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​​​AUTHOR’S NOTE
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With this new edition of Raiders of the Lost Corset, I am delighted to continue the relaunch of my Crime of Fashion Mysteries. This groundbreaking series features Lacey Smithsonian, the intrepid fashion reporter who solves crimes with “fashion clues” in Washington, D.C., which she likes to call “The City Fashion Forgot.” 

Every mystery revolves around the question What if? What if someone wants something so much they would kill—or die—for it? What if someone has a secret they would take to the grave? What if just the right person goes looking for that secret? There are so many “what ifs” involved in writing any mystery, and every question leads to another, and another. 

Raiders of the Lost Corset was no exception. This fourth book in my Crime of Fashion series was inspired by my reading in Russian history, by the bloody execution of the Romanovs and the aftermath—and by tales of the Imperial jewels they’d hidden in their clothing against their escape (which never came). One tantalizing suggestion I came across was that among the four executed Romanov princesses, only three corsets filled with jewels were supposedly ever recovered. One (male) writer offered the (preposterous) theory that the teenage Grand Duchess Maria was found without a corset because her mother was “punishing” her for flirting with a Bolshevik guard! By taking away her underwear? I thought not! 

So what if there was still one Romanov corset out there, somewhere, a lost corset full of priceless gems? It was a perfect mystery for my intrepid fashion reporter Lacey Smithsonian to pursue. Who took it? Where had it gone? Where might it be now, so many years later? Why not France, or New Orleans? And what if Lacey broke loose from her home base of Washington, D.C., to explore some of my favorite places—like France and New Orleans?

Raiders also reminds me of the small battles that every writer has to fight to keep her vision intact. One such battle for me was what I call “The Raiders Title Fight.” The editor and publisher of this book’s first edition did not like the title Raiders of the Lost Corset. In fact, they were vigorously opposed to it, partly for reasons I thought were silly. (They said it was too long. They said a two-word title would fit better on the cover.) I fought hard for my title, because I thought it was perfect for the story, and it made everyone who heard it laugh. The battle went round and round for weeks while they strongly “suggested” alternatives like Lethal Lingerie. (Cringe.) Obviously Raiders and I won the Title Fight, my readers told me they loved it, and the book went into multiple printings. And now I’m delighted to be publishing this new edition under my own imprint, Lethal Black Dress Press. 

I’m also pleased to have this opportunity to publish my corrected (and slightly updated) books in ebook and trade paperback editions with a much more readable format and book design, and with beautifully stylish and evocative covers. The new editions better reflect my original intent for the Crime of Fashion series and the feel and atmosphere of the stories.

Welcome to the comic and mysterious world of Lacey Smithsonian and our Nation’s Capital. Thank you for joining me on this ride.

—Ellen Byerrum

​​
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​​CHAPTER 1
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“Find the corset!” the old woman gasped.

Magda Rousseau was never more enigmatic, Lacey Smithsonian thought, than with death at her door. She lay draped in a profusion of gaudy jewels on her tattered old sofa, one of its broken legs replaced by several large books.

The jewels were fake, of course. Anyone could see that. Yet these ropes of faux pearls and necklaces of rubies, emeralds, and diamonds gave the old Frenchwoman the air of regal hauteur she sought in life. Magda had a glazed look in her eyes, a half-smile playing on her lips, and a secret she refused to divulge: Who killed her—or rather, who had tried to kill her? After all, Lacey realized, Magda wasn’t dead yet. Perhaps there was still time to save her life. 

But all Magda cared about was the corset.

“Magda, what happened to you? Who did this?” Lacey reached for her cell phone. She dialed 911 for an ambulance and police and gave the dispatcher Magda’s address in Southeast D.C. With her free hand she touched the woman’s forehead. A string of fake sapphires came loose and fell to the floor with a clatter.

Magda’s skin was cool, her face looked waxy, and her breath was shallow. She kept smiling, arrayed in her false glamour. She was still alive, though barely, when Lacey arrived at Magda’s little theatrical costume and corset shop, Stays and Plays. The old woman shook her head as if trying to clear her thoughts. 

“Poison.”

“Poison! You were poisoned? How? Who?”

Magda stared at Lacey, her brow wrinkled in concentration. “Don’t drink—the wine, Lacey. It is a very—bad vintage. And it is not French.” Lacey saw the nearly empty wineglass tilting out of Magda’s loose grasp, its last red drops staining the pale pink rose of the sofa. She let go of the glass, but it stayed in position, held fast by the tangle of false gems.

​Someone poisoned her wine? But who would poison this sweet, eccentric old woman, and why? “Please try to save your strength,” Lacey pleaded. “Help is on the way.”

The dispatcher came back on the phone, urging Lacey not to hang up, reassuring her that paramedics were en route. Lacey feared it would be too little, too late. Could they make it in time? She heard an ambulance wailing in the distance, but in Washington, D.C., that was an ever-present background noise. It might be headed anywhere.

“Do you know what kind of poison?” Lacey asked.

Magda managed a wry smile. “The fatal kind.”

“Let me get you some water, it’ll dilute the poison. We have to do something.” Lacey reached out to take Magda’s hands. “Come on, I’ll help you to the bathroom.”

“I can’t, Lacey.” She didn’t move. “He has my feet.”

“What are you talking about?” She looked down. Magda was barefoot, the large purple veins contrasting with her bluish-white skin. Lacey knew she preferred to work in her bare feet and often kicked off her scruffy black shoes. “Who has your feet?”

“Him. L’Ange de la Mort. Death, with his icy hands.” Her French accent was becoming thicker. “My feet are already gone. He has taken them. I can’t feel them anymore.” Lacey put the phone down on the coffee table and grabbed a bolt of soft blue flannel to wrap around Magda’s feet. She dashed to the bathroom and brought Magda a glass of water.

“Here, Magda, drink—” But the old woman waved it away.

“So this is how he comes! The Angel of Death. He starts with the feet and puts them in ice.”

“Good God, Magda, stop being so drearily European about this.” Lacey rubbed Magda’s feet vigorously to jump-start her circulation. “This is America. Dying is a last resort. Concentrate on fighting this. There’s an antidote. Usually. Maybe.” Lacey’s efforts weren’t helping, and the chill was seeping into her hands. “You really must wear your shoes and socks. Warm socks. Or your slippers, Magda. Do you have any slippers? I’ll get them for you—”

Lacey realized she was babbling out of fear and concern, and in any case, her advice was useless: Magda Rousseau seemed to be intent on taking the train to eternity with the icy angel. Lacey could feel the woman slipping away, but she carefully tucked the warm flannel tighter around Magda’s feet. She was furious that there was so little she could do.

“Who brought the Angel of Death here? Who did this to you?” Lacey shouted. Magda was fading. The old woman merely shook her head. “We have to find a way—”

​“No! It’s too late!” Magda struggled for breath. “Find the corset! You promised me.” Her speech was starting to slur. “The corset is more important than my feet. Find the corset!” she croaked in her thick French accent, running out of breath. “Promise me!”

“I promise. Please, Magda. Hold on, they’ll be here soon.” Lacey realized she had done everything she could do. Now she could only wait. She held Magda’s icy-cold hands and waited.

Magda Rousseau was a master corsetière, one of the last practicing the not-quite-lost art of accentuating (or creating) the alluring curves of the female form with laces and stays. She created exotic special-order corsets and other fine and fancy underpinnings for an interesting set of characters, including Lacey’s brassy hairstylist, Stella Lake, the numerous local corset fetishists, and a select group of high-priced escorts and call girls. She was best known for putting her needle to work making costumes for Washington, D.C.’s theatrical community. Her work had graced elegant costume dramas at many of the finest theatres in the Nation’s Capital.

The jewels covering Magda were just flashy baubles meant for the costumes of kings and queens, jesters and fools, to make the illusions glitter in the footlights. The effect was startling, as if someone had emptied the shop’s entire inventory of junk jewelry over her, as if it were a set piece in an absurdist play, or a topsy-turvy robbery in reverse. Had she really been poisoned? Was she attacked by an enraged thief who didn’t find what he was looking for? And what was her assailant really after? Lacey didn’t want to take her eyes off Magda, but she glanced away quickly to take in the room. It was a disaster. Even at the best of times, she reflected, it was barely controlled chaos, but today it was chaotic even by Magda’s standards.

Lacey glanced up uneasily at a row of wig heads that stared at her with sightless eyes under elaborate curled hairdos. No wonder I feel like someone’s staring at me. 

The workshop where Magda made her living occupied the second floor of a converted town house in Washington, D.C.’s Eastern Market neighborhood, over a ground floor storefront. Magda lived upstairs on the third floor, in one of two tiny apartments. Near the workshop sofa where Magda lay, Lacey saw the large antique oak notions cabinet, its many glass-front drawers pulled open and their contents spilling out, a treasure chest of faux jewels, bits of gold braid, and gilded chains, like the ones that decorated Magda’s still form.

A nearly finished corset in sassy pink satin with black lace trim​ was provocatively positioned on a dressmaker’s dummy, next to another dummy displaying a purple velvet Elizabethan corseted gown for The Merry Wives of Windsor. A third dummy, with a drape of blue silk for a fancy bustier, had fallen or been thrown to the floor. A profusion of corsets and bustiers in silk and satin and brocade in every stage of construction were strewn all about. But Lacey knew that none of these was the corset Magda was talking about.

“A corsetière knows all your secrets,” Magda had often said to Lacey with a wink. “The secrets you keep and the secrets you give away, all the secrets you hide beneath your clothes.” Clearly she wasn’t parting with any secrets today. Perhaps, Lacey thought, she could keep Magda among the living by engaging her, by simply refusing to let her go.

Keep her talking, she thought. She’s such a storyteller, maybe she’ll get started on a story and forget to die. “What’s with all the baubles, Magda?” she said. “Couldn’t you decide what to wear tonight?”

The old woman shook her head. “The corset! Nothing else matters. You must talk to my cousin—” The words were gasps of agony between shallow breaths.

“Forget about the corset! Someone tried to kill you,” Lacey shouted, trying to get through the woman’s fog of pain. But Magda wasn’t listening. Even while losing her grasp on the material world, dreams of a treasure beyond imagining were never far from her mind. 

“An egg, I thought. Did I tell you? At first, you know, I thought my grandfather had stolen a Fabergé egg, not a bloodstained corset. Did I tell you about all of this?”

Lacey could see her struggle for air, and for her thoughts. “Yes, your grandfather, I know, the lost corset, you told me. But who did this, Magda? And why?”

Magda summoned the last remnants of her strength and clarity and fixed her gaze on Lacey. She said very distinctly, “Promise me you will find the corset!” Then she closed her eyes.

Oh, no, Magda, you can’t die, Lacey thought irrationally, you still have stories to tell! And it was so like Magda to hold a hasty promise over Lacey’s head as she died, to haunt her with this peculiar pipe dream. And where on earth were the D.C. paramedics?! Find the corset. A spectral command. 

“Yes, the corset! I promise! Magda, whoever poisoned you, were they after the corset? Tell me, Magda! Who was it?”

It wasn’t just any corset, Lacey knew. It was a corset of rumor and legend, a corset that would be worth millions, a corset of in​famy sewn with hidden Romanov Imperial jewels, lost for a century. More than enough motive for murder. That is, if Magda were to be believed. Lacey was never sure how much the old corsetière might have embroidered her stories. Quite a lot, Lacey suspected, which would be appropriate for an expert seamstress. Perhaps some of her tales were even made up out of whole cloth. But the mythical corset was a treasure that Magda Rousseau had intended to recover, with fashion reporter Lacey Smithsonian of The Eye Street Observer at her side to document the search. It was a lunatic idea, which made it appealing to both of them.

“Magda?” Lacey said. “Magda Rousseau!” There was no answer this time, and Lacey knew she was dead.

The corpse that once was Magda Rousseau sat on the faded floral sofa in the middle of her workroom, her head leaning back, her fingers still touching the poisoned glass of wine. Her purple shirtwaist dress was old, clean, and well-tailored, but the top button was missing. Her short curly brown hair, shot through with gray, perpetually resisted all her attempts at taming it and was now sticking straight up. Oddly, Magda looked at peace, amid the jumble of faux jewels and the chaos of her workroom.

The woman was probably between sixty and seventy, but she looked older. It isn’t the years, it’s the mileage, Lacey thought. Magda’s upturned cat eyes had always sparkled with a bit of humor, as they did even now. Her lips bore traces of coral lipstick and her ghastly white cheeks sported two bright spots of rouge. Her love of wine (and vodka) showed in the broken capillaries across her cheeks. Lacey stared at the dead woman, hoping vainly that her friend’s death was just an illusion and she might soon rouse herself and say, “All a joke, Lacey! Kidding! A good joke, no?”

The sun was sinking lower beyond the room’s one large window. The golden afternoon light glinted on the paste jewels and reflected from dust floating quietly over the scene. It had started out a fine November day, with a hint of warmth in the air, but darkness would come soon enough and a chill would seize the night.

Lacey remembered her cell phone and picked it up from the coffee table to hear a voice.

“Ma’am, are you there?”

“Why the hell aren’t you here?” she shouted, her frustration taking over.

“They will be there soon, ma’am. Please stay on the—”

Lacey clicked off the phone. She didn’t want to talk to the voice anymore. The heaviness of death settled on her shoulders, leaving her with a melancholy that bore into her bones. She knew she​ would cry later, in private. But she called on a reporter’s professional hardness, woven through with cynicism, to help her through the next few hours. She would wait for the ambulance. And the police. She wanted to see Magda through to the bitter end.

Mac isn’t going to like this, Lacey told herself, and then she thought of all the other people who wouldn’t like it. Her editor, Mac, was just one. Her erstwhile boyfriend, Vic Donovan, was another. And she put herself at the top of the list.

“This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be,” she said aloud. She pulled out her phone again to dial Tony Trujillo, head police reporter at The Eye, but she stopped. It was past today’s deadline. Let Trujillo find his own news. Lacey was tired of being in the center of bad news. The small shop would become a circus-like scene soon enough. She saved that conversation until later and put the phone away.

Feet pounded up the steps to the second-floor workshop. Paramedics stormed through the unlocked door and advanced on Magda. Lacey said, “You’re too late,” but they paid no attention to her. She gazed at her friend one last time before the old woman was subjected to their indignities. Magda’s strong, dexterous fingers still bore multiple rings, each holding a sentimental memory. She leaned in to take a closer look.

“That’s funny,” Lacey said aloud, realizing that it was absurd that she could notice anything amiss under Magda’s gaudy garlands of costume jewelry.

“What’s funny?” a booming baritone voice bellowed behind her.

I know that voice.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Detective Broadway Lamont of the D.C. Metropolitan Police Department filled the doorway.

Oh, no. Not Broadway “the Bull” Lamont.

“Lacey Smithsonian. Good God almighty. What are the damned odds?” His brown face glowed with sweat. He didn’t look pleased to see her either.

A man and a woman in dark blue uniforms were performing CPR on Magda. As they repositioned her body, blue, green, purple, and red rings, bracelets, and bangles scattered and streamed to the floor, clinking and pinging against one another. Two uniformed officers stood at the door behind Lamont.

“Talk to me, Smithsonian,” Lamont ordered in that threatening way Lacey had come to know and appreciate. She imagined suspects who faced the huge African-American detective were duly cowed. She felt a little cowed herself, but she wasn’t about to let him see that.

“Nice to see you again too, Detective.”

“You call this in?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, and—? Don’t make me cranky, Smithsonian.” He looked like he was already cranky. “I want facts. Who’s the Christmas tree?”

“Her name is Magda Rousseau.”

“Dispatcher said it was poison. You tell ’em that?”

“That’s what she told me when she was still talking.”

Lamont loomed over the sofa and bent his head close to the busy paramedics to take a good look at the victim. He snorted. “Poison, huh? She got a knife stuck in her, she tell you that? There, right between her ribs.”

“What!?” Lacey followed his look. With the blanket of faux jewels cleared away, she could see a petite amethyst-and-emerald-handled knife protruding from Magda’s ribs. It looked like a prop dagger, something in a costume drama. A little blood seeped​ around the wound, staining the purple dress darker. Lamont pulled her away. “My God, I swear I didn’t see that,” Lacey said. “There was so much stuff on her—”

“Where I come from, we call that a clue, Smithsonian. A big fat clue.”

“She didn’t say anything about being stabbed! Just poisoned. I was rubbing her feet.” Lacey choked back a sob. “She said they were cold.”

“Don’t fall apart on me just ’cause you didn’t see something in all this mess.” His baritone softened ever so slightly. “You’re no homicide detective is all. Or else you’d have noticed there’s something wrong with this picture. A poison victim with a knife stuck in her? What’s up with that? And there ain’t much blood for a stabbing. Ought to be more blood, you know. And what the hell kind of voodoo shop is this place?”

“Bloody thread, knock ’em dead,” Lacey said in a whisper. Lamont looked at her sharply. “One of her sayings. Magda’s a corsetière, a corset and costume maker,” she explained. “For the theatre, among other things. ‘Bloody thread, knock ’em dead’ was an expression of hers, sort of a backstage theatre superstition. Like telling an actor to break a leg.”

“Yeah? Impress me with your backstage theatre knowledge.”

“Costume makers believe that if they happen to prick a finger while they’re making a costume, it means they’re putting their blood, their soul, into their work and it’s bound to be a good show. At least that’s what Magda told me.”

“This ain’t my idea of a good show. Poison and a knife? Don’t add up. I don’t like it, not a damn bit.” He looked even crankier than before, if possible. “Especially with you in a starring role.” He lifted his chin toward the deceased. “But then knives are your specialty, aren’t they?”

“Hey! That was self-defense and you know it.” Lacey didn’t like the look on his face. What was he implying?

“More than once, Smithsonian. It’s a pattern.”

“If I’m going to skewer someone, Lamont, it’s going to be in self-defense.” He scowled, but he backed up a step. “Magda was my source. My friend! I was trying to save her life. I had an appointment with her. We were working on a story together. A fashion story.”

“Oh, God, here we go again.” Broadway Lamont’s eyebrow lifted. “You gonna start telling me about ‘fashion clues’?”

“I’d rather not.”

“Just as well. Looks stupid on my report.” He snorted. “So how do you get involved in these messes? A smart woman like you​ should have better things to do. You are supposed to be sort of smart, aren’t you?”

“ ‘Sort of smart’?” She could feel her own eyebrow lift involuntarily.

“If you were really smart, you’d keep your ass outside the crime scene tape.”

Lacey sighed. “Point taken.” She couldn’t argue with that, and she was determined to stay out of the way, out of trouble. This time.

“This corset-maker of yours, this Magda Rousseau,” he said, “she work here alone?”

“No, she has a partner.” He waited for more. “Analiza Zarina. She’s usually around, but she doesn’t seem to be here today.”

“ ‘Anna Lisa’?” Lamont asked, his notebook and pen poised. “She a foreigner too?”

“Latvian.” Lacey spelled the name for him. The co-owner of the shop was in her mid-forties, a flighty woman who never seemed to stand still. Analiza’s tumble of curly strawberry-blond hair bounced as she fluttered through the workshop like a nervous sparrow. Analiza sewed at top speed, Lacey remembered, racing her seams through the madly beating machine, the needle clacking up and down. Her sewing machine was quiet now, a length of bright red material draped over it waiting to be turned into a cape, perhaps for a Little Red Riding Hood in a school play. A beaded black sweater hung across the back of her chair; Analiza was always complaining of the cold. Magda was always the calmer one, the know-it-all, the boss.

“Any tension between the two of them?” Lamont interrupted her reverie.

All the time, Lacey thought. The women were always sniping at each other, but in a familiar, comfortable way. Magda grumbled at Analiza for wasting expensive material; Analiza groaned that Magda would complain about the price of air, if she could. They even argued over that costumer’s saying of Magda’s, “Bloody thread, knock ’em dead.” Analiza insisted it was “Bloody stitch, all get rich.” 

“Just general coworker kind of tension,” Lacey told Lamont. “Like siblings.”

“The kind that ends with a knife between the ribs?”

“I don’t know. I wouldn’t have thought so, but—” She shook her head.

“So, what’s so ‘funny,’ Smithsonian? That’s what you said when I came in.”

“There’s nothing funny here anymore, Broadway.” Lacey tried​ to get a glimpse of Magda, but her view was blocked by the medical team. They were still in a flurry of activity, but they seemed to be losing steam. Faux jewels covered the floor like colored raindrops in a pool of fading sunlight. “But there was a pin, a broach she always wore, and she’s not wearing it now. I thought it was funny that it’s missing. It’s hard to ignore, it’s so gaudy.”

“Gaudy? In this mess? How could you tell?” Lamont glowered. Lacey realized the statement sounded ludicrous, considering the outrageous bejeweled mess covering the sofa and spilling onto the floor. She looked again, but the pin was not among the scattered plunder.

“Sarcasm from Broadway Lamont. Who would have thought?”

He grunted. “Sarcasm’s cheap. Take all you want. This broach thing valuable? Something someone would kill for? Or maybe this scene started in a robbery, ended in something else?”

“I never saw her without it. That’s all. Maybe it wasn’t so cheap after all. Maybe someone took it. Or maybe she just wasn’t wearing it today, didn’t go with her outfit.”

“So this is one of your so-called ‘fashion clues,’ huh?”

She shrugged and the detective rolled his eyes. Lacey felt a chill in the air. She crossed her arms and leaned back against the sofa where Magda still lay.

“Hey hey hey! Crime scene!” Broadway yelled and she jumped up involuntarily. “Techs will be here soon. Keep off the furniture.”

She silently urged her nerves to calm down. “I didn’t say it was a fashion clue. I just noticed it was missing.”

“Yeah, yeah. Missing’s a clue too. Killer takes a souvenir. Something pretty to pawn, maybe. I’ll need a description of this whatchamacallit from you, Smithsonian.” He took out his notebook again.

“Maybe she left it in her room,” Lacey continued, “in a jewelry box or something.” He looked perplexed. She pointed up. “Magda lives upstairs. She keeps her key ring on a peg near her sewing machine.” Lacey walked quickly to the sewing machine and pointed but did not touch. The keys were hanging there. Lamont looked a little happier.

“Now that’s more like a real clue. Let’s go, Smithsonian,” Lamont said. He snapped on latex gloves and grabbed the keys with his big right hand. “Probable cause for a search. You better show me the way.”

​
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Lacey ushered Detective Lamont past a hanging rack of brightly colored velvet and satin costumes to the back of Magda’s workshop and through a door propped open by a small bust of Shakespeare. She led him up a dim narrow staircase illuminated by a single bare lightbulb. At the top of the stairs two front doors with chipped white paint were angled across from each other. On the right, Magda’s door led to the rear of the building, her apartment facing the small backyard and alley. From the other door the tantalizing aroma of baking bread hovered in the air.

The workshop and apartments were located in an older townhouse in the Eastern Market section of D.C., east of Capitol Hill, an area where gentrification had turned the neighboring houses into chic storefronts and stratospherically priced homes for the well-to-do. It was only a matter of time before this one too would receive a stylish makeover that would displace the remaining residents, one of whom had just been displaced by death.

Lamont opened the door with the key. Magda’s apartment wore an air of proud but shabby gentility. The paint was old and chipped above the doorjamb and there were cracks running down the walls. An ancient Aubusson carpet covered the floor with flowers in faded shades of ivory, blue, and rose, worn and threadbare in places. Still, it had a certain je ne sais quoi, as Magda would say.

Lacey’s visits had been restricted to the minuscule living room where she and Stella often shared strong coffee or a glass of wine with Magda after fittings. Lacey remembered mismatched china cups and plates that held croissants and jam perched on the marble-top coffee table. Now it was full of sewing and pattern magazines and a travel magazine about France.

She had never seen Magda’s bedroom, but Lamont beckoned her to it, flipping the light switch. It still held a lingering trace of​ Magda’s distinctive perfume and of the sachet in her chest of drawers and closet. A single bed, neatly made with a yellow daffodil-patterned spread, was flanked by small white wooden end tables. On the tables were twin lamps, dancing ballerinas holding up the white and yellow shades. Magda must have loved the ballet, Lacey realized; there was a large painting of ballerinas above the bed. Next to a small window, a plain white dresser was topped by a white leather jewelry box. When Lamont opened the lid, a ballerina sprang up, dancing to a tinkling music box air, something from Swan Lake, in front of pink satin lining.

This is a little girl’s room, Lacey thought. She wondered whether Magda had ever had a man in her life. Lacey had vaguely thought of her as a widow, but she realized she had never mentioned a husband, deceased or otherwise. Besides the daily demands of her costume business, she seemed to have only one ambition—to find the lost corset.

“Come here.” Detective Lamont motioned Lacey over. He gently poked through the jewelry box with a pen from his pocket. “You see it in here, that broachy thingy? Maybe the perp never made it up here.”

She gazed at the pieces. A couple of necklaces, faux pearls, earrings. “No. It’s not there.”

“What did the thing look like? Can you draw me a picture?”

“Would now be a good time to tell you I got a D in eighth-grade art? I barely mastered circles and stick figures.”

“You’re hopeless, Smithsonian. Can you at least describe the damn thing?”

“Yeah, I can describe the damn thing. It’s a round pin with a fluted edge, about the size of a golf ball, silver with lots of colored stones, red, blue, and green. I don’t know if they’re real or paste.”

Lacey was no authority on the life and dreams of Magda Rousseau, she realized. She’d probably met with her no more than a dozen times in the last few months, often in the company of the inimitable Stella, the hairstylist they had in common. But every single time, Magda had worn that gaudy pin. She said it “went with everything.”

“Maybe it had sentimental value,” she added, thinking it might have been a gift from a man, a lover, a husband. But the room wasn’t talking. There weren’t even any photographs of Magda, or of anyone else.

Lamont sighed loudly. “We’ll let Forensics poke around up here. When they get here. Let’s you and me go have a chat, Smithsonian.” He followed her back to the living room and down the​ stairs to the costume shop. With his lumbering gait he reminded her of a big bear. A big bear who also happens to be a big drama queen, she thought.

The paramedics had given up and were standing by amid the uniformed police. One EMT was readying a gurney. Magda lay on the sofa now, her eyes half open in that teasing way, the weird smile in place, as if she were rather amused by the proceedings occasioned by her death. Lacey hoped she was.

Behind Lacey, Lamont said, “Top button’s gone off that dress.”

She looked at the dead woman again. Magda’s face looked chalky. “That’s where she would have worn the pin. Maybe to hide the missing button.” She pointed to a tiny rip, wondering if the same someone who spiked Magda’s wine took the gaudy piece of jewelry. But was that the same someone who spiked her ribs with a gaudy dagger? And why try to kill her twice? Was it possible there were two killers?

“What did she tell you?”

“Not to drink the wine.” Lacey indicated the bottle of Pinot Noir sitting on the edge of Magda’s sewing machine.

“We’ll have it tested.” He signaled to another cop to collect it and several other glasses scattered around. “She didn’t tell you what kind of poison? Arsenic, rat poison, cyanide?”

“She just stared at me with that look.”

“Dead people can be damned uncommunicative,” he said. “But hell, that’s what autopsies are for.”

“Right. An autopsy. How are things going down at the morgue?” Lacey had heard horror stories about the D.C. morgue.

“It’s a damn mess.” Lamont rubbed his chin.

“How long will it take?”

“Do I look like I got a crystal ball on me? So how’d you meet this Magda Rousseau?”

“A friend. I met Magda through a friend.”

It’s all Stella’s fault. Lacey met Magda because Stella had a passion for exotic fashion, which included leather bustiers, sequined halters, and full-fledged boned and brocaded corsets. Because Lacey was the fashion reporter for The Eye Street Observer, Stella insisted Lacey should write a story about her friend Magda Rousseau and had dragged her to the small shop where Magda worked, stitching custom underwear, corsets, and costumes, and where she bickered with Analiza Zarina. Lacey and Magda had hit it off at once. Stella had modeled Magda’s latest laced-and-boned creation and promoted the old woman’s craftsmanship and design sense as a subject for one of Lacey’s “Crimes of Fashion” columns.

“What did I tell you? The woman is a total genius with underwear,” Stella had said. “She’s French, did I tell you? Like from France? And her fancy​ underwear is like outerwear for the inner goddess, you know? You could use that in a column, huh? Give me credit if you use it, okay, Lace?”

Lacey shuddered at the idea of slipping racy French lingerie into her style columns for the staid, buttoned-down Washingtonian woman, but Stella persevered in her lobbying on behalf of Magda’s talents. Lacey agreed that beautiful underwear deserved respect, as Magda said, and that the secrets under your clothes might be worth examining. Under duress, Lacey even conceded that corsets had a certain charm and a sexy retro panache. Indeed, many designers were incorporating them in their collections, notably in formal wear. But she had told Stella firmly that she should not, could not, would not write about kinky corset fetishes and call-girl couture in The Eye. 

“I will not write about kinky boys and girls in kinky underwear, do you understand, Stella? Mac would have a heart attack.”

“Whatever,” Stella had replied with a dismissive lift of her shoulders. “Don’t knock it till you try it, babe.”

“A friend, huh?” Broadway Lamont broke into her thoughts. “You were working on a fashion story? What’s the angle? This old broad’s no dish. Not like that fashion model that got herself gunned down in front of you in Dupont Circle a few weeks ago.”

“Magda’s not a fashion plate, she’s a seamstress, an old-fashioned corsetière. She makes corsets, fancy undergarments of all kinds, by hand, the way they used to make them. For theatres and, um, corset collectors. The corset renaissance is the fashion story. Or rather, was the story.”

“You’re writing about ladies’ fancy undies? I thought The Eye Street Observer was a family newspaper. Corsets are more like City Paper turf, aren’t they?”

“The Eye believes in the right to wear the underwear of your choice, Detective. Besides, you told me you don’t read my newspaper.”

“That’s right.” He nodded his large head. “It’s last in line behind the other papers I don’t read, The Washington Post being the number-one paper I don’t read. Don’t mean I don’t know all about it. So what’s the story?”

“Magda and I discussed corsets and cleavage, uplift and con​trol, things like that. And besides all that, Magda was an interesting character, a real dynamo. And a storyteller.”

In fact, Magda was even more persistent than Stella. “How can you write the story of the corset without owning your own corset? How will you know the je ne sais quoi, the feel, the experience?” She badgered Lacey until she gave in and ordered a custom-made corset of her own. Magda promised she would craft a corset for Lacey for only a little over the materials’ cost. She promised she would not reveal Lacey’s measurements to anyone, then loudly announced in front of several clients that Lacey’s waist was nothing to be ashamed of. The ordeal had been excruciating, and Lacey knew that Broadway Lamont did not need every little piece of information her flirtation with fancy underwear might have uncovered. He’ll need a subpoena to get my waist size out of me. Little by little, when Stella wasn’t around, Magda had begun to spin out her theory about the lost corset. She made a great show of swearing Lacey to secrecy. Lacey wondered at first whether this was just a ploy to whet her appetite for the story.

“Wake up, Smithsonian,” Lamont demanded. “You been drinking that wine too?”

A puzzled female voice broke in behind them from the back door of the shop. “What’s going on? Where is—” Then a strangled scream. “Magda!”

Lamont turned toward the voice. Lacey spun around to see a slim, attractive woman being blocked by a police officer. Lacey recognized her as Natalija Krumina, one of Magda’s neighbors, whom she had met in passing once or twice. Aside from the fact that she was also Latvian and Magda always called her “Natalie,” Lacey knew little about her.

“Oh, no! My poor Magda! My God, what has happened? Was it her heart?” the woman asked Broadway Lamont. “She said she had a weak heart. Is she—?”

“And just who might you be, ma’am?” Lamont asked politely.

Lamont was never that polite with her. But then Smithsonian bore the stain of being a newspaper reporter, a member of the Fourth Estate, a class merely tolerated if not downright despised by police and politicians alike in the Nation’s Capital.

“Natalija Krumina. I live upstairs,” she said with a tremor in her voice. She spoke with a slightly musical accent, a little Eastern Europe, a little Deep South. “I was going to invite Magda over for some fresh herb and olive bread I just baked. She loves it.” She approached Magda’s still body and her eyes filled up with tears.

​Lacey thought Natalija was probably her age, early thirties, or perhaps a little older, with chestnut brown hair that fell below her shoulders in one dark, silky wave. Her features were even and pleasing. She had large almond eyes in a distinctive shade of golden brown, now wet and glistening. The big detective asked Natalija a few questions, whether she remembered seeing anyone visiting Magda earlier, whether she had heard anything. Natalija swore she knew nothing, heard nothing, and had seen nothing.

“What about her favorite pin?” Lamont asked. “Seems to be missing.”

Natalija went blank for a minute, gazing at the puddle of fake jewels left behind on the carpet. The detective gestured to Lacey, who dutifully described it. Natalija grimaced.

“That old thing? I don’t know. Maybe she lost it.” She looked over at Magda being loaded on the gurney and shook her head. “She’s really dead, isn’t she?”

Detective Lamont looked grim and Natalija burst into fresh tears. “Miss Krumina, do you happen to remember a theatre expression Magda Rousseau used to say? A saying, a good luck thing?”

“Why? Does it mean something?” She gazed up at him. “A saying? Ah, yes, you mean— What was it? ‘Bloody dress, get good press’? Something like that. She said it whenever she pricked her finger. She was funny that way.”

Lamont lifted an eyebrow at Lacey. She shrugged back. It was yet another variant of the same phrase. Magda seemed to have more than one version of every story. Lacey wondered how many different versions of the corset legend she might have told as well.

“Maybe you should go back to your apartment, ma’am,” he said to Natalija. “There’s nothing you can do here.”

She nodded, not moving, until Lamont pointed the way and a policeman ushered her out to the stairway to the third floor apartments.

“Should I leave too?” Lacey asked hopefully, edging toward the front door.

“Not so fast, Smithsonian. You and I are going to finish that chat. You can start with everything you know about Magda Rousseau, in that clear, concise journalistic manner that I know you’re capable of.”

​Lacey took a breath and brushed the hair out of her face. She gave him a brief rundown, leaving out a few tiny details that would just muddy the situation, she thought. Like the corset.

“Magda was French and Latvian and grew up in France. She came here years ago, never lost her thick French accent, particularly when she was excited. Even Analiza, her Latvian business partner, had trouble understanding her sometimes. Magda insisted that she always spoke perfect English with no accent at all.”

“You know any reason anyone would want this Magda Rousseau dead?”

Possibly. But there was no way Lacey was going to tell Broadway Lamont, the Metropolitan P.D.’s King of Scorn, the story that Magda had told her in confidence: Magda Rousseau was engaged in a long on-again-off-again search for a legendary jewel-filled corset worn by one of the Russian Imperial princesses during the execution of the entire Romanov family in a dark basement in Ekaterinburg, Russia, in July 1918. It was rumored to be a “bulletproof” corset that saved the princess from the initial volleys of gunfire. A blood-stained corset stripped from the princess’s body by one of the Latvian guards who had refused to shoot the children of the Czar. 

The official accounts said that the Imperial jewels found hidden in the ladies’ corsets and other clothing were all confiscated by the Bolsheviks and used to further the cause of the Revolution. But according to Magda, one corset had been stolen and spirited away amidst the chaos of that horrible, drunken, murderous night. One corset full of jewels survived.

The Latvian guard who had stolen the corset, Magda had told her, was Juris Akmentins, her maternal grandfather, who had later emigrated to France and hidden the corset there. Somewhere. Magda wanted to mount a search for the corset, but she couldn’t afford the plane ticket to France and the expenses of the adventure.

Magda had read Lacey’s “Crimes of Fashion” columns and recent newspaper stories about her role in solving several crimes. She was also impressed by Stella Lake’s slightly exaggerated tales of Lacey’s encounters with murderers. Stella sang Lacey’s praises as a fashion maven and amateur sleuth with a “nose for nuance.” It was time, Magda had decided, to share the secret with someone crazy enough to believe her: Lacey Smithsonian, a fashion columnist who didn’t take fashion too seriously and who had been involved in some unusual investigations. Magda had appreciated Smithsonian’s curiosity, her unquenchable desire to know the end of the story. And the corsetière used it to her advantage.

Convinced she knew where the corset was now hidden in​ France, Magda had enticed Lacey, and in turn The Eye Street Observer, into sharing her fantasy of finding it. It was to be the story of a seamstress with a dream. Lacey wanted this story, she wanted the adventure of documenting the possibility of finding such a treasure. Adventure with a capital A. 

It didn’t matter to Lacey if the Romanov corset proved in the end to be real or a chimera: It was a great story either way, though actually finding the legendary artifact would be wonderful. She was resourceful and good at self-defense. What’s more, Mac had promised her that the paper would fund the entire search in exchange for the exclusive rights to Magda’s story. Lacey was going to Paris!

Despite the fact that Broadway Lamont once told her he heard “crazy shit all the time,” Lacey was afraid this tale would sound too insane, like the mutterings of a lunatic. To Lacey’s knowledge, Magda was not a lunatic. But Lamont was waiting for an answer.

“Who would want Magda dead? I don’t know, Broadway,” Lacey said. “It’s not the best neighborhood here. Maybe someone thought she kept cash on the premises.”

“Not the worst neighborhood either, and this dump wouldn’t be a prime robbery target. And we don’t see a lot of drive-by poisonings in the District, if you know what I mean. Poison is personal and premeditated. It’s a female method.”

“Oh, really, Broadway? How gender-biased of you.”

“So is murder. A man uses a gun, a machete, his bare hands. Poison is like a woman: subtle, devious.” He gave her the raised eyebrow. “Female. Like that girly little dagger you didn’t notice sticking in the dead woman’s ribs. And women are always in the kitchen cooking something up. Something like poison.”

“I’ll keep that in mind when you drop by for a gingerbread cookie.”

Lamont snorted and almost smiled. Lacey hoped he had exhausted his interrogation and intimidation routine. He gave her a warning and his card. 

“In case you lost my card from our last encounter.”

“I could never forget meeting you, Lamont.”

“You do anything about a new car yet?” he inquired.

That was a sore point. Her beloved silver and burgundy Nissan 280ZX had been stolen the month before and, in the police phrase, “employed in the commission of a crime.” What was left of it was now evidence in a murder case. It made her feel sad and vulnerable to lose it to a killer. She’d had offers of cars from friends, Brooke​ and Miguel to name just two, but she’d been too busy with this story to make a decision. In a way, she realized, getting a new car would feel like a betrayal of her poor lost Z.

“No, I haven’t had a chance. Been taking the Metro.”

“You think about the police auction, like I told you?”

“Good advice, Broadway.” It would be easier to say good-bye to some clunker the next time some miscreant needed a getaway car. Lacey would never love another car the way she had loved the Z. Maybe it was better that way, she thought. “After all, who wouldn’t want some drug lord’s land yacht, with a body in the trunk?”

He chuckled. “You take care, Smithsonian. You wouldn’t want to run out of luck. How did that lucky saying of hers go? ‘Bloody thread, don’t get dead’?”

“Very amusing. I don’t feel so lucky today.”

“You’re lucky as hell. You hang out with victims, you stumble over crime scenes, yet you’re still here. In my book, that’s lucky.” He finally smiled a big ivory smile that lit up his face. “You think of any of those crazy fashion clues you like to come up with, you give me a call. Got it?” He favored her with one more suspicious look. “I doubt you will, but you could get lucky again.”

“Don’t worry, Broadway.”

You can read all about in The Eye. In my “Crimes of Fashion.”

​
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CHAPTER 4
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“I’ve got some bad news, Mac.” Lacey stood at the office door of her editor, Douglas MacArthur Jones. She remained standing so she could run away if necessary.

“Bad news, Smithsonian?” He looked up from a pile of newspapers. Reading glasses were perched on his nose above the bushy mustache that made him look like a stern black G. Gordon Liddy. “I thought you were gone for the day.” Her editor scowled and reached for his bottle of Maalox. He waved it at her. “Do I swig now or later? The suspense is killing me.”

“Magda Rousseau is dead. I just came from her apartment.”

“Dead? Dead as in heart-attack dead?” He looked straight at her over his spectacles. “As in natural-causes dead? Please tell me she’s dead because she was an old lady and her number came up and her heart gave out.” His expression dared her to contradict him. He gestured for her to enter the office and sit down. “She was old, right?”

“Yeah, she was really old, Mac. Really, really old. About your age,” she lied. Lacey slipped into the room, closing the door. She realized it was now or never to save this story—and her trip to Paris. And my promise to Magda. She removed a stack of newspapers from one of the chairs, piled them on Mac’s desk, dusted off the seat, and slid onto it. “Magda told me she was poisoned. Then she warned me not to drink the wine, which she had been drinking. I suppose she could have been kidding. Or wrong. She might have been stabbed, too. But just a little.”

“She told you she was poisoned? She was alive?”

“Barely. And then she—” Lacey choked up, but she mastered it. “She died. And I didn’t poison her, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Mac glared at her. Lacey glared back at him.

“No, of course you didn’t poison her! That would be too easy.”​ He slapped his desk with an open hand. Dust rose from the stacks of Eye Street Observers resting there. “Damnation, Smithsonian! I suppose this little tableau also included police, paramedics, yellow crime scene tape, all your usual fashion accessories. What is it about you?” he muttered. “It’s been nothing but death, death, death, ever since you took over the fashion beat.”

“Technically, that’s not true,” Lacey said, keenly attuned to the facts of her job situation. “It started well before me, with Mariah ‘the Pariah’ Morgan, our late and unlamented fashion editor. You remember, don’t you, Mac, when she died in her chair and you stuck me with this beat? And how long did it take you to notice she was dead?”

“It wasn’t that long. I thought she was taking a catnap.”

“Eight hours! She was in full rigor mortis! They had to roll her out in her chair.”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time. She loved that chair.” Mac sighed and looked weary. “When are you going to let that go?”

“And then you tried to stick me with her damn chair! The chair of doom!” Lacey was surprised that detail could still rile her. “And never, by the way.”

“That is a perfectly good chair. And Mariah died of natural causes.”

“So you say. She probably died just to escape this beat—it seems to be the only way out of it.” That chair was still floating around the newsroom, like Lincoln’s ghost train. It was a favorite joke among the reporters to hand it off to interns, casually mentioning the connection to the dead former fashion editor only when the fledgling was firmly glued to his or her seat in Mariah’s Death Chair under crushing deadline pressure.

Mac grunted. Lacey took a deep cleansing breath. It didn’t work. “We both know fashion is a dangerous job, Mac. But I don’t want to argue.”

“That’s a relief.” He leaned back in his own chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “So what were you just doing if not arguing?”

She ignored this. “I want you to know I’ll be on that plane to Paris this week.” Please Mac, whatever you do, don’t take Paris away from me. “It’s still my story.”

He shook his head. “No way. There is no story. Your source is dead. Maybe there’s a murder story now, but that’s Trujillo’s beat, not yours.”

“Look, if she was killed because of the corset—”

Mac and his chair snapped forward to full attention. “Are you telling me she was murdered because of this mythical nonexistent bullet-riddled corset?”

​“Not exactly. I don’t know why yet. But there’s still a story in France and the tickets are already bought and paid for.” She leaned toward him, placing her hands flat on his desk. “They’re nonrefundable. Like my dreams, Mac.”

“Don’t start with me, Smithsonian. Your life is also not refundable.” He rose from his seat. “No trip! If she was a murder target because of this crazy story, then you’d be a target, too. Besides, you need the Rousseau woman as a guide. And I cannot be responsible for what havoc you might wreak unchaperoned on foreign soil.”

“The story is still out there, Mac.” She stood up and towered over him in her heels. “Think about The Eye bringing back the lost corset of the Romanovs. Imagine the headlines: EYE STREET REPORTER MAKES HISTORY! DISCOVERS PRICELESS REMNANT OF RUSSIAN IMPERIAL FAMILY, LOST FOR A CENTURY.”

Mac rolled his eyes. “How about this one: EYE STREET REPORTER CREATES INTERNATIONAL INCIDENT! FRANCE CUTS OFF OUR CHEESE!”

“But what if some other reporter’s onto it?”

“Onto what? Even you don’t believe there’s a corset full of jewels, Smithsonian.” He stared at her. “This is just a tall tale on steroids. It’s got pathos. It’s got dreams and heartache and history and human interest. And it would sell papers. But nobody believes there’s a corset.”

That’s what he wanted to believe. Unfortunately for Mac, The Eye’s glamorous publisher, Claudia Darnell, took a special interest in the fashion beat and in Lacey, and she loved the whole idea of chasing the lost Romanov corset. Claudia had enthusiastically okayed the story (and the minuscule budget), agreeing that it would have to remain a secret from the other Eye Street Observer reporters until Lacey broke it. The secrecy would also keep expectations down if the story turned out to be a wild goose chase or a humiliating disaster. In that event, the story would detail the strange journey of an eccentric immigrant woman and her lost dreams of glory, and Lacey could cram it full of pathos, adjectives, and literary gloss. And a possible sidebar on the corset renaissance on the Paris fashion runways. Or something like that. I’ll think of something.

“Why can’t you just write about dresses and shoes?” Mac opened the bottle of Maalox and took a big slug. “I thought women were obsessed with shoes.” His brows knit dangerously.

“I do write about shoes,” she protested. “If you read my column you’d know that. Remember, Mac, you stuck me with this fashion beat. Besides, I never get to go anywhere good. Other fashion reporters get to go to Paris, Milan, New York. I go nowhere. This​ time I’m going to Paris.” 

She locked eyes with him like a laser beam, daring Mac to look away first. He leaned back in his chair, setting his feet on his desk, looking like the school principal. Tony Trujillo, the cops reporter, stuck his nose through the door. 

“Lost another source, Lacey? Rumor says you called in the murder and a force of nature no smaller than Broadway Lamont is on the job. So what’s really up?”

“Drive-by poisoning. Go away. We’re talking about shoes.”

“What about the knife that was stuck in her?” Tony inquired.

“You didn’t mention a knife,” Mac growled.

Lacey looked from Tony to Mac. “I did too. It wasn’t in very deep. It actually looked like a prop knife. The handle was covered with jewels.”

“Jewels?” Tony said. “A jewel-handled dagger? Cool.” She could see him turning the phrase around in his head as if it were the lead in the story. His story. 

Good God, Lacey thought, this whole story is slipping right through my fingers.

“Fake jewels, obviously. If they were real, the killer wouldn’t have left it. Besides, she told me she was poisoned,” Lacey said. “Kind of a dying declaration, you know?”

“Yeah.” Trujillo smirked. “I hear that’s a real trend in D.C.”

“Trujillo, go back to your beat.” Mac drummed his fingers on his desk.

“I don’t know, man, this is just beginning to get good. And this is my beat. My beat is cops, remember? Dead bodies? Poison? Jewel-encrusted daggers? My turf, Mac. I need to know.” The handsome, black-haired Trujillo flashed his lady-killer smile, slid into the room, and shut the door. “Lacey’s obviously trying to spin her way out of a hot spot. And onto my beat.”

Lacey tensed for combat. “I resent that editorial comment, Trujillo. And it’s my story. I was there, at the crime scene. Getting Magda’s last words. Trying to save her life. Where were you? Getting your snakeskin boots polished?”

Tony’s smile faded. “I’d have been there too—if you’d called me before it was all over.”

Mac eyed Trujillo. “Don’t you have some mayhem of your own to write about?”

“Not when her beat gets this good. I mean, my beat. All the mayhem is happening right here. So Mac, what’s going on with Smithsonian? Why all the closed doors?”

​“Hey! I’m in the room too, Tony.” She shot him an icy look. “Afraid I’ve got another scoop?”

“Not afraid, just interested. Tell me a story, Brenda Starr. You know we work better together than when we dance on each other’s toes.” He moved a stack of papers and sat down in the chair next to her. Mac sighed. Lacey waited on pins and needles. Spill my big secret, Mac, and I’m telling Claudia. You’ll be sorry.

Mac weighed his words carefully. He and Lacey both knew how much their publisher disliked having her orders short-circuited by anyone. 

“You know Smithsonian was doing a fashion story with the old seamstress dame in France. Corsets in haute couture, past and present, something like that. Now the old lady’s dead.” Mac shrugged elaborately. “End of story.”

“Ha. Somebody is dead and Smithsonian is involved? That is never the end of the story,” Tony asserted, “only the beginning.”

“Not this time. Smithsonian is not going to France now. No old lady, no source, no story. The old lady’s death is just another D.C. murder story. You two split the byline. We’re done here.”

Lacey cleared her throat. “I am going to France. I am writing the story. And Magda Rousseau—um—wasn’t that old.” Lacey folded her arms to keep her fists from creating an incident that would be written up for her personnel file.

“Wait a minute, Mac,” Trujillo said. “France is still there, still the capital of the fashion world, right? Corsets are still hot, even if the source got iced. But just because the old lady’s dead, Mac, you’re pulling the trip? I don’t get it. Or do I? If you are pulling it, then the story’s not tied up with fashion, it’s tied up with the old lady. Am I right?”

Mac was silent. Lacey saw her opening. “I’m going, Mac, even if I have to take my annual leave to do it,” Lacey said. “I’ve got the tickets, I’ve got the story. You’ve got Tony. I’ll send you postcards from Paris.” She stood to leave. “See ya.”

Tony jumped up and blocked her escape. “Spill it, Supergirl, what’s going on?”

Mac chewed his mustache. He wouldn’t want everyone in the newsroom badgering him for foreign travel budgets. And Trujillo could be a world-class badger.

“Sit down, both of you. What’s said in this room stays here. Got it?”

“Anything you say, boss.” Trujillo looked like a cat with a stolen bowl of cream. Lacey threw a newspaper at him, which he caught in midair.

Mac turned to Lacey. “If she’s dead because of this wild goose​ chase you two were on, you’re not going anywhere. It’s too dangerous.”

“Maybe she was kidding about the poisoning,” Lacey said. “Maybe there’s no connection. Maybe she was killed in a botched robbery or something. We won’t know unless I do the story, Mac. Is this a newspaper or what? Stories are what we try to find, right?”

“What’s the story? What wild goose chase?” Trujillo demanded.

“It’s a wild fashion goose chase to find something that was lost a long time ago,” Mac said. “Probably lost forever. Or never existed.”

“What?” Trujillo pressed.

“A piece of clothing,” Lacey said. “An unusual piece. A museum or two would be interested. And Magda Rousseau is still our source—my source—for this story, alive or dead.”

“A murder, a mystery, and a scavenger hunt
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