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“MOCK THE SHAWL AND flirt with disaster,” the fortune-teller said, her hand raised in warning. “Some say it has unearthly powers. Some even say it’s haunted. You who scoff at this ancient garment, mind you don’t lose your way, your money, or even your life!”

The members of Stella Lake’s bachelorette party laughed. But beneath the laughter, fashion reporter Lacey Smithsonian detected a hint of wonder. Could Marie possibly be serious?

With her cascading black ringlets and her Rubenesque figure swathed in swirls of gold skirts and flounced-out sleeves, Marie Largesse looked the part of the Gypsy soothsayer. The bachelorette party kept her busy foretelling happy love lives for the bridesmaids and guests, but her haunted Russian shawl stole the show.

Marie held the embroidered garment just out of touching distance, stroking it gently with her bejeweled fingers and tracing the flowers with her purple-painted nails. The rose tattoos on her hands almost looked like a living extension of the shawl.

“But it’s so gorgeous! It totally begs to be touched.” Bride-to-be Stella reached longingly for the shawl, then she pulled back her hand. “Wait, if it’s spook-infested, I’m not so sure, Marie. I’m afraid of haunted things.”

“It’s wise to be careful, because the shawl is very powerful. However, I’m pretty sure you can hold it safely, Stella. If you’re in really in love.” Marie smiled and draped the shawl over Stella’s shoulders with a gentle pat. “Legend says the shawl has few powers of wickedness over true lovers. Why, this capricious piece of cloth may even choose to bring you good luck.”

The lavishly decorated shawl nearly enveloped Stella’s fire-engine-red bandage dress, but it couldn’t hide her cantilevered cleavage and fresh hairdo. Her romantic streak was reflected in her Cupid curls brushing against her collarbone, newly highlighted in light pink—not shocking scarlet, as she had threatened. Topping Stella’s look was a new pink rhinestone tiara, chosen by Lacey for the party.

Marie’s shawl was glorious indeed, black as a bayou night, with roses of many hues, red and pink, purple and blue, tucked into a profusion of leaves stitched in the colors of every season, from spring green to verdant summer, to the golds and reds of fall and the browns and grays of winter. The bachelorettes clapped, and Stella sighed with relief at Marie’s reassurances.

“Are you sure, Marie? Absolutely, positively? ’Cause the path to true love has been pretty rocky for me and Nigel. I already broke my leg for love. I can’t take any chances on irritating a haunted Russian shawl. And when you say ‘few powers of wickedness,’ like, exactly what powers? And how few?”

Marie fluttered her fingers. “You’ll be fine. Try not to worry, Stella. Worry brings its own kind of negative vibrations.”

“Not worry? Worrying is in my DNA.”

Everyone laughed. Stella enjoyed being the center of attention. After all, it was her wedding shower. Still, she shrugged off the elaborate wrap and carefully handed it back to Marie. She stepped away from the shawl and drew a deep breath.

When she wasn’t fretting over her wedding, Stella was the manager of Stylettos Salon in Washington, D.C.’s trendy Dupont Circle neighborhood, and Lacey’s least predictable best friend. With her wedding only a week away, Stella was becoming more and more superstitious. And more of a trial to her maid of honor, Lacey Smithsonian.

“If it’s really okay for me to borrow the shawl, Marie, that takes care of something old and something borrowed. My gown is new, so now I’m just looking for something blue. I’m thinking maybe a blue margarita. I could use one right now.”

“Something blue will come your way—have no doubt,” Marie said. “Blue that matches the eyes of your children, when they come.”

“Blue-eyed babies? Moi? Wow.” Stella’s own sparkling eyes were light brown, almost hazel. “Blue eyes would be something! Just like Nigel’s mom. Wow, thanks, Marie!” Her worries over for the moment, Stella shimmied away to the party’s soundtrack, which was playing Cyndi Lauper’s eternally popular “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.”

“Marie makes a good Gypsy fortune-teller, doesn’t she?” Lacey said to her other best friend, attorney Brooke Barton. “This fortune-teller thing was my idea, wasn’t it? Wow, I am good. Sometimes.”

Ms. Smithsonian was congratulating herself on putting together a bachelorette party for Stella that did not involve a drunken walk of shame through Georgetown with all the bridesmaids and friends wearing ridiculous sashes and tiaras, or being mooned by hunky male strippers, or indulging in lewd food items while someone sold honeymoon sex toys in neon colors. Stella can save all that for the honeymoon.

“It was genius to have Marie here telling fortunes,” Brooke agreed. “Everyone’s positively transfixed by her. Great idea, Lacey. Stella owes you for this.”

Michelle, Stylettos’ striking African-American assistant manager, giggled at her fortune as Marie peered into her palm. “You telling me I’m going to hook up with a white boy? Another one? No way! Couldn’t he be sort of, you know, sweet and milk chocolate?”

“I still have my doubts about how psychic she really is,” Brooke said, “but Marie puts on a good show.”

Lacey looked quizzically at her friend, Brooke Barton, Esquire, lawyer by day and wacky conspiracy theorist by night. Tonight, Brooke was looking less than usual like a well-starched Washington attorney. Her long pale blond hair caressed her bare shoulders, and her smoky eye shadow and mascara kicked up her comely lawyer-next-door looks a notch or two.

All the pretty bridesmaids were looking their best tonight. Most of us, anyway. Lacey had erased the faint shadows of overwork beneath her blue-green eyes with concealer and a dusting of blush on her high cheekbones. She caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror, over the console table covered with champagne bottles and crystal flutes. She pushed her hair away from her face. It would be weeks before she needed to have the blond highlights in her honey brown hair refreshed. By Stella, of course. After the honeymoon. She turned back to Brooke with a lifted eyebrow.

“Seriously, Brooke? You believe in little green men, things that go bump in the night, and the Loch Ness Monster, but you don’t believe Marie is psychic?”

Brooke snorted. “Call me skeptical.”

“I have called you many things, Counselor, most of them good, but skeptical is not one of them. Besides, Marie is exceedingly psychic with things like, um, the weather,” Lacey replied. Marie’s bones did seem to have a direct hotline to storms, rain, and wind. She was as good as or better than any meteorologist in town. “And I do worry when she faints.”

“Certainly she faints more than anyone I’ve ever known.” Brooke furrowed her brow in concentration. “In fact, I’ve never known anyone who faints. Have you? So nineteenth century.”

Marie Largesse fell into a stupor when her psychic circuits were “overloaded,” purportedly with visions of horror, death, and doom. Or so she said. No one was quite sure what Marie experienced when she fainted, not even Marie. But death and dismay generally followed those spells.

“I wonder what Marie sees when she drops into the astral netherworld.” Brooke wondered, one hand on her chin.

“Doesn’t matter. She can never remember.” Lacey was just as curious about the netherworld of Brooke’s complicated mind. “But it can’t be good.”

“So if Edgar Cayce was the Sleeping Prophet, then Marie Largesse is the Fainting Psychic? I’ve heard of fainting goats, but a fainting psychic is just weird.” Brooke reached for a mushroom puff pastry on a silver tray passed by a server in a white blouse, black slacks, and pink cummerbund, matching the party’s color scheme.

“Your words, not mine. Anyway, Marie predicted beautiful spring weather for today and tomorrow,” Lacey pointed out, “and just look!”

“I’ll take it,” Brooke agreed. “I’m so ready for spring.”

“And I’m crossing my fingers that tonight is all about harmless bachelorette party fun. No disasters. No fainting allowed.”

“Yes, it’s harmless all right.” Brooke sniffed. “Reading palms and cards? ‘You will meet a tall, dark stranger’? The kind of thing any charlatan fortune-teller could pull off.”

“If you’re so dubious, test Marie. Go ahead. Mock the shawl.”

“No need to be hasty, Lacey. I’m wide open to the possibilities. Of the shawl, that is. Especially if Gregor Kepelov, that emissary from the dark side of Mother Russia, gave it to her. Besides, it’s Marie’s powers I doubt, not the shawl.” Brooke drained her champagne flute. “Maybe there is something to the shawl bringing good luck. After all, Stella got lucky, landing Nigel, surviving that fall off the rocks, getting perfect wedding weather, and ordering us all to wear pink for the wedding.” She sighed. “I saw some lovely gray bridesmaid dresses when I was shopping. I love that smoky color! Why couldn’t she go with gray?”

“Freeze right there, Brooke. It’s not like I’m the biggest fan of all things pink and rosy. But gray? Definitely not gray. It’s a spring wedding. It should have spring colors! Why dress like a tropical depression anyway? Is it in the wardrobe handbook for young attorneys?”

“Yes, it is. Gray is lucky for lawyers. Pink is lucky for—defendants. And talk about luck! How did Stella and Nigel manage to snag a Park Service permit for a wedding on the Mall amidst those pink cherry blossoms she’s so fond of?”

“And on such short notice too.”

Brooke scanned the tables for more appetizers. “Her future father-in-law, the British ambassador, probably had something to do with it.”

“Former ambassador,” Lacey corrected her. “Possibly, but Stella told me some other wedding party had a permit for two years and suddenly canceled. Probably a sad tale there.”

“Dame Fortune has smiled on Stella. And I have to say this venue for the bachelorette bash is working out. Nice job.”

“Thanks. I was afraid it could end up seriously—” Lacey hunted for a word.

“Tacky?” Brooke selected from a passing tray another pink champagne cocktail, named by the bartenders the “Stellarrific Rose” for the evening, in Stella’s honor. She lifted her glass in a salute to Lacey.

“Not tacky exactly.” Lacey saluted her in turn. “But it is a bachelorette party, so mortification is always a danger. I caved in and bought her the tiara. It was the one thing she really wanted for tonight. I’m surprised our feisty stylist agreed to stay in town for her bachelorette party and not indulge in the stupider rites of waning singlehood, like a drunken road trip to the beach or something.”

“I’d have filed a restraining order,” Brooke said.

There was a squeal of laughter from one of the bridesmaids. Lacey looked up. Everything was going well.

The partygoers were gathered on a Sunday evening in April in a side room of a brand-new restaurant named Rosebud’s, on U Street, in a very happening and rapidly gentrifying Washington, D.C., neighborhood. It was once a rough part of town, but only occasionally dangerous these days, and generally not until after two in the morning. Lacey and Brooke were cohosting the event, but Lacey had made all the key decisions. Rosebud’s was already a hit, but having just opened, its private party rooms were still affordable. This Sunday was the only night they could reserve this close to Stella’s wedding; next Saturday would be the big day.

“It even has pink rosebud drapes,” Lacey noted. “This place is as tasteful as we could manage, keeping in mind the bride’s extravagant preferences.”

“If only she’d change her mind about the pink bridesmaid dresses.”

“A woman who’s been planning a cherry blossom wedding since the third grade is unlikely to be swayed from pink bridesmaid dresses.” Lacey laughed. “Just be thankful she’s letting us choose our own dresses, and not the Bustiers of Doom she would have cinched us in.”

“You’re the big fashion maven—couldn’t you suggest something else?”

“When has Stella ever listened to me?”

“Always! She reads everything you write! Every third word out of her mouth is a quote from your Crimes of Fashion, and your Fashion Bites.”

“Fashion certainly does bite. But Brooke, my words somersault around her head. Stella’s interpretation of my advice stands my hair on end.”

“Good thing she’s such a great stylist. She can fix that.” Brooke tugged on a lock of Lacey’s hair for emphasis.

Life is funny, Lacey reflected. There was a time when Brooke and Stella couldn’t stand each other. They had eventually bonded over gunpowder, tequila, and danger. Now Brooke was a bridesmaid in reluctant pink in Stella’s wedding while Lacey was the reluctant, but determined, maid of honor.

“Do you suppose she’d mind if I show up in a nice taupe dress?” There was a hint of a whine in Brooke’s voice. “Maybe with a pale pink belt?”

“Mind? She’d only kill you. She’s already fretting over every single pink petal that buds, blossoms, and falls.”

“Stella would file suit against Mother Nature to stop the cherry blossoms from fading.” Brooke shook her head. “I guess there had better be pink buds for her wedding. And pink bridesmaids in pink dresses.”

“Brooke, we have to suck it up on the pink dress question.”

“I’m a lawyer. I’m not good at sucking it up. Sucking up, yes. A completely different thing.”

“You have bought your dress, haven’t you?”

Brooke contemplated her champagne glass. “Umm, I’ve been really busy.”

“You have one week, Brooke. One week.” Lacey sipped her own champagne. “Go pink. Or die.”

Around them, the crowd seemed to be in high spirits. Even the stringy-haired cocktail waitress looked enthusiastic. She was sallow-skinned with a prominent and crooked nose, but the effect was softened by a lyrical voice and a vaguely foreign accent. The name on her badge was Tilda. She leaned down to collect glasses at the table where Marie sat, and she reached out to stroke the shawl.

“Do be careful, hon,” Marie said, putting her hand on Tilda’s. “It’s very old. And it has a spirit of its own.”

“How fascinating. It must be very valuable to you.” The waitress smiled.

“I could never put a price on it.”

“My grandmother had such a shawl. Not nearly so grand as this one. Such intricate needlework.” Tilda touched one pink rose, then another. “But her shawl is most beautiful in my memory.”

“Why, of course it is. You’re not from around here, are you? Are you Russian?”

“A little, on my grandmother’s side. A lovely memory, her shawl. But now—” Tilda patted the garment gently and then straightened up. “Work to do. Thank you for letting me touch it. So beautiful.” She picked up empty glasses and set them on her tray. Marie winked at Lacey.

“My shawl has another admirer.”

Lacey regarded the efficient Tilda, who was heading back to the kitchen. “Not everyone is superstitious, Marie.”

“No, but she was respectful. That’s important when it comes to matters of the spirit.” Marie yawned, one tattooed hand fluttering gracefully over her mouth.

“Don’t wear yourself out, Marie,” Stella cooed, back with another Stellarrific Rose. “Fortune-telling is hard work, doll.”

“No worries, sugar. I have a new girl opening the shop in the morning.” The Little Shop of Horus was Marie’s occult bookstore, psychic reading studio, and candle shop in Old Town Alexandria. “She’s got good vibes and all that. And compatible tattoos.”

“Compatible tattoos?”

“All butterflies and roses. No death’s heads or ugliness to invite evil,” Marie said. “So Gregor’s picking me up tonight, and I plan to sleep late, sugar.”

“I totally can’t wait to tell Nigel you said we’re going to have a blue-eyed baby. Someday. But maybe I shouldn’t scare him before the wedding? Guys don’t like their brides suddenly babbling away about babies, you know.”

“Oh, Marie! Read me! Please.” Rosalie, one of the bridesmaids, stuck out her hand. Marie smiled and took her open hand in her larger ones. She closed her eyes and concentrated.

Stella gave Lacey a hug. “I so owe you, Lace. The Stellarrific pink champagne cocktails? Awesome. Totally awesome. And I love the tiara you got me!” She touched the faux jewels on the top of her head. “Pink stones! I am totally wearing this with my veil. It’s so not cheap-looking.”

It wasn’t cheap either: pink Swarovski crystals. “You’re welcome. And thank you for not making us shake our booty from here to Georgetown or Rehoboth.”

“I’m not sure I’m up for partying all night anymore either,” Stella stage-whispered. “Maybe I’m getting old. But don’t tell anyone or I’ll wreak havoc on your hair.”

“It’s called maturity, Stella.” Brooke broke into the conversation.

“Ma-churr-ity? Criminy, that makes me sound ancient!” Stella was in her mid-thirties, but she had stopped telling anyone her age. “And I gotta watch the dark circles under my eyes, not to mention these awful lines starting. Need to be beautiful for my beau.” Stella tottered to the nearest table and eased herself into a chair. “Walking on these babies is killing me.” She showed off sky-high red patent leather stilettos that would have felled a lesser woman.

It was a major feat for Stella to wear heels at all after suffering a broken leg a few months before. These days her waifish high-heeled gait had a slight tilt to it.

“Those things ought to come with a surgeon general’s warning,” Lacey said.

“You’re telling me. But there is no way I’m going to knuckle under to doctor’s orders on this. I’m going to wear cute footwear for my wedding, if it kills me. And they’re not even as high as I’d like. Nosebleed high, that’s what I wanted.”

“What did you decide on for the wedding?”

“Either these red stilettos, or those super-adorable Victorian lace-up boots we found. The heel is a little lower and they support the ankle. They came in white leather, but I could have them dyed pink.”

“Pink. I vote for the pink boots,” Lacey said.

“Not the red stilettos?” Brooke teased. “I don’t know, Stella. Sounds to me like low-heeled boots are just a couple of steps away from Birkenstocks.” 

“Bite your tongue, Brookie,” Stella said and struggled to her feet. “Now, I gotta get some more of those ham-thingy appetizers. They are majorly delish.”

“Sit, Cinderella. I’ll get you a plate.” Brooke moved off in search of the ham thingies. They were definitely the more-you-drink-the-better-they-taste type of appetizer.

Stella sipped her pink champagne. “Can you believe it, Lacey? I’m getting married. To Nigel.”

“Last I heard. You sound unsure. Shopping for a different groom to match the shoes? Something pinker?”

“Oh, no. I’m sure. Nigel’s the one. We are getting married. Pretty sure. Unless somebody drops dead between now and Saturday.”

“No dead bodies! Don’t even think it.”

“I’m kidding,” Stella said. “Like I said, I’m waltzing down the aisle. In the pink. Things actually seem to be working out for me, for once. But it’s always something, isn’t it? Like her. I can’t believe she had the nerve to show up.”

“Who?” Lacey scanned the room.

“Rosalie—the buttinsky having her palm read. My cousin.”

Stella indicated the frizzy-haired bridesmaid huddling with Marie. Rosalie’s hair was a creature with a mind of its own. Medusa-like, it had started the evening curly and then exploded into a ball of baling wire, courtesy of the D.C. humidity. Despite her hair, Rosalie appeared to be having a great time.

“You invited her, didn’t you?”

“Well, kinda, sorta. My mother forced her on me. I mean, I have plenty of bridesmaids without her. Bridesmaids I actually like. But she’s family.” 

Lacey took a closer look at Stella’s cousin. Underneath Rosalie’s wild curly hair were brown eyes, blotchy skin, and flat cheekbones. It was a plain face that might have been improved with a bit of subtle makeup. She wore a sleeveless green sheath that made her skin look a little olive. It was a little too tight, and a little too long, and her black shoes were too heavy for a light spring dress. Obviously Stella hadn’t had a chance to make over her cousin—yet.

The stylist grimaced as she explained, “Rosalie’s a bookkeeper for an auto supply store near Princeton—not the good side of Princeton either—but she’s not exactly a typical Jersey girl. Look at her! Dull, dull, dull.”

Lacey thought a rosy-hued bridesmaid dress, no matter how dreadful it might be, would perk up the woman’s looks and make Rosalie a little rosier. “She’ll probably clean up nicely.”

“Optimist,” Stella said.

Marie finished telling her fortune and Rosalie gazed at Stella with a mix of admiration and envy. And possibly fear.

“So, Rosalie, what’s the outlook, fortune-wise?” Stella asked.

“I’m going to meet a great guy,” Rosalie said. “Where and when and who, that’s all a little fuzzy. But she said it’ll be raining.”

“If Marie says rain, bring your umbrella.” Lacey smiled and put her hand out to shake. “Hi, I’m Lacey.”

Rosalie squeezed her hand, star struck. “I know! I read the papers. Lacey Smithsonian. You and Stella have such exciting lives.”

“Busy, at any rate,” Lacey said. “Have you picked out your dress yet?”

Rosalie’s hair bobbed as she nodded enthusiastically. “It’s really pink. I hope you like it. I’m so excited! I’ve never been a bridesmaid before.”

Stella grabbed a hank of Rosalie’s hair. “And you never will be again if we don’t do something with that hair! I made an appointment for you tomorrow at Stylettos, before you head back to Jersey. And you can get a blowout Saturday morning before the wedding. Okay?”

“Wait a minute, Stel.” Rosalie looked wary. “Remember the last time?”

Fellow bridesmaid Michelle picked up her cue. “Stella says you’d like something new and sleek. I’ll take good care of you.” The assistant manager of Stylettos, Michelle was charming and soft-spoken, where Stella was opinionated and loud.

Rosalie squinted at her. Michelle was a striking woman with milk chocolate skin and an amazing updo, a French twist that swirled into a crown of curls. Though Lacey hadn’t seen Michelle’s dress, she knew that any shade of pink she chose would complement her skin tone.

“I don’t remember saying anything like that, but if Stella—” Rosalie grabbed her hair into a ponytail with a look of terror. “You’re not going to cut, are you? It took me two years to grow it out from last time.” She shot an accusatory glare Stella’s way. “I was practically bald.”

Stella shrugged and waved her drink. “So we learned something. Really short hair doesn’t work for you. And you got even, didn’t you, Rosalie? You wouldn’t believe it, Lacey. She attacked my car. Disabled it completely.”

“Oh, please,” Rosalie said. “It was just the plug wires. Easy-peasy. It’s not like I put a potato in the exhaust pipe or anything.”

Weddings always bring out the best in people. Lacey didn’t know quite what to say, but Michelle stepped in again. She eyed Rosalie’s hair with interest. “It just needs a trim, just an inch or two. And if we straighten it a little, you won’t even know it was cut.”

“Straighten it?” Rosalie’s eyes were wide.

“Trust me, I am the expert straightener. And it will last.”

Rosalie took a gulp of her drink. “If you’re sure. And you have to promise you won’t scalp me.”

“I promise. You can trust me, even if you can’t trust Stella.” Michelle smiled.

“That was a joke, Rosalie,” Stella said. “Hey, would I steer you wrong?”

“Yes, you would and you have,” Rosalie replied, backing away from her cousin.

“Michelle is a terrific stylist and she really understands naturally curly hair,” Lacey said. 

Rosalie shook her head. “Hair and makeup, hair and makeup! It’s always come so easily for Stella. But when she does my hair and my makeup, she makes me look weird. Like a clown.”

Stella sighed. “You’re just not used to looking different.”

“Maybe I don’t like looking crazy. Hey, speaking of crazy, I need a drink.” Rosalie headed to the bar. Stella covered her face with her hands.

“Honestly, I don’t how I’m going to make it through this wedding. And to top things off, Lady Gwendolyn made me invite my mother to all the festivities.”

“You can’t not invite your mother, Stella. My advice, play nice.”

“Ha, easy for you to say. You have a great mom. Mine, not so much.”

Lacey rolled her eyes. She had yet to meet the notorious Retta Lake, but she was looking forward to it. She’d already met Lady Gwendolyn Griffin, Stella’s soon-to-be mother-in-law, who’d submitted like a lamb to a radical hair and makeup makeover under Stella’s supervision.

“My mother doesn’t even really believe I’m getting married,” Stella said. “Retta’s all negativity. Who’d want her around? Anyway, Lady G guilted me into it. She may look all House of Windsor and Downton Abbey, but she can badger with the best of them. And my mother’s coming a week early. Her idea, believe me. And Rosalie’s only here to be gossip central for the relatives back home. This party will be all over her Facebook before midnight.” Stella tossed a sour look toward her younger cousin. “And I’m going to have to do something about that!”

“That?” Lacey squinted at Rosalie.

“That mop of hair. And did you hear her? It’s not like she’s ever grateful or anything. Plus, the salon’s going to be short-staffed on account of the wedding anyway. I’m totally doing her a favor.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to take charity, Stella. Even from your cousin. At any rate, Michelle will have it under control. More pink champagne?” Lacey inquired. “No one wants to see a glum bride. You aren’t having, um, cold feet, are you?”

“In these hot shoes?” Stella lunged for another pink cocktail. “No, no doubts about Nigel, or the cherry blossoms, or anything like that. But there is something. Something that could wreck everything. Besides my mother and my cousin showing up to ruin my big day.”

Alarms were going off in Lacey’s brain. “I’m your maid of honor. You can tell me anything.” I really don’t want to hear this, do I?

“I meant to tell you. But it’s too awful, Lace. I’m too ashamed to tell you.”
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“SPILL,” LACEY INSISTED. “I don’t want any surprises.”

Stella was constitutionally unable to keep a secret. “I think I might hate my dress,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Totally hate it. In fact, I don’t love it at all.”

“But you look great,” Lacey protested. After all, the stylist was decked out in classic Haute Stella.

“Not this dress!” She pointed to her bandage-tight red dress. “This dress rocks. It’s gonna rock Nigel later tonight, if you know what I mean. No, no, no, I’m talking about my wedding gown.”

Not the giant white puffball! Lacey knew if a woman didn’t feel right in what she wore on one of the most important days of her life, it could poison the entire event.

“You don’t like your wedding dress? But it’s so, um, pretty.” Lacey pictured the layers of white organza and the lightly beaded bodice, highlighted with a sprinkling of faux pearls and sparkling rhinestones. She’d been astounded that Stella had been able to find a dress on such short notice. The wedding was rushed, with barely three months to plan the whole thing.

The hunt for the Great White Whale of Dresses had come down to the giant ball gown style or the mermaid silhouette. To Lacey’s surprise, the ball gown had won, and it was a sale gown that needed only minimal alterations. It was white, it was poufy, and the strapless bodice pushed up Stella’s Girls to a seductive-but-not-trashy level.

“Yeah, it’s okay. But it’s like the dress that everyone’s wearing this year, and last year and next year. It’s like the expected dress. The typical dress. The just-say-yes-to-the-dress dress. And I’m so not the typical say-yes-to-the-dress bride.”

Lacey found it hard to argue. “I know you wanted something like a pink leather bustier or a miniskirt with a graduated train, that mullet skirt look—something.” She had to blink away the vision. “But it would have to be custom made and there isn’t time.”

“It’s not that. I’m not even sure I wanted it to look so Las Vegas showgirly and all. It’s just that my dress, my wedding dress for that, hopefully, once-in-a-lifetime occasion—well, it’s just not special.” Stella looked heartbroken. “I know I’m someone people think would probably get married in, you know, a Dragon Lady red leather mini with, like, lightning bolts up the side or something, Lace, but I’ve been thinking about my wedding day since I was a little girl. Wearing a bride’s costume on Halloween. Little fake pearls and tiara and veil and everything.”

“You really had a bride costume? Not a little Goth princess outfit?” Where did that Stella go?

Stella downed her champagne cocktail. “Oh, I had one of those too. But the point is, I’ve always dreamed of this day and I want it to be out of the ordinary. Fabulous, stupendous. Extra-special, special.”

“But, Stella, you’ll make it special.” Lacey groped for something positive to say. “You have, um, pink-highlighted hair. Besides, you get to wear Marie’s haunted shawl. Something borrowed, something old? And that is definitely one of a kind.”

Stella lowered her voice. “And that’s another thing. You know I adore Marie, but what if that spooky Russian thing really is dangerous?”

Lacey gave herself a mental head slap. “But Stel, you heard Marie. The shawl can’t hurt people in love. Like you and—”

“I know, I know, and I am totally in love with Nigel Percival Griffin.”

“Wait a minute. Percival?”

“But what if the shawl doesn’t believe me? I mean, Nigel and me, we’ve had bad luck. Seems like ever since we met.”

“You’ve had your share. But I believe it simply has to be over and done with.”

“Do you, Lace? Really and truly?”

“Law of averages, Stella. You’re due for good luck. And besides, Marie hasn’t fainted, has she?”

They turned in unison toward the voluptuous psychic, busily spinning dreams out of thin air. “Not yet, anyway.”

***
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“THAT’S HER?” A MAN with a British accent was saying. “Not really? In the red stilettos? With the pink hair? You’re having me on, mate.”

“She’s the one, Bryan. As of Saturday, I’m off the market.” Another British accent. This one belonged to Nigel Griffin, Stella Lake’s fiancé.

Lacey was exiting the ladies’ blushing-pink lavatory at Rosebud’s when she heard voices coming from the end of the bar, near the hallway to the restrooms. She stopped to listen because it sounded interesting—a reporter’s habit. She could see a slice of the speakers in a strategically placed mirror at the end of the hall, but they couldn’t see her. The two were leaning on the bar, drinking beer like old buddies.

Nigel Griffin was tall and thin, good-looking in an unathletic English way. His large teeth were straight, having had the advantage of braces during his teen years at an American prep school in D.C. He was slightly rumpled, as usual, in khakis and a blue oxford-cloth button-down shirt. Lacey had only a partial view of the other man, who wore gray slacks and a navy jacket.

“What I mean is, how can you look at that when my sister Adele is still carrying a torch for you?” the stranger called Bryan was saying.

“Adele is lovely, she just doesn’t do it for me.” Nigel lifted his beer.

“But Adele—”

“Mate, Adele is driven. Sure, she’s pretty on the outside, but on the inside your sister is Margaret Freaking Thatcher. She’d invade the Falklands on a dare.”

“True enough. That’s Adele. I simply can’t believe that pint-sized hairdresser turns your crank. And who was that immense, weird, black-haired Gypsy woman? Nearly smothered me with a black shawl.”

“Don’t exaggerate, Bryan. It’s just Marie. Psychic. Great friend of Stella’s.”

“She passed me in the hall and practically bowled me over. The thing got tangled in my tie clip. Took a minute to get free.” He gave a short laugh. “So the massive psychic is chums with the tiny impish pink-haired bride? Certainly fits.”

Lacey could feel steam coming out of her ears. What the hell is Nigel Griffin doing here anyway, and who’s this sexist slob he’s boozing with?

“As the Bard says: ‘Love looks not with the eyes but with the mind,’ ” Nigel said.

“And the ‘course of true love never did run smooth,’ ” Bryan Whoever-he-was replied.

At least he’s semiliterate, even if he is a creep, Lacey thought.

“God knows it hasn’t run smooth so far,” Nigel said. “I guess we’ve got the true love part in the bag.”

“Maybe it isn’t supposed to work out,” Bryan said. “All for the best, what?”

“Are you my best man, or not?”

Really scraping the bottom of the best-man barrel there, Nigel. Lacey was due back at the party, but this sounded too important to miss.

“Nigel, she works in a hair salon. Common as clay,” Bryan continued. “My sister at least has some class. Even with the Thatcher DNA. And money too.”

Lacey had two issues with this buddy-buddy scene. First, Nigel Griffin wasn’t supposed to be spying on his bride-to-be and her bachelorettes. Grooms were never welcome at bachelorette parties. And second, if this “Bryan” had such a snotty attitude toward Nigel’s choice of bride, what was he doing being Nigel’s best man? The best man’s job was to support the groom. And Lacey’s job was to support the bride. She emerged from the hallway, shoulders back, eyes blazing.

“Nigel Griffin! What are you doing here?” 

Griffin’s eyes went wide. “Shhh, Smithsonian.” He put his finger to his lips. “No need to make a fuss. And don’t tell Stella! Just wanted to see one of those famous American bridal rituals I’ve heard so much about.”

She stood with her hands on her hips. “You’re spying.”

Bryan turned his pale gray gaze on Lacey. He was tall and thin and so blond he seemed to be bloodless. “This one’s more promising. Who are you?”

“No, no, no, mate.” Nigel shook his head and his finger. “You do not want to mess with Smithsonian. She can be very hard on a person. Especially low-class persons like yourself.”

“Let me be the judge of that, old man.”

“Bryan, trust me. You do not want Smithsonian to show you her famous scissors trick. Or whack you with a sword cane. Possibly rope you like a calf.”

“Better and better.” Bryan had an unsavory grin. “I like a nice bit of rope work myself.”

“Very well, let her go all American cowgirl on you and shoot you like the dog you are.” Nigel pantomimed shooting a gun. “What else, Smithsonian? I forget. Such a long list of lethal attributes.”

“Too many to keep track of, Nigel. Hard to choose just one.” Lacey eyed their pitcher of beer on the bar. She’d never actually thrown a drink on anyone. It was tempting. She’d always wanted to. But who gets the first pitcher?

“Come on, old chap. Introduce me properly,” Bryan said.

“Remember, you insisted.” Nigel raised his hands in defeat. “Allow me to introduce Lacey Smithsonian, lethal fashion reporter for a local rag, The Eye Street Observer.”

Bryan put out his hand. Lacey just stared at it.

“Not quite lethal, but close enough,” she said. “I am the maid of honor. Stella is my friend, and I don’t appreciate your comments.”

“And Smithsonian doesn’t think I’m half good enough for Stella,” Nigel added.

“Not on your best day, Nigel,” she agreed.

“Sorry. Culpeper’s the name. Bryan Culpeper.” He smoothly scooped up his glass of beer off the bar with his unshaken right hand. “Sometimes my mouth outruns my brain. I apologize if I offended you.”

“If?” Lacey wasn’t an expert on the class distinctions of English accents, but Bryan’s sounded to her on the posher end of the scale.

“This miserable wreck is my best man,” Nigel said warily. He edged an inch or two farther away from Lacey.

“Your best? Are you sure?” Lacey asked. “You could do better. For Heaven’s sake, Nigel, even Kepelov would be a better best man. At least he likes Stella.”

“Kepelov? Ha. Chap can be a little scary.” Nigel squirmed. “Bryan and I are mates. I used to date his sister.”

“We’re practically in-laws,” Bryan clarified. “Now, what about you? I could get to like a sweet thing like you.”

Lacey shoved Bryan’s beer-holding hand right up into his chin, spilling Sam Adams all over his face and his starched white shirt and tie. He leapt backward against the bar, dripping and cursing. The blasé bartender threw him a towel as he sputtered unintelligible British epithets.

“My goodness,” Lacey said, delighted with herself. “What a mess you’ve made! For your information, I’m not a sweet thing, I’m in charge of the bachelorettes, and you’re not welcome at our party.”

She turned on the cowering Nigel Griffin. “I recommend that you leave. Now. Before I rat you out to the bride. And take your worst man here with you.”

She exited, head held high. That was for Stella. Lacey couldn’t help smirking to herself. Not bad, she thought. Not bad at all.

“I warned you, mate,” she heard Nigel say to the still-dripping Bryan as she strode away. “You got off easy.”
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“WHAT TOOK YOU SO LONG, Lacey? I could have given you a shampoo, cut, and blow-dry in the time you’ve been gone,” Stella complained.

Lacey was still steaming. She was debating whether to tell Stella about the intruders at the bar when a pair of arms swept them both up in a hug.

“Mis amigas! What’s up with you two? You’re like two little schoolgirls passing notes in the corner. Is this the bachelorette party or what? Because I am an honorary bachelorette!”

“Miguel!” Stella squealed and lunged into a hug. There were air kisses all around. “You came! I was afraid you wouldn’t make it! And hey, you cut your hair and you didn’t let me do it?” Stella smoothed back his sleek short hair with an expert touch.

“It’s a long train ride down from Manhattan, sweetie. It was wearing me out. High maintenance.”

Miguel had chopped off the long glossy black ponytail Lacey remembered, but his short combed-back style was just as flattering and more rakish. Tall and thin, Miguel was effortlessly stylish. Women couldn’t help looking his way and into his liquid brown eyes—before they figured out he was gay—but that didn’t stop the fairer sex from loving him. Originally from D.C., he was working as an image stylist in Manhattan. Among his clientele were fashion photographers, celebrities, and the occasional star diva who needed a jolt of fabulous. Miguel could bring the fabulous.

The first time Lacey met Miguel Flores, he was bruised and battered from surviving a violent armed robbery at Bentley’s Boutique in Chevy Chase, Maryland. He was the victim of a real-life crime of fashion, and his story was one in which Lacey had mixed high style and true crime on her fashion beat. Miguel was also an old friend of Stella’s and instantly became Lacey’s friend too. He and Stella once ganged up on Lacey while shoe shopping, the result of which was a pair of shoes sitting in Lacey’s closet that cost over six hundred dollars. On sale. Miguel’s fashion advice was seldom easy on the wallet.

“We must dish, my darlings,” Miguel said. “I want good gossip. And good golly, Miss Molly, look at you, Stella! Pink frosting on the bride as well as the wedding cake?” He tousled her pink-tipped curls.

“Do you just love it?”

“Only on you, dear.”

High-pitched laughter distracted Stella and her curls swiveled.

“Hold that thought, Miguel. I want more flattery, but first I have to go save poor Marie from my idiot cousin.” Stella tottered on her sky-high heels. “Even I can tell Rosalie’s fortune! She’s a bookkeeper, for pity’s sake. Fifty years of adding and subtracting, that’s her future.” Stella pointed her stilettos toward Rosalie.

“Let me look at you, darling. My, we’re very Philadelphia Story today, aren’t we?” Miguel lifted an eyebrow and a glass of pink champagne in a toast to Lacey and her outfit.

She had chosen a late-1930s garden party dress. The evening was a bit chilly, but the dress and the teasing air of spring had called to her. It was pale yellow voile over a cream-colored slip. The original belt was long gone, but Lacey substituted a green ribbon at the waist. The style was all in the details—the covered buttons, the lace cuffs, and the small decorative lace pockets high on the bust.

“I love it,” Lacey admitted. “But I don’t exactly blend in.”

“Blend in with these giggling girls? Why on earth would you want to? Could they disarm a killer and use his own sword cane against him? Please. I’ll take you on my side anytime, Lacey.”

Most of the bachelorettes wore skinny strapless summer dresses. They were pushing the spring season, which in the Nation’s Capital was unpredictable at best. Lacey couldn’t blame them. Once the buds appeared on the trees and light green leaves peeked out, spring fever couldn’t be held back. Even Brooke was in her sober, lawyerly version of spring-induced giddy finery. Lacey made a mental note to ask Brooke where on earth she’d found a strapless gray pinstripe dress. Was it from Brooks Brothers’ Taking the Office to the Picnic Collection?

“Whatever works, Miguel. Swords, scissors, or my devastating wit. As for clothes, I have a fatal attraction to things that are pretty. But tell me about you. What are you up to?”

“Boring. First you. I hear you and the hunky Vic Donovan are hot and heavy.”

“You’ve been talking to Stella,” Lacey said. “The Twitter Tease of Washington Gossip?” 

“Stella tells me everything. I don’t even have to ask. It’s more efficient that way,” Miguel said. “But I realize I can’t believe half of what she says. Now, is it true you and Donovan are muy serioso?”

Lacey couldn’t keep herself from smiling at the very mention of Vic’s name. “Could be halfway true. Un poquito serioso.”

“Stella said more than halfway. Of course there hasn’t been much room for idle chitchat, in between discussing the wedding dress and her hair and Nigel the Wonder Man. Tell me, Lacey, is he really George Clooney, Hugh Grant, and Paul McCartney rolled into one? Can he be cloned? I can’t wait to see this marvel.”

Lacey thought about the scene at the bar. “Well, maybe the Hugh Grant part—”

“Don’t tell me Nigel’s not all he’s cracked up to be. I knew it!”

“He’s certainly cracked.” She tried to be fair. “Oh, Nigel’s cute in that British romantic lead kind of way, the guy who stumbles and bumbles around before figuring out what he’s doing in the final reel. Some people actually think Nigel’s a babe. He’s just not my type.”

“Back to your devastatingly hot private eye. How serious is it? White-lace-and-promises serious? Nervous-breakdown-over-the-flowers-and-the-dress serious?”

“Yes, I’m still going out with Vic.”

“But you’re not talking.” He poked her in the ribs. “Spill, Smithsonian, I’m sure it’s juicy.”

Lacey had a secret, and Miguel might be one of the first people she’d want to tell, but she wasn’t interested in divulging it anytime soon.

“My lips are sealed. This is Stella’s night, Miguel. It’s all about her, not me. But you can tell me all about your love life.”

He lifted his shoulders and let them drop. “They come and they go. But I’m open to suggestion. And I am such a pretty boy.” His smile revealed white and even teeth.

“Pretty is as pretty does. Perhaps you’re too pretty, Miguel.”

“Too pretty? Impossible! And speaking of too pretty, look who the cat just dragged in.” There was a new arrival at the doorway.

“Is that Leonardo? The hairstylist?” Lacey couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen that celebrated diva. He and Stylettos had parted ways with a vengeance.

“You mean Leonardo I’m-too-cool-to-have-a-last-name?” Miguel said. “He’s under the mistaken impression that he’s an artiste. But why not cut to the quick? Let’s call him a barber.”

Since he’d left Stylettos—where he was a major pain in Stella’s backside—Leonardo had shuttled back and forth among salons all over the District, insulting clients and attacking their hair, declaring his genius, and generally playing the diva.

“He wasn’t invited,” Lacey said.

“You surprise me. And that hair,” Miguel said. “What was he thinking? He looks like a part-time Swedish dominatrix. At a Roman bathhouse.”

The first time Lacey saw him, Leo had a sweep of auburn hair. Now he sported a platinum blond Caesar cut and a stroke of blue eyeliner. But the expression on his face was the same bored arrogance. Lacey wondered if it was possible to be born with a supercilious look on your face. Leonardo strode into the center of the pink party room.

“Stand back!” Miguel intoned loudly. “Man making a scene.” A few of the bachelorettes giggled. The intruder stood stock-still and glared.

“Back in D.C., Miguel? What’s the matter, Big Apple take a bite out of you?” Leonardo said.

“Dear Leo the Cowardly Lion,” Miguel drawled, “haven’t you learned by now not to judge others by your own failures?”

Leonardo stepped closer to Miguel, glowering. They were almost nose to nose when Stella inserted herself into the breach. She looked like a tiny pink badger between the two tall men.

Though she be but little, yet she is fierce, Lacey quoted silently to herself. 

“Miguel is here for my wedding—he’s my stylist and my consultant,” Stella said. “He gave up a special gig just to be here for me. More than I can say you ever did for me, Leo.”

Miguel gave her shoulder a squeeze. “There you have it. It’s all about Stella tonight, not you. Shoo, fly.”

“You’re not on the invite list, Leo,” Stella added.

“It’s Leonardo. And my sweet, deluded Stella, I can see you do need someone’s help. Mine, for instance,” Leonardo said, focusing on her curls. “But isn’t Miguel’s taste a little rococo for you? You could have called me, you know. Though even I can’t perform miracles.” He gestured toward her hair. “Pink highlights? Really? What a tragedy.”

“Leo, take your bitch act on the road, why don’t you?” Miguel stepped into his face. “You’re so last week.”

“You wish.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Scram, Leo!” Stella’s expression was murderous.

“Don’t be silly. I just got here. Anything good to drink?” Leonardo spun on his heel and headed to the buffet table for a pink cocktail.

“I swear, he’s worse than a barnacle on the butt of a boat. I’m going to scrape him off.” Stella started after him, but Miguel held her back.

“He hates not being queen bee, so to speak,” Miguel said. “Don’t worry, Stella my sweet, I won’t let him ruin your party. He’ll just make a fool of himself. He’ll be over in this town. As if he weren’t already. And think of the gossip we’ll score.”

The way Miguel talked about their gate-crasher made Lacey wonder. “Miguel, did you and Leonardo ever—you know?”

“Have a fling? Let me think.” He pretended to search his memory. “I am popular, you know, and Leonardo wasn’t always such an exhibitionist. He was even rather delicious once. I’m embarrassed to say this: Yes. We flinged. And flanged. And I flung him out. There, it’s out. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Miguel briefly covered his face in mock shame.

“Did he have a hard time letting go?”

“I practically had to pry his fingers off. Like a zombie. He’s dead to me.”

Leonardo helped himself to a Stellarrific cocktail, then twirled, as graceful as a ballet dancer, and bowed toward Stella. “Congratulations, dear Stella. Our bride-to-be.”

“Are you high?” Stella demanded, clenching her fists. “You are not invited! Go away!”

His smirk soured just a bit, but he recovered. “I was crushed, so I crashed. We’re such good friends, you and I. We have such a long history, and yet you neglected to invite me. Invitation lost in the mail, no doubt. And yet you invited Twinkle Toes here.” He cast a sneer toward Miguel. “Plus, I thought with your tendency toward the obvious you might hire some awesome male strippers. With all those ripped abs and porn star moves. They are all gay, you know. Once they see me, anyway. So I’m here for the show.”

“Strippers?” Rosalie’s eyes went wide. The bedraggled bridesmaid stood off to the side, listening intently.

“We’re going for a little class here, Leo,” Stella said. “So that excludes you.”

“So adorable, Stella.” He directed his attention to Lacey. “And the empress of the fashion crime. Still dressing from Grandma’s ragbag, I see. What’s on the menu tonight, Smithsonian? Mayhem, or murder?”

“Take your pick, Leo. If you remember, last time we met, you were a suspect.”

“The name is Leonardo, and I suspect everyone.” He stroked his hair, smoothing the blond fringe on his forehead. He reached for Lacey’s hair. “Still, I’d like to get my hands on those tresses of yours. Get them out of Stella’s clichéd clutches.”

Lacey smacked his hand away.

“Keep your mitts off Lacey’s mane,” Stella growled. “Marie’s telling fortunes, Leo. Want to risk it? Or should I tell you what’s going to happen if you don’t leave?”

“Fortunes? Really? I love fortune-telling!”

“Watch out, Leonardo,” Lacey warned. “Marie’s shawl has magical powers.”

“Magic?”

“Now you’ve done it,” Miguel said. “He’s such a sucker for show biz. He’ll never leave on his own.”

Leonardo pushed his way through the bachelorettes to Marie, who was taking a break. “Pretty shawl!” he cooed. “Is it really magic? Let me see.”

The psychic held the wrap close, protectively. “Careful, Mr. Whoever You Are. This shawl was given to me by my fiancé, Gregor Kepelov.” Marie backed away from him. Bachelorettes started forming a protective barrier around her.

“I only want to touch,” Leo purred. “Tell me about its powers.”

Marie couldn’t seem to resist talking about the shawl, even to this annoying interloper. “This very special shawl, one of a kind in all the world, came from an ancestor of Gregor. Her name was Irina Katya Kepelova. She worked at the mill where they wove the fabric. But Irina wanted a shawl grander and more intricate than any produced in their sweatshop.”

She had everyone’s attention now. Lacey had heard only bits and pieces of the shawl’s history. Marie wrapped the shawl slowly around her shoulders. She snapped out one draped arm, like a dancer, to show off its glory. The bachelorettes gasped and giggled.

“Irina selected the finest, softest wool she could find, and she embroidered each blossom and every leaf. But if you look closer, there are other pictures here, very tiny, in between the flowers and the leaves. You might mistake them for a misshapen blossom. But Irina made no mistakes. Everything she stitched, the people and cities, the mountains and mythical creatures, this perfect little house and this church, all tell the tragic and triumphant story of the Kepelov family.”

“Stella says it’s cursed,” Rosalie said.

“No such thing as a curse,” Leonardo sneered. “Magic is altogether different.”

“This shawl is haunted,” Marie said. “Inhabited by the spirits of all the Kepelova women who have passed on. They left their marks on the shawl in needle and thread. And their blood and tears. I believe they also left a little
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