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BREAKING NEWS

Just another crank caller. That’s what fashion reporter Lacey Smithsonian was thinking when the explosion rattled the front windows, flashing white light through The Eye Street Observer’s newsroom.

Lacey had been trying to finish a column, trying to make it funny, when the phone rang.

“I’m warning you, bitch. Stop writing these stupid stories.”

“Who is this and which stupid stories are you referring to?”  I’m on deadline here on a stupid story, you stupid—

“Look outside and kiss your precious wheels good-bye.”

She was puzzled. Her ungrateful Nissan 280ZX was at the shop again, rusting complacently in the humid smog of Washington, D.C. At least she thought it was. She hurried past four rows of reporters’ desks to peer out onto the street below. My Z isn’t out there. Her copy editor Felicity’s dismal gray minivan squatted illegally in the fire lane in front of The Eye. Lacey was looking straight at it when it blew up.

Lacey streaked back to her desk, grabbed the receiver, and heard expectant breathing. All she could say was:

“YOU THOUGHT I DROVE A MINIVAN?!”




Praise for Killer Hair, the first Crime of Fashion mystery

“Cut-wrong hair mingles with cutthroat Washington, D.C., in Ellen Byerrum’s rippling debut. Peppered with girlfriends you’d love to have, smoldering romance you can’t resist, and Beltway insider insights you’ve got to read, Killer Hair adds a crazy twist to the concept of ‘capital murder.’ Bubbles may have to visit.”

—Sarah Strohmeyer, Agatha Award-winning author of Bubbles Ablaze

 

“Ellen Byerrum tailors her debut mystery with a sharp murder plot, entertaining fashion commentary, and gutsy characters. I’ll look forward to the next installment.”

—Nancy J. Cohen, author of the Bad Hair Day Mysteries

 

“Chock-full of colorful, often hilarious characters.... Lacey herself has a delightfully catty wit. The book is interspersed with gems from her ‘Crimes of Fashion’ column.... A load of stylish fun even if you don’t know anything or care to know anything about fashion.”

—Scripps Howard News Service

 

“Lacey Smithsonian is no fashionista—she’s a ‘40s starlet trapped in style-free D.C., with a feminist agenda, a cadre of delightfully insane friends, and a knack for stumbling on corpses.... Lacey slays and sashays through Washington politics, scandal, and Fourth Estate slime, while uncovering who-dunit, and dunit and dunit again.”

—Chloe Green, author of the Dallas O’Connor Fashion Mysteries

 

“Lacey Smithsonian skewers Washington with style in this new mystery series. Killer Hair is a shear delight.”

—Elaine Viets, national best-selling author of Shop till You Drop
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This book is dedicated to the late Professor Art Kistner, whose words of encouragement kept me going for years—long after logic dictated otherwise. He suggested that I write novels because I had too much plot for short stories.
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 chapter 1

If you can’t dress up for the United States Senate, what can you dress up for? Lacey Smithsonian wondered. Apparently, not much, she surmised, judging from the crowd outside the hearing room at the Dirksen Senate Office Building on a steamy Tuesday morning in September, the ninth to be exact.

A microcosm of the Capital City, they wore their politics on their sleeves, as well as in their position statements. Dressed for the picket line: A group of men and women wore blue jeans and identical blue-logoed T-shirts, marking their solidarity—the union workers. A few men in small wire-framed glasses, clad in wrinkled khaki pants, tan jackets, plaid shirts, and earth-toned ties, clasped tattered manila folders—the Democrats: Dressed for a Save the Endangered Eastern Nuthatch rally at the Unitarian church. And then there were the trim navy-suited crew carrying sleek leather briefcases and wearing crisp white shirts and red silk ties—the Republicans. Of course, Lacey reflected,  they’d be dressed the same way at the beach. Only with TopSiders.

And then there were the others.

Poorly dressed, badly coiffed, regrettably groomed? Ah, yes: journalists. Lacey smiled at them. She was a reporter too, albeit on the bottom rung of the news ladder of the Nation’s Capital at The Eye Street Observer. They didn’t smile back.

There is nothing quite like being snubbed by your so-called peers in the halls of Congress, Lacey thought. The high-and-mighty attitude and the preference for flammable fabrics derived from fossil fuels came with the territory of the Fourth Estate. But why the animosity? she wondered. Does polyester cause haughty indifference? Do they hate me because I work  for The Eye, because I’m a lowly fashion reporter and not a  Hill reporter, because I’m not dressed the way they are—or all of the above?

Lacey had first been cut dead in the hall by a frizzy-haired brunette working for the wire services who wore a rumpled pavement-gray suit and square-cut glasses with heavy black frames. Then she’d been glared at in the ladies’ room by a helmet-headed blonde, who wore a lumpy suit that might once have been maroon, paired with a pilled brown sweater. And finally she was nearly tripped at the door of the hearing room by The Eye’s own Peter Johnson, clad in his trademark grime-stained tan suit and an equally dingy shirt of an indefinable color. His tie was a misdemeanor of mud and mustard colors.  Dressed in Capital Camo.

“What are you doing here?” Johnson hissed.

“Still holding a grudge, Peter?” Johnson was a prima donna Hill reporter who had become her sworn enemy after she stumbled onto his territory during that little scandal in the spring. Lacey freely admitted that the whole Marcia Robinson mess technically should have been Johnson’s story, because he covered congressional happenings for The Eye. But Marcia, the notorious Small Business Committee staffer who pioneered her own political porn site, would speak only to Lacey. It still fried Johnson.

“Stay away from my beat, Smithsonian. I mean it.”

“Unless you plan to cover the new American fashion museum, I don’t think I’ll be trampling on your beat, oh king of the hill.”

“Fashion museum? What fashion museum?”

“You hadn’t heard? Chairman Dashwood is threatening to withdraw government grant money for it. Museum sponsors are defending their right to wallow in the public trough.”

“There’s an approps bill for a fashion thing? Good God. The trivial things you cover.”

“It’s considered a big thing on my beat. Somehow millions sneaked into the approps bill to support the fashion museum and no one is taking credit for it. That’s a big oops.”

Peter glared down his nose at her as he pushed his oversized aviator glasses back up.

What’s the fashion statement there, giant ant in a sci-fi movie?

He puffed up his concave chest, sucked in his rounded belly, and smoothed back his thinning brown hair. He spun on his heel and stalked away to cover a hearing on Homeland Security, the importance of it all weighing heavy on him.

For Lacey Smithsonian, the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee oversight hearing on a new museum dedicated to American fashion was more than just a story—it also provided the perfect occasion to wear a vintage designer suit with jeweled button covers, filigreed gold set with tiny pearls and rubies. Lacey stood out like a swan among the ducks in her tailored black summer-weight wool, a rare vintage 1940s suit styled by the renowned House of Bentley and bequeathed to her by her great-aunt. The suit caressed her hourglass curves, and it fit her better than any modem ready-to-wear or designer knockoff, which was all she could afford on a reporter’s salary. The jacket buttoned to just below her collarbone. The skirt, with just enough swing for easy walking, hit right below the knee. The only thing that compromised the outfit was her press identification card with the requisite funhouse headshot, photographed by a vengeful government employee.

Nevertheless, Lacey felt good. Her light brown hair had grown out nicely from a disastrous spring fling with bangs—after receiving an unplanned trim from a psychopath with a razor. Now she had new highlights with a hint of early Lauren Bacall and a devastating vintage suit, and she was here to witness a killer in action.

A lady-killer, to be exact.

According to her late great-aunt Mimi Smith, Hugh “That Bastard” Bentley, the legendary American designer, slated to testify before the committee, was a notorious playboy, a heel, a  cad, a louse. A heartbreaking fiend. Lacey had heard tantalizing tidbits over the years about Hugh “That Bastard” Bentley, who wined and dined Mimi during World War II—the same Bentley who designed the suit she was wearing. The subject of the exclusive Bentley’s Boutique on Wisconsin Avenue, just outside the District, would occasionally rise like a bubble to be popped. Mimi refused to shop there and only released tiny tempting hints. Mimi never even wore the suit, but she hadn’t had the heart to throw it out—she called it a “true Bentley’s original.”  Did they have a torrid affair, I wonder?

It was a pathetic comment on Lacey’s own lack of romance that she wondered about Great-aunt Mimi’s love life. Her most recent heartthrob, ex-Steamboat Springs police chief Vic Donovan, had returned to Colorado in July to deal with “personal family business.” He told her he’d be coming back soon, but men said a lot of things. Now it was September and Congress was back in business, but Vic was still missing in action.

But Lacey didn’t have time to dwell on Vic. She reviewed her notes. Hugh Bentley was the primary inspiration, constant mover, and major backer (along with the taxpayers) of the Bentley Museum of American Fashion. Besides her Bentley suit and Mimi’s tenuous Bentley connection, Lacey figured the hearings and “Hugh the B,” as she liked to think of him, were worth a column or two. She was right; the hearing room was nearly packed with media when Lacey arrived. A line of would-be spectators snaked down the halls, held back by security, and they protested every time a reporter or staffer was allowed inside before the doors officially opened.

Wires ran everywhere, festooned with lighting technicians and cameramen. The bright hot lights were already raising the room’s temperature to an uncomfortable level. The networks were there, as well as CNN and the other usual suspects from the wonderful world of broadcast. Even Entertainment Tonight,  that braintrust of political savvy, was on hand.

Luckily the press table had a sliver of available seating. But a female reporter from The Washington Post took one look at Lacey and bristled in defense of her territory. “There’s room at  the other table. It’s really crowded here,” she said. With a chilly look, the woman indicated another table, stacked tall with press releases, where the overflow trade press were huddled like a boatload of orphans.

“No, thanks, I’ll sit with the grown-ups.” Lacey smiled at the woman, who scooted over half a millimeter, sniffed, and proceeded to ignore her. The Post reporter was outfitted in a stretched-out black-and-white houndstooth jacket and black skirt. Her mouse-brown hair was worn in a short puffy suburban-mom hairdo, although she wore no wedding ring. She raised one eyebrow at Lacey’s outfit, then returned to studying her notebook.

David Kenyon, a bearded reporter from The Washington Times, made room for Lacey. “So they still let you out of the office.”

“Occasionally.”

“Isn’t that kind of dangerous? The last time they let you out, didn’t you stab someone?”

“I haven’t stabbed anyone in months, David. Not with scissors anyway.”

“Just your barbed wit.”

“It’s a weapon of class destruction.”

Kenyon laughed. The Post reporter raised her eyebrows again.

“Well, with all the security here, I guess I’m safe,” Kenyon said. “Besides, I don’t see where you could possibly hide a pair of scissors in that suit.”

“Thanks. I hope I don’t need them.” Score one for Mimi’s  suit. Lacey surveyed the crowd, trolling for tidbits for “Crimes of Fashion,” her weekly column. She spotted most of the usual faces, but something—or, rather, someone—was missing. “David, have you seen Esme?” A well-connected intern who had kept Lacey in the loop when the committee press secretary ignored her calls, Esme Fairchild had been working specifically as a liaison between the museum advocates and the appropriations subcommittee.

Kenyon grimaced. “Unfortunately, no. But the little grumpy  one is here.” He pointed to an obviously irritated young staffer who was loaded down with press releases and copies of senators’ statements. She was fighting a battle with people who weren’t reporters trying to grab the papers out of her hands. She was short. She was outnumbered. It was a losing battle.

“I’m sorry, these are only for the press!” She glared at the press table before turning to her harasser. “Yes, sir, I understand; I will give them to you when I can. After the press gets them. They’re for the media!” She sighed in exasperation as she set the releases on the table. True to form, the reporters jumped on them like a pack of dogs.

“Excuse me, is Esme Fairchild here?” Lacey asked, riffling through her copies of testimony and statements and guarding them from attack.

The grumpy baby-faced brunette was dressed in a stodgy style that Lacey called “prematurely serious,” which proliferates in Washington like Pentagon budget overruns. Her staff badge identified her as Nancy Mifflin. She peered at Lacey through her trendy little lenses.

“Esme? I wish. She’ll probably show up when all the heavy lifting is done. By me.”

“I left a message for her yesterday,” Lacey said.

“I haven’t seen her since then. Esme said she simply had to get a manicure and pedicure before the hearing.” Nancy glanced at her own nervously chewed nails. “Heaven knows how important that is when the press is nipping at your heels.”

“Listen, Nancy, I really appreciate what you’re doing. It can’t be easy; we’re a pretty rabid bunch sometimes,” Lacey said. “Thanks.”

Nancy looked a bit surprised. She smiled, then turned her back to stand guard over her precious papers. She was immediately engulfed by a pack of reporters and disappeared from view.

Esme, on the other hand, would have been impossible to miss. She was tall, slender as a postage stamp, with long honey-colored hair and golden eyes, and she always made a point of being seen. She made no secret of the fact that she had done  some modeling in college and had her heart set on a fashion career in New York, which was why, Lacey supposed, she had latched onto the Bentley fashion museum project with such fervor. She was all of twenty-one and already worried that time was running out.

The young woman had proven to be a decent news source, if fashion was considered news. Esme Fairchild wore her ambition as boldly as she did her short-skirted suits, which barely met the Senate dress code. Washingtonians like ambition, but the consensus was that Esme’s was a little too raw, naked, and desperate. She had even courted coverage by Lacey Smithsonian and that scrappy little newspaper of hers, The Eye. Not that Lacey minded; that was part of the game.

“It must have been something big,” Kenyon said. “Wild boars wouldn’t keep her away from this hearing.”

“How well do you know Esme?”

“How much do you want to know?”

“The big-print USA Today edition. Not the National Enquirer version.”

“We’ve hoisted a few beverages. The Enquirer would have been bored. But she’s a friendly girl, a very friendly girl. She makes quite an impression. I know that she invested everything in making a good impression on the Bentleys for a job.”

“But as what, specifically?” Esme had merely hinted at her game plan with Lacey.

“Company spokesmodel.”

“But they have Cordelia Westgate, the party girl with a pedigree.”

“Yes, but Cordelia’s pushing thirty and Esme thinks she ought to be put out to pasture before old age gets her.”

“If Esme thinks she can push Cordelia out of the saddle, she’s got a steep learning curve ahead of her. Especially if she made it known. And to a reporter.”

The meeting came to order. It looked like the full Senate panel would be in attendance with all senators on deck, not, of course, to listen to the designers, but to rage and rumble about the funding irregularities—and to gawk at Cordelia Westgate,  who was more famous for posing nude in Playboy than for her role as celebrity spokesmodel for the Bentleys.

They were dressed for the occasion in the full senatorial palette: gray, black, gray, gray, charcoal gray, navy, and one Democrat in olive green, the rebel. The lone female senator on the panel wore a red power suit. She was a Republican. Lacey turned her gaze to the witness table.

Hugh “That Bastard” Bentley in the flesh turned out to be a slightly shrunken octogenarian. However, the old roué had aged well, with his steely blue eyes and his thick mane of silver hair parted on the side, worn long and combed back. His dapper mustache was expertly trimmed in a style from another era, the era of Ronald Coleman and Errol Flynn. He was dressed in one of his own designs, a navy suit that he wore with a silver vest and a blue-and-silver-striped ascot. The silver cuff links on his shirt peeked out beneath the cashmere jacket. Hugh carried a silver-handled walking stick, not a cane, which Lacey had heard was an old affectation. In his prime Hugh had resembled a movie star, with his black hair, strong jaw, and dazzling smile. In his old age he still did. He could pass for sixty-something, and he made the senators look like accountants.

Lacey was itching for details. She scolded herself. The scolding didn’t work. They must have had a fling. If I’d been Aunt Mimi sixty years ago—my God, sixty years ago!—I might have.

Although Hugh the B came from a hardscrabble early background, no one would know it. He carried himself like royalty. His immigrant grandfather, Hugo Bentbridge, had been a tailor; his father, Harry Bentbridge, had owned a small garment factory; and Hugh had broken into designing women’s wear midway through World War II. It was Hugh who had classed up Bentbridge into Bentley, much to Aunt Mimi’s amusement. Mimi was a Smithsonian who had “declassed” her name to Smith. “Blame Jimmy Stewart and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington,” Mimi often said. “That was the kind of Smith I wanted to be. Besides, I was tired of being a phony Smithsonian, like those phony Bentleys.”

Despite wartime clothing regulations, Hugh the B made a name for himself and established an American fashion dynasty. LIFE magazine once profiled him in the late Forties with a cover story entitled, “A Star Is Worn.”

Lacey studied the lineup. The Bentleys and the comely Cordelia were seated front and center at the witness table. Belinda Bentley Holmes, Hugh’s younger sister, was seated on his right. Belinda was everything semi-old money and clever cosmetic surgery could achieve on a seventyish canvas. She looked expensive and wore her still golden-blond hair in a sophisticated French twist. Her new Bentley suit was peacock blue. On his left, Marilyn, Hugh’s queenly wife and famed muse, was resplendent, if slightly plump, in mauve. She wore her snowy hair in a regal coronet. On her left Aaron Bentley, Hugh’s forty-something son, was, if anything, handsomer than his famous father had been. The divorced playboy was a familiar face in the pages of Vogue and W. Aaron, the reigning king of the fashion house, was expected to plead the family’s case for the worthiness of the Bentley Museum of American Fashion, citing fashion’s importance to the American economy. Quite a family photo, Lacey thought. Tomorrow’s headline? “Senate Dazzled by Royal Family of American Fashion. ”

Clinging to Aaron’s side was the pseudosociety spokesmodel Cordelia Westgate, who provided the youthful glamour that the Bentleys might lack. It was for a glimpse of Cordelia that the entertainment media were on hand. Cordelia was all legs, collagen-enhanced lips, and fluffy blond hair. She wore a jet-black Bentley trench coat, which Lacey found a puzzling choice, especially in the stifling hearing room.

In his opening salvo, Senator John Dashwood snarled over the forty-million-dollar funding snafu. Seated beneath a huge bronze eagle, he held the appropriations bill in his hand and shook it, looking dignified and rather like an eagle himself. “It was understood that this project was to receive no more grants, and yet millions more for this flimsy excuse for cultural edification were somehow surreptitiously stuffed into the budget like a Thanksgiving turkey, and no one is fessing up.” He paused to  cast his beady eye over the room. “Well, ladies and gentlemen, I will get to the bottom of this mess. I want our witnesses to tell me how we can justify asking the American people at a time like this to support a fashion museum, at a time when we face terrorist threats from far-flung corners of the earth, at a time when our very souls shake from the responsibilities before us.”

The tone of the chairman made it clear he expected to be quoted and he wasn’t about to waste the photo opportunity that a little glamour had brought to his hearing room. “Now we can strike this money from the budget or we can approve it. Frankly my vote is no.”

The ranking minority member, Senator Demetrius Van Drizzen, offered measured support for the museum, but pledged that continuing oversight of funding would be strict. His statement was brief, just long enough to get camera time. Finally, Hugh the B had his chance to speak. His remarks were unexpectedly concise.

“Mr. Chairman, these are dark days indeed, but we have seen darker and we have triumphed. But we cannot succeed by denying everything that edifies our culture, and fashion has a unique and esteemed place in American life. And to speak to that issue, Mr. Chairman, with your permission, I will yield my time to Miss Cordelia Westgate, who has a message for us—from the First Lady of the United States.”

There was a low buzz among the press and the spectators—this development hadn’t been revealed in the preprinted statements. All eyes—and cameras—focused on Cordelia, who slipped off the black trench coat and stood up. She wore a uniform of olive drab, a four-button wool jacket and skirt, a tan cotton shirt with a matching mohair tie. On her feet were brown low-heeled service shoes. There was a muted murmur of interest from the crowd. She looked every inch the part of a Women’s Army Corps officer from World War II. The cameras closed in on her.

“What the heck is she wearing?” Kenyon asked Lacey. The whole tableful of reporters looked to her expectantly for an answer. “And why?”

“I believe it’s a WAC uniform, circa 1943,” Lacey whispered back. “However, it’s been tailored within an inch of its life. As to why ...” She shrugged.

Cordelia, with her beautiful, seen-it-all face, was putting her all into her role as a world-weary soldier. She saluted the chairman, pulled a letter from a leather case as if she were a courier from the front, and read.

“From the White House.

“DearChairman Dashwood and Respected Members of the Committee:

“Today, you must determine whether to continue funding for the Bentley Museum of American Fashion. I ask you to consider this question with the gravity it deserves and to vote in the affirmative.

“There are those who say that fashion is meaningless and that we should not honor it with continuing grantsfor the future of our new national museum, particularly now. They say it is not the right time or the right place. They say that there are other groups more deserving, and their arguments may have some merit. Yet the American clothing industry brings billions of dollars into our economy each year and at the same time expresses our spirit, our mood, our freedom.

“The American fashion industry came of age during World War II, another time of great peril for our nation. In addition to doing its part to boost morale at home, the American garment industry clothed our men and women in the armed forces and sent a firm message that the Yanks were coming—andthey were coming in style! American industry tooled up to supply uniforms, just as it had to supply our forces with food and ammunition. On the home front—cutoff from the traditional fashion leaders in France, Italy, and even in Britain—our designers came up with a new, completely American sensibility in clothes, a sensibility that was flattering, functional, and reflected American freedom,  from high fashion to sportswear. Images of American life, the way we dressed and lived our lives, became ambassadors to the world, spread in movies and magazines.

“Consider, please, that one of our most basic needs after food and shelter is for clothing that expresses who we are. Fashion can reflect oppression. But in America it reflects freedom. Please continue to support the Bentley Museum of American Fashion so that it can express the best that America has to offer.

“I look forward to seeing you all at the opening of the museum in two weeks’ time. Thank you. ”



Cordelia ended with another salute to the senators and the famous beguiling smile that moved Bentley merchandise by the millions. Appreciative chatter rolled through the crowd.

“I wonder if Dashwood’s vote is still no,” Lacey whispered to Kenyon. “He doesn’t look too happy.”

“Wearing the uniform must have been Esme’s idea,” Kenyon told her. “Something patriotic for the cameras. She said she proposed something dramatic.”

“So if it bombs,” Lacey said, “Cordelia looks foolish, and if it goes well, Esme’s a genius. Either way, I bet that wool suit itches.”

Their conversation was cut short. Chairman Dashwood squirmed in his seat and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Miss, um, Miss Westgate, would you care to explain what you are wearing?”

“With pleasure, Senator Dashwood.” Cordelia smiled disarmingly. “This uniform belonged to my grandmother, who was a second lieutenant in the Women’s Army Corps during World War Two. She has donated it to the Bentley Museum for a special exhibit on American military uniforms. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that it was made in America by women who were members of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union.” At the mention of the ILGWU, there was a cheer from the union members in the audience, their modern-day counterparts who belonged to UNITE, the Union of Needletrades, Industrial, and Textile Employees.

“What do you think of that stunt?” Kenyon asked Lacey. The Post reporter looked her way and jotted notes.

“It’s great. I only wish her grandmother had been in the Navy. The WAVES uniforms were designed by Mainbocher. Pure class.”

“Who designed the Army’s uniforms?”

“I heard it was a committee. How democratic.”

At the sound of the gavel, Aaron Bentley took his turn as a witness, smoothly clicking off figures that made the fashion industry sound like the engine of the American economy, calculated to warm the hearts of Republicans on the Senate panel. But handsome and glib though he was, he didn’t add any sizzle to the proceedings. Not like a pretty spokesmodel wearing something unexpected, Lacey thought.

Following his remarks, the Bentleys were on their feet and moving out of the hearing room, and so were half the reporters. They didn’t wait for the union witnesses to begin their statements. The glamour was wherever the Bentleys were.

Aaron slid past Lacey’s table with Cordelia on his arm and Lacey heard her complain sotto voce, “I’ve got to get out of this thing, darling. You have no idea how hot it is.”

“Just be glad we didn’t make you wear the khaki rayon panties, the girdle, the rayon stockings, and the jersey slip,” Aaron whispered as he squeezed her elbow. “Now smile pretty, Cordy; this is your big moment. Maybe you could salute.” Cordelia jabbed him quickly in the ribs before returning to her role and smiling for the cameras.

Khaki panties. It was a lovely tidbit; Lacey wrote it down. The media swarm closed around Aaron Bentley and Cordelia Westgate, and Lacey tried to figure out how best to approach Hugh the B, who was also being swallowed up by a smaller circle of reporters. She was trying to elbow her way in as unobtrusively as possible when she suddenly caught his eye.

For a moment Hugh stared at Lacey; then he drew up his silver-handled walking stick and waved it around like a rapier  to carve out some room. He motioned for Lacey to come closer. The crowd grudgingly parted for her.

“Young woman, young woman, is that an original Bentley suit you’re wearing, or just a copy? Let me take a look at you—my God, it is my suit! And it’s in beautiful shape. I’d know that suit anywhere.” He lifted his eyes from her to the crowd and addressed them like a circus barker. “That suit, ladies and gentlemen, was from my very first collection, the one that made my reputation, at least in a small way. Fall of 1944,” Hugh said. “And this lovely young lady has brought it back to life. My dear, my dear, come tell me your name. You and I must talk.”



Lacey Smithsonian’s

 

FASHION BITES
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How to Tell If You’re Prematurely Serious 

Experienced Washington observers will have taken note of the predominant Washington look. You see it everywhere—in the halls of Congress, walking down K Street, or just squeezing the oranges at Safeway. The look that says, “We are serious.”

Washington style is serious with a capital S, serious as in we-are-messing-with-your-lives serious, we are writing your laws, we are collecting your taxes, and we are spending your money. (It’s for your own good.) And when we say serious, we mean Serious!

White this is the accepted look for the gray and graying federal workforce, it seems unnaturally somber in the young. Unfortunately, Washington is positively drenched in the look of the tragically drab Young Fogey. Test yourself to see if you are among the Prematurely Serious:• You put on your photo ID tag before you leave your home. You wear it everywhere, even to go to the video store. Or perhaps you never take it off. You feel naked without it. You have a serious identity—you need serious identification.
• Casual Fridays make you tense. Casual is not Serious. If you wanted to be casual, you’d live in California, for pity’s sake. So you wear a tie anyway, or heels and hose, and a smart navy blazer. “Oh, is it Friday already?” you say. “I’ve been so busy, I lost track of time. The weekend? Oh, I’ll be working all weekend.” 
• Your wardrobe consists entirely of black, navy, taupe, gray, and white. You think of the taupe outfit as your reckless, devil-may-care look.
• Color makes you nervous, and bright shades of pink, yellow, and purple cause you to break out in a sweat. In fact, those are colors you’d only wear in a sweatshirt, and only at the gym, where exercise is Serious Business.
• Makeup? Contacts? A makeover, a great new haircut, a dress you couldn’t possibly wear to the office? Fine for other people, people who don’t have Serious Jobs. But when you need a new look, there’s always your impressive collection of Serious Spectacles, including horn-rims, wire frames, aviators, frameless frames, and those little tiny frames that make you look like Ben Franklin’s bookkeeper.
• Hair can be sporty, seductive, creative, carefree, or Serious. Like yours. “Hair? What’s wrong with my hair? I don’t have time to fuss with my hair. I’m late, I have a meeting, I have Serious Work to do!”



Think about it, Oh ye who are Prematurely Serious. There must be some way to fit into Washington, D.C., without blending into its bland wallpaper. When a thousand identical khaki trench coats march down K Street, it looks like some kind of conspiracy, a convention of federal agents, a conference of the Brotherhood (or Sisterhood) of the Serious. But, hear me, Oh Serious ones, you don’t have to be part of the conspiracy of the dull and drab. There is help for the Prematurely Serious, even here in our Nation’s Capital. Stick with me, and help is on the way.




 Chapter 2

Lacey was surprised to find herself seated at Hugh Bentley’s side at lunch at SeaWorthy, the exclusive new seafood restaurant on K Street, but she didn’t question her good fortune. Hugh had insisted on sweeping her up in the Bentley entourage, ostensibly to discuss her vintage Bentley suit, and Lacey was perfectly wiling to let herself be flattered by the old rake.

The Bentley clan was indulging in early cocktails, martinis all around, while Lacey, with her iced tea, enjoyed the gleaming hardwood floors, the polished paneling, and the red leather booths of the elegant restaurant. Background music played swing. The place was packed with lobbyists and lawyers and the occasional deep-pocketed tourist. The Bentleys occupied a secluded corner beneath a stuffed swordfish, and Belinda and Marilyn were discussing the shopping expedition they planned for that afternoon as eagerly as if they were seventeen, not seventyish.

Aaron and Cordelia arrived late from their hotel. She had insisted on changing into a sleek, bare, sleeveless black dress and sky-high heels. She made it clear she had given her all by wearing that itchy WAC uniform. Apparently posing stark naked is all in a day’s work for Cordelia, Lacey thought, but wearing wool is above and beyond the call of duty.

“But you were so fetching, Cordelia. It was a perfect performance,” Hugh said. “And it impressed the committee. Far more than I ever could have.”

“Not to mention the cameras. Remind me to thank your parents for those perfect cheekbones,” Aaron added, stroking her face before introducing Cordelia to Lacey. “She’s a reporter with The Eye Street Observer. Isn’t that a smashing suit? Dad says it’s an original Bentley from the first collection.”

“You’re not from The Washington Post?” Cordelia asked Lacey, obviously disappointed.

“I’m sure she’s from a much more fair and balanced newspaper,” Aaron said. “Isn’t that right, Ms. Smithsonian?”

Another member of the clan joined the table. Jeffrey Bentley Holmes, Belinda’s son, who designed the stores for the family firm, was another late arrival. He hadn’t attended the hearing, being occupied with the museum opening. “Sorry, politics doesn’t interest me,” he said by way of excuse. “I’d rather hit myself in the head with a hammer.”

He smiled winningly at Lacey. “Is this seat taken?” Jeffrey had golden-blond hair and was decidedly not Lacey’s type. He was too perfect, he was too wealthy, he was too smooth, and positively too attractive. He could have been a Bentley model himself, with his even features and strong square jaw. He had an easy elegance, even though he was the most casual of the Bentleys, wearing a linen shirt and slacks and sports jacket. Lacey immediately marked him as the type who would pay no attention to her, preferring the allure of a Cordelia or an Esme. In her early thirties, Lacey figured a guy like Jeffrey would be looking for a woman with lower numbers in both age and IQ. He sat down next to her.

“Uncle Hugh loves it when people do their homework,” he murmured in her ear.

“Homework?”

“You’re wearing an extremely rare vintage Bentley, I gather from Aaron’s hyperventilating, and you wear it extremely well. You made a big impression on Uncle Hugh, and you don’t even look remotely like a reporter. Unless it’s Brenda Starr.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” I love Brenda Starr.

The last arrival was Aaron Bentley’s special assistant, a tall, thin, black man they called Chevalier. He was almost too pretty  with his cocoa skin and thick black eyelashes. He seemed ageless, and he could have been twenty-five or forty-five.

“Chevalier, do you know the whereabouts of Miss Esme Fairchild?” Hugh asked. “There was some confusion at the hearing. I expected to see her helping to manage this affair.”

“I’m afraid no one has seen her today, Hugh.” He busied himself with his napkin.

Cordelia narrowed her eyes at the mention of Esme. “How very odd. I thought she would have Velcroed herself to Aaron today.” She lightly touched Aaron’s arm with her perfectly manicured nails.

“Surely you didn’t mind her absence?” Belinda teased her.

“Of course not, Belinda. I just want to see her wear something as comfy as I had to wear today,” Cordelia said. “Something like a straitjacket, in itchy olive-drab wool.”

“I’m sure we could design something appropriate, Cordelia, dear,” Hugh said.

“Wearing that uniform wasn’t that bad, Cordy, and it was a good idea, even if it was Esme’s,” Aaron said.

“All I said was that I’d like her to wear that damn uniform herself,” Cordelia protested, wide-eyed. “Wool! I’ll have a rash for a week.” Cordelia lifted up her arms to expose an imaginary rash—and much more—to the slightly disconcerted waiter. Then she ordered the lobster. “At least she’s not here with us making big cow eyes at Aaron.”

“Pay no attention to them, Lacey; Bentleys are all wicked to the core,” Jeffrey informed her.

“And you are not a Bentley?” his mother asked in high dudgeon.

“I’m only half a Bentley.”

“That’s not funny, Jeffrey.”

Hugh broke in. “Did you get all of the press statements, Miss Smithsonian? The important ones. Ours.” Chevalier assured the patriarch that he had handed out all the statements without Esme Fairchild’s help.

“But if you need anything else, please call me.” Chevalier produced his personal business card for Lacey. She glanced at  it, expecting to read his full name, but it said only Chevalier. And a cell phone number. Even their flunkies are pretentious,  she thought.

Hugh ordered the salmon and turned to Lacey. “Did we put on a good show today?”

“Do you mean Cordelia and the WAC uniform? It was a crowd pleaser.” She wasn’t sure how the Senate panel would react to “the Bentley show.”

“It was all very much spur of the moment. We got that request to appear before the Senate committee just last week,” Hugh confided. “All of our communications people are in Paris and Milan preparing for the fashion weeks in October. So we’re working with Chevalier here to see if he has what it takes to be our entire PR department for a week or two.”

Lacey turned to Chevalier. “What do you normally do?”

“Jack-of-all-trades.” He smiled at her.

And master of none? she thought. “How’s it going?”

“I’m taking lessons from Hugh in the schmooze department. Generally I work on a variety of jobs for Aaron, sort of his right-hand man.”

“Enough chat!” Hugh suddenly declared, and turned to Lacey. “I’ve been dying to ask you, Miss Smithsonian: Where  did you get that suit?”

“It’s Lacey, please. And the suit was a gift from my aunt. Great-aunt. Her name was Mimi Smith. Mary Margaret Smith, actually, but everyone always called her Mimi.” She paused for effect. “I understand that she knew you, once upon a time. During World War Two.”

Hugh was silent for a moment. “Mary Margaret Smith.” He shook his head. “No, I can’t say I remember a lady by that name. Of course, the war—that war—was a long time ago.” Lacey thought Mimi was pretty unforgettable. She was a little disappointed—and a little unsure whether she should believe him. “But do you happen to know how she came by the suit?”

“I imagine she bought it. She loved beautiful clothes. She left it to me.”

“She’s no longer with us?”

Lacey shook her head. And took your secret, whatever it was, to her grave.

“I’m sorry. She must have looked lovely in that suit, if her beautiful niece is any indication.”

Marilyn addressed Lacey for the first time. “Don’t pay any attention to him, Lacey; he’s an incorrigible old flirt.”

“But a charming one, I hope, Mrs. Bentley,” Hugh said.

“So that’s where Aaron gets it,” Cordelia cut in.

Hugh paused a moment to evaluate his salmon plate. He took a bite, deemed it acceptable. “I should point out that I have been married to this charming lady for almost sixty years,” he said, and smiled at his wife.

“And everyone knows that Marilyn has been his biggest inspiration,” Belinda said. “It must be true; it’s been in all the news stories.”

“That’s enough, Belinda,” Marilyn said. “She’s incorrigible as well.”

“Incorrigibility runs in the family,” Jeffrey cut in.

“I understand there will be a fund-raising gala the night before the museum opens,” Lacey said, changing the subject.

“The theme is ‘Sixty Years of American Fashion,’ starting from the war years,” Marilyn said. “Because you have an interest in vintage clothing, perhaps you should come and cover it for your newspaper, Lacey. It’s black-tie, but many people will be wearing vintage evening wear, vintage couture, as sort of a style retrospective. I understand there will be some very special Bentley originals.” She lifted her glass to her husband and winked.

The thought of seeing all that vintage clothing in action was intoxicating for Lacey. It was true she would have wrestled alligators to get off the fashion beat, but she did love good clothing, especially from the Forties. “I’ll have to check with my editor, but thanks. I’d love to.”

Belinda cleared her throat. “Of course, you don’t have to wear old clothes. I’ll be wearing something very sleek and modern from our latest collection.”

“Will the First Lady be at the gala?” Lacey hoped that  sounded casual, not like a reporter fishing for a story. There was a moment’s silence as the Bentleys exchanged glances.

“We haven’t had confirmation from the White House yet,” Marilyn said carefully.

“Aren’t you going to spill your big news, Hugh?” Belinda teased. She turned to Lacey. “The First Lady will cut the ribbon and open the doors to the museum two weeks from today.”

“I’d heard a rumor to that effect,” Lacey said.

“These things always get out, especially with a little help from Belinda.” Hugh sighed. “But you might as well be the first to know that Aaron is designing a special outfit for her, which is very exclusive. It will become the basis for a new ‘First Lady’ line of designer wear.”

Lacey’s fashion reporter senses were quivering. It’s the suit,  she thought. Wear a great suit, get a great story. “A special outfit? What does it look like? What color? A dress, a suit?”

“That’s enough of a scoop for now,” Aaron said testily. “Who knows, maybe someone will leak you a sketch of the design before the opening.” He glowered at the others.

“You have to be patient, Lacey. Aaron jealously guards his secrets,” Hugh said, rapping the floor with his walking stick for emphasis. “But I can tell you this. We’ll be using vintage silk that has been in the vaults for decades. It was too special to use—until now.”

 

By two-thirty, the Bentleys were shopping and Lacey was back at her desk. The office seemed calm, and even Felicity Pickles, the food writer and sometime copy editor at the next desk, was gone. Lacey was making some headway on the First Lady ribbon-cutting story. But too soon, Felicity’s new perfume entered the airspace. It cost a hundred and twenty-five dollars an ounce, smelled like a cross between gardenias and metalworking fluids, and spread like a cloud of mustard gas. Felicity lumbered into view behind it.

Dabbing a drop of WD-40 behind each ear would cost a lot less, smell better—and prevent rust! Not to mention attract a certain class of men. Lacey decided not to tell Felicity this. It  wouldn’t help, and Felicity was a heavyweight contender who could beat her in any fight.

“More old clothes, Lacey?” Felicity clucked sympathetically, as if Lacey had dressed out of a Goodwill grab bag.

“It’s an original vintage Bentley suit. You’ve heard of them. As in ‘the Three Bs of American Fashion: Beene, Blass, and Bentley’?”

“If you say so.” Felicity chuckled. Lacey knew she was thinking that the fashion beat really should have been hers.  Felicity would be writing about how to accessorize your muumuu with an attractive canvas car cover.

“You have some crumbs on your chin,” Lacey said.

Felicity wiped her face and glared back. To be fair it was very difficult, if not impossible, for someone who wrote about food all day (when she wasn’t copyediting Lacey’s prose into oblivion) to keep the pounds at bay. And people wouldn’t think about it, except that Felicity herself always brought up how much weight she was gaining.

Tony Trujillo’s approach saved her from more pointless banter with Felicity. Tony was The Eye’s cop reporter and hailed from New Mexico, while Lacey was originally from Colorado. He considered them old neighbors, the Westerners among the Eastern flatlanders.

“Hey, Smithsonian, what’s been keeping you?”

“Lunch with the Bentleys at SeaWorthy, that new seafood restaurant on K Street.” She said it for Felicity’s benefit. Lacey didn’t really care for seafood or lobster. We don’t eat bugs that big in the West. But she knew Felicity would be jealous. “And I’m working on an exclusive about the Bentleys and the First Lady.”

“Yeah? Well, I got a real crime of fashion for you.”

“What, your new boots? Which endangered species are these made from? Komodo dragon?”

Tony leaned against her desk to show them off. “Ostrich. And they’re not endangered. They’re—Never mind, we’ve got an armed robbery. Right up your alley.”

“Since when is armed robbery up my alley?”

“Since it happened at Bentley’s Boutique yesterday morning. Sort of a coincidence, your being on the Bentley story.”

“I hate coincidences, Trujillo.”

“It already made the police column. Maybe you could use it in a ‘Crimes of Fashion’ column.” He produced a copy of that day’s Eye Street Observer, open to a two-paragraph brief, “Bandit Trio Robs Boutique.”

“Do you ever notice how you’re always trying to give me more work?”

He shrugged and favored her with a brilliant white smile in his smooth tan face. Although Tony was the police reporter, the robbery at Bentley’s wasn’t the kind of story he would usually cover. Not gory or gaudy enough. No death. And a lot of murders in the District never even hit the newspapers; there were just too many. But he knew that Lacey had ambitions beyond reporting the fickle frippery of fashion, and he was determined to prod that ambition, no matter how much extra work it created for her.

“There’s this Bentley’s employee, Miguel Flores. Took a beating. He might be willing to tell his story. Says he’s a fan of yours. Besides, these are well-dressed crooks hitting a big-money boutique, not the normal scum-on-scum crime that I cover.”

“Maybe a sidebar. Your Miguel have a phone number?”

 

“I knew something was wrong,” Miguel said. “Nobody wears Chanel at ten o’clock on a Monday morning.”

Miguel Flores was more than happy to tell Lacey about the three overdressed bandits who pulled an armed robbery at Bentley’s Chevy Chase boutique, where Miguel was the assistant manager. The robbery went off track, thanks in part to Miguel, and ended with the arrival of not one but two SWAT teams and the capture of two men, one white and one Hispanic. The third suspect, an attractive Chanel-wearing black woman; escaped with the booty. Her trail ended with a discarded wig and one high heel in a nearby parking garage.

Miguel was tall and thin and effortlessly stylish. He sported  a flower in his lapel, a yellow rose. His glossy dark hair was worn in a slicked-back ponytail, and he was meticulously dressed, despite his rough handling the day before. Large purple bruises had already formed on his smooth face and neck where one or more of the assailants had kicked him repeatedly. Lacey could see he would be very nice looking when the swelling went down. He met her and Tony, who had come along for the ride, at a small café near the boutique. Miguel was sipping wine. Lacey couldn’t write a word if she drank anything, so she was doomed to a decaf coffee, black. Tony slurped some kind of latte. Miguel claimed to be a huge fan of Lacey’s column, and he positively purred at seeing Tony again, who was oblivious. “And do you know what else, Lacey? We have the same hairstylist! Stella!”

“Stella Lake? You’re kidding!”

“Is there any other? I’m at Stylettos all the time; I can’t believe we never run into each other.”

“Oh, dear. Then you already know too much.” Lacey could just imagine what Stella might have said about her. Stella knew—and told—far too much about her. About everything.

Miguel caught her look. “Don’t worry; she only told me all the good parts of your innermost secrets, like your big adventure this spring.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

“I feel like we’re old friends. And Stylettos is so much cooler now that Ratboy isn’t her boss anymore. So, like, what about the guy you were seeing? The ex-cop? I hear he was totally hot. I love men from the West.” Lacey felt her face color and she glanced at Tony.

“Pay no attention to me,” Tony said. “I’ll just think about baseball.”

“We’ll talk about men later, Miguel. Let’s get back to the robbery.”

Miguel took a sip of wine and his hands trembled. Adrenaline obviously still pumped through his veins at the mention of the robbery. “I had a bad feeling the moment I saw the three of them enter the store,” he said. “This overdressed woman and  two big fat queens. But what are you going to do? Call the cops on every inappropriate customer? ‘Officer, these people are simply not our kind here at Bentley’s. Kindly remove them.’ Of course, later I wished I had, when I was tied up on the floor next to Kika.” He paused for effect.

“They started wandering around with that phony I‘m-just-browsing kind of air. I went in the back room for a second, and when I came back out the fat white guy immediately stuck a gun in my face, took my cell phone, and forced me upstairs to the office. Kika was on the floor. Oh, my God! At first I thought she was already dead, but then I saw her breathing. I was tied up too, with duct tape, ‘execution style.’ That’s what the cops said. Then the bitch slaps me for no reason, just no reason at all, and it just made me so mad I said to myself, ‘Over my dead body is this bunch of faggots going to rob my store.’”

He smiled and acknowledged what Lacey and Tony were thinking. “Yes, of course, I too am gay. As if that were a big secret. Just ask Stella. But they were, like, extra gay. And, like, extra vicious. And I couldn’t let them get away with robbing my store, or killing Kika. Or killing me. I object to people killing me, gay or not.”

Lacey wrote it down, .knowing that all the good quotes would be excised from her copy if Felicity got her hands on it. “So how much do you think they—or rather she—got away with?”

“Furs, leather jackets, and jewelry. Over a million.”

“No way!”

“Way! The jewelry accounts for most of it.” Designer stores got robbed all the time, Miguel told Lacey. Both Versace and Gucci, located nearby, had recently suffered heavy losses.

Lacey wanted to avoid the typical intrusive journalist questions like, ‘How did it feel?’ The questions that really mean: ‘Would you please cry for the cameras?’ Instead she said, “What else can you tell me?”

“After they tied us up, they left the office and went back downstairs for more pillaging and looting. I was so totally pissed. I kept working my hands up and down till they were  loose. Maybe it helped that my hands were sweating. But I was still all covered with tape. I crawled to the desk and managed to pull the phone off the desk and dial nine-one-one, and I was great; it was just like a movie. I said, ‘Robbery in progress at Bentley’s Boutique on Wisconsin!’ I gave them my name, so I wouldn’t be, like, a nameless victim in an unmarked grave if I was killed. I heard footsteps coming back upstairs, and the cops kept saying, ‘Stay on the line, sir, stay on the line.’ I dragged the phone under the desk and the door opened. Then it shut. I thought I was in the clear, but then it opened again, like they noticed something was wrong.”

“That would be you, under the desk with a phone?” Lacey asked.

“Right. I hung up the phone and she screamed at me, ‘The cops, you bastard, did you call the cops?’ I said, no, no, it was a wrong number. The woman looked at me. That’s when the kicking started.”

“You said they were well dressed. What did they look like?”

“The men were big and flash. Lots of leather, jewelry, and bling-bling. Wearing your basic black, but expensive basic black, not your Gap starving artiste collection. Armani suits.”

“Not Bentley?” Lacey asked.

Miguel shook his head. “Go figure.” The woman was simply overdone, he said, from her nails to her black patent stilettos, the baby blue Chanel suit trimmed in black, and the blue-and-lime-green Hermes scarf she wore around her neck. But what he remembered more was her beautiful, vicious face as she repeatedly kicked him in the head. Then her scarf slipped down, revealing a flaw in her perfection, an unsightly scar on her neck. That Miguel saw this enraged her all the more.

“She screamed at the two guys, ‘Shoot him, shoot him.’ And she just kept kicking me in the head. The sirens started. The three of them pounded down the stairs. The Montgomery County SWAT team arrived, then another one, and they were all over the place in no time. And they got the two fat boys, but the bitch was long gone.” Miguel stopped for breath and another sip of wine. “Thank God we’re just over the Maryland line out  of the District, or I’d be this year’s D.C. homicide number three hundred something.”

Lacey didn’t know what to make of Miguel’s story. Perhaps  simply that stolen clothes make the man—or the woman? According to Tony, the two captured accomplices lawyered up and were emphatically not talking. They wouldn’t discuss the woman. They wouldn’t say a word. They knew the drill. Tony said the two flunkies were pros, but the woman in charge sounded like an out-of-control amateur. Maybe the crime of fashion makes the criminal.
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