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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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With this new edition of Killer Hair, I am delighted to relaunch 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.” 

Killer Hair is the first volume in the series, and it sets the scene for Lacey’s adventures in crime and couture (and romance). This book and the next eight Crime of Fashion Mysteries, Designer Knockoff, Hostile Makeover, Raiders of the Lost Corset, Grave Apparel, Armed and Glamorous, Shot Through Velvet, Death on Heels, and Veiled Revenge, were originally published by Penguin Putnam’s New American Library, under the Signet and Obsidian imprints. 

While it was exciting to be ushered into print by one of the Big Five traditional publishers, it eventually became clear that I was heading in a different direction. I’m taking this opportunity to publish my corrected (and slightly updated) books in both e-book and trade paperback editions with a much more readable format and book design, and with beautifully stylish and evocative covers. These new editions better reflect my original intent for the Crime of Fashion series and the atmosphere and feel 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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Lacey Smithsonian’s School for Scandal

Right now, somewhere in Washington, D.C., a scandal is brewing. It hasn’t happened yet, but it will. Tomorrow or the next day or the next. Somewhere a hapless victim is on the precipice of a fashion disaster. An unsuspecting woman will have her unsavory secrets exposed to the harsh light of day, the hot lights of television news, and the wisecracks of stand-up comedians everywhere.
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​CHAPTER 1
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Lacey Smithsonian looked down at the unfortunate woman in the coffin and thought, Oh my God, that is the worst haircut I’ve ever seen.

And they say a bad haircut can’t kill you. Even as that sentiment percolated through her brain, she added, You are such a bitch, Lacey. But she couldn’t help it. It really was a bad haircut.

The haircut belonged to Angela Woods, “Angie” to her friends at Stylettos, the trendy Dupont Circle salon where she had worked until just a few days ago. Now Angie was the guest of honor in the polished maple casket at Evergreens Mortuary in the Nation’s Capital.

At only twenty-five, Angie’s sweet round face wasn’t going to get any older. And that hairdo wasn’t going to get any better. The deceased looked peaceful, if a little sad, laid to rest in the satin-lined box. She wore a dark rose silk jacquard dress with a lace collar that conflicted wildly with those strange short rainbow-colored clumps of hair sticking up in between patches of bruised bald scalp.

What on earth was she thinking?

Although Lacey had only known Angie casually, she remembered her as polite and demure. Her friends said Angie was committed to the proposition that every life could be improved with the help of a professional stylist. But there would be no more perms, colors, or highlights in Angie’s attempt to make the world a prettier place.

At least Washington, D.C., didn’t need any help that day. It was a beautiful Wednesday in April and there was a respite from the rain that had pounded the city into submission for the last two weeks. Cherry trees were exploding with blossoms, a pink snowstorm against a turquoise sky. On days like this, springtime in the Capital City was a wanton green feast that wrapped itself around the heart. Days like this made Washingtonians forget that spring was usually a dreary, soggy endurance test that began with endless drizzly fifty-degree days then slammed headlong into summer, drenching humidity, and ninety-degree heat, leaving psychic whiplash and a dull sinus headache.

Nevertheless, every spring D.C. was the scene of an invasion of curiously dressed tourists, Day-Glo families, busloads of polyester grandparents, and entire high-school classes wearing matching blue and orange neon T-shirts and baseball caps. They were nice, enthusiastic, and irritating as hell. The tourists heard the pumping heartbeat of spring. They answered unseen drums commanding them to swarm around the Tidal Basin in a yearly ritual as predictable as the swallows that returned to Capistrano.

At least the tourist hordes Lacey had fought through to reach the mortuary, with their plastic cameras and camcorders, knew how to appreciate spring in Washington. A hundred thousand weak-eyed wonks would never see it, toiling in their anonymous beige and gray offices.

The woman in the coffin would never again enjoy it.

Lacey wondered exactly what she was doing in a mortuary. But she’d rather be anywhere on a glorious spring day than back at her desk at the newspaper, opening stacks of press releases in search of something, anything, to write about.

“What did I tell you, Lacey? Is that not the worst razor job you ever saw?”

Lacey turned to see her own hairstylist, Stella Lake, standing behind her in the small viewing room.

Stella was the manager of Stylettos. She had an image to uphold, so she dressed carefully for the occasion: her best black Lycra leggings, red leather bustier, and black leather bomber jacket. For Stella, this was uncharacteristically subdued, even with the fresh manicure—bold red nails inset with tiny lightning bolts. The leather dog collar set off an asymmetrical crew cut—burgundy this week—that spiked defiantly from Stella’s perfectly round noggin. It was a disconcerting look for a petite thirty-five-year-old woman with the beginnings of crow’s-feet and a whiskey voice, but attention getting nevertheless. Stella was small but managed to seem much larger.

The woman was a genius with a pair of scissors—on other people’s heads. Yet Stella considered herself her own best work of art, one that changed with the moon or the tides or simply bad hair days that cried out to try something new.

“To be honest, Stella, now she looks like most of your stylists. Except for the bald spots. And the bruises.”

“No way! The hand that did that was not professional. Besides, what I’m saying is, punk dominatrix isn’t her style. Angie was more of a Guinevere type, you know?”

“Guinevere?” Lacey asked. Stella was the queen of stylistic shorthand.

“You know, romantic. Long hair, long dresses. Pink. Angie liked pink.”

“Pink?” Lacey had complicated feelings about pink. She actually liked it, but it seemed out of place in this town. Washington, D.C., was the epitome of a taupe, bland, beige, oatmeal kind of town, and heavy on black and gray. Hairstylists and other artistic types preferred a wardrobe of stark black and white. Pink was considered far too perky, except among the preppier Republicans.

Stella shrugged and lifted her eyebrows. They both took another look at Angie.

An eight-by-ten photo of Angie was set up on a table near the casket. The Angie in the picture had long golden-blond hair that cascaded in soft waves to her waist. It was glorious hair, the kind of hair that poets wrote about, the kind that came to mind when little girls read about Rapunzel.

Just a few days before, Lacey had nervously surrendered her own locks to Stella, who installed dazzling blond highlights in her honey-brown hair. Stella had dared her. “What? It’s going to kill you to try something new? Trust me, Lacey, it’ll work. Besides, you were probably blond as a kid. I’m right, aren’t I?”

Angie had floated through the salon, a serene long-haired Madonna wearing a pink Stylettos smock in a sea of buzz-cut punkettes wearing black on black and enough eyeliner for a tree full of raccoons. She stopped to assure Lacey in her soft Southern drawl that the highlights would be beautiful. Angie’s chair-side manner was a good deal more soothing than Stella’s.

Lacey looked back at Stella. “What happened to her?”

“What does it look like?”

“The paper’s police log said suicide. But it didn’t mention this monstrosity. Damn, Stella, it looks like she scalped herself in a fit of madness or was stone drunk or drugged out, came to her senses, took one look in the mirror, and killed herself. Is that possible?”

“That’s what the police think.” Stella pulled Lacey away from the casket as if the dead woman could hear them. The D.C. police had written off Angela Woods as a suicide, a “suicide blonde” as it were, and that was that.

Lacey knew the murder rate in the District of Columbia was astronomical, the rate of solved murders half the national average, the state of the morgue chaotic, and autopsy results as changeable as the weather. For years, the D.C. homicide squad had been a joke, and not even the funniest one in this town.

The cops thought they had it all wrapped up, Stella told her. The detectives concluded that hairstylist Angela Woods slit her wrists at Stylettos Salon in Dupont Circle, using a Colonel Conk straight razor, a common salon tool, then wrote So Long with her blood on the mirror—which they termed the “suicide note.” She bled to death in the chair at her station sometime late Saturday night.

Sunday morning, with a gigantic hangover, Stella opened the salon, discovered the body, lost her breakfast, and called the police. Stella figured alerting the police was a bad idea, but she didn’t have a better one at the time. It wasn’t like she could call her acupuncturist or her psychic (who should have warned her in the first place).

The body was collected, sent to the medical examiner’s office, released, and laid out for viewing on Wednesday. The funeral was scheduled for Thursday morning at ten.

Stylettos never opened the day Stella found the body. It remained closed on Monday while a special crime-scene cleaning company removed the bloodstains. Crime-scene cleaning crews: a growth industry in Washington, Lacey thought. Along with document shredding.

“It must have been pretty awful finding her.”

“I’ve had better days.” Stella chewed at one lighting-bolted nail. “There was so much blood, Lacey. I never knew there could be so much blood. The cops told me she was probably doing drugs. I said ‘Look at that haircut!’ They said Angie must’ve been into self-mutilation. Assholes.”

“Drugs? Did they order toxicology tests?”

“Who knows! They sent her body to the D.C. morgue! It’s a miracle they even got the right body to the mortuary.”

“So you don’t know. What about an autopsy?”

Stella shook her head. According to the media, the morgue was another abyss you wouldn’t wish on your worst enemy. The District was trying to clean it up and improve the office’s image, but was fighting years of corruption and inefficiency, bad press, lack of money, bodies stacked in corners, and misidentified victims.

“I can’t imagine her doing this. It’s not her style, and frankly, it’s a pretty piss-poor job,” Stella concluded.

“The haircut or the suicide?”

“Either. Both.”

“And why exactly did you want me to come here today?” Stella had been frantic on the phone: Lacey had to meet her at the mortuary. She stopped just short of threatening retribution on Lacey’s head, or worse, on her hair, but it was implied that Lacey’s freshly lightened locks would be in peril. “It’s really awful, Stel, but what can I do?”

“I thought you’d be, you know, interested.”

Lacey and Stella sank down on folding chairs and gazed at the flower arrangements. Lacey’s eyes rested on a small basket of violets, sweet and sad, sent from the salon, and a showy arrangement of white roses, irises, and gladiolus, signed Always, Boyd. That would be Boyd Radford, owner of Stylettos, Stella’s notorious boss. Sprays of pink carnations came from the Woods family. The subdued lighting made the coffin the focal point. The small room’s dark wood paneling and deep burgundy carpeting were oppressive in spite of the bright flowers. Boxes of tissues were discreetly placed for the convenience of mourners.

“ ‘Interested’?” Lacey waited.

Stella sighed loudly. “Well, since you are an expert, I thought maybe, who knows—”

“An expert!” What is she talking about? Lacey was aghast. “Stella, I write a fashion column.”

“Like I said.”

“An expert on what?”

“Style. Nuances. Like you wrote last week. ‘Nuances of style are clues to personality.’ ”

“Well, yes— Wait. You don’t actually read my column, do you?”

“ ‘Crimes of Fashion’? Are you kidding? Like a Bible. Only more fun. And those ‘Fashion Bites.’ We love ’em. You should do them every day.”

“Every day! It’s hard enough to write ‘Crimes’ once a week. As for ‘Fashion Bites,’ they only bite when the spirit, or my editor, moves me.”

Lacey did not want to believe anyone actually read her column, or The Eye Street Observer, the upstart daily newspaper in which it appeared. She thought of it as “The Little Paper That Couldn’t,” and she firmly believed the damn column would be the death of her. If not literally, then figuratively—the death of her dream of being a good reporter, a real reporter. Not a fashion reporter, or even an anti-fashion reporter, as she had decided to think of herself. She assumed her weekly sartorial diatribes were poured into the computer and then cast into the void. But as for people actually reading it, considering it, quoting it? Oh my God.

“And you thought that by just gazing at a dead woman, I could figure out what happened?”

Only in the District of Columbia could people actually believe that some random idiot off the street, or, yes, even a fashion reporter, could solve a murder before the cops.

“I am not an investigator, Stella.” Lacey struggled for a way to escape her stylist’s mad notion. “Why not call a private detective?”

“Like, for a hundred reasons. One, they cost money. Two, I don’t know any. Three, I got you.”

“Oh, Stella.” Lacey sighed. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Four, nuances! Lacey, look at her. These are big nuances here. Like a neon sign. And you have a nose for nuances.” Stella started chewing another nail. This whole mess was ruining her manicure and calling the cops hadn’t solved anything. “Well, it was a thought. So sue me.”

“It’s very sweet, but— What kind of a thought, Stella?” Leave now, Lacey. You don’t want to know.

“You know how you always write that the way people dress reveals who they really are, like it’s a key to their personality or something? Their hair. Their grooming. Their clothes. Like it’s a language, right, or a code? About how it’s good to express yourself if you know what you’re saying. Like you do that Forties thing with your clothes. It says, you know, Rosalind Russell meets Rosie the Riveter. Brains, beauty, and no bullshit. Something like that. Am I right?”

Lacey couldn’t argue with Stella, but she was stopped cold at hearing her own fashion philosophy distilled into Stella’s pungent vernacular. Am I that transparent?

Stella proudly indicated her own leather bondage outfit, heavy on the zippers. “Take me. What am I saying here? Come on. This is an easy one. ‘Punk Goddess with a Heart of Gold.’ Right?”

On acid, Lacey amended silently.

“It works on me because I know what I’m doing. I know what I’m saying with my clothes. I wear what I mean. I mean what I wear.”

“I wrote that?”

“Not in so many words, but I knew what you meant, you know.”

“Stella, my column is a joke. I have no business writing it. It was a fluke. I’m still trying to get out of it.”

“No way. You should be proud of it, Lacey. We read ‘Crimes of Fashion’ aloud in the salon every Friday with our coffee. I just figured you could take a look at Angie and figure something out.”

“I’m not psychic, Stella.”

“She didn’t kill herself, Lacey! Look at her. This look says, ‘I wouldn’t be caught dead looking this way.’ Maybe you could just tell people that. In your column, where people she knew could read it. It would mean something to them. To her.”

It occurred to Lacey that Stella was the only stylist in Washington who had found a way to cut her light brown locks into a style that always fell into place effortlessly and even evoked a hint of early Lauren Bacall. She had to admit the new highlights were stunning. The lightened waves skimmed her shoulders, framed her face, and made her blue-green eyes look enormous. And she liked Stella, who always made her laugh. You’re sunk, Lacey. She’s got you by the roots.

“She had plans for her life.” Stella reached in the casket and gently ran her fingers over the short tufts of Angie’s hair. She clicked her tongue. “If it was suicide, it was assisted. You know what I mean?”

Lacey sighed deeply and studied Angie. The woman in the picture. The corpse in the coffin. Stella was right. They didn’t jive. “Nuances?”

Stella nodded. “Real big nuances.”

But if Angie didn’t kill herself, who did? Was it possible that some degenerate had spitefully hacked off her hair? Then what? Killed her? Or vice versa? Who wouldn’t want to see her stylist dead at one time or another? Was it so far-fetched? Lacey’s mind wandered back to notable hair disasters in her pre-Stella days. The perm that turned into a Brillo pad. The “trim” that rendered her a Joan of Arc look-alike. The highlights that turned green. Mayhem maybe, but surely not—

“Murder, Stella?” If the likelihood of a murder being solved in D.C. was merely remote, then the likelihood of a nice, neat suicide being reclassified as a murder, and then solved, was zilch. Stella shrugged. “But who would want to kill her? A client?” Lacey asked.

“Nah, everybody loved Angie. Unique, I know.”

“What about a boyfriend?”

“None that I know of. She would have told me. You know how hard it is to find a decent male specimen here. Besides, Angie was totally choosy and completely into the career thing.”

Lacey closed her eyes and tried to remember everything she knew about the dead woman.

Angela Woods was just coming into her own professionally. She had enjoyed a brief spurt of fame for magically transforming the latest fallen woman in a Capitol Hill scandal from a heifer into a fox—at least by D.C. standards. Angie was one of the few who had benefited from that ugly political potboiler.

Politics in Washington is like Muzak in elevators. It’s everywhere, and for most Washingtonians it eventually just becomes background noise. But even the political junkies, the vampires of Washington who eat, breathe, and live every little congressional stab in the back and read party-line votes like a fortune-teller reads tea leaves, need hairstylists. Which is how Angie Woods and politics intersected.

Congressional staffer Marcia Robinson needed a makeover—and a miracle. The town’s latest scandal celebrity was the ideal grist for the media mill: young, naive, and far from innocent. Marcia believed a little too wholeheartedly in her First Amendment right to take it all off on the Web—and to recruit exhibitionistic underage Capitol Hill interns.

When she received her own invitation for a chat with the perennial special prosecutor, big-haired, toothy, would-be sex-pot Marcia needed a new image fast. When a woman faces the TV cameras in a Washington scandal, Bad Hair means Bad News.

“It was a work of art what she did to that woman, that Marcia Robinson.”

“More like a public service.” Lacey had featured the makeover in a “Crimes of Fashion” column: “My Life Is a Mess, but I’ve Never Looked Better!”

Angela Woods’ last worldly accomplishment was successfully repackaging a frumpy, frizzy-haired cyber-tart as a sadder-but-wiser naif with silky blow-dried locks, a doe-eyed innocent who was chastened by her media ordeal but bravely bearing up. And Angela reaped the benefits of her brief notoriety. For her efforts, she was featured in the LifeStyle sections of the various local newspapers, along with a few fashion dos and don’ts for looking your best in the media glare. As Lacey had summed up in her own column: “Tame the mane, emphasize the eyes, and keep the mouth glossy and shut.” Always good advice in the District of Columbia.

Angie’s client book was suddenly full and customers were waiting weeks for an appointment. Stylettos saved all the news clippings, which Stella posted on the front door of the salon. The attention was not without its downside, however. It created a ripple of resentment among the happy little crew at Stylettos. And now Angie was suddenly dead.

Stella interrupted Lacey’s reverie. “How about it?”

“I can’t write a column saying she was murdered. Not without the facts.”

Unless no one reads it except Stella.

“Investigate! You’re a reporter. Reporters do it on TV all the time.”

“Not fashion reporters.”

“You’ll be the first.”

“Oh yeah, why not an investigative stylist?”

“Are you kidding? In this outfit? Besides, I got work to do.” Stella whipped out hair spray, a comb, and a blond wig from her bag. “For Angie’s mom, you know? She’s flying in tonight.”

“That’s very considerate, Stel.” Lacey’s eyes started to tear. She grabbed a tissue.

“I get along really well with mothers. Just not my own.” Stella began to restyle the corpse for her last public appearance. “And Lacey, last week’s column—‘Never Wear Pink to Testify Before the Special Prosecutor’—was stellar. See you at the funeral.”

“Hey, I didn’t say yes! Funerals are depressing and I hardly knew her. Stella, are you listening?”

“You can start there. Your investigation. Killers always go to the funeral, don’t they?”

“No, Stella. I said no. Besides, I have nothing to wear.”
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There’s an old newspaper saying: If you’re blind, they’ll make you the art critic. If you’re deaf, they’ll make you the music critic. But if you’re blind and deaf, they’ll make you the drama critic.

By this logic, the fashion critic should be blind, deaf, and dressed in a burlap bag. Lacey didn’t know what she had done to deserve being the fashion reporter—or anti-fashion reporter. She didn’t dress badly. She knew a gore from a tuck and a ruffle from a pleat, and she could use “ruching” in a sentence. Frankly, she loved good clothing. However, she didn’t want to write about it. You didn’t see Rosalind Russell in His Girl Friday shuffled off to the fashion beat, even though she was dressed like a million bucks. Rosalind Russell went right out in her best suit and found the killer. Ooh, bad example.

Lacey had never asked for the fashion beat. But then, life had never gone smoothly for her. She saw her friends climb the ladder of success and roar into high positions with acclaim and money. Meanwhile, her so-called career path was littered with potholes and detours.

She had finally made it back to D.C. after working for some of the worst small newspapers in Colorado. She had spent her college summers in D.C. with her favorite aunt, now deceased, Great-aunt Mimi. Those summers gave her the first full taste of freedom she had ever had. She might have started reporting in tiny Western towns, but she always had her heart set on the East.

Now she was thirty-three years old and still trying to land a decent job at a decent paper. Instead, she was slinging words at The Eye Street Observer like a waitress slinging hash at a roadside diner. She had been there three years.

The Eye, as employees and other media types tended to call it, was a feisty wannabe news sheet in the Nation’s Capital. It was located on Eye Street between Sixteenth and Seventeenth streets in a granite and glass building facing Farragut Square, under the watchful eye of Admiral David “Damn the Torpedoes” Farragut in all his bronze glory. The Observer, as most Washingtonians called it, was a daily broadsheet rag with a tabloid heart, the mutant offspring of a weekly alternative paper and a local dot-com millionaire with a Citizen Kane obsession, since departed.

It would never be top dog. Washingtonians clung to the established Washington Post with dismaying faithfulness. The Washington Times soldiered on to the right, spending bottomless Moonie money as if it were newsprint. The Eye, with no political bent except “throw the rascals out,” got by on sheer nerve.

The paper’s most popular feature was “The Daily Jam,” a sarcastic and brutally accurate District traffic forecast that ran on the front page, below the fold. The new publisher was convinced that the single most important daily news story in Washington was the specific pothole, parade, detour, or demonstration that would make today’s morning or evening commute a living hell. Features like “The Daily Jam” and “Crimes of Fashion” were winning The Eye an oddball niche in a tough media market, much to Lacey’s chagrin.

But in a town glutted with journalists fighting for jobs, Lacey at least had a job on a real newspaper and was not stuck in one of the hundreds of trade associations, slapping together an in-house newsletter on the rubber industry or paper clip regulations.

On the other hand, she had to write about fashion, or what passed for it in the District of Columbia. The only upside was that other people thought it sounded glamorous. And Stella thinks I’m the Sherlock Holmes of Style. The Philip Marlowe of Fashion. In the least fashionable city in America: The City Fashion Forgot.

***
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BACK AT THE OVERSTUFFED cubicle she called her office, Lacey couldn’t get the images from the mortuary out of her mind. Angie with blond Guinevere tendrils in the photo. Angie almost bald in her polished coffin. Stella with her insane idea. A ghoulish rhyme thumped in Lacey’s head. A tisket, a tasket, a dead girl in a basket.

Lacey was grateful that the evil food editor, Felicity Pickles, wasn’t around. Instead, Felicity had left a dangerous batch of brownies at her desk, which was just across the aisle from Lacey’s. The food editor was forever dieting, but she brought something fattening to the office every day. Today, the chocolate-iced fat bombs bore an elaborate handwritten note inviting everyone to Eat Me.

She has a gingerbread house in the forest somewhere. But she can’t make me eat one.

Lacey rubbed her temples and opened her eyes to see Tony Trujillo approaching. He grabbed a couple of brownies from Felicity’s desk.

“Careful, they’re poison,” Lacey said.

“Don’t I know it.” He made a glutton of himself. She was, at that moment, in no mood for Tony, the police reporter extraordinaire. Tony’s thick black hair, his smooth olive skin, his self-professed writing prowess, and his status as the cops writer, which entitled him to abuse the language in new and colorful ways, attracted women in droves.

Originally from Santa Fe, New Mexico, his Western nonchalance was a welcome change from uptight East Coast boys. He also appeared to like women, whereas most D.C. men seemed too busy, or too terrified. He wore his blue jeans and tight T-shirts so well that coming or going, Lacey had to admit, he was a feast for the eye.

Women on the staff who didn’t know him called him “Tony Terrific.” Although he had gone through a number of them, who later referred to him as “Terrible Tony,” he was hard to dislike. He and Lacey started at the paper the same week. It galled her that his star rose, while she had been shanghaied to LifeStyle.

“Hey, Smithsonian. I hear blue is the new black. Or is beige the new white, green the new blue, purple the new brown?” He shoved some papers out of the way and perched on the end of her desk, licking brownie crumbs off his fingers. She looked up briefly.

“What’s on your mind, Tony? New boots?”

Tony smiled, the corners of his cocoa-brown almond eyes crinkling. He propped one boot on her desk to show it off. He was the Imelda Marcos of the police beat.

“Pretty slick, huh, Lacey? Armadillo by Tony Lama. What do you think?”

“I suppose you think I’m jealous that your wardrobe is bigger than mine.” Her eyes wandered up his leg.

“Just feel that leather. Smooth, huh? Last boots I bought, you said they looked like roadkill.”

“Ah. So these died of natural causes?”

Tony grinned. There was something about him. Something besides his smooth pecs. And his armadillo boots. Time to change the subject, Lacey.

The only subject that came to mind was a dead girl in a basket. Lacey figured that asking a few hypothetical questions of the police reporter wouldn’t hurt. She didn’t have to mention Angie specifically.

“Tony, if someone commits suicide in the District, who makes the official determination?”

He moved his boot off her copy. “Medical examiner. Why? Had a bad week?”

“Not as bad as those armadillos. So, if someone is ruled a suicide, how long do the cops investigate?”

“Not long. Suicide means case closed, move along to something else. And there’s always something else here.”

“Even if friends and family swear the victim was killed?”

“Police don’t overrule the medical examiner.”

“What if someone finds new evidence?”

“Better be good or the cops wouldn’t care. What kind of evidence? You working on something I should know about?”

“Lower your radar, Boot Boy. Just a question.”

“Interesting question, Smithsonian.” Tony winked and strutted his armadillos toward the coffee machine.

As she watched him go, Lacey briefly wondered if the right guy would ever materialize or if she’d left her last best hope in the dead-end town of Sagebrush, Colorado. There’d been a man there once who’d looked even hotter in a pair of boots and jeans... But she didn’t have time to think about him.

Away from Stella, Lacey hoped she could reflect on Angie Woods’ death more logically. But the waxy face of the young woman and the chilling silence of the mortuary were the only images she could fix on.

Unfortunately, “Crimes of Fashion” wouldn’t wait. She had been toying with an idea not yet fully formed, after a D.C. city councilman introduced a new anti-prostitution measure that would allow the police to arrest women for merely dressing provocatively, on the theory that “If you look like a hooker and quack like a hooker, you are a hooker.” She had a couple of possible headlines: “This Look Is So Hot, It Got Me Arrested” or “Wear a Wonderbra, Go to Jail.” But after that she was stuck.

Lacey wasn’t in the mood to sit and stare out the window until the column fell into place. She grabbed her purse for a quick getaway. Luckily, the fashion beat and her process of generating ideas were a complete mystery to her editor, Mac. He didn’t care as long as copy magically appeared at the appointed time and place. Out of the corner of her eye Lacey saw him sidling up to her desk. He glowered like a black G. Gordon Liddy.

From the moment he met her, Douglas MacArthur “Mac” Jones thought her name was hilarious.

“Smithsonian? That’s not a name. That’s a museum.”

Lacey once made the mistake of telling Mac the family legend of how her great-grandfather, who emigrated from England, saw the Smithsonian Institution mentioned in a magazine and figured that if it was good enough for the Nation’s Capital, it was good enough for him. “Smithsonian” would be much tonier than the original family name of “Smith,” which was far too common for a Cockney shop-keeper. His Irish Catholic wife, Maura Kathleen O’Brian Smithsonian, laughed about it till the day he died.

“Just lucky you weren’t named Lacey Airandspacemuseum,” Mac had said.

Mac was now descending on her desk. She waited for the usual pleasantries. “Nice of you to grace us with your presence, Smithsonian.”

Lacey decided not to tell him she’d been out viewing a corpse. He’d just assume there was some style angle. And he’d say, as he often did when she suggested something new, “Well, you’ve offended everyone else, why not?”

Mac flourished a wad of letters. “Six for, eight against, and we got a call from the former First Lady’s press secretary. Wants to know what your problem is. I bet you haven’t even checked your email yet.”

“I haven’t even peeked. So is this about the ‘Never Wear Pink to Testify’ column?” she asked. She tried to remember what she wrote.


...When accused of high crimes, Crimes of Fashion suggests you dress in high style. Meet your interrogator looking like a woman of substance, not an escapee from Mother Goose. When you’re matching wits with the special prosecutor, we suggest that you dress with serious intent.

Nevertheless, the former First Lady chose to make her appearance before the grand jury in a sweet little pink suit dress with baby-blue trim. She looked like Bo Peep had lost not only her sheep, but her mind as well. We hear she left the sunbonnet and lollipop in the limo at the last minute.

Contrary to popular opinion, spun-sugar pastels do not signal a woman’s innocence—merely a clumsy and obvious attempt to appear guileless. It screams manipulation and not sophistication. Get a new consultant. Get a clue. And plead guilty to a “Crime of Fashion.”



With so many high-level officials called to testify in the Washington scandal of the week, “Never Wear Pink” was the kind of column that received a higher-than-average readership.

“My problem is that the former First Lady wears pastels every time she gets into trouble,” Lacey said.

Mac wore the editorial I-don’t-get-it look.

“She’s trying to disarm people by—very obviously, I might add—looking like Little Miss Muffet. You copyedited it, Mac. Remember?”

“Sure, but I didn’t exactly read it. It’s like it’s in a foreign language.”

“Like sports?” she asked. He looked blank. “Tell her press secretary that if the FFL must take her inspiration from fairy tales, she should dress like the evil queen in Snow White. Blood reds, passionate purple, poison-apple green. Now, there was a dame with style.”

Mac groaned. He had a soft spot for the FFL, the Dragon Lady, but Lacey couldn’t care less. Left, right, or center, a Crime of Fashion was a crime against the senses. While Mac yammered on, Lacey cleared her desk, switched off the desk lamp, turned off the computer, and packed her buff-colored leather tote bag. She freshened her lipstick and switched into comfortable, yet still attractive, low-heeled shoes. So many women still clung to the worn-out cliché of suits and clunky athletic shoes, even though there were other choices. A definite Washington look, Lacey thought. Maybe a column for next week.

“Hey, where are you going?”

“I need inspiration, Mac. This beat is deadly.”

***
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“MURDER? WAIT A MINUTE. Your hairstylist wants you to investigate a murder? I thought she wanted to give you highlights.” Brooke Barton, a thin, blond, K Street lawyer driven by dreams of conspiracies, nursed a gin and tonic on Lacey’s balcony, one of Lacey’s favorite sources of inspiration.

“I already got the killer highlights. This is murder.” Lacey sipped her own drink and felt the day finally slip away. After she escaped from the office, she fought her way through the cherry-blossom-crazed tourists and made it back to her apartment just in time to buzz in her best friend.

“Right.” Brooke squinted at Lacey. “They look very nice. The highlights, I mean. My contacts are fuzzy. Or maybe it’s the gin.”

“She wants me to play detective. Follow the fashion clues to the killer.” Lacey sighed and admired the view. A slight breeze rippled the air. It was understood that on lovely spring evenings Brooke was always invited. Lacey supplied the gin and the seventh-floor balcony overlooking the Potomac River in Old Town, Alexandria, Virginia. Brooke brought the tonic and limes. It was pleasant on the balcony, even though Lacey hadn’t planted her petunias yet, the only flowers that would grow for her. She and Brooke had nursed more than a few drinks—and broken hearts—right here.

“So who’s dead?” Brooke grabbed a handful of microwave popcorn.

Lacey’s kitchen was always well stocked with liquid refreshment and popcorn. The vintage fridge contained two bottles of champagne, a few eggs, muffins, a variety of expensive cheeses, exotic olives, and open boxes of crackers. Low on balanced nutrition but high on instant gratification.

“Her name was Angela Woods. Another Stylettos stylist. She was a sweet kid. Blonde. I used to see her at the salon.”

“One bad haircut too many, no doubt.”

“Maybe. Who knows.”

“I’m actually surprised that it doesn’t happen more often.” Brooke stopped, the popcorn halfway to her mouth. “Wait a minute. My God, not that stylist you wrote about, Marcia Robinson’s stylist?” Her antennae were quivering. “Wow, that Robinson bimbo is really bad luck, isn’t she?”

“Slow down, Brooke, I know what you’re thinking, but there is no connection.”

Although she could pass for the ultimate conservative poster model, nothing Brooke wore betrayed her love for clandestine political plotting, her belief that evildoers were around every corner, or her sheer delight in the drama of it all. Brooke embraced conspiracy theories like some women did their Jimmy Choo shoes.

“Six Hill staffers lost their jobs so far. More to come. Porno Web sites. Now this. Coincidence? Ha. And you’re going to investigate? I love it.”

“No, wait. I’m not. I’m just telling you about it.”

“Great. So what did the stylist know and when did she know it?”

“Would you like to hear about it before you solve it?”

“Of course I would. The stylist obviously knew too much. Now she’s dead. No connection? Bull. In this town everything is connected.”

“The cops say it’s suicide. Stella says no way.” Lacey recapped the theory that someone else cut off Angie’s hair, sliced her wrists, and made it look like a suicide, on Stella’s unassailable logic that a stylist wouldn’t be caught dead with that haircut. “Obviously I can’t encourage her. I don’t know anything about murder.”

“No, but you know about killer style.”

The hair rose on the back of Lacey’s neck. “Not you too.”

“It’s because of your column. All that chat about fashion clues and deadly styles and you are what you wear. I see Stella’s logic.”

“So it’s my column’s fault that I’m suddenly a sleuth?” Lacey was appalled.

“It’s entertaining,” Brooke admitted. “And it tells the truth. So rare in journalism today.”

“Gosh, Brooke, don’t be so nice.”

“I’m never nice. Your column is a great guilty pleasure. Hence, its popularity.”

“I can’t believe you actually read my column.”

“You write it for real women. I’m a real woman.”

“Yeah, but you don’t need my help.”

Brooke had flair that Lacey admired. Far from the stereotypical dumpy D.C. attorney, Ms. Barton, Esquire, knew how to wear a suit and still look feminine, adding touches like antique lace handkerchiefs and lace blouses that on another woman would look silly. Tonight she was wearing a cherry red sweater with jeans and pearls. All blondes think they look good in red, but Brooke really did. It made her eyes look more blue. More innocent. Looks can be deceiving.

In contrast, Lacey looked far from innocent. Her delicately arched brows gave her a knowing look she didn’t feel. Tonight she wore comfortable old blue jeans, two or three washings away from ripping through, and a black V-neck sweater. You can never have too many black sweaters, according to Lacey. One of her rules for life, along with: Never let anyone take pictures of you naked. Never keep a diary you would not want published in a family newspaper. And never secretly tape-record your own conversations, even in Virginia, where it was legal.

“I’ll tell you one thing.” Brooke broke into her thoughts. “It’s just as well you don’t get involved. You don’t want to wind up dead, do you?”

“No one involved with Marcia Robinson has died.”

“Until now.”

“And that may have nothing to do with Marcia.”

“That we know of.”

“You have to keep in mind there could be jealous stylists, unhappy clients, psycho boyfriends. And maybe it was suicide, after all.”

“Point taken. Of course if you do look into it...”

“If I do?”

“Be interesting to see if Marcia has serious hair issues,” Brooke suggested. “I wonder what she told her stylist. You know, ‘Only her hairstylist knows for sure.’ ”

“Who knows? It’s way too easy to blab away while someone is massaging your head,” Lacey said. “Remind me to gag myself the next time I get my hair cut. You don’t really think it’s dangerous, do you?”

“I’d like to think so.”

“So tell me, Brooke, about that Marcia Robinson mess. Tell me why, instead of actually trying to talk to a real woman, men will spend hours on the Internet surfing Web sites where virtual women take off their clothes?”

“Pheromone jammers.” It was Brooke’s current favorite theory of why men and women in Washington, D.C., could not connect with each other. Obviously the Pentagon had installed ‘pheromone jammers’ on its roof, beaming relationship-killing ‘Romance Death Rays’ at every man within the Beltway. “It does something to their testosterone. Something weird. Turns it into decaf.”

“Makes perfect sense to me,” Lacey said. “My signals have been jammed for years.”

“Romance Death Rays. We’ve been irradiated. You have to admit, it’s pretty crazy purveying naughty photos of the Small Business Committee staff on the Internet. Good Lord! More of a horror show than erotica. Here in the Capital City of dweebs, geeks, and nerds.”

“No one actually believed that was the attorney general wrestling nude with an alligator on Marcia’s Web site,” Lacey said. “Did they?”

“You had to buy the video for a better look. That was just a teaser. I was pulling for the alligator.”

“Washington, D.C., the only place on earth where Henry Kissinger could be considered a sex symbol.”

“There’s a woman in my office who has a crush on James Carville,” Brooke said, passing the popcorn.

“The Human Snake Head? You just killed my appetite.” Lacey swallowed her last handful and wiped off her hands.

“People think D.C. is full of sex scandals. The real scandal is that’s all the sex there is,” Brooke said. “I haven’t had a date in two months. How’s that cute cops reporter of yours?”

“Trujillo? Stomping on women’s hearts with his new armadillo boots.”

“Too bad.” Brooke had only met Trujillo once, but the memory lingered. “So what about you, Lace? Any prospects?”

“Sorry. Long dry spell. No rain in sight.”

“What about the one who got away?”

“He got away.”

“I hate when that happens. At any rate, I think it’s time for a new salon, Lacey. Crazy hairstylists. Crazy hair killers. You don’t need the aggravation. And that Stella’s a little strange.”

“Yeah, but it’s hard to get rid of your hairstylist. Especially when she knows where to find you.”

Brooke fingered her own blond locks. She treasured her hair, which she wore in a long French braid when she went to court. 

“You know, if a crazy haircutting killer were out there, not only would you be dead—you’d be bald too!”

***
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AFTER BROOKE LEFT, Lacey lingered outside to admire the view. Gazing south down the Potomac, it was easy to forget the city and the noise. Spring was stealing over the landscape, creating a hush of green along the riverbanks. In just a week or two, the trees would be full and bushy, but she loved warm days like this when the first sign of green signaled that the long, dull winter was conquered at last.

Ah, spring in Washington—and pheromone jammers. It’s such a good explanation, it should be true. Lacey wondered if she could still attract a man. Maybe if I lived somewhere else.

Lacey had a face that a man had once told her belonged on the cover of a pulp-fiction magazine. Pretty, but a little exaggerated, a little extreme for comfort. There were even men who had called her beautiful.

She didn’t kid herself about her looks. She knew she was attractive, but she’d never be the most beautiful, the thinnest, or the most sought-after woman. She was five-foot-five with a curvy build that she fought to keep on the slim side. Her hair was good: thick, manageable, and slightly wavy. She wore it a couple of inches below the shoulder, long enough to wind into a French knot on bad-hair days. As a package deal, she figured she was pretty good. But the package was still on the shelf.

Her thoughts paused on one man from her past. She told herself to forget him. After all, he was merely a footnote in her romantic history, a footnote that would take volumes to explain, even to Brooke. The last she heard, he had left Sagebrush, Colorado, but that’s where the trail ended. Just another tumbleweed tumbling through. Like her.

Before she moved to Washington, Lacey was used to feeling strange, an outsider, an observer. When she was little, she had always considered herself a swan, and her family of ducks never knew what to make of her. Her mother often said she had no idea where Lacey came from, and she apparently was not implicating the mailman. Rose Smithsonian suggested that it was likely a caravan of gypsies had dropped in one night, stolen the real baby Smithsonian, and left Lacey as a little joke. The real baby Smithsonian would be perky and have cheerleading genes and wear what Mother wanted.

The real baby Smithsonian would have grown up and found a man by now. She’d be tied down to a house, kids, and meatloaf once a week.

Lacey let her eyes sail down the verdant Potomac. My pheromones may be jammed, she thought, but at least I’m a swan on my own river.
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​CHAPTER 3
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It’s probably a character flaw that I am more concerned at the moment with what to wear to the funeral than whether it was suicide or murder, Lacey thought. She figured she’d give herself time, and some fragment of noble character would emerge. The darn job was turning her into a shallow caricature. She told herself that she had values. Somewhere.

Now that she wrote “Crimes of Fashion” everyone expected her to look totally put together all the time. Only Lacey knew how far below that ideal she fell. Like the memorial service: People always think they know what to wear to a funeral, but in fact they have no idea, and neither did Lacey. The “little black dress,” for instance, is supposed to go everywhere. But showing up for a funeral in a little black cocktail dress simply did not demonstrate the proper respect. Unless the funeral is in a bar.

Wearing black seemed appropriate, but it could be presumptuous if you were not a member of the immediate family, especially if none of them wore black. Your display then casts doubt on the family’s grief—a breach of etiquette.

On the other hand, Stylettos’ stylists almost always wore black and owned few clothes in anything remotely resembling a color. Lacey assumed they would look like true mourners anywhere, even at a picnic. Not that they would be caught dead at a picnic.

The April weather had taken a cool turn. Lacey selected a marine-blue wool crepe dress with princess lines and deep black cuffs, which she wore with dark stockings and black heels. She grabbed her favorite black wrap jacket, a vintage find from the Forties. She loved the clothes of that era. With vintage clothing, Lacey felt as if something of the original owner remained. There was a bravado about those clothes, a swagger that was both feminine and functional. They were classic. No matter how she tried, she could not rustle up the same feeling in a Lycra miniskirt and a tube top.

She always chose Forties clothes when she needed strength of character. The gabardine jacket had beautiful set-in shoulders and fine top stitching. It fit beautifully. Lacey considered it a work of art, and the union label attested to its creation by a member of the now-historic International Ladies Garment Workers Union, which had morphed into UNITE, the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees. Lacey wondered how much they paid a woman to make a work of art like this in 1945. Whatever it was, they couldn’t have paid her enough. A vintage gold and pearl lapel pin finished the look. Lacey tucked a lace hanky in the pocket, just in case she felt weepy. She got emotional at the worst times: reading sob stories in her own newspaper, for instance, or watching sappy commercials on television, especially during the holidays. Blubbering at the funeral of a near stranger was well within her realm of possibility.

Going to the funeral would merely encourage Stella’s detective delusion. But she had already advised Lacey that she would be picking her up at nine-thirty, and there was no graceful way to back out. Lacey left a message at the paper that she would be in after lunch. She waited outside the front door of her apartment building. The dogwood buds were almost ready to pop open and scarlet tulips bloomed along the brick walkways.

Lacey’s “vintage” car was in the shop. Again. Her beautiful silver and burgundy Nissan 280ZX was deteriorating before her eyes, causing her pain and betraying her trust, after she had poured thousands of dollars into the ungrateful hunk of steel. And it was starting to wear rusty accents around the doors and wheel wells, not a good sign in a humid swamp. But she loved driving it. The way it hugged the road and highway access ramps was a dream. It was not a car to scorn, even though it spent more time at Asian Engines than it did at home.

Paul, her mechanic, was intimately acquainted with the Z, having laid his healing hands upon its every moving part. She had yet to meet the man who would understand her as well as Paul understood her Z.

A car that looked like a crazed windup toy pulled into the circle drive of her building, driven by the relentless Stella. Lacey prayed she wouldn’t have to help pedal the stylist’s new pride and joy, a tiny red-and-white BMW Mini Cooper with a giant American flag on the roof. Stella wore a black leather jacket and a black beret with a pin shaped like a broken heart. With a pair of sporty aviator sunglasses and a long red silk scarf, she looked like a bomber pilot on a mission of mercy. It was as if she belonged to some strange female army where they dressed with style and lived to break men’s hearts. Maybe a French army: the French Fashion Legion. Maybe I could join up too.

“Hop in, Lacey!” They tore off at top speed. “One great thing about this car is that cops don’t actually believe it can go fast. It’s not even on their radar screen.” Stella floored it and made it to the funeral home in twenty-five minutes. “What did I tell you? We’re invisible!”

“In a red-and-white Mini with a flag on the roof? I don’t think so.”

***
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ANGELA WOODS’ MEMORIAL service was the featured ten o’clock attraction at Evergreens, so named for the impressive trees surrounding the building in its Northwest Washington neighborhood. The casket had been moved and was now centrally located in the main chapel, accented by pastel flower arrangements.

Angie appeared serene after Stella’s ministrations. The blond wig resembled her original hair, although it was considerably shorter. Angie’s mother and two younger sisters were in the front row, dabbing at their red eyes and sniffling. Theirs was a family
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