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​​AUTHOR’S NOTE

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

Grave Apparel, the fifth volume in the series, is set at Christmas time in Washington, D.C. It’s a magical, glittering time of year in Our Nation’s Capital, filled with lights, seasonal concerts, and parties. But there is also a tragic flip side to the holiday season: no room at the inn for the cold, the hungry, and the homeless. It’s especially tragic for children caught up in a downward spiral of poverty and hopelessness, through no fault of their own.

Grave Apparel explores both sides, the highs and lows of Christmas in the Capital City, as viewed by Eye Street Observer fashion reporter Lacey Smithsonian. Her newsroom gets caught up in what they call “Sweatergate,” a tragicomic clash over garish holiday sweaters; the paper’s food editor, Felicity Pickles, is unexpectedly not baking her usual seasonal treats for the whole office; everyone seems to be mad at everyone else; and Lacey is getting all the blame. In fact, she’s being accused far and wide of “ruining Christmas!” So when the staff pain-in-the-neck gets brutally assaulted in the alley behind the office with a giant candy cane and is found wrapped in a hideous Christmas sweater, it falls to Lacey to solve the crime. And a chance encounter with a homeless child in a stolen shepherd’s robe sends her on an unlikely Christmas quest.

The first nine Crime of Fashion Mysteries, Killer Hair, 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 my writing was heading in a different direction. 

I’m pleased to have 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. The new editions better reflect my original intent for the Crime of Fashion series, and the feel and atmosphere of the stories.

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

—Ellen Byerrum

​​
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It was bad enough that everyone in Washington, D.C., was blaming Lacey Smithsonian for that notorious editorial in The Eye Street Observer. For the record, Lacey did not write the tirade that started the tempest in a Christmas teapot that came to be known around The Eye as “Sweatergate.”

Sweatergate. 

The editorial that viciously bashed all lovers of “festive yet fatuous” seasonal Christmas wear, the “egregious” necklaces of twinkling Christmas lights, the red-and-green mufflers with “tinkling bells that jingled,” the garish holiday cardigans overrun with Santas and elves and snowmen and tiny electrified reindeer that made the viewer’s eyes “throb like a visual toothache from one too many sugar cookies.”

In fact, horrible Christmas sweaters were becoming a joke that people were beginning to embrace again, simply for the irony. But there were still the fashion victims who loved them and wore them without irony. Lacey understood that.

It was bad enough being blamed for attacking that innocent seasonal fashion icon, the Christmas sweater. But it was the whispers in the newsroom that Lacey Smithsonian was “ruining Christmas” that really singed her curls.

If I’m ruining Christmas, Lacey thought, heaven knows I’ve got help.

The showy sections of the District of Columbia were at their glittery best for the holiday season. From Union Station, with its enormous wreaths beribboned in red, to Georgetown, with every lamppost decked with greenery and bows, the Nation’s Capital looked festive, happy, and welcoming. It was the season of peace on Earth, goodwill toward men. That, however, was not the case at The Eye Street Observer, the city’s third-tier newspaper, where Lacey Smithsonian pounded a keyboard.

The Eye had donned its holiday finery in the lobby for all the Washington world to see, with wreaths of green and a lavish tree in white and gold. However, upstairs in the offices overlooking Farragut Square, the paltry poinsettia plants scattered around the newsroom added mere spots of color, registering nary a blip on the peace and joy scale. It was the newspaper business as usual, but a little worse than usual. Reporters torn between pressing deadlines and the need to take care of holiday errands and attend family events were snappish and unseasonably tense.

Even without the specter of Sweatergate.

Editorial writer Cassandra Wentworth was the real author of those rancid anti-Christmas sentiments. But she was doing nothing to dispel the widespread suspicion that it was Lacey who had rained curmudgeonly curses on every wearer of a festive Christmas sweater and every bearer of seasonal cheer. After all, if anyone made snarky comments in print about what anyone else in the Nation’s Capital was wearing, it had to be The Eye Street Observer’s resident fashion reporter. Didn’t it?

That editorial landed Lacey smack in the middle of a grudge match between her two least-favorite people in The Eye’s newsroom: food editor Felicity Pickles, the brawny queen of the bakery-and-bistro beat, and Cassandra Wentworth, the scrawny voice of the politically ultracorrect who wielded the unbylined poison pen on The Eye’s editorial page. Lacey wondered idly who would try to kill whom first. If this were a boxing match, she thought, bantamweight contender Wentworth would be glowering and spitting in one corner, with heavyweight champion Pickles fuming and pawing the canvas in the other. Lacey would be the unhappy referee caught in the middle.

Cassandra was a first-rate ruiner, a one-woman holiday destroyer who wouldn’t be happy until every sugarplum was pickled and every candy cane was crushed. Figuratively speaking, of course. For Cassandra, no one should be happy until everyone in the world was happy. As that was unlikely, no one deserved to be happy at all. Ever. Not even a little. Nope. No way. Just look at the facts, people, the situation is too dire to indulge ourselves in frivolity and twinkling lights and mere holly jolly happiness. Put down those candy canes, people, these are desperate, miserable times! Act like it! Wallow in it!

Ms. Wentworth lived her life as an eternal penitent, apologizing for crimes she did not commit. She wept for whales and thought globally and walked for the cure, and she was always on the lookout to stamp out the politically incorrect thought, in herself and in others.

But why did Wentworth have to make everybody else so miserable? Lacey found herself thinking. Couldn’t she at least keep her miserable opinions to herself? Of course that was why The Eye employed both Lacey Smithsonian and Cassandra Wentworth. For their opinions.

As far as Cassandra, avenger of all wrongs, was concerned, “Jingle Bells,” colored lights, and all other holiday gaiety paved the road to hell. The gaudy and conspicuous consumption of the season depressed her. She tried to bear up, but Christmas got under her skin, like a tag digging into the back of her neck until she had to rip it out.

Everyone at The Eye knew Cassandra hated Christmas—the green and red of it, the constant caroling on the radio of it, the shopping, buying, and giving of it, the candy making and relentless baking of it, the card sending and “happy holidays” of it. In short, she hated everything that most other people loved about the annual holiday season. They added up to a litany of insults.

Ultimately, however, it was Christmas sweaters that made Cassandra crack: Food editor Felicity Pickles and her collection of Christmas and other novelty sweaters.

For most of the year, Felicity wore shapeless smocks in a depressing palette of earth tones and faded floral prints. But when fall kissed the air and the days grew shorter, she suddenly embraced her wardrobe of eye-popping, seasonally themed sweaters with a love that only a mother could bestow on a balky child. She adored them all, pullovers, cardigans, and the occasional puffy sweatshirt.

In September, Felicity’s sweaters bore a harvest of red apples, ABCs, miniature schoolhouses, and the leaves of autumn.

On the first of October, orange pumpkins and golden haystacks appeared and ushered in scarecrows, witches, and ghosts with electrified eyes.

November called forth a veritable Thanksgiving turkey of a sweater, complete with the real tail feathers of some unfortunate Butterball. Then there was her famous acrylic Pilgrim sweater, sporting the entire Plymouth colony sharing their feast with tiny Indians.

By the day after that harvest festival, Felicity’s sweater mania was in overdrive. Christmas washed over her wardrobe like Santa’s tsunami. Wool, cotton, or one hundred percent polyester, her sweaters blazed with Christmas bulbs, sang with choirboys, shivered with snowmen mufflered in crimson and green and plaid with icicles in gold and silver, ho-ho-hoed with Father Christmas in velvet-trimmed burgundy Victorian tableaus, and on-Dasher-on-Dancered with Santa Claus, the jolly old elf himself, with his sleigh and tiny reindeer. She was a woman possessed.

Heads turned as Felicity waltzed by in the newsroom, and not just because she daily offered the fruits of her food column’s labor—whatever she’d cooked that day for research, usually something sweet and fattening. There may have been a few giggles behind her back, but Felicity didn’t mind. She knew that every Christmas she became the center of newsroom attention and she wasn’t about to give that up. Her ostentatious good cheer clashed conspicuously with Cassandra’s philosophy of ascetic suffering. Slights were noted and snarls were snarled. There was bound to be a collision soon.

Would they really come to blows over something as silly as a Christmas sweater? Lacey wondered. It was beginning to look a lot like a disaster. A fashion disaster. Even though she was the paper’s official fashion pundit and style scribe, her essential fashion philosophy was: You can wear what you want, but you can’t stop people from laughing. She wasn’t laughing anymore. Lacey and the rest of the reporters in the newsroom awaited the coming showdown with a mixture of trepidation and anticipation.

It came during the first week of December, just days before the annual company Christmas party. 

Cassandra trudged like a tiny troll down the hall from her corner and headed to Felicity’s desk, where a tray full of star-shaped sugar cookies awaited the overfed masses. Bright blue sugar crystals trailed down the aisle that separated Felicity’s desk from Lacey’s, proof that the cookies were popular, as well as colorful and messy.

Cassandra didn’t like to be seen eating, but even she couldn’t resist the call of the carbs. She always took what Felicity offered, often wrapping it in a napkin and scurrying back to her desk to nibble on her treat like a lonely mouse with a forbidden treasure. Cassandra now stealthily picked up a cookie covered with azure sugar.

Lacey wondered whether Cassandra could appreciate the way Felicity’s sweater color-coordinated with the cookies. The sweater was ice blue, accented with white rhinestone-studded stars that danced around the collar, bordered the bottom of the garment, and circled the cuffs. In the context of Felicity’s Christmas collection, this particular sweater was restraint itself.

The shade brought out her aqua eyes and pink cheeks, bright against her clear pale skin and long dark auburn hair, making Felicity appear soft and approachable. To Lacey, there was still the hint of a chubby malevolent doll about Felicity, a doll who might whip out a sharp knife and slice more than your cake. But Lacey’s opinion of her had begun to soften. The food editor had recently fallen hard for Harlan Wiedemeyer, the newspaper’s so-called “death-and-dismemberment” reporter, and love, however it had come calling, had improved Felicity’s disposition. So perhaps it was love, and the Christmas season, and not the sweater that had softened her, Lacey thought.

Restocking the cookie plate, Felicity waited expectantly for some word of acknowledgment from Cassandra. It was part of the deal. The unspoken agreement: Felicity offered fattening goodies, reporters repaid her with fawning flattery. Lacey rarely indulged in either and tried to keep her mind on writing her “Crimes of Fashion” column.

“What do you think, Cassandra?” Felicity prompted her. “Pretty yummy?”

“What do I think?” After working at The Eye for more than a year, Cassandra still didn’t know how to play Felicity’s game. Works and plays well with others wasn’t on her resume. “I think you could feed a village in India with what you paid for that thing you’re wearing,” Cassandra said. “That and the hundred other tacky travesties you’ve been wearing since September. It’s vile, it’s unnatural, it’s—”

The words seemed to spill out of her uncontrollably, as if from the mouth of the smart-alecky thirteen-year-old Mean Girl that Cassandra might once have been—or been the victim of. Felicity, who had fifty pounds on Cassandra and could probably break her into bite-size pieces with one hand, took a step into Cassandra’s space.

“What did you say?” 

“You heard me,” Cassandra taunted. She was a lightweight, but toned and athletic. She could no doubt turn cartwheels around Felicity, if necessary. “You and that lowbrow petroleum by-product you call a sweater, that monument to wretched commercial excess.”

Blue sugar flew as Felicity snatched back the tray of treats. Then she plucked the remains of Cassandra’s cookie right out of her hands and told her where she could go, and it wasn’t back to her desk, but to a region far warmer than Washington in August. Lacey could no longer pretend to be working on a “Crimes of Fashion” column when a crime of passion was about to take place right in front of her.

“People are starving in the world, you know—” Cassandra began. It was possibly her favorite way to begin a sentence, but she didn’t get far this time.

“I’m sure you can show them how to do it the right way, you miserable, skinny, bony, anorexic, bulimic, self-righteous little runt.” Felicity’s eyes were slits of blue fire.

“I am not anorexic!” Cassandra had quite a shriek for being so skinny. “You overbearing glutton! Obesity kills and causes high blood pressure and diabetes, overconsumes your fair share of the world’s resources, and leads to global warming! And you’re not just a victim of it, you’re a carrier too!”

Lacey tried to lighten things up to defuse the tension. “Cassandra, you’ve got your next editorial right there. ‘Christmas sweaters mean global disaster: Why does our government suppress the awful truth?’ ” She should have known better. Cassandra spun on her.

“You! You think I’m joking! Everything is just a joke to you, isn’t it?” Cassandra had a weird look on her face. Lacey laughed.

Of course I was joking: Cassandra Wentworth, writing about something as trivial as fashion? Even to stop the worldwide menace of the Christmas sweater?

Felicity moved in ominously on the two of them. Reporters crowded around for the smack down, eager for a ringside seat. Unfortunately, at that moment their editor, Douglas MacArthur “Mac” Jones, approached, hard on the trail of blue sugar crystals leading to the promised land of Christmas cookies waiting on Felicity’s desk. His large eyebrows knit together in a glower over his café au lait complexion. The eyebrows and mustache seemed to compensate for his gleaming bald head. Mac was a mix of races, and he favored no race over another. He was an equal opportunity spoilsport.

“Break it up, ladies,” Mac rumbled. “People would think you don’t have enough work to do. You got time on your hands? You got time to debate instead of writing stories? Well, you don’t! Back to work! Give me words! Now!” He picked up a cookie and stared them into submission. The crowd broke up. Reporters retreated grumbling to their stories and deadlines. Order was restored. Mac picked up another cookie.

Cassandra withdrew, but she retaliated for her humiliation later that day by writing that scathing editorial. Not about food or fat people or global warming, but about those selfish people who offended the very Earth itself by the wearing of gaudy seasonal accessories, the comic ties, the cheery little elf ears and Santa hats, and of course, the Christmas sweaters. She even used specific examples from Felicity’s wardrobe. The piece appeared in the next day’s Eye, unbylined as per the newspaper’s usual practice with the house editorial, and swifter than Santa’s reindeer it became known around the office as Sweatergate.

The day after the diatribe appeared, Felicity did not cook. Nor did she bake. Nor did she supply the hungry news troops with sweet sustenance. She did, however, wear a loud purple sweater covered with saucy-eyed elves and a pair of purple Christmas bells in her ears that announced her presence every time she turned her head.

Reporters suffered sugar withdrawal. Mac amped up his grumpiness. The lack of seasonal treats resulted in a rush to empty the snack machines. Bereft reporters were seen standing in the middle of the newsroom and pleading, “Anybody got a cookie? Half a cookie? Anything at all?” It didn’t make for a happy working environment.

When her fans asked Felicity about her latest culinary adventures, she said darkly that she simply wasn’t in the mood. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be in the mood again,” she sighed. “After what I’ve suffered...”

Whether they covered sports or cops, every time Cassandra or Felicity passed by, it fed the newsroom’s daily desire for gossip and sensation. Reporters took sides, bets were placed, and bookmakers agreed the odds (and popular opinion) were stacked against Cassandra. After all, she never fed them anything but her opinions, and those often required an antacid chaser.

Feelings were running high, with no rapprochement on the horizon. Finally Tony Trujillo, The Eye’s dessert-addicted police reporter, grabbed Lacey’s sleeve and begged her to intervene. Just as he did, Felicity’s tinkling purple bells sailed out of the office, along with Felicity and all hope of the return of Christmas Goodies Past.

“Lacey, you gotta do something! We’re dying here! Besides, Smithsonian, you know this is all your fault.”
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“Me? What can I do?” She arched one eyebrow and glared at him. “And what do you mean this is all my fault?!”

“Madre de Dios! It will kill our Felicidad not to bake. She’ll dry up like a prune. The balance of power will shift. The North Pole will melt, civilization as we know it will end. And three little words: No. Christmas. Cookies.” His brown eyes pleaded with her. He smiled, his even teeth bright against his olive skin. Tony was handsome and he knew it, setting female newsroom hearts to pitter-patter, but Lacey was immune to his charms.

“You’re breaking my heart.”

“But you sit next to her. You’re friends.”

“Friends? Ha!” Her desk was across the aisle from Felicity’s, and Lacey considered this proximity a thankless burden. “It’s common knowledge that she hates me. You try with her, she can’t resist your charm.”

“I already tried. Nada. Besides, she owes you,” Tony smirked. “She’ll listen to you. You set her up with the jinx, and she loves him.” He shrugged toward the desk of Harlan Wiedemeyer. Most people at The Eye considered Felicity’s boyfriend to be a bringer of bad luck. But Felicity, who had already suffered the indignity of having her minivan blown up outside the newspaper offices after developing a crush on Wiedemeyer, was now considered impervious to his peculiar hexing abilities.

“Harlan Wiedemeyer is not a jinx, and Felicity is a big girl,” Lacey said. “A very big girl. I try not to get in her way.”

“Do something,” Tony pleaded. “If you let this go on any longer you’re gonna ruin Christmas.”

“I’m caught in the crossfire, Tony. And I am not ruining Christmas!”

“You are too. It’s all your fault Cassandra wrote that Sweatergate thing. You goaded her into it. The Wentworth bruja is jealous of you, so she writes a column just like yours! Her version, anyway. Felicity wound her up, that’s true, but you pointed her in the direction of disaster.”

“That’s not my fault!”

“Cassandra created Sweatergate and pissed off Felicity, who now is not doing what she does best. Cooking, baking, bringing us food, feeding the troops. What about our Christmas cookies?” He looked as mournful as a little boy who’d been sent to bed without his dessert. 

“Sweatergate was bad enough. Now you’re turning it into Cookiegate,” Lacey said.

“You know what I’m talking about, Lacey. You started all this. Not your intention, I know, but you gotta do something.”

Everyone knew what Trujillo was referring to: Felicity’s legendary once-a-year Christmas cookie extravaganza, a crowning culinary achievement that would make Betty Crocker blush. On one magical day in mid-December, she would bring dozens of different kinds of cookies to the office. It happened every year, it was a Christmas Eye Street tradition, and the denizens of the newsroom were trained like a pack of Pavlovian dogs to wait (and whine and whimper) for it.

Lacey could only imagine the orgy of dough mixing, rolling, cutting, shaping, throwing, baking, sprinkling, and sugar decorating that took place in Felicity’s kitchen to produce her annual pièce de résistance. Lacey liked to imagine that Felicity lived in the forest in a gingerbread house with cream cheese icing on the roof. In her mind’s eye Felicity’s cookie-baking scene included Hansel and Gretel fattening up in the pantry.

“Everyone expects it, Lacey. Christmas at The Eye won’t be the same without it.”

“Don’t whine, Tony.” 

“The cookies,” he moaned, “think about the cookies.”

“Now you’re whimpering.” She was thinking.

Felicity’s many trays of artistically arranged treats would include cookies in the shapes of poinsettias, wreaths, Santa Claus, reindeer, and angels. There were Moravian spice cookies and there were brown sugar drops and coffee and spice drops, applesauce cookies, butterscotch cookies with burned butter icing, oatmeal cookies, ginger creams, coconut jumbles, macaroons, date bars and lemon bars. There were cookies with raspberry and cherry fillings. Cookies iced and sprinkled with colored sugars and dotted with red and green gumdrops. Cookies with exotic names and familiar names and cookies with no names at all. Felicity demanded nothing in exchange for her efforts—except lavish thanks and eternal love.

“Don’t forget about the gingerbread cookies,” Tony said.

Felicity made gingerbread boys and girls for every reporter and editor, personalized with their names in red or green icing. Her yearly cookie ritual was a not-to-be-missed event. Even their publisher, Claudia Darnell, made an appearance for her own gingerbread girl. Lacey had a problem with this cookie feast because she had a problem with Felicity. And the fact that the entire newsroom had been seduced into loving Felicity by her compulsive feeding of them. Lacey considered the whole thing naked emotional blackmail. Besides, it was just another excuse to pack on five pounds during the holidays.

“How could I forget?” Lacey snapped. “I could never forget the gingerbread cookies. Why, they practically do the tango, Tony. They could stage a newsroom revolt and publish their own paper.”

She turned her back on Tony and stared into her computer screen, the silent code in the newsroom for This conversation is over.

“All I ask is for you to try, Lacey.” He flicked a speck of dust from the toe of one black lizard skin boot.

“Go away, Tony. I am not responsible for Sweatergate, and I’m not responsible for Felicity’s baking or not baking. I’m not ruining Christmas.” Everyone else is ruining my Christmas, she added silently.

“You are, you know!” Tony stomped off with a dark look. “You’re ruining Christmas!”

Seething with resentment, Lacey slammed open her email, only to find more nasty repercussions from Cassandra’s snotty editorial cursing Christmas clothing. Another reader was convinced that fashion reporter Lacey Smithsonian had written it. “You’re not a crime of fashion, Smithsonian. You’re a crime of nature. Do you think you’re witty? You’re not! And you’re ruining Christmas!”

Lacey dropped her head onto her keyboard. She was one of the better known names at the paper, thanks to some sensational stories she had broken in the past few weeks. She allowed herself one sigh of self-pity. She had just come off the scoop of her career, finding a legendary lost corset full of Romanov jewels. It was good while it lasted. At work, the heady glow continued—for about a week. A couple of weeks more, and it was old news. And in the newsroom, old news is no news at all.

Obviously, Lacey thought, her less stable readers believed Sweatergate was some psychotic personal vendetta and Smithsonian must simply be too craven to put her name on it. Unhappy emails followed, along with several personally delivered letters from the more seriously outraged members of the reading public.

“My grandmother wears Christmas sweaters,” one of them ranted. “And she has more taste in one little finger than you have in your whole body! I’m through reading you!” 

If only that were true, Lacey thought. People who swore they were through with her column inevitably read it again, and were outraged again. And wrote a letter again. 

Another wrote, “What kind of twisted, hateful worm would attack something as innocent as a harmless Christmas tie that lights up and plays ‘God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen’? I’ll have you know my granddaughter gave me that tie!” Still another member of the reading public said, “Watch your back, Miss High-and-Mighty Smithsonian, you might find yourself bloody in the snow with no one to rescue you.”

Lacey was willing to take her lumps for the columns that she actually wrote. She was not willing to take the heat, however, for Cassandra Wentworth’s incendiary opinions. Mac said it was no big deal. Mac said it would blow over. But every time she checked her email there was another vile message or three. Or ten. She forwarded them to Cassandra, but that didn’t help: Cassandra couldn’t care less.

Lacey’s reputation was at stake. She had no choice but to fight for her honor, such as it was.

She decided to set the record straight by penning a small fashion apology, not on behalf of Felicity or Cassandra or Sweatergate, but a brief on behalf of the common woman, the average Jill, the woman who gets no respect, the woman who loves the flashier aspects of the holidays. Christmas is a holiday that seeks to embrace all mankind, Lacey reasoned, including those with taste and those who can’t resist the harmlessly tacky. In light of the threats, she felt she needed to cover her back, her front, and everything in between. Lacey was reduced to defending Christmas sweaters in order to defend herself. She hoped she wouldn’t regret it.

The truth, when she dared to acknowledge it, was that Lacey didn’t hate Christmas sweaters at all. They amused her, they comforted her, they lifted her spirits, and most of the time they made her smile. She applauded those brave few who dared to wear one to the office. At least they broke up the dreary sartorial color palette of Washington, D.C., which in winter tended to turn as drab and depressing as the Potomac River mud. The city took itself far too seriously all year long. If a Christmas sweater was a cheap laugh, at least it was a laugh.

Lacey remembered fondly all the outlandish and joyous and just plain preposterous Christmas sweaters she had known, scrupulously avoiding using any of Felicity’s as examples. At a department store cosmetics counter, Lacey had recently seen a cotton candy blonde of a certain age, looking like a bonbon plucked from a platter of pretty pastel petit fours. The blonde was wearing a powder blue skirt and a powder blue Christmas sweater. Or perhaps the sweater was wearing her. The sweater was framed with white ostrich feathers and featured a white Christmas tree decorated with silver rhinestones. On her wrist she wore a charm bracelet from which dangled a silver jingle bell. In her heart, Lacey imagined, giving the blonde the benefit of the doubt, was the joy of Christmas.

But how to begin? She took a deep breath. At the beginning, of course.
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It’s Not a Matter of National Security,

It’s Just a Christmas Sweater!

That’s right, it’s just a sweater. Go ahead and wear it. Wearing that uniquely resplendent garment of seasonal delight, replete with Rudolph and Santa and their friends, the Little Toy Soldier, the Nutcracker, the Snow Queen, even the Grinch, will not cause the terrorists to win or the polar ice cap to melt. It will not cause wars, except possibly at this very newspaper, nor will it cause (or cure) cancer. 

It’s just a sweater.

Your craziest Christmas sweater may make people smile, or laugh, or question your taste or your sanity, but the bottom line is that it is your choice, your decision, and you are free to make it. It’s time to lighten up, people! After all, it is the Season of Light.

Christmas sweaters are as welcome on my holiday landscape as the deliriously daffy swan dress Björk wore to the Oscars or Lady Gaga’s infamous “meat dress.” Comedy on the hoof is always welcome. After all, do we want our stars to always be tastefully attired? No. We want them to spurn common sense, to wear whatever strikes their fancy, to be brave and bold, to be festive, even foolish. So let’s think about those Christmas sweaters.

Are they festive? Of course. Are they foolish? I plead eye-of-the-beholder here.

Are they stylish? Almost certainly not. But who cares? Most Christmas apparel in Washington, D.C., is merely more of the same old same old: gray, beige, black, navy blue, more gray, and maybe a little taupe, for the daring. A look that bespeaks gravity, not gaiety. Does the song say, “Don we now our GRAVE apparel”? No, it does not.

You’re almost ready to give up hope that there’s even one person out there willing to celebrate the season of gaiety and hope. And then, suddenly, there she is. She walks into the restaurant on Connecticut Avenue. A woman who makes you stop and stare. She is wearing a white turtleneck, a red corduroy jumper, knee-high red leather boots, and a sweater that simply makes the outfit. It might make it outrageous, but it also might make it sublime.

The sweater is a black cardigan trimmed in white faux fur, and circling the garment are puffy grinning Santa Claus faces, made from felt and cotton balls. This woman is in her element. She may not even be wearing this sweater as an ironic statement. But that’s okay, because Christmas is not about irony. At least she’s making a statement.

And then you notice other diners sneaking a look, smiling, chuckling, because, well, someone had the nerve to wear it. It’s not even an expression of neo-retro-pseudo-faux-satirical-ironic-postmodern anything. It’s Christmas! If someone wants to wear a holiday sweater or a stuffed swan, why not? Or a stuffed turkey, just to keep it seasonal.

So celebrate your season, whatever the season or the reason. Do it in style, whatever style that may be. And maybe, just maybe, we in Washington should learn not to take ourselves so seriously. If you feel compelled to wear an outward expression of your inner feelings, now is the time. Don’t let the fashion curmudgeons tell you not to listen to your heart, even if your heart yearns for a sweater encircled with a chorus line of high-kicking Rockettes who light up and sing. Get your kicks this Christmas! Don’t be afraid to march to the beat of that distant drummer. Or maybe just the beat of the Little Drummer Boy.

Pa rum pa pum pum!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​CHAPTER 3
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The NEXT afternoon everything seemed to be going so well. Lacey was rushing, like her fellow reporters and editors at The Eye, to make an early deadline—and a party. Publisher Claudia Darnell’s annual Christmas-slash-holiday party would fill the National Press Club that night, the first Friday evening in December.

There was no apparent fallout from Lacey’s Christmas sweater “Fashion Bite,” either positive or negative. It was accompanied by an Editor’s Note from Mac, clarifying that it was in fact editorial page writer Cassandra Wentworth who had written The Eye’s previous editorial on this subject, and not fashion writer Lacey Smithsonian, as many readers had assumed. “The Eye Street Observer regrets any confusion in the minds of our readers,” etc.

Christmas has been saved, Lacey thought. And my hide along with it. Just in time for the party.

Then she glanced up from her midafternoon decaf.

Like a small dark specter of doom, Cassandra appeared on the horizon. She looked like a bony knobby-kneed insect in her black tights and yellow windbreaker. She was striding purposefully toward Lacey, her streamlined yellow bike helmet tucked under her left arm, a grim look on her face.

No matter how cold it was, unless there was a foot of ice and snow on the ground, Cassandra rode her bike to the office. She saved fuel. She saved the planet. She was “carbon neutral.” She was a shining example for the rest of the slobs who worked at The Eye. No rest for the ecologically correct. But first there was a fashion reporter to torment. Cassandra had a mad gleam in her eye. She gestured at Lacey with a wadded-up page of their newspaper.

“Just what do you call this?” She threw the thing at Lacey. She missed.

“Bad aim? It works better if you make it into an airplane. Like this.” Cassandra stood and fumed, puzzled, as Lacey deftly folded the page into a paper airplane with part of the headline visible: IT’S JUST A CHRISTMAS SWEATER! She launched it back at Cassandra. “There you go. My Fashion Bites column. Via airmail.”

The spirit was willing, but the newsprint was flimsy, and the plane fell to the ground at Cassandra’s feet. Cassandra stomped her yellow running shoe on Lacey’s column.

“Everything’s a joke to you! You contradicted everything I said!”

“Really? Everything?” Lacey said. “I wasn’t keeping a tally of everything you ever said. I mean, who has the time?” She stretched. “Lighten up, Cassandra, it’s just a humor piece, a little fun. It’s Christmas.”

“You’re defending Felicity Pickles!”

“I’m not defending Felicity.” That would be the last thing she would do. Lacey looked around to see who might be listening. Luckily Felicity wasn’t around. “I just don’t advocate ripping Christmas sweaters off little old ladies and shipping them off to third-world countries. Um, the sweaters, not the little old ladies.”

“That’s not exactly what I said.” Cassandra puffed out her chest in indignation.

“Close. I paraphrased.”

“You made fun of me!”

“I have not yet begun to make fun,” Lacey retorted. “And don’t you think there’s room for more than one opinion on any given issue? And a little fun too?”

“Opinion? Is that what you call it? This drivel?”

Lacey felt her cheeks blush red, but she decided it was more interesting to watch Cassandra quiver in indignation than to get indignant herself.

“Opinion. Yes, that’s what I call it.” She decided to change the subject. “But speaking of Christmas and not its sweaters, aren’t you going to change into something festive for the office Christmas party tonight?” She surveyed the woman’s bike togs. “Okay, maybe festive is the wrong word. Something more suitable. Gravely and somberly celebratory. You know: ‘Don we now our grave apparel’? Fa la la la la?”

“It’s a holiday party, not a Christmas party!” Cassandra corrected her. “And I don’t think I could be happy eating like a pig and swilling booze like a camel when there are starving oppressed people in the world who will never be able to enjoy a privileged elite First World holiday party.”

“Camels swill booze?” Lacey leaned back in her chair. “I had no idea. But you’ll miss Felicity’s outfit. Whatever it is.” Lacey had faith in Felicity’s Christmas spirit. “I’m sure it will be festive. Ferociously festive.”

“Everything’s funny to you, isn’t it?” Cassandra picked up Lacey’s column off the floor. She crumpled it up into a ball and with a surprising show of fury pitched it at Lacey once again. Lacey caught it. “You and Felicity Pickles can wear nothing but holly and ivy and choke on your mistletoe, for all I care!”

“You forgot the part about the starving oppressed masses.” Lacey looked at the ball of paper and tossed it neatly over her shoulder into the wastebasket without looking. “And mistletoe is poisonous.”

“You’re disgusting.” Cassandra swung her yellow-and-black backpack over her shoulder and stomped off. “You people! All of you!”

All of who? Lacey wondered. “That’s hardly the Christmas spirit, Cassandra!” she called after the hunched form receding down the hall. Lacey fished her crumpled column from the wastebasket and flattened it out. But she had no time to brood over Cassandra’s hostility; she had to change clothes. It was nearly time for the party and Lacey was determined to have a good time, even if it killed her.

The entire newspaper was humming with anticipation over tonight’s Christmas party. It was “black-tie optional,” an instruction that never failed to send reporters, especially the men, into spasms of panicky wardrobe indecision. How black-tie is “black-tie”? How optional is “optional”? Wouldn’t that rumpled old blue blazer do just as well as a tux? Navy blue is just like black, isn’t it? But who wants to be the only guy at the party not wearing a tuxedo? The tux it is. But wait, the tux doesn’t fit and the blazer does! Groan.

The male editors and managers were expected to wear tuxedos, even the grouchy and generally ill-dressed Mac Jones. But there was also a festive final touch intended to jump-start the holiday spirit: A jolly red-and-white Santa Claus cap was mandatory wear for the men. The female managers were merely expected to be attired “formally,” sufficient challenge in itself for the Washington women of the Fourth Estate. For them, the Santa hats were “optional.” Lacey did not know for certain, but she suspected that Claudia was having a little joke with her Santa motif. There was the usual grumbling over her “black-tie optional/Santa hat mandatory” dress code, but Lacey knew newshounds everywhere loved free food and liquor. They’d wear much worse than a tux and a Santa cap for free food and liquor. For free food and liquor they’d wear nothing at all.

The Eye Street Observer wasn’t known for its well-dressed staff. Print reporters, especially in Washington, D.C., believe what they write is far more important than what they wear. Lacey tended to agree, but she regretted that her colleagues at The Eye set the style bar so low.

For day, blue jeans or khakis with polo shirts were a typical male reporter’s choice, along with that rumpled blue blazer if he had to cover something on the Hill. Getting tuxedoed up for the Christmas party wasn’t a reporter’s favorite official duty of the year. A few of the female reporters appreciated fashion and dressing up, but many considered it grossly unfair that dressing up was so easy for the men: Tuxedo? Check. Santa cap? Check. Ready to party, dude! Lacey recalled some odd and entertaining female fashion choices from last year’s party. 

Who knew it was possible to find a floor-length black velour turtleneck dress? Lacey visualized this as a cocktail party dress for a bohemian ex-nun. At least it contrasted nicely with the “retreads,” the ancient bridesmaid’s dresses pulled out of the closet once a year. It’s long, it’s satin, it’s a weird color, it’s in my closet: Hello Christmas party! Or as one young reporter in a fluorescent neon green departure from good taste that positively screamed BRIDESMAID’S DRESS had confided to Lacey, “I wore this in a wedding once! Wouldja believe it? It totally doesn’t look like it, does it?”

Another had told her, “My sister made me buy this stupid dress for her stupid wedding. So I always wear it to these stupid parties. Why buy something new every year when I’ve got this? Merry Christmas!”

There would, no doubt, be several varieties of the classic velvet peasant sack dress, a sort of dressed-up hippie look, Laura Ashley goes to the Renaissance Fair. But at least it was usually colorful; burgundy and purple seemed to be popular choices. Another current female reporter favorite was the amorphous and practically colorless New Age offspring of this peasant sack dress, in ecologically correct hemp and cotton. The tax reporter at The Eye had several. Her black and gray and beige office attire came entirely from earth-friendly online catalog sites. Clad last Christmas in yet another shapeless, structureless, earth-toned, natural-fiber sack that might have held organic potatoes in an earlier life, she had boasted to Lacey how these somehow fit her perfectly every time, even though she always bought them online. “It’s so amazing! I don’t know how they do it! Smithsonian, you should write about this in your column!” Lacey hoped there would be some delicious fashion disasters at this year’s party too, but she knew she could never write about them. Too dangerous. 

She grabbed her garment bag and tote bag full of essentials to transform herself for the evening, before heading for the National Press Club a dozen blocks away. It wouldn’t do to have the fashion reporter show up looking less than fabulous, or at least what passed for fabulous at The Eye. But her cell phone rang before she could reach the ladies’ room. The number looked familiar, but she couldn’t place it. 

“Hello?”

“Smithsonian. This is Wentworth.”

Lacey groaned. Cassandra had been gone for all of three minutes. “Cassandra. What a pleasure. Now what?”

“We’re not through with this. I’m taking your egregious piece of junk journalism attacking my editorial and everything I stand for to the managers’ meeting on Monday.” Cassandra was technically some sort of minor manager, although she didn’t appear to Lacey to manage much of anything, least of all her anger issues. “We need to speak with one voice at The Eye.”

“We do? And that voice would be your voice?”

“Are you mocking me?” Cassandra’s voice lifted an octave. “The managers’ meeting will deal with this! Mark my words! This isn’t over!”

“Knock yourself out, Cassandra. This call is over.” Lacey clicked off with a silent oath, vowing that Cassandra would not ruin her evening. Or her Christmas spirit. She swung open the ladies’ room door.

LaToya Crawford, the pretty African-American Metro section reporter, was rummaging in her purse for lipstick. She wore her trademark long jet-black pageboy, never a hair out of place, beautiful and bulletproof. She glanced up at Lacey.

“Girl, you look frazzled. You do need a Christmas party. What’s up?”

Lacey gazed at her reflection in the mirror under the ghastly fluorescent lighting and smoothed her hair. “Just a little run-in with the one and only shepherdess of the downtrodden of the Earth.”

“Ewww, you mean Cassandra? What’s she jumping on you for? No, wait, I know.” LaToya laughed. “That Fashion Bite thing you just wrote, right?” 

Lacey grinned. “You’re psychic.” 

“I am, but that was an easy one, what with that Sweatergate thing casting a pall over the entire office. Guess you pushed all her buttons. Cassandra thinks Christmas sweaters are destroying the ozone layer or melting the North Pole or something.” LaToya smoothed lipstick over her lips. “And that witch has got no sense of humor.”

“And she can actually take others’ sense of humor away.” Lacey wondered what Cassandra could really do to harm her. Bore the other managers senseless? Write another wretched editorial, attacking motherhood and apple pie, and blame it on Lacey? She pushed the thought from her mind.

She opened her garment bag to reveal her dress for the evening, one of her Aunt Mimi’s vintage evening gowns. The dress was a sapphire blue velvet that made Lacey’s blue-green eyes look dark and mysterious—at least that’s what she told herself. A perfectly simple cocktail-length dress from the 1940s, it featured a sweetheart neckline and sheer organdy sleeves decorated in subtle velvet polka dots. She slipped out of her suit and into the dress, admiring her reflection in the mirror, and felt better instantly. Her silky light brown tresses skimmed her shoulders in a soft wave, parted on the side with subtle blond highlights, courtesy of Stella, her stylist. As Stella would say, the effect was “very Rita bleeping Hayworth.”

“Take that, Cassandra,” LaToya cackled. “That ain’t no pair of yellow bike shorts you got on, Smithsonian.”

Lacey smiled. Once again she silently thanked her late great-aunt for leaving her a trunk full of wonderful vintage clothes from the late great twentieth century, chiefly the 1940s and a few gems from the 1930s. Not only was this vintage wardrobe fun and fabulous, Aunt Mimi’s clothes were one of a kind.

“And I thought I was the only one who was going to look great tonight!” LaToya exclaimed. “Where did you get that dress?”

“The usual place.” Lacey grinned at her. “Just a little something from Aunt Mimi’s trunk.”

“Honey, I wish she was my Aunt Mimi.”

“Your dress is beautiful, LaToya, and it suits you perfectly. You look terrific.” Lacey admired the clean lines of the simple sleeveless A-line dress that LaToya wore. The bright red showed off her beautiful caramel-colored skin and flattered her curves. Lacey hoped she looked just as dramatic, in her own way.

“It’ll do,” LaToya said, skimming her hands over her perfect hips. “So where is that other crazy woman, La Pickles?” LaToya asked with a smirk. “Felicity. Your little buddy.”

“Please. It’s not my day to watch her.”

“Whatever she’s wearing, I bet it’s gonna be good. You know, good meaning bad. As opposed to bad meaning good.”

“You have a premonition? A feeling?” Lacey asked.

“Moi? Not a clue. Maybe she’ll come as a human aluminum Christmas tree with a big shiny star perched on her head.”

“I hope you’re right. She disappeared early this afternoon.” Lacey brushed some blush on her cheeks. “Maybe she had to get her star polished.”

“What about the eco-bitch, Cassandra? She coming to the Christmas party?”

“Doubtful. She seems to have a phobia of drunken camels.”

“That’s a shame. Only kind of camel I like. Course, she’s got that no-sense-of-humor thing going on. Like Pickles.” LaToya vigorously rubbed lotion into her hands, then sprayed perfume with a circular flourish. “I was hoping for a knock-down, drag-out fight between the two of them. Maybe a food fight. A girl can dream, right?”

“And get us kicked out of the National Press Club? Please! I was rather hoping for a quiet evening.” Lacey closed her eyes for a moment and thought about her date, Vic Donovan. She was hoping to get him in a quiet corner somewhere in the course of the evening. Mmmmm.

“I’m talking live entertainment. And who better? Felicity Pickles and Cassandra Wentworth? Two humorless white girls tearing it up in front of the Christmas tree? Front page news.”

“Make sure Hansen’s there to get it all on film.”

“Film is so last-century, Lacey,” LaToya said, slipping her cell phone from her shiny gold purse. “I’m all digital. Smile, honey, you look gorgeous.” She took a selfie of the two of them grinning into the mirror just as Meg Chong, a general news reporter, swept through the ladies’ room door and cheerfully plopped down at the counter between them. Meg waved hello and peered into the mirror to apply her mascara. She was tiny and stylish and wore her long black hair in a high ponytail decorated with sparkling jewelry. Her silver spaghetti strap dress left nothing to the imagination and the back dipped well below her waist. 

“Quite a dress, Meg! Won’t you get cold in that?” Lacey felt chilly just looking at her.

“How can I get cold when I look so hot?” Meg smiled. “Besides, I’ll be warm enough with one of our hot sportswriters draped over my shoulders all night.”

“Which one?” LaToya asked, her eyes wide in the mirror.

“Does it matter? They are all hot!” Meg laughed and the others joined her.

Lacey’s cell phone jingled and she retrieved it from the pocket of her suit jacket hanging in the garment bag. The number on the screen made Lacey groan again. Cassandra Wentworth’s cell phone. 

“Yikes! It’s her again!”

“Who her?” LaToya leaned over her shoulder and glanced at the number. “Oh, that her! The eco-witch. Don’t answer it. Let her Grinch someone else tonight. Later, baby.” LaToya gathered up her things, and she and petite Meg Chong, freshly mascaraed, swept out of the ladies’ room chattering, leaving Lacey alone to face the wrath of Wentworth.

Lacey stuck her tongue out at her phone. She tapped the button to reject the call. No doubt Cassandra had recovered her wits and thought of something new and wicked to say to her. Most people, Lacey thought, when they came up with a snappy comeback a minute too late, would simply call it old business and forget about it. Not Cassandra. She was the mistress of the drive-by insult, and no insult was too stale to deliver. And she would back up over you on her fat-tired mountain bike just to make sure you got it.

The phone rang again. Lacey scowled. What insult could possibly be so perfect that Cassandra simply couldn’t wait to say it? Lacey was curious—her fatal flaw. She gazed at her reflection in the mirror and cocked her head for just the right note of cool disdain, her right eyebrow raised imperiously. She narrowed her eyes at the phone. Bracing herself, she clicked the answer button.

“Merry Christmas, Cassandra, it’s been simply ages.”

“You have to come!” A high voice pleaded urgently. “The lady is hurt.” 

The voice sounded young and upset. This is definitely not Cassandra, Lacey thought. Is this a child? Did I read the number wrong? Lacey glanced again at the screen to make sure it really was Cassandra’s phone calling her. It was.

“Who is this?”

“You have to come now! She’s hurt bad. Please.”

“Who’s hurt?”

“The lady! Your friend! You’re in her phone!”

“I don’t understand. Who are you? What’s your name? Why are you calling me?”

“She’s bleeding.” The voice rose higher. “Outside! The lady is bleeding! You have to help!”

“A lady is bleeding? Who is she?”

“The lady! The lady with the phone. I don’t know her name. She just called you. You have to come now! Right now!” The little voice edged toward hysteria.

Lacey’s stomach did a flip. “Calm down.” She said it for herself as well as for the voice on the phone. “Who are you? Why do you have her phone?”

“You have to come now! She could die!”

“All right. I’m coming, but where? You have to tell me where.”

“Outside! You have to hurry!”

Lacey grabbed her evening bag, her garment bag, and her tote with one hand, the phone glued to her ear. She opened the ladies’ room door with one elbow.

“It’ll be all right. Just tell me where you are.”

“Outside! In the alley. Off Eye Street at the Square with the statue? Behind the Metro. Where are you? Are you inside one of the buildings?”

Dashing down the hall to the newsroom, Lacey dropped her baggage in her cubicle. The newsroom was nearly empty, though there was some last-gasp activity in some of the offices ringing the large room. She saw Mac on the phone in his office. She grabbed her soft chocolate brown mouton coat that had been Aunt Mimi’s and headed for the newsroom door.

“Are you still there? Stay where you are. Maybe I should call the police.”

“No! You can’t. You can’t call the police!” the voice screamed. “You just have to come. Are you close?”

Front doors or garage, she wondered. The front doors were closer. Lacey raced past the notoriously unreliable elevators to the stairway exit. She slipped off her blue velvet high heels, scooping them up with one hand, and sped down several flights of stairs into the lobby. She paused for a moment in front of the newspaper’s elaborate Christmas tree, decorated in gold balls and bows and white lights, to put her shoes back on.

“Are you with Cassandra?” she asked the voice on the phone. “Is that who’s hurt? Where are you now?”

“I’m with the lady. She came out of the building and got hurt. In the alley. You gotta hurry!”

There were two main exits from The Eye’s building, one in the parking garage which opened to the alley, and the front doors facing Farragut Square to the north across Eye Street. Lacey stepped through the front doors and headed toward the alley, around the corner. She caught her breath and tugged her jacket on while juggling her phone. Words from angry emails came back to her: “Watch your back, Miss High-and-Mighty...” She looked around.

Indian summer had lingered far into the fall this year. In December, the golden days still were comfortable with the kiss of sunshine. Washington had yet to see a single snowflake, but the nights were chilly and crisp in anticipation of winter. Lacey heard a Salvation Army bell somewhere in the distance. Behind it, sirens near and far were ever-present on the city’s soundtrack, and the streets were thick with Metro buses, reminding her she was in the traffic-clogged District of Columbia.

Farragut Square was a block of neat green park with diagonal walkways converging on the statue of Admiral David Farragut at its center. White Christmas lights were twinkling at the entrance of the Army and Navy Club, facing the park on its east side. Lacey assumed from the stream of formally dressed couples passing through the Square that the very elegant club was the scene of a Christmas party that night.

There was another population in the Square, in striking contrast to the fancy-dress partygoers. Homeless people claimed the park benches at dusk to store their meager belongings for the night. Several of them seemed to live in makeshift lean-tos attached to the benches. Lacey noticed a middle-aged black man with a stocking cap pulled down to his eyebrows, standing by a bench right across the street from The Eye, wrapped in a quilted sleeping bag. She knew him as Quentin and he was a regular. He seemed to be gathering his belongings, perhaps heading for a meal at a shelter. Crowds were heading for the escalator down to the Metro station on The Eye’s corner opposite the Square. The sidewalk was a bustle of commuters on their way home or to shop, or to meet friends at a happy hour at a neighborhood pub. Lacey pushed her way through the Metro throng and she was nearly at the alley. The voice on the phone had been silent for a long moment.

“Are you still there?” she asked. “Are you still in the alley?”

“Yes, but hurry! I think she’s gonna die!”

“Keep talking to me. What’s your name? Why were you in the alley?”

“Doesn’t matter. Just hurry! Please!”

Lacey turned into the alley, conscious of the garlic aroma from a nearby Italian restaurant. In contrast to the busy street, the alley was calm and empty of traffic and Lacey slowed down to take in her surroundings. She was breathing hard. The alley behind The Eye was shaped like an L and it made a sharp turn behind the building. The street entrance was well lit, but there were deep pockets of shadows at the turn.

The voice on the phone sounded genuine to her. Lacey couldn’t believe this was some elaborate joke on the part of Cassandra, who seemed to lack the most basic rudiments of imagination or humor. Lacey told herself she was foolish to be chasing off down a dark alley at the sound of a frantic voice, but it was a child’s voice. Even so, she looked around to make sure she wasn’t followed. She saw no one.

“Am I in the right alley? Where are you?” The voice on the phone was silent.

Just past the L-shaped turn in the alley, a woman lay on the ground next to a featureless brick wall. No one else was visible. At first glance, the woman might be one of the homeless people who clung to whatever bit of urban turf they could find, a nook where they might spend the night and not be hassled. But on second glance, Lacey saw it wasn’t a homeless person. This woman wore black tights and yellow running shoes. A yellow bike helmet lay on the ground nearby next to a yellow-and-black backpack, and a bike was thrown up against the wall. The frame looked bent. Lacey caught her breath.

It was Cassandra Wentworth. Dark liquid was seeping through her brown hair, which had come loose from her ponytail. But that wasn’t what caught Lacey’s attention. It was what else Cassandra was wearing: a Christmas sweater.

It was a masterpiece of its kind. Knitted Santas and sleighs and reindeer frolicked festively among red and green Christmas trees and fat knitted snowflakes. It was decorated with embroidered-in strings of multicolored Christmas lights, tiny but real. A music chip concealed somewhere inside the sweater was playing merrily and the bulbs were flashing, synchronized to the tinny mechanical sound of a tune Lacey knew well.

The sweater was playing “Jingle Bells.”
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