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Fashion to Die for

“Look at this,” KiKi said, waving her hand over the shoppers in the dining room. “Murder truly is good for business. I never knew people could be so ghoulish. Everyone wants to know every gory little detail about Cupcake and the body. I suppose it’s like Cher said: ‘There is no such thing as bad publicity.’ ”

“Cher said that?”

“She would have if she’d thought of it first. We’ve been busy as ants at a picnic. I’m thinking it’s all because of the body in the Lexus, but now we are getting clothes to sell. I took in some costume jewelry that looked kind of nice, and maybe we should start to do furniture. While you were gone, I went and named your store the Prissy Fox.”
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I POURED out the last of the pinot and lifted my glass as I gazed around the dining-room table. “Good-bye, Louis, Donna, Diane, and Ralph.” A vintage Armani cocktail dress and Kate Spade pantsuit were draped over the table, sad and abandoned. “To friends. We’ve been through luncheons together, dinners, weddings, and funerals. You made me feel good when I was PMS-ing and bloated or put on five pounds from a Godiva bender. You’ve been there for me, from country-club dances to the Hobart bar mitzvah, and I appreciate it; I truly do.”

I gulped down another toast as Auntie KiKi, my mother’s only sibling, sashayed in through the back door from her house, next to mine. “Reagan, honey, don’t you think it’s a mite early in the day for tying one on, even by Savannah standards?”

Today KiKi’s hair was frizzed out from the humidity, and she had on her favorite red floral skirt. When she was born, the angels hovered over her crib chanting “cha-cha-cha” and turned her into a dance instructor. For Mamma, they’d chanted, “Follow the elephant,” which led to her becoming a staunch Republican, which is how I ended up with the name Reagan.

“Who in the world are you talking to, anyway?” Auntie KiKi asked.

I cut my eyes to the grandfather clock in the living room, the only thing left in there since I’d sold off the Chippendale davenport, Oriental rug, two matching chairs, and the Tiffany lamp, which had been a wedding present seven years ago. “Don’t you have fox-trot lessons at nine on Wednesdays?” I blurted, feeling a little stupid for talking to a bunch of designer clothes. “The future beaus and belles of Savannah need to be up to dancing speed for the spring cotillion, or their mammas and daddies will be deeply upset, and that is not good for business.”

“I threatened to play my Sinatra collection if they didn’t keep practicing while I ran over here to see what was happening. Your lights were blazing all night long. Why are your nice things laid out like a Sunday buffet?”

“Hollis Beaumont the third had the social connections in our marriage,” I told KiKi. “Now that we’re divorced, I’m back to being Reagan Summerside the first. I have no need for designer clothes, and I’m taking them to that consignment shop on Broughton.”

I waved my hand over the Ralph Lauren slacks with the cute red trim. “I put this wardrobe together from resale shops and eBay. I did it for Hollis. He said we had to look successful so he could be successful. Being a real-estate broker in these times, the man needed every advantage.” I sighed. “Now he’s dancing in the high cotton, and I have overdue bills.”

“And the moral of that particular story is never sign a prenup. Like Cher used to say, ‘If you put everything you know about men on the head of a pin, there’d still be room for the Lord’s Prayer.’” In college Auntie KiKi had been a roadie for Cher, and she’d never quite left the tour. “There’s just no figuring men,” she continued. “Especially the one you happened to pick.”

“Seven years ago, I was young, knew everything, and believed love conquered all. Now I’m thirty-two, divorced, broke, living in a half-restored Victorian, and have learned that overdue bills conquer all.” I gazed up at the crack across the dining-room ceiling, which seemed to be getting wider—or maybe that was one of the aftereffects of cheap wine at nine in the morning. Nope, there was white plaster dust on the Donna Karan navy silk blouse. “Least I got Cherry House.”

“You’re the one who’s done all the work on this place since buying it five years ago. You had your eye on Cherry House since you were a kid, and the only reason Hollis bought it was that he knew it was a good investment and that you’d do all the rehab work. He finally agreed to give you the place so he wouldn’t look like a total horse’s patoot for taking up with that platinum-blonde cupcake fifteen years younger than he is. If he looks bad, no one will list a house from him ever again, and he knows it.”

“The cupcake is twenty years younger.” I hiccupped, feeling a little woozy from bad wine and a lot woozy from being kicked to the curb and having cracks in my ceiling. “Hollis turns forty-five next week.”

The clock chimed, and KiKi swiped the glass from my hand. “Gotta go. The real problem is that Hollis has terminal MLCS—midlife crisis syndrome.” She downed the last sip before heading for the door. “I’ll take that white Christian Dior suit if you’re sure you’re getting rid of it,” she called over her shoulder. “It’s just the thing to get me going on a diet, and you should keep the pink chiffon, Reagan; it’s a killer dress.” KiKi two-stepped across the yard to her stately Queen Anne, which had been in the Vanderpool family since 1888.

KiKi had married the perfect Southern gentleman.

I’d married the perfect Southern philanderer.

I picked up the white Dior and tried to picture my fiftish auntie of ample proportions in a size eight, but my gaze drifted back to the pink chiffon. Maybe I should keep it. Maybe I’d go somewhere snazzy someday. I wasn’t dead yet.

“Yoo-hoo, Reagan, are you in there?” came a voice from the back door. “I have that wallpaper you’ve been waiting on.”

Restoring an old Victorian meant I ordered cornices, entablatures, and other ornate gingerbread pieces online because I couldn’t find them anyplace in Savannah. They always cost the earth, and I’d gotten to be real good friends with my UPS delivery crew.

“Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit, is this a real Louis Vuitton?” Chantilly Parker breezed into the hall and entered the dining room wearing her brown company uniform, her long curly hair tucked under the official UPS hat. She laid the double rolls on the table and picked up the azure canvas tote I’d gotten at a resale shop in Atlanta.

“You can have it. It suits you,” I told her.

“Girlfriend, I don’t deliver wallpaper for free, and you’ve no reason to hand over a nice purse for nothing either.” Chantilly’s eyes wandered. “Are you selling all this stuff?”

“See that pile of bills?” I nodded to the second step of the stairway, where I’d stacked everything marked “overdue.” I’d sold the mahogany hall table, where I usually put the mail and parked my big yellow purse I thought of as Old Yeller, my best friend and constant companion. The historic walking tours I led around Savannah didn’t make a dent in what it took to keep this old house going. Being a guide was a great outlet for my Southern-history degree, but now I had to either find a new source of income or sell the place.

“Been to the steps myself a time or two,” Chantilly offered. “Then I got this job. I love UPS but don’t much care for the uniform. When I get a tan in the summer, I look like a tree trunk. I fear someday a dog’s going to pee on my leg.” She pulled out a checkbook.

“Think UPS would hire me?” I asked. I could drive a truck and make deliveries.

“They’re laying off, just like everyone else these days, but I’ll keep an eye out for you,” Chantilly promised as she passed me her check.

I waved it off. “That’s too much.”

She shook her head and dropped it on the table. “You should keep that pink chiffon, sugar. That is a to–die-for dress with your blonde hair—when you don’t have three inches of roots showing—your green eyes, and skinny behind.” Chantilly left through the back door with her new tote slung over her shoulder. It looked better on her than it ever did on me.

The front door opened, and Hollis and Janelle (the cupcake) strolled in, holding hands. Some days it was just me, the rotting timbers, and the cracking plaster around here; other days, like today, it was Grand Central Station. Hollis and Cupcake didn’t even knock but stood there in the hallway looking as if they owned the place. Well, technically, Hollis did own half the house until his no–count, low-rent, conniving, scum-sucking, sleazebag lawyer transferred the deed to me. I forced a smile. The divorce was final six months ago but the house wasn’t officially mine yet. I had to play nice.

Hollis was fit, handsome as always, and looked thirty-five. Were those blond highlights in his hair? I raked back my curls to try and hide the roots. Janelle truly did look like a cupcake today in her yellow silk blouse, white slacks, and a hundred-dollar mani-pedi in creamy peach. I put my hands behind my back to hide nails ragged from stripping wallpaper. At least I didn’t have to suck in my stomach, the upside of an empty fridge.

Hollis laughed at something Cupcake said, his bleached teeth a bit blinding. “We were showing a house over on Bolton and came to get your key to my Lexus while we were in the area,” he informed me as he picked out his own car key from his ring and held it up.

This was Hollis rubbing his success in my face. He and Cupcake were always in the area. The real-estate office was three blocks away, and they worked there together. They did other things there together, too, like the horizontal hula on his desk the night I found them. Cupcake hooked her arm through Hollis’s. “I just love the Lexus,” she cooed.

I loved that car, too. In fact, I’d put down the initial payment on it, which probably had something to do with my forgetfulness in dropping off the key.

“I’ll get my purse,” I said, heading down the hall to the kitchen, where I’d left it on the counter.

“How can you find anything in that yellow-plastic saddlebag you carry around?” Hollis called after me, an I’m–better-than-you lilt in his voice. “And why are all your clothes in the dining room?”

“Selling them,” I called back, my voice echoing through the mostly empty rooms. No need to conceal the truth; the whole of Savannah would soon find out that Reagan Summerside, once-upon–a–time Beaumont, was peddling her wardrobe for cash. The Savannah kudzu vine was alive and well and knew all.

“Oh my goodness,” Cupcake squealed. “I do love this pink-chiffon dress Reagan has here. Don’t you love it, Hollis, honey? It’s perfect for the cocktail party this evening at the Telfair Museum. I wasn’t going to buy anything new since I have to duck out early for that showing on East Hall.”

I came back into the dining room, and Cupcake snatched the key from my fingers and dropped it in her Gucci bag that must have cost the earth. She batted her contact-blue eyes at Hollis. “Bet I get a nice commission when I sell that big, old house for you.” She added a suggestive wink, then grabbing the dress, twirled around, the soft pink-chiffon skirt flowing around her legs. “And this dress is used, so it’s cheap. I’ll look divine.”

My skin got all tingly the way it did when I saw a wolf spider the size of a paper plate on the wall. At times like that, I’d give anything to own a shotgun. I had the same urge now. I’d shred the dress before I let Cupcake have it!

My stomach growled, reminding me that I couldn’t eat shredded chiffon. I quoted a price for the dress that was double what I paid for it on sale, knowing Cupcake would agree just for the satisfaction of having what was mine. She’d already gotten my husband and my car.

“Seems a bit steep for a used dress,” Hollis groused as he forked over the money.

“I only wore it once.” I shoved the bills into my jeans pocket and mentally paid the electric bill and ordered a Conquistador sandwich from Zunzi’s. I handed Cupcake the dress and watched her drive off with my life.

I went out to the front porch, and since I’d sold the wrought-iron furniture, I sat on the top step that could do with a fresh coat of paint. I could do with a good pity cry except two women hustled up my brick sidewalk as if on a mission. One was dressed in leopard print; the other had on neon lipstick and a black miniskirt that looked more like a low, wide belt.

“We’re here for the deals,” leopard print said with a big toothy smile. “Chantilly sent out a tweet.” She read from her iPhone. “Mighty fine clothes at real good prices at 310 East Gaston. Louis V for dirt cheap.” She looked at my house numbers. “Yep, this is the place, all right. Got any more of those Louis Vuitton purses? I got a thing for Louis.”

This was a lot more action than I expected. God bless, Chantilly.

“What about a Kate Spade?” I suggested, thinking that maybe, perhaps, with a little luck and good friends, selling my clothes could develop into something more. Neon lipstick shook her head, her lower lip in a confident pout. “Kate Spade is yuppie. It’s what all those bony women at the country clubs carry. It goes with their expensive new boobs and bratty kids. I’m into real class, the good stuff.”

I didn’t have fake boobs or kids, and I had a Kate Spade purse. But who am I to argue with neon or animal print and ready cash? “What about an Armani jacket, size 8?”

“Now you’re talking, sugar.” And by the afternoon, I had a few more customers and enough sales to pay a fourth of the taxes on Cherry House. Maybe the City of Savannah would be happy with a fourth of the money since the house was only a fourth restored. Borderline starvation was rotting my brain.

“Who were those people in and out of your place all afternoon?” Auntie KiKi asked as I dragged myself into her kitchen, hunting for food. She’d just put in new marble countertops and painted the walls daffodil yellow. Eyelet curtains hung at the bay window, and there were matching cushions on the six chairs around the mahogany table, which was as old as the house.

I knew there were excellent homemade chocolate chip–oatmeal cookies in the golf-ball cookie jar and snagged six, stuffing one in my mouth. “Customers,” I mumbled around a mouthful of crumbs. “Real honest–to–goodness customers, with cash in hand. Chantilly’s a genius.”

“Do you think it’ll last?”

I glanced at the clock on KiKi’s Viking stove. “It lasted a few hours, and that’s a lot better than what I had going on this morning with all bills and no income.”

The sudden sugar rush resuscitated my powers of observation, and I realized KiKi was not wearing one of her midcalf, flowing dance skirts but a teal scoop-neck dress and Grandma’s pearls that had been in our family since before the unfortunate Northern aggression. “Wow, where are you off to tonight all spiffed up?”

KiKi bit her bottom lip, smudging her lipstick. She looked down at the Savannah Times open on the table, the front page sporting a picture of some Atlanta TV personality covering the Homes and Gardens Tour in Savannah. I remembered KiKi was going to the opening party at the Telfair Museum, just like Hollis and Cupcake, and I wasn’t. I felt like the kid in Home Alone, when everyone went off to have fun, and he got left behind.

“You look great, you really do. Love that dress. Terrific color—it shows off your eyes and hair.” And I meant every word.

Auntie KiKi put her arm around me, giving a little squeeze. “It’s just a stupid affair, Reagan, honey,” she said in a light voice, the kind meant to console and make something really neat seem trivial because you weren’t included. Auntie KiKi was a good auntie. “We’re only going because it benefits the museum, and Putter wants to meet Raimondo Baldassare, that landscape architect.”

“You’re going to have Raimondo redo your gardens? You already have azaleas the size of a bus.” Everyone wanted a garden by Raimondo. Those lucky enough to get him won the prizes on the Homes and Gardens Tour. The man was also deliciously gorgeous. Just having that yummy Italian in your petunias was worth the price of a garden. “I bet he’s booked for a year.”

“I promised Putter a putting green in the backyard for his birthday.”

Everyone in Savannah called my uncle Putter. It was a fitting nickname for a certifiable golf nut who carried a putter wherever he went, including church, the Piggly Wiggly, his rounds at the hospital, and no doubt the cocktail party this evening. KiKi said it was in case a golf ball suddenly dropped to earth and he had to save the city by sinking an eagle.

Savannah was all about the Georgia Bulldogs, fried everything, extra-dry martinis, and golf. The order of importance depended on who you were and how much you’d had to drink at the time.

Feeling sorry for myself, I grabbed KiKi’s hand. “Promise me you’ll say you had a horrible time tonight, the tomato sandwiches were soggy, and Cupcake got drunk and passed flat out on the dance floor.”

“You bet, sweet pea.” Auntie KiKi kissed my forehead like she did when I was six and had the chickenpox. She pulled a Tupperware bowl of leftover meat loaf from the fridge and handed it over. “Like Cher says, ‘Get yourself a deep breath and don’t take any of this too seriously now, you hear.’” She paused. “I could lend you some money just for a little while till you get back on your feet.”

“Thanks, but I’m still standing.” Sort of. I tucked the meat loaf under my arm and trudged across the front yard to my house. It was easy to see where KiKi’s lawn ended and mine began. She had Kentucky bluegrass, and I had Savannah dandelions.

THE NEXT MORNING I WOKE UP WITH MY HEAD BY the empty meat-loaf container. Did I really eat in bed? Then I remembered that my dining-room table was covered with clothes, and I’d sold the little green and yellow bistro table in the kitchen to AnnieFritz and Elsie Abbott, who lived on the other side of Cherry House in a small Greek Revival left to them by their cousin Willie. Three years ago, Cousin Willie dropped dead over at the Pirates’ House after too many ham and redeye-gravy dinners and not enough Lipitor.

AnnieFritz and Elsie were retired schoolteachers who hired themselves out on the Q.T. as professional mourners. The only social event more important in Savannah than a big, fancy wedding was a big, fancy funeral. Every undertaker in town knew that no one got folks weeping and wailing like the Abbott sisters.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” I yelled, realizing it was the doorbell that had jarred me awake. I stumbled my way down the stairs as the chime bonged again. Maybe Chantilly sent out more tweets. I opened the front door to Raylene Carter, who bustled past me in a gorgeous ivory suit.

“What do you want for that bronze fountain you have in your backyard?” She pointed out the rear window. “Last night at the museum, I heard you were in a pinch and needing money. You bought that fountain a few years back from Raimondo Baldassare, and I need it now at my place.”

Raylene’s mouth pinched into a tight pout. “You look a fright, Reagan. Your mamma would be sorely upset if she saw you in this condition. She is a judge, after all. You should keep up appearances for her sake”—Raylene glanced around at the emptiness—“no matter how dire your circumstances happen to be. Now, I need the fountain right quick before they review my gardens for the tour at noon.”

Looking important, she fluffed her hair. “I intend to win again this year, and I want something new and exciting so people won’t go spreading those awful rumors that I don’t deserve to win Best of Show like I always do.” She took out her checkbook.

Up until the checkbook, I was contemplating how to toss Raylene out of my house on her Chanel-clad butt. “Seven hundred dollars.” And I never blinked an eye.

Raylene opened and closed her mouth, landed-fish style, then finally managed, “Why that’s just plumb ridiculous.” And it was, but it was equally ridiculous that her gardens won every year on the tour. Not that her place wasn’t exquisite, but so were others.

“You’re taking advantage,” Raylene muttered while scribbling a check. “I’m not hauling that thing in my Escalade. For this price, I expect delivery to my house, and I want it right quick. And heavenly days, fix yourself up before you come around. What will people think if they see you like this? You look like a ragpicker.” She stopped at the door. “Is it any wonder Hollis went looking elsewhere?” She left quickly, and this time I was the one doing the landed-fish expression.

How could she say those things to me? So I’d hit a rough patch. Everyone hits a rough patch from time to time. Then I caught a glimpse of myself in the hall mirror, with hair sticking out in all directions and meat-loaf juice on my T–shirt. I bit back a scream.

I did the ten-minute shower, then yanked on my white skirt from Target and the blue blouse KiKi gave me for my birthday, all the while thinking of how to get the fountain to Raylene. I had sold my car just last month to cover the cost of a leaky roof, and KiKi took her mother–in–law to breakfast every week like a good daughter–in–law should. If I asked my mother to borrow her Caddy, that would open up the whole Why are you selling your things? discussion.

Gloria Summerside was widowed when I was two. She was sharp, smart, and savvy and told me, “For the love of God do not marry Hollis Beaumont.” She also told me not to buy the Lexus with only his name on it no matter what he said about deducting it from business expenses for tax purposes. I can still see the expression on her face when I told her I’d signed the prenup. She told me I’d clearly lost my mind, and as I look back on the whole marrying-Hollis ordeal, I realize she was absolutely right.

I was a pushover for Hollis, the older, handsome man who was really, really good in bed. Mamma was known in judicial circles as Guillotine Gloria, and no one pushed her around.

I’d paid a lot of money for that stupid Lexus, and I was going to use it! I’d put the fountain in the trunk, tie down the door, and motor my way over to Raylene’s. Hollis Beaumont the third would just have to live with it, no matter how divorced we were. The lying, cheating, fornicating bastard with bleached hair owed me that much.

I grabbed my handbag and charged out the front door.
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