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​CHAPTER 1
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It was a sea of black. A seething, humming hive of thousands of Washingtonians, wearing their idea of formal evening dress. Against this surging mass of black-tie uniformity, one woman alone took a stand for—color.

Is this a convention of funeral directors? Or the press’s biggest black-tie bash of the year? Lacey Smithsonian wondered with a sigh. Black, the obvious choice. Black, the safe choice. Black, the inevitable choice, in every direction. At least there will be no funeral tonight, she consoled herself.

They wore black. Lacey wore blue, the color of optimism. She, at least, was not guilty of dressing in the dark.

The evening might supply plenty of crimes of fashion to write about, but no actual crimes of violence. Everyone would go home safely tonight. Lacey couldn’t always make that claim when she covered the fashion beat for The Eye Street Observer, but the White House Correspondents’ Dinner was surely the most securely guarded event in Washington, D.C. After all, the President of the United States would be in attendance, along with the Secret Service and practically every metal detector in the Nation’s Capital.

In the meantime, style scribe Lacey Smithsonian was taking mental notes on the evening wear of the Fourth Estate. Even though she wasn’t there on assignment, she could always use more fashion faux pas for her Crimes of Fashion and Fashion Bites columns. As cameras flashed all around her in the hope she might be a celebrity, she turned and smiled. Be a celebrity—or just look like one!

The legendary White House Correspondent’s Dinner was always held on the first Saturday in May at the Washington Hilton in Dupont Circle. Springtime in the Capital City was generally pleasant, with mild temperatures, but tonight was windswept, rain-soaked, and chilly. 

Outside in the downpour, protesters against “the liberal media bias” were splashing around on street corners, the inflammatory messages on their signs dissolving in the mist. They may also have been angry because they were not invited inside the Hilton, where their journalistic adversaries were warm and comfy.

At the Connecticut Avenue lobby entrance, people were brushing rain off their black clothes and shaking water off black umbrellas. The attendees looked damp and frazzled, a little less polished than when they’d left home in their black limos and Lincoln Town Cars. 

Lacey had anticipated this evening for a long time. A select few reporters at The Eye were allowed to attend the Correspondent’s Dinner every year as a reward for excelling at their beats, and this year, Lacey was among them. She was curious to see how her fellow reporters would dress to the nines. Turned out, they didn’t. Maybe to the sixes and sevens. The Washington media might be fearless in reporting the news, but they tended to be timid in their attire. Most of the outfits that crossed Lacey’s path were, sad to say, merely boring. The completely wrongheaded outfits were far more fun to watch.

As usual, the Prematurely Serious ruled. In the most serious city in the nation, caring about what you wore and how you presented yourself to the world was considered a non-serious pursuit. Nowhere in the world were journalists more self-consciously serious, and it showed that night.

Reporters: the know-it-alls who don’t know what to wear.

“So whatcha think about all these swells?” Detective Broadway Lamont rumbled at her elbow. 

“Swells isn’t the word I’d choose.” She stifled a laugh. “Though swelled heads might do.”

“Got that right. Positive epidemic of swollen egos in this city. Not like you and me.”

The homicide detective at her side was her “source date” for the evening. The White House Correspondents’ Dinner was full of odd couples: reporters and their sources. The longstanding rule for this event was that members of the White House press corps brought a news source, of either sex. Or no sex at all. Even though the media were not supposed to reward their sources, or expect rewards for their work, everyone knew attending the Correspondents’ Dinner was one of the biggest rewards in Washington journalism. For the heavy hitters in the media, any random newsworthy celebrity of the moment would do for a date, the splashier or trashier the better. Some years it might be a Kim “Trashian” Kardashian. Anything to raise eyebrows. To their credit, The Eye’s reporters didn’t have the clout to draw any tarnished movie or reality TV stars. They were stuck with real sources.

Lacey and Lamont wandered through the crowd, through the security checkpoints (where all the guards seemed to be Lamont’s buddies), and down the escalators to the lower level where the pre-dinner cocktail parties were held, eyes peeled for notable or quotable guests. She would have loved to have her fiancé Vic Donovan at her side, but he wasn’t exactly a “news source.” Detective Broadway Lamont, on the other hand, was the most interesting and consistently helpful “official” source she had. He told her once that despite being black and being named Broadway, he did not sing or dance. He could, however, intimidate everyone in his path. Especially when he put his head down and glared, like a bull right before it charged. He also looked very impressive in evening wear. And sometimes a kilt, too, Lacey remembered.

In general, Lamont was not a fan of reporters. But he and Lacey had forged a cordial working relationship over several murders. He investigated them. She wrote about their fashion angles, and occasionally managed to make her own unique investigative contributions.

“Fashion clues,” she called them. Lamont called it her “high-heeled hoodoo” and “fashion voodoo.” He claimed to find her ability amusing, when he acknowledged it existed.

“So what do you think of that?” He indicated a tiny, ancient woman with a cloud of white hair. “The old dame? Looks like she knocked over a jewelry store? Ain’t that one of your Crimes of Fashion?”

Lacey followed his gaze. He’d focused on Pepper Valencia, reigning grand dame of the Capitol press corps. The elderly lady was in a floor-length black velvet gown with a high neck and long sleeves. Over it, she wore what appeared to be the entire contents of a vein of turquoise—huge turquoise and silver bracelets, long turquoise earrings, a thick belt of silver and turquoise, and a heavy squash blossom necklace. It was a mystery how Pepper could stand up straight and carry the load. Yet she was erect as a flagpole and seemed to be having a wonderful time.

“Her?” Lacey said. “Oh, her. Oh no. She gets a pass.”

“A pass? What for? She’s got a rock for every wrinkle.”

“And a year for every rock. She’s nearly ninety and Pepper Valencia didn’t get to be the elder stateswoman of the Washington press corps by being a shy wallflower.”

“Convince me.” Lamont didn’t look impressed.

“Pepper’s survived decades of Presidents and Congresses. She makes no excuses. She tells it like it is and she wears whatever she pleases. But it works. See how she stands out in this crowd, even though she’s all of five-foot-nothing? She is rocking all that turquoise as if she owned the mine. I think she’s fabulous.”

“Fabulous, huh?”

“Yes. Besides, I don’t pick on tough little old ladies. They scare me.”

He chuckled, but his attention span was short. His head was already swiveling in the direction of an extremely tight purple dress trying to make its way down the corridor. Barely contained inside the grape-colored sheath was one of this year’s hot television actresses and most of her ample curves. Her dress was inappropriately short and loud, and her white blond hair was an apparent homage to Marilyn Monroe, though that’s where the resemblance ended. 

Lacey observed that the curse of Lycra did not afflict only the stars. It exerted its evil stranglehold even on the posteriors of the press. Many Fourth Estate females were wearing dresses that were long, black, and stretched as tight as a coat of paint. It was only the occasional rebel that provided a welcome shock of color in this somber and ill-dressed crowd, like bits of brightly wrapped candy among the licorice. 

Some of the “candy,” however, was well past its sell-by date, Lacey decided, eyeing an out-of-date floral number with puffy sleeves and a full skirt, perhaps once a prom gown or a bridesmaid dress. Its occupant was out to prove that, indeed, she could rock that frock again, despite the fact she should not—and certainly not to the Correspondents’ Dinner. 

The men, of course, wore black tuxedos, most of them rented and many of them ill-fitted. They grumbled about procuring the required black tie attire for the dinner, while at the same time admiring their spiffed-up reflections in every shiny surface.

Lacey’s escort, Broadway Lamont, appeared at his most distinguished, in a black shawl collar tuxedo, crisp white shirt, and traditional black bow tie and cummerbund. It fit him perfectly, a major tailoring accomplishment on his massive frame. 

“Snappy tux, Broadway,” she remarked to the big man at her side. 

“I own it, too,” Lamont rumbled with a grin. “Try renting a tux in my size some time. You’re looking pretty snappy tonight yourself.” 

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” 

“You don’t look like someone died, at least.” He had noticed the monochrome color palette too. “That one of your fancy, schmancy, vintagey things?”

“Yes, it is. Fancy and schmancy.”

Lacey always followed a different fashion drummer. She had chosen color, and her most treasured vintage gown. Heads turned when Lacey strolled by in her Gloria Adams original. The shimmering blue flattered her pale skin and enhanced her blue-green eyes.

The dress was new, yet old: timeless, a recent recreation of a vintage design. The designer, Gloria Adams, who disappeared during World War II, was an old friend of Lacey’s Great-aunt Mimi. Lacey found a packet of letters and the Adams pattern in Mimi’s trunk, filled with vintage materials and patterns and partially sewn outfits. The finished gown flirted with the limits of the infamous Rule L-85, the US government clothing regulations instituted during the war to save fabric for the troops. But the design and the delight were in the details.

Gloria never saw the dress made, but she had specified silk in Morning Glory Blue, the color of those early-morning blossoms. A small sample of blue fabric was found attached to the pattern. Lacey’s friends located a matching silk and shepherded the dress into reality for another event. The bodice was low but not scandalous, and it featured a sparkling beaded midriff with a pattern of shooting stars. The designer original fit Lacey like a glove, as if it had been intended for her all along. A hug from a different era, it was a big beautiful fantasy of a dress. When she slipped it on before the dinner, she had forgotten how beautiful it looked. She silently thanked both women, Gloria and her aunt, as if they were guardian angels. Lacey took the dress and the silk as gifts from a time, and a woman, long past.

Despite her excitement at simply being there, Lacey felt a hazy, oppressive atmosphere in the crowded Hilton. Perhaps it was due to the one-hundred-percent rain outside, and the ninety-percent humidity inside. The cocktail parties were held inside small suites, each with two doors, one to the inside hallway, and the other leading to the patio outdoors. That patio should have been full of partygoers as well, but the torrents of rain kept them inside. Tonight, the only people outside, hugging the walls to keep out of the spray, were the smokers. If the rain didn’t keep Lacey inside, the pollution surely would. 

A lot of women’s hair was exploding into frizz in the humidity. Lacey’s honey-blond Rita Hayworth waves were firmly under control, thanks to a tanker-truck portion of “product.” But the oppressive feeling lingered. 

“Uh oh, here comes trouble.” Detective Lamont barely lifted his chin in the direction of the intruder. “Courtney Wallace. Channel One News. Glossy piece of pretty poison. You know her?”

Lacey’s eyes followed his chin. “I thought she was too deeply disgraced to cover an event like this. I wonder who her latest victim is.”

They both stared at the chirpy blond broadcast news reporter sashaying her way across the room. Although calling Courtney Wallace a reporter was too kind, Lacey thought. Wallace was a prepackaged TV personality on Channel One (their slogan: “One For All”). She had large green eyes, a wide mouth with gleaming Chiclet teeth and chiseled features. Her golden hair was long, thick, and wavy. She was the girl next door gone rogue, wielding a microphone like a cudgel. 

Wallace’s claim to fame was that she had won an Emmy for some now-forgotten, hidden-camera “gotcha” story. Forgotten, that is, by everyone except Courtney, who mentioned it at the drop of a hat. People ducked out of her way and dodged her microphone. The yellow-haired talking head had already made an enemy of Broadway Lamont, capturing an off-the-record comment with a hidden microphone and then misquoting him out of context. 

Yet here she was, covering the dinner with live updates and a cameraman. No doubt hoping for a soupçon of scandal.

Infamous for poaching other reporters’ stories, Courtney had also been treading on Lacey’s fashion turf. Her ongoing video feature on “Vintage Through the Decades” was a direct steal from Smithsonian’s Crime of Fashion columns. For the past week, Courtney had been reporting nightly on local shops where Washingtonians could inject some creativity into their wardrobes with great vintage pieces and looks. 

During each short segment, she showed off a vintage outfit of her own: Courtney sporting a classic sweater set from the Thirties, Courtney shimmying in a “lampshade” dress from the Fifties. This accomplished two goals: producing a story and promoting herself. But from what Lacey had seen, she showed no real understanding of her outfits or their context, or that the clothes people wore revealed a multitude of stories, attitudes, and histories. Courtney Wallace was just playing dress-up for the camera.

She set Lacey’s teeth on edge.

Lamont’s height gave him a better view. “Don’t look now, but I think she’s headed this way. Looks like someone poked her with a cattle prod.”

Courtney veered from left to right and back again, searching for prey. A congressman spotted her and ducked out the door to the patio. He obviously preferred the rain and polluters to an impromptu interview. 

“Let’s get out of range,” Lacey said. It was easier said than done. She and Lamont were stuck in one of the many pre-dinner cocktail parties in the tiny reception suites, a labyrinth of congested spaces. There was barely room to turn around. Before Lacey could escape, a microphone was thrust in her face. 

She wouldn’t dare, Lacey thought, but Courtney did dare. There was a strange gleam in her eyes. 

“Well, Lacey Smithsonian! And Detective Broadway Lamont! I’m sure there’s a story here,” she said into her handheld microphone. A clip-on might have spoiled the bodice of her black gown. “The two of you! Together! Say hello to our viewers on Channel One!”

Lamont glowered at her and she took a step back. Wallace turned smoothly to his companion.

“Lacey Smithsonian, style maven for The Eye.” Courtney advanced on her. She towered over Lacey in her sky-high heels. “Talk to me about your dress. It’s obviously a vintage piece. Do tell our viewers all about it!”

“No. Not on camera, and not for the record.” Lacey backed away from her, not because Courtney was in her face, but because her perfume was so strong. It was overpowering and sickly-sweetish, and Lacey thought she detected a whiff of garlic, though that seemed unlikely. What reporter, she thought, even a bad one, would load up on garlic to get up in people’s faces with a microphone? 

“It will just take a second, Lacey.” Courtney’s voice was sing-songy. Her cameraman was edging in close. “After all, you’re Washington’s most famous vintage fashion expert, right?” 

Lacey covered the microphone with her freshly manicured hand. “I’ve already written extensively about this Gloria Adams original in The Eye Street Observer. And no means no.”

Courtney showed a lot of teeth in an approximation of a smile. “I’m sure most people didn’t see your little story. You haven’t won an Emmy, have you?”

“Do you expect to win an Emmy for fashion reporting? I must change careers immediately.”

“You can joke, but my viewers will have a chance to see that fabulous dress of yours on Channel One News, One For All. No one reads newspapers anymore.”

“That’s too bad, because there’s so much that can’t be explained in a ten-second news bite,” Lacey said. “Or is it five seconds now, for the attention-span impaired?” 

“You’d be surprised at how long a few seconds can be.” 

Not at the moment. The cameraman readied his lens. Lacey caught his eye. She shook her head. He froze. Lacey switched tactics. She suspected Courtney would much rather talk about herself anyway.

“Courtney, why don’t you tell me about your own vintage dress? Forties, right?”

“My dress?” Wallace gestured to the stunning black gown she wore and smiled, as if for an audience of Emmy judges. “Fabulous, isn’t it? It’s early twentieth century. This snazzy number will be the culmination of my series on vintage fashion. Perhaps you’ve seen my features on Channel One?” A flash of green lining showed through the gown’s artistic cutouts as she gave a half spin for the camera. They looked like symbols from the suits in a deck of cards, hearts, diamonds, clubs, and spades. 

“Perhaps. But I wouldn’t have to see it. I’ve already written the stories you cribbed your series from.” Do not get in a snark fight with this shark, she warned herself.

“But I’m the one on TV. I’m just demonstrating that some styles are timeless and can go anywhere. Like this lovely black satin dress. And yours.” Courtney gestured to the cameraman to continue, but Lacey froze him with another Look. 

“Your dress is a great find, Courtney. Really beautiful. However, I don’t want to be on camera. I’m a print reporter, not a broadcast, ah, personality.”

Wallace’s expression changed. Her eyes narrowed. Her lips pressed together in a tight line. “All right. Don’t cooperate. You don’t own vintage and you don’t own fashion. And just remember, Lacey Smithsonian, ideas are not copyrightable.” She spat the words. 

“That makes it all right to copy me? As if you had ideas in the first place?”

“If you don’t want to go on camera, I still have footage of your dress for the background. I don’t need your help and don’t expect any from me.” 

Meow. Lacey smiled back at her. “Have a nice evening, Courtney.”

The woman spun away with a flounce. “Come on, Eric. I see that actress from that awful movie, what’s her name again? Move your butt!”

Eric the cameraman seemed to be used to this treatment. “What actress? What movie? Did she take her clothes off?” He winked at Lacey and shouldered his camera.

They went in search of the elusive actress from the bad movie. This dinner might be in honor of the Fourth Estate, but the celebrity guests would be a bigger draw on the eleven o’clock news. Lacey and Lamont watched them go, Courtney Wallace in a flurry of anger and a rustle of silk and satin in green and black.

“You mean you media types aren’t all the best of friends?” Lamont muttered. “Never would have guessed.”

“Nobody likes a story thief,” Lacey said. “I’m just glad she’s on the least-watched channel.”

“Didn’t think you cared about the fashion beat.” He lifted two glasses of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter and handed her one. “You complain about it enough. You actually worry that Wallace woman’s been riding your coattails?”

“I do complain about my beat, it sucks sometimes, but it’s mine. And as far as I’m concerned, Courtney Wallace can kiss my coattails.” She saluted him with the champagne flute. “Besides, you got it right the first time: A piece of pretty poison.”
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Lacey cast a backwards glance and caught the whole silhouette of Courtney’s stunning dress. She paused. Something about that inky black gown struck her as very familiar. What was it?

The details were clearly vintage, but there was more to it than that. It was classic, even, Lacey realized, iconic. The light bulb went on. It looked like a copy of the gown worn in the famous “Madame X” portrait by John Singer Sargent. But the so-called Madame X, the woman in the portrait, looked nothing like this brash, blond, twenty-first-century newswoman. The portrait’s model was a striking brunette, pictured with her hair pulled up and off her face. Her profile was haughty and sharp and she had eerily white skin, like a corpse. The stunning dress and the scandalous portrait had been nothing but bad luck for her. 

“I know that dress,” Lacey said under her breath.

“Did you say you know that dress?” Lamont was nonplussed. “Excuse me, of course you know that dress. Say what?” 

“Madame X. Wallace’s dress is a duplicate. Almost. There are a few changes, like the lining and the cut-outs. But it’s so close, it must be a deliberate copy.” 

“Madame who? This more of that clothing voodoo you’re always throwing out?”

Lacey shrugged. “Madame X. And I’m just observing. I’m talking about a famous painting by John Singer Sargent.”

The original Madame X gown incorporated velvet and satin with a tightly corseted waist. It featured a deep plunging neckline and thin jeweled straps. The original painting was shocking when it was first displayed in 1884. Courtney’s vintage copy did not look as old as the Sargent portrait, and her jeweled straps featured costume jewelry stones. In fact, Lacey realized, it might be a genuine vintage copy from the Forties. Every decade’s style took cues from earlier periods. Both dresses, in fact, looked oddly modern, though Wallace’s version was less alarming than the original.

Lacey silently marked the difference between the frocks. Courtney’s designer had taken artistic liberties with the skirt, where the small open cut-out designs revealed a lining of emerald green. And the skirt was hiked up on one hip with a rosette to reveal a flash of leg. The effect rendered the skirt slightly asymmetrical and allowed more of the brilliant green underskirt to show, a dazzling effect, but one that somewhat compromised the original Madame X silhouette. The dress flashed green and black as Courtney strutted away, green and black and green again.

Lacey was sorry she hadn’t discovered where Courtney had found the dress, before their little confrontation. She was sure there was a story stitched into every seam. Not that Courtney would have told me. If she even knew.

“We just got rid of your fake Madame X, and wouldn’t you know it, here comes the X-Files,” Lamont snorted.

Brooke Barton, Lacey’s BFF and sometime attorney, squeezed through the crowd to reach them. Lacey considered her brilliant and crazy. Brooke was a conspiracy theorist to the bone, immersed in everything from alien abductions to Bigfoot to foreign spies among us in every branch and department of the government. The ‘foreign spies’ part was probably true, Lacey conceded.

Detective Lamont wouldn’t admit it out loud, but he seemed to be having a wonderful time. Lacey knew he thought crazy people were good fun, as long as they weren’t killing each other.

“Good evening to you too, Detective,” Brooke said.

“Don’t tease her,” Lacey said. “Brooke hasn’t had a promising intrigue in days. She’s practically normal.”

“In a world where women kill with stiletto heels, anything is possible,” Brooke declared. “Scoff if you want.”

“Scoff, hell, Barton,” Lamont said. “I’m scared to death just checking out your killer heels.” 

“Don’t worry, my wit is sharper than my stilettos,” Brooke said. The heels were, in fact, a mere two inches—not high enough to fall off—and they were hidden under her long, sleek, black dress. The only drawback to her garment was that it resembled a hundred other dresses in attendance. Brooke, with her long blond hair and regimented fitness routine, could be any beautiful, successful young attorney in the Nation’s Capital. But she might have been the only one carrying a dossier of suspected alien life forms in her mental briefcase. And they weren’t all congressmen.

In their pre-event confab, Lacey had argued for some color in Brooke’s evening attire, but Brooke dismissed it on the grounds that all-black was appropriate for any lawyer, anywhere, any time. And her black gown would go with her boyfriend Damon’s inevitable all-black, all-the-time, Geek Noir fashion vibe. Lacey sighed. Two geeks in love. At any rate, black was better than gray, another one of Brooke’s favorites.

Although Damon Newhouse was what Lacey considered a fringe journalist, with his popular Conspiracy Clearinghouse blog on the Web at DeadFed dot com, he somehow managed to be a member of the White House Correspondents’ Association. Lacey couldn’t figure out how he could swing that, or the cost of the dinner ticket. But there he was. And Brooke was his date.

Damon materialized behind Brooke. He didn’t bother with a tuxedo. He scoffed at black tie. Everything he owned was black anyway, so his black suit, black tie, and black shirt would do. He also sported a small black fedora. Damon was wiry, with delicate features. He sported short, sleek black hair, sparse black facial hair, and serious black-framed glasses. He managed to look like a choirboy playing a hipster.

“Smithsonian. What’s up?” he asked.

“Hemlines. Read it first in The Eye.” 

“As hemlines go, so goes the economy.”

“You have been reading my column.”

“Did you ever doubt it? I’m always looking for hidden messages from the Mother Ship. I know you’re plugged in.” He whipped out his phone and grinned. “Hey, photo op.” He directed Lamont, Lacey, and Brooke to crowd together for one of those golden-moments photos on Facebook. 

“Lacey, what’s Vic doing tonight?” Brooke asked. 

“Keeping himself busy. He’s meeting me here later, after this circus lets out.” 

“He was cool with the whole ‘bring a source, not your squeeze’ concept?”

“He said he wouldn’t be caught dead at this soiree. Unless he was getting paid for it.” It was a fib. Vic looked fabulous in a tuxedo and he would have attended in a heartbeat if she could have invited him.

“She’s back,” Lamont interrupted. 

Lacey twirled in the direction of his gaze. “Who?”

“The magpie with the microphone. Your Madame Whatzit. Pretty poison.”

Brooke and Damon turned in unison. Courtney Wallace had the same fevered stare in her narrowed eyes: intent on nailing sound-bites, counting face-time seconds in her head, silently rehearsing her on-camera patter. She was still hard at work recording live updates for Channel One News. She dismissed Lacey with a sharp twist of her head and a swish of black-and-green skirt.

“What was that about?” Brooke asked.

“Nothing, really,” Lacey said, rolling her eyes. “Broadcast reporter. What can I say?”

“Wallace was trying to weasel out some style secrets about Smithsonian’s getup,” Lamont filled Brooke in. “They hissed at each other.” 

“Getup?” Lacey repeated.

“Dress. Outfit. Whatever. But Smithsonian, she asks, but she don’t tell. Not when it comes to fashion and broadcast reporters.” Lamont chuckled. “Me? I think some fashion voodoo is afoot.”

“That’s silly. Everybody knows about Lacey’s gown, designed by the brilliant Gloria Adams, lost until Lacey brought her back to light. If Courtney doesn’t know, she hasn’t been paying attention. She is oh-so-faux a fashionista.” Brooke reached for a flute of champagne from the tray of the hard-working waiter and lifted it high. “To Gloria! And to Lacey. No one would even know Gloria’s name without Lacey.”

“Wait a minute,” Courtney yelled above the din, chasing a Hollywood actress trying to flee from her in the crush of the overcrowded room. She waved furiously at her photographer to follow her. “I only want ten seconds of your time! About your divorce!”

Lacey turned to watch Courtney’s stalker act. The poor black-lace-clad actress was stuck by the door. There were too many people crowding in for her to get out. She was trapped, and Courtney was relentlessly elbowing her way toward her through the crowd.

Certainly there were times when a reporter needed to press a reluctant subject for a quote, Lacey thought, and the public’s right to know justified being a little pushy. But she hoped she’d never been that desperate, and for nothing but a pointless celebrity sound-bite. Is this what it takes to win an Emmy? By now, Lacey’s entire quartet was turning to watch the Courtney Wallace Show.

Something was happening around the charging TV reporter—a rumble, a movement, a reaction. Lacey stood high in her heels and craned her neck to see. 

There was a loud crash of tumbling glasses and a bright spray of champagne, as sudden as an explosion. A shriek came from Courtney, drenched from head to foot. She and the champagne waiter had somehow collided, and she was now wearing the entire liquid contents of his tray. People were backing away from the mess, men brushing their wet tuxedo sleeves, women checking their shoes and dresses for damage from flying glass shards and the shower of alcohol. Lacey instinctively did the same. Brooke and Damon jumped backwards as Broadway Lamont danced out of the way of the champagne shower. He was light on his feet for a man his size.

“Much experience ducking whatever’s thrown at you?” Lacey asked Lamont.

“Some. Police officer’s life is a messy one. Blood, bone, slime, champagne. All play hell with the wardrobe. You might say I’ve developed a spill-avoidance ability.”

“Remind me not to throw champagne at you. It would be wasted.”

People around the drenched woman stopped talking. The unbroken glasses stopped clinking. Silence reigned for a moment, as if a ghost had blown through the patio doors with the rain. More waiters appeared out of nowhere and scurried to mop up the wet floor and broken glass.

“Did you see that?” Brooke finally said. 

Hard to miss, Lacey thought. “I guess it’s true that pride goeth before a fall.”

Courtney’s pride had surely taken a tumble. She stood stunned, surrounded by shattered champagne flutes, dripping in bubbly. Her lovely vintage dress was soaked from neckline to hemline and her hair hung in wet strings. Yet she still had a death grip on her microphone.

“Give her this, people,” Lamont said. “She puts on a show.” 
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CHAPTER 3
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Although the incident happened in a flash, Lacey remembered it in slow motion. 

The server, whom she recognized as a local stage actor in the role of a professional waiter, one hand under the tray, was smoothly weaving through the crowd on autopilot when suddenly things went off script. She could tell he hadn’t planned to improvise. He seemed as surprised by this plot twist as everyone else.

Somehow he stumbled in the crush, falling toward Courtney face to face, tray first. He went down halfway and the tray went up and over. Two dozen full glasses of champagne went airborne, their contents cascading over the broadcaster and her glorious black dress with the brilliant green lining. Lacey gasped as the shower rained down, more concerned at the moment about Courtney’s expensive vintage dress than she was about Courtney, who surely would dry without ill effects, albeit with a little shame. The waiter’s expression was pure shock. 

“Damn it! What the—?” Courtney’s face registered confusion, then horror, then rage—not without many choice expletives that would be deleted from the tape if the moment ever made the news. 

Her cameraman—Lacey had heard him called Eric Something—was still shouldering his camera rig, catching everything. Courtney’s microphone finally tumbled to the floor as she tried to shake off the champagne like a wet dog. The crowd seemed to be waiting for the denouement, Courtney’s twenty seconds of shame. Or was it just ten? Bystanders, mostly print reporters and their cherished sources, might have offered sympathy or help, even a dry handkerchief. But no, they stood and watched and said nothing, because it was Courtney Wallace, and she was not one of them. She was a broadcaster, and worse, a disgraced practitioner of “gotcha” journalism—now the victim of her own “gotcha.”

The waiter recovered his composure before she did. He quickly and gracefully started picking up the mess. Slowly, a horrible realization struck Courtney: The camera was still on her. Her own camera, her own cameraman. There was the ghastly possibility this clip could end up as a blooper tape on her own TV station. Or worst of all, running endlessly on the Internet. 

Camera phones came out and captured her reaction. Even Lacey took a photo. She really wanted a picture of the dress and that astonishing lining. She now regretted she hadn’t taken a photo before it was spoiled.

It was clear what Courtney must do. She picked up the mike and cleared some sopping strands of hair out of her eyes. She nodded to her cameraman and smiled brightly into the lens.

“Well, folks, just a slip, a trip, and a fall. This story is all wet. But I’ll be back with fresh updates throughout the evening as the President addresses the media. Reporting live from the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, for Channel One News, I’m Courtney Wallace.” 

She signaled the cameraman to cut with that universal gesture, her fingers slicing across her throat. He put down his camera with a smirk.

“Way to go, Courtney,” he said. “This one’s a keeper. This will blow everyone else off the screen tonight.”

“Shut up, Eric. Just shut up.” Soaked and steaming, Courtney tried to make a quick exit from the cocktail party. It wasn’t easy, but she elbowed her way to the door, dripping champagne at every step. Partygoers squeezed back to keep from getting dripped on, and, Lacey knew, to keep from being caught in the same camera frame as Courtney. She was followed closely out the door by another woman, presumably a friend or coworker.

Eric lowered the camera and turned his head. Lacey could see his shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter. Ah, the rewards of broadcast journalism, she thought. From star to laughingstock in mere seconds.

Lacey had never seen a news cameraman wearing a suit, and she didn’t see one now. Eric was wearing a black sweater and black denim jeans, a concession to the formality of the event, and his long, glossy black hair brushed his shoulders. He looked Asian, perhaps Korean, and she could read his full name on one of the blizzard of press and identification cards around his neck: Eric Park. He smiled readily. His on-camera reporter having fled in shame, Eric went calmly about his business, capturing random video bites of the Correspondents’ Dinner revelers.

“What’s that smell?” Broadway asked her. “Don’t smell like champagne to me.”

Lacey sniffed the air. “Wet fabric? Old cloth? The scent of a century? Maybe the aroma of hopping mad broadcast reporter.” She breathed in the pungent fragrance and that whiff of garlic caught in the air. It was the same scent she’d caught before, but stronger.

“The party’s over. For Courtney Wallace,” Damon said. “Glad I scored some priceless phone pics.”

Brooke was more sympathetic. “She probably just wants to die.” 

One thing Washingtonians really hated was a scene. Any scene, especially an embarrassing scene in front of hundreds of strangers. Nevertheless, one woman’s embarrassing scene is another’s low comedy. There was a buzz of laughter rolling through the cocktail party crowd. Lacey felt a little sick to her stomach. Clearly many people thought it was hilarious, and that Courtney was only getting what she deserved. Still, public humiliation was hard to take. And the dress! That beautiful vintage dress didn’t deserve that treatment.

The room started to empty out. The crowd looked for another party, another quick drink before the dinner. They would slowly make their way to the ballroom, armed with plenty of gossip. They had witnessed the blooper of the evening.

Damon took Brooke’s arm. “I hear Matt Drudge is at the National Journal party. I’ll introduce you.”

“Catch you two at dinner,” Brooke called to Lacey over her shoulder as they wandered out, chattering with excitement.

“I’ll be right back,” Lacey said to Lamont. “Ladies’ room.” Lacey figured Courtney would head for the nearest place where she could mop up the mess. Something else was bothering Lacey about the whole mishap, but she couldn’t say just what it was. 

“Following the rest of the story? Well, once a snoop, always a snoop. Don’t get wet. I’ll be here, testing the hors d’oeuvres.” 

Lamont leaned against the wall where he could take in the hubbub. He traded his empty champagne glass for one of white wine from the next waiter who came by with a tray of filled glasses. The champagne seemed to be gone, all wasted on the Wallace woman.

Lacey found the nearest women’s restroom. It was suitably elegant, with marble floors and gilt-framed mirrors, but small, with just two stalls at an angle to the sinks. Two women were filling the space before the mirrors, and one of those women was Courtney. Lacey slipped into an open stall unobserved, just as another woman slipped out.

Courtney’s companion was busier wringing her hands than wringing out her friend’s soaked dress. Her own mustard-colored dress was eye-catching, but not as flattering as she might have hoped. It seemed to be a copy of a Nicole Kidman dress, with a mandarin collar and a keyhole cutout in the bodice. However, it might only work on the famous actress it was intended for. Lacey paused to make a mental note, an occupational hazard. She couldn’t imagine that color looking good on anything but a hot dog. In this case, a regulation little black dress would have been so much better.

“Leave me alone, Zanna,” Courtney snapped at her helper as Lacey peeked through the gap in the stall door. Zanna Nelson: Lacey recalled the name. She’d seen her once or twice as an on-air reporter on Channel One, but Ms. Mustard didn’t seem to get a lot of face time. 

Zanna apparently was Courtney’s purse handler for the evening. She handed her a comb and a makeup compact from a sleek little silver bag and observed the other woman closely in the mirror. Zanna was pretty, in fact, much prettier than Courtney. She had long, straight, glossy brown hair that reached well below her shoulders. Her face was heart-shaped and her features even, with deep-set hazel eyes. Perhaps her only visual flaw was her small, cupid’s-bow mouth. But she didn’t have the exaggerated, outsized features that Courtney had, the kind of features that the camera loved. In person, Courtney looked more extreme. If they were fashion models, Zanna would be catalogue, while Courtney would be editorial.

Courtney was mopping her face with tissues, trying not to cry. 

“Are you okay?” Zanna asked. 

“Are you stupid? Do I look okay? I’m dripping wet. This is a freaking disaster! Oh my God.” Her hair hung in strings and her makeup was streaked. She leaned in to the mirror and sponged her face with foundation. She was making it worse. 

Zanna seemed accustomed to Courtney’s dramatics. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for? At least you’re not soaking wet. Why is this happening to me?”

Courtney was fighting a meltdown, and possibly tears. Lacey didn’t blame her. Any woman would be entitled, after that public disgrace. Still, Lacey hoped the vintage dress and the gorgeous green silk lining, champagne streaked and clinging soddenly to Courtney’s legs, could be saved.

There was an atmosphere in the room that was giving Lacey a headache. That smell of garlic was back and even more pungent, as was the musty aroma of the sopping black gown. What was it about the aroma? She tried to remember.

“It’s not that bad,” Zanna said meekly. 

“It’s not that bad,” Courtney mimicked her. “No, it’s not that bad, it’s worse, it’s a complete freaking catastrophe. I could kill that idiot waiter!”

“Let me help you.” Zanna stood aside, still wringing her hands.

“Kill the waiter? Be my guest. Just leave me alone. I suppose you’d like to finish the rest of the story for me,” Courtney sneered. “Well, you’re not going on air for me tonight. This is my assignment. And if I go down with the ship, at least it’s my ship.”

“But Courtney, I’m just trying to help. If you’re not feeling up to it, I could—”

“Don’t you get it? I have to get back out there! I have to show my face in front of all those people! I have to prove I’m professional enough to finish this. Listen to me, I am fine. I will touch up my makeup and fix my hair and I will go out there and do my job.” 

Courtney rapidly smoothed her hair, twisted it into a ballerina’s knot on the top of her head, pulled out a few damp strands by her face, and curled them with her fingers. It was an admirable save. The two women stood back, checking the results in the mirror. Zanna nodded in approval. Courtney shrugged.

Lacey decided this was her cue to join the party. She flushed the toilet behind her to serve as an announcement of her presence and stepped out of the stall.

“Is there anything I can do, Courtney?” Lacey asked.

“You! I don’t believe it! You wouldn’t even talk to me out there on camera, but now?” Courtney glared at Lacey in the gilt-framed mirror. “Now you want to help?”

“You know I couldn’t talk. Not on camera. It wouldn’t be professional,” she tried to explain. “Are you all right? How is your dress?”

“I’m fine. The dress is fine. Everything is fine. Get out of here.” Courtney didn’t look fine. She looked furious. “You too, Nelson. Go away. Give me some space.”

“This is a public restroom.” Lacey wasn’t about to be ordered away. Her head was aching, and she washed her hands for no particular reason while studying Courtney’s dress and its saturated green lining. Courtney focused on redoing her eye makeup. Zanna stood watching, incapable of helping or leaving. The wet marble floor looked slightly greenish where the dress was still dripping.

Something about that color, that brilliant heart-stopping jewel shade, registered in Lacey’s memory. And her headache. It made her think hard. The color, the aroma of garlic, Courtney’s pallor, her throbbing head. Was it something about the wet vintage fabric? Was it mildewed, was it releasing some kind of mold? But no, the dress looked clean, if dripping wet. Could it be the green lining and not the dress itself? That lovely shade of green? Green, emerald green, bright spring green, like a green that Lacey had seen somewhere long ago, something with a lovely, evocative name. What was it? Something like—Paris Green. That was it. Paris Green. 

Paris Green, Lacey remembered from school, was a dye discovered in the early nineteenth century. It was the first vibrant emerald pigment that was stable and widely usable. Even today, it was said that nothing could create exactly the same intoxicating green. Yet Paris Green had a sinister reputation: That beguiling shade of green was toxic when wet.

Lacey felt slightly woozy. She realized she needed fresh air. Was she just imagining this had something to do with the dress? Could it really be hazardous? Impossible. Paris Green hadn’t been used in clothing in over a century. And this dress couldn’t be that old. It was clearly a replica, probably from no earlier than the Forties. But she smelled garlic. Hors d’oeuvres? Aromas from the hotel kitchen? She shook her head to clear it.

“All right, Courtney,” Zanna said with a sigh. “I’m leaving. I’ll be right outside if you need me.” 

Zanna patted her sleek brown hair in the mirror and swept her mustard dress through the door, looking slightly ill herself. Of course, it might just have been the dress. That mustard color would make anyone look ill.

“Courtney, I don’t know how to say this so it doesn’t sound rude, but I think you need to get out of that dress,” Lacey said. “I don’t know what that lining was dyed with, but if it was something called Paris Green, and it’s now soaking into your skin, it can’t be good for you.” 

“Don’t worry about me, Lacey. The dress will dry. Eventually. Besides, who cares? It’s just an old dress. So what if it gets ruined?” She picked up the front of the black satin skirt and wrung it out in the sink. The lining clung to her legs.

Just an old dress. Lacey took a deep breath. “It’s not that. It’ll take forever to dry in this humidity. The dress might be making you ill.” 

“Really? That’s really what you think?” She rolled her eyes and squeezed more liquid out of the skirt. “I think it’s making you sick with jealousy that I look so good in it. You’re not the only one who can rock vintage, you know.” 

But Courtney wasn’t looking good. Despite her fresh makeup, her skin was shiny. She took out her powder and wiped a brush across her nose and cheeks. Her eyes had an unhealthy gleam.

“It’s the lining. The emerald green lining,” Lacey persevered. “Don’t you smell that? That garlicky smell must be coming from it. When it’s wet, Paris Green has that same aroma. I mean, according to what I’ve read.”

“You’re crazy. There’s no smell. It’s in your head.” The pungent aroma of garlic filled the ladies’ room. 

Lacey sighed. She’d assumed that because the woman was, theoretically, a journalist, she would listen to facts. 

“Listen, Courtney, depending on how old the dress is, or the lining, it might contain Paris Green, which was created in—”

“You wouldn’t give me the time of day before and now you’re giving me a lecture on fashion history? That’s rich, Smithsonian.”

Nobody likes a know-it-all. Cut to the chase, Lacey. 

“Fine. If it is Paris Green, the dress could be dangerous. The dye is toxic when it gets wet. It may have even killed Napoleon Bonaparte.”

“Really? Did Napoleon wear a green dress? If J. Edgar Hoover could twirl in a pink tutu, then anything is possible. But I’m hotter than either one of them.” She looked feverish. Lacey knew she wasn’t going to win this one, but she had to try. 

“Some people believe the dye was used in Napoleon’s wallpaper on Saint Helena, which was very humid. When it gets wet—or even just damp from humidity—the dye releases something called arsine gas. Arsine, as in arsenic. It can kill you, or at least make you sick.” 

“Likely story.” Courtney was fussing with her damp hair. Lacey could see drops of pale green liquid on Courtney’s exposed leg. “How could I trust anything you say about my dress? And how would you even know that?”

Now I remember why I try never to talk to this woman. “I know this because I do my fashion research.” Bitch, she added silently. “And I don’t know for sure. But I do know I’m getting a terrible headache in here. Aren’t you? Wouldn’t you rather take the dress off and be safe?”

“I’d rather take some aspirin. And a dry martini. Nice try though. Actually, it’s something I might say on the air. ‘Take the dress off and be safe!’ I’ll have to use that sometime. But I have no reason to trust you, Smithsonian. None at all.”

“Trust your instincts then. How are you feeling right now? A little queasy? The hotel might have something you could wear. A uniform. Or maybe someone here tonight wore a trench coat that would fit you.” 

“That would make you happy, wouldn’t it? Making me look ridiculous. Me, on camera in a maid’s uniform and a trench coat at the fanciest event of the year. You’d love that!”

Maybe a little. “I’m trying to help. You could get sick. Very sick.” 

“I don’t need your help. I’m not wearing some damn uniform or someone’s old raincoat. I paid a fortune for this dress. I don’t believe for a minute that it’s toxic.”

“No, I guess that’s just you.”

Courtney missed the jab. “Sometimes, Lacey, a dress is just a dress. Even a vintage dress.” Courtney’s green eyes seemed to glitter. Her cheeks were bright red beneath the powder. 

“Fine, Courtney. Some people would rather be sorry than safe. And maybe the dress is just wet. Maybe that smell is your perfume. Maybe nothing will happen.” Other than starring on the YouTube TV Bloopers Channel, the Champagne Shower Edition, featuring Courtney Wallace. “Good luck out there.”

Lacey escaped the ladies’ room. Lamont was waiting for her outside the door. 

“You took your sweet time.”

“What are you doing out here, Broadway? Picking up actresses?”

“Thought there might be bloodshed, the two of you in there together. Least some hair pulling.”

“Sorry to disappoint. How about some fresh air?” Lacey noticed Eric Park was leaning against the wall with his camera rig at the ready, waiting for Courtney to emerge. Eric spotted her too.

“Hey, I’m Eric. Courtney’s camera crew. Is she okay in there?”

“She says so. But I don’t believe she’s feeling too well. She’s pretty pissed off, and she wouldn’t let Zanna Nelson or me help. She’s being really bitchy.”

“Oh, she’s fine, then. That’s just her personality.”

“You got my sympathy, man,” Lamont said. “Have a good night.” 

Broadway Lamont pointed the way to the patio door, through another cocktail party. The crowds opened for them. They passed through the door to the patio beyond as their fellow partygoers parted like a sea around Lamont. He could have been mistaken for a bouncer, or a bulldozer. 

A new waiter appeared at their side with a fresh tray of drinks. Cameras flashed and the cozy media hug that is the White House Correspondents’ Dinner closed in behind them.
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“This may sound crazy,” Lacey started to say. She swallowed deep breaths of fresh air. The rain had stopped, but a fine mist still hung in the air. Lacey didn’t even care if her hair exploded from the humidity, she could always pull it back in a twist. She looked at Lamont and wondered if she should go on.

“I hope it sounds crazy,” Lamont said. “I came for the floor show, and Ms. Courtney Wallace gave us a hell of an opening number. I want to hear all the crazy you got. Catfight in the ladies’ room?”

“No, Broadway, not a catfight. But I have a funny feeling.”

“Funny feeling, like clothing voodoo funny? Or whacked-out broadcast reporter funny?”

“Maybe I’m just hungry.”

“I hear you. When do we eat?” Lamont’s appetite was as large as he was. Whenever he dropped by the newspaper, ostensibly to speak with Lacey about a case, she suspected he was really there for the food editor’s delectable daily dishes.

“There’s something wrong with that dress. Courtney’s dress.”

“Are we back to that? That’s your crazy feeling? I say there’s something wrong with that woman. Period.”

“The dress. I think it could make her very, very sick.” It sounded ridiculous, even to Lacey.

“I’m listening.” 

“Have you ever heard of Paris Green?” She knew better than to give Lamont the whole fashion history lesson. “A very old dye, no longer used. It’s made with arsenic. The thing is, it’s fine when it’s dry, but when it gets wet, it releases a toxic gas.”

“Wet, like ‘getting doused with champagne’ kind of wet?” He inclined his head toward her.

“Yes. Like that. The lining of that dress, the part closest to her skin, is bright emerald green. It’s the right range of color for Paris Green.”

He swallowed the last of his wine. “Never heard of it. How toxic we talking here?”

“No idea. Not a chemistry major. But if the lining of that wet dress is poisonous and it’s soaking her skin all night and she won’t change into something else—” 

“You know, Smithsonian. I got all the respect in the world for the way your brain works.” 

Really? she thought. Since when? 

“But this time,” he went on, “I think your imagination might be running overtime. You know how nuts that sounds, getting sick from some old-fashioned dye and a splash of champagne? Well, that’s some crazy freak accident.”

“If it was an accident,” she said.

“Now you think it wasn’t an accident? You think the waiter who plowed into her did it on purpose?”

What were the odds that someone who wore a vintage dress with a Paris Green silk lining to a cocktail party would wind up dripping wet? 

“You’re right, Broadway. It’s completely implausible that something like that would still exist in this day and age. The dye was banned decades ago. Nobody uses it anymore, so far as I know.” Her headache was almost gone and she was feeling better in the fresh air. “Maybe it’s just Courtney’s unique personality.”

“You got that right. Smithsonian, I’m thrilled we’re sharing a memorable fashion moment here, but when’s dinner? I’m starved.” 

Lacey glanced at her Movado watch, a gift from her absent fiancé Vic, who was never far from her thoughts. 

“Right now.”

“Now you’re talking.”

Milling their way into the ballroom for dinner was an exercise in that favorite Washington pastime: celebrity spotting. Of course in the District of Columbia, innumerable politicians, pundits, and media figures counted as celebrities. Some people even counted in multiple categories, like Barbara Walters. Lacey scored early, spotting the most famous D.C. couple in a “mixed marriage,” Republican Mary Matalin and Democrat James Carville, going down the escalator as she and Broadway Lamont were heading up. Lamont spotted pundit George Will chatting with them. A trifecta.

At the Correspondents’ Dinner there were always those “news source” guests who could only be considered publicity stunts. Lacey spotted rock star Ozzy Osbourne and his wife Sharon, guests of one of the showier New York publications. Ozzy hid behind his dark sunglasses and long, stringy hair, while the formidable and slightly scary Sharon Osbourne glided grandly in a gown worthy of the Evil Queen in Snow White, all sapphire blue satin and deep décolletage. Among the names Lacey heard in the excited buzz of the cocktail parties were Miley Cyrus, Jennifer Lawrence, Lindsay Lohan, Lady Gaga, and a gaggle of trashy Kardashians. 

Keeping an eye open for any of the above, Lacey wondered how many celebrities cared even a fig about Washington or politics, or even knew where they were or why they were there. All they seemed to care about were their inch-long eyelashes. Among the television actresses, Lacey’s favorite outfit so far was an above-the-knee white dress with a flouncy feathered skirt. It made her look like an ostrich. Her legs were appropriately long and skinny and she shed feathers in her path.

Most amusing to her was a photo op lineup of at least three sets of actors and actresses who were playing the President and First Lady on current television shows, although with more glamour and less gravitas than the real thing.

Male Hollywood heartthrobs were also on display. Brad Pitt and George Clooney were surrounded by female fans wherever they went, though Lacey thought Clooney looked smaller than he did on the big screen. On the other hand, and on the opposite end of the political spectrum, Tom Selleck appeared larger and grumpier. They both seemed slightly pained by all the attention. She thought she might have caught a glimpse of the entire heavily bearded cast of a cable hunting show, but she couldn’t be sure.

Lamont nudged Lacey and they caught another peek of Wallace, back on her feet and berating her poor cameraman, Eric. Courtney was clearly on the hunt for more celebrities and still striking out. She caught Lacey and Lamont looking her way and turned her back. The woman really didn’t look well. Stress, Lacey told herself. Courtney was just having a rough night. 

Lacey and Detective Lamont had already gone through the Secret Service security checkpoints and metal detector station to get into the pre-dinner parties, but now there was an additional check of their tickets against the List, just outside the banquet hall. 

The Eye Street Observer had purchased two tables for the dinner. Unfortunately, second-tier newspapers like The Eye never received the prime tables. Those were reserved for the major newspapers, The New York Times and The Washington Post and their kind, and frothy lifestyle magazines like Vanity Fair, which also vied for the most outrageous guests. They specialized in bringing the latest D.C. scandal victims, bad boy rock stars, and hot-right-now television personalities, many of whom had no conceivable serious link to news in the Nation’s Capital. The Eye was exiled to the back of the room, as far away from the head table as possible. Lamont was heading confidently toward the tables in front of the dais when Lacey steered him back to humble Newspaper Siberia.

Peter Johnson, the Capitol Hill reporter, was already seated at their table. She suppressed a groan and wondered briefly who could have put them together. Did they really want bloodshed? Johnson was the last person she wanted to see, at this dinner or anywhere else. It was mutual. When he caught sight of Lacey he looked like he’d swallowed something sour. 

Johnson was tall, and though he was on the thin side, he managed to look soft and pudgy. Lacey heard his only exercise was loitering in the halls of Congress and hefting mugs of coffee. He wore a respectable black tuxedo, but he’d already managed to spill something on the lapel. His shirt was a plain white button-down, rather than a tuxedo shirt, and his bowtie was crooked. His comb-over was sticking up, and he peered gloomily at her through his crooked glasses. Johnson was geek before geek was chic.

For tonight’s event, Johnson had a minor congressman in tow, one Representative Purvis Daggett, from a Deep South state. Lacey wasn’t quite sure which one. Daggett’s accent was thick as barbecue, but his tuxedo ensemble was pristine. Lacey recalled him as a minor player on one of the budget subcommittees, but a major-league fundraiser for his pet causes. Johnson pointedly ignored Lacey, leaving her to introduce herself and Lamont to the congressman. 

Daggett put out his hand. “Ms. Smithsonian, a great pleasure. I do believe you were the reporter who broke the story on Esme Fairchild?” he said. “Tragic story. Poor child.”

“Yes, it was very sad.” Lacey was flattered the congressman remembered it. Johnson seemed to choke on something. “Do you need some water, Peter? Perhaps some champagne?” She smiled brightly and Lamont laughed. 

“We were all saddened by her untimely demise, especially seeing as how young Esme was an intern on the Hill,” Daggett continued to Lacey, studiously ignoring Johnson. “She seemed so full of promise. Sometimes, I’m sorry to say, we let our interns flail around without the proper guidance in this town’s political snake pits, such as she found herself in. Your story did her tragic demise justice, I must say.” He had obviously been in a few political snake pits himself. “Were you on that case by any chance, Detective?”

“Not my case,” Lamont said. “The body was found south of Alexandria in a park, Huntley Meadows. The department does appreciate it on the rare occasion when Smithsonian finds murder victims outside of the District. Lacey here is like a dowser. Instead of water, she finds dead bodies. And fashion crimes. Sometimes even when they’re invisible to the naked eye.” He grinned.

“Thanks for the ringing endorsement, Broadway.” 

Daggett winked at her. He looked around the room and eyed the distant dais. “You know, I have been to a great many of these events, but I don’t believe I have ever been seated quite this far away from the President. Perfectly all right by me, you understand, he and I don’t see eye to eye all that often anyway. I’d be just as happy if we were dining out in the hallway. Or across the street.”

“Which we
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