glance at Hunt’s so-called surveillance expert and Lacey sat bolt upright. The black ten-gallon Stetson, the bushy mustache, the close-cropped thin blond hair, the sheer size of the man, it all gave him the air of a bronco-busting cowboy from a Western movie, but Lacey knew that was just a cover. The man’s sharp features in his round face were an arresting combination, and his pale blue eyes were unreadable. He threw his big hat on a hook and perched on the desk facing the group for a moment, smiling, not speaking. His gaze crossed Lacey’s face without a flicker of recognition. 

The blue eyes belonged to a man Lacey knew as Gregor Kepelov, an ex-KGB spy and a jewel thief. Or a “jewel recovery specialist.” He was a Russian with an American dream, or so he once told her, and a cosmopolitan love of money. Danger he was not so fond of, but he could be dangerous himself. “Gregor Kepelov” might not even be his real name. But “Greg”? 

Lacey had met Kepelov in Paris the previous fall, under less than civil circumstances. He was a bitter burr under her saddle on a story that turned out pretty well, no thanks to him. What on earth is going on here? She felt disoriented. What was Gregor Kepelov doing here, teaching surveillance to a private investigation class? In Falls Church, Virginia, of all places? 

“Hello. I am happy to be here today for my friend Bud, to talk with you about surveillance. It is one of my favorite topics, and one of my top skills. My name? I have many names. You may call me Greg.”

Kepelov may have gone Wild Wild West, Lacey thought, but he still hadn’t lost his slight Russian accent. Maybe it wasn’t so surprising that Gregor “Call-me-Greg” Kepelov was still hanging around here under an alias. According to the Spy Museum, Lacey recalled, there were more spies in Washington, D.C., than anywhere else on earth. Lots of job opportunities for a spy, and he’d been chasing something that had ended up in Washington. She told herself not to be paranoid, that he wasn’t after her. Not again.

“For many years,” Kepelov said, “I work for KGB.” The class was silent. “You have heard of it?” He laughed. “No? We were famous at one time.” Lacey heard laughter around her. “My job description? If I tell you, I have to kill you. As everyone should know, Washington, D.C., is full of spies. They tell me every sixth person I see is a spy.” He counted the class. “Ah, must be two spies here! After class we must meet at Spy Club. Drinks on you.” There was more laughter. Kepelov’s stand-up routine was a hit so far.

“Where is this Spy Club, Greg?” Damon Newhouse squinted, trying to place him. It hadn’t clicked yet.

“Spy Club? Is a secret. If you were a spy, you would know,” the ex-spy said. More laughter. A KGB comedian, Lacey thought. Who knew? “To begin. You may think you would know me anywhere. My look, my face, my walk. My hat. I have very distinctive look, do I not? But you would be wrong. My profession requires me to be chameleon. Another time, another place: You will see me, but you will not know me. But I will know you.”

Hunt poked his head through the doorway. “This guy cracks me up. Have fun, y’all. I got paperwork to do. They’re all yours till lunch, Greg.” He disappeared, leaving Kepelov in charge.

“You are wondering perhaps why I am here. Am I not rich like other espionage agents? Do I not live life of James Bond on Riviera? Sadly, not all spies are James Bond. I have no Aston Martin or double-oh-seven lifestyle. KGB pension plan? Not so good.” Kepelov shrugged extravagantly at the laughter, then smiled. “You have heard of course that every spy is a ladies’ man, irresistible to women. That part? Is all true.” Every man in class laughed. Edwina too was enjoying his performance. Poor Willow just looked dazed.

Lacey did not laugh. A loud rumbling sound caught her attention. She had taken a seat right by the back window, and a large blue garbage truck rolled noisily past, drowning out Kepelov’s comedy for a moment. She turned her attention back to the ex-spy and jotted some notes in her notebook. Why is he here?

As if to answer her question, Kepelov said, “Today I am here for the money. Never do anything except for the money. Is first lesson of being a private investigator: Don’t do anything except for the money. My friend Bud Hunt will tell you also. It is capitalism, yes? Good business. I do this for a little of your money. Spasibo. Means thank you in Russian. Now I have a question for you. What is a spy?” He looked straight at Lacey and nodded ever so slightly to her in recognition. No one answered him.

“A spy,” Kepelov went on, “is someone who watches. To spy is to watch, to watch in secret. To observe and be unobserved. A spy sneaks into your life, your business, learns all about you, stays invisible. Every little thing, where you work, where you play, what you read, what you buy at grocery store, what you do when you think no one is watching. But the spy is watching.” 

Edwina giggled, drew something in her notebook, and showed Lacey a stick-figure PI in a trench coat. Perhaps Edwina dreamed of a more exciting life than being a country club wife.

Kepelov’s smile suddenly warmed his sharp features. “Why does the spy or the PI watch? For money! Other reasons too. For governments. For private business. For clients. Maybe for love, maybe for patriotism. For a purpose. But not for your purpose, if you are the spied-on. For the spy’s own purpose. That purpose will tell us best way of watching. One
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