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      “I think we've made a huge mistake, Annabelle," my assistant, Kate, said as she walked into my apartment carrying several canvas tote bags slung over her shoulders. She dropped them on the floor, kicked off her high heels, and collapsed onto my couch.

      "You couldn't find the ice-blue paper?" I asked, bending over and pawing through the bags with one hand while holding my bottled Mocha Frappuccino with the other.

      "Oh, I found it." She flicked a hand through her blond bob. "Along with the ball ornaments and the 'naughty' and 'nice' signs for the drinks." She cast her eyes around my apartment, lingering on the sparsely decorated Christmas tree in the corner. "Good thing, too. This place needs a little oomph. I thought Richard was helping with party decor. Unless he's going through a minimalist phase again."

      "He got delayed yesterday. Some important meeting that's going to change all of our lives." I padded back to the kitchen in my bare feet, taking a swig of my cold, sweet drink as I walked. I resumed buttering the toast I'd left on the counter when Kate had walked in, and I now peered at her across the opening between my kitchen and living room. "So what's this huge mistake we're making?"

      "Taking on all this work. We usually slow down in December. All of our corporate planner friends get crazy and our hotel contacts are too busy to eat, but the holidays are usually the one time of the year when we can catch our breath." She motioned to the bags strewn across my floor. "Where's my break?"

      I took a bite of toast, savoring the Irish butter my fiancé had gotten me hooked on, and chased it with a gulp of cold mocha-flavored coffee. Kate was right. December was usually downtime for wedding planners. Only the most stalwart brides wanted to compete with corporate holiday parties for event space or pay the holiday premiums. As the owner of Wedding Belles, Washington DC's most on-the-rise wedding planning company, I usually blocked off the month for rest and regrouping and catching up on sleep after the busy autumn and before the intense booking season that started in January. This year, however, my usual plan had flown out the window.

      Carrying my plate of toast and drink out with me to the living room, I sat down next to Kate on the couch. "I know this month has been unusual, but might I remind you that the engagement party was your idea?"

      She sat up and tilted her head at me. "Because we haven't had a free weekend all fall. If we don't have it now, you and Hottie Cop will never have a proper party to celebrate your engagement. I know you like to put off anything personal, but since you put me in charge of your wedding planning, we're throwing you and Reese a party." She flopped back again. "I just didn't know we'd have to work it around two weddings, including one on New Year's Eve."

      "Neither did I," I said, holding out the plate and offering her a piece of toast, which she waved away. "Who knew we'd get a last-minute New Year's Eve wedding?"

      "Don't get me wrong. The extra money will be nice, especially since they're paying our holiday wedding premium, but you know what a sacrifice it is for me to work on New Year's Eve, Annabelle."

      I did know. As a champion dater, New Year's Eve was typically one of her busiest nights of the year. Kate had been known to fit in multiple dates on New Year's Eve, flitting between fancy restaurant seatings and over-the-top parties. Personally, I didn't know how she juggled it all, since I was more of the type to ring in the new year on my couch in my PJs.

      "I promise I'll make it up to you," I said. "If anyone books a last-minute Valentine's Day wedding, I'll do it solo. And aside from lots of new meetings with potential clients, January and February are dead."

      She gave me a side-eye glance. "I suppose I can survive until then. Fern is working on a new system to streamline my Valentine's dates this year, so hopefully it won't be as much of a disaster as last year."

      I remembered the year before had involved wireless headsets, spreadsheets, and plenty of hysterics on our hairdresser friend Fern's part.

      "I thought I remembered something about you wanting to slow down your dating pace and find someone to get serious with." I tucked my feet up under me. "What happened to that?"

      She draped one arm across the back of the yellow twill couch cushions, drumming her pink, polished fingernails on the fabric. "There is one guy I could see myself with, but I'm not sure if I'm ready to settle down yet."

      "The lawyer from Williams & Connolly?" I asked.

      She shook her head.

      "The guy who works at the White House?"

      She wrinkled her nose. "No one dates White House staffers anymore. Anyway, I’m not into young guys who work on the Hill anymore. This guy’s more . . .established.”

      Established? I knew what that was a code word for. I tried to remember her mentioning an older guy, but I'd always found it hard to keep track of her men. "Did you finally decide to get a sugar daddy?"

      Kate gave me a scandalized look. "He's not that old, besides, I gave up that idea when Wedding Belles took off, and you raised my salary." She darted her eyes to me. "He's not your typical DC guy. He's older and not involved in politics or the government at all. Plus, he's completely different from me in almost every way."

      I shrugged. "You know what they say. Opposites attract."

      "Speaking of opposites." Kate craned her neck toward the hallway of my apartment. "Where is your very attractive opposite?"

      "Reese?" I asked, glancing down the hall, even though I knew my fiancé wasn't there. "He went into the precinct early this morning. There's been an uptick in shoplifting and pickpocketing around Georgetown, and one of their prime suspects showed up outside the station tied up in gold Christmas garland with a bow around his mouth."

      Mike Reese was not only my fiancé, he was a DC police detective I'd met when one of our clients had been murdered at a wedding. It had taken us a few years--and a few more dead bodies--before we'd started dating, but we'd been living together for almost a year and had been engaged for several months.

      "So he was literally gift wrapped for them?" She flipped a hand through her hair. "Which proves that the city is crazy at the holidays, which is why we don't take weddings in December, which is why it's insane that we have a wedding at the Four Seasons on Saturday and your engagement party on Sunday, not to mention the last-minute planning for the New Year's wedding."

      She gasped for breath.

      "We can handle it." I took a final bite of now-cold toast and drained the Frappuccino, standing and heading for the kitchen with the empty plate and bottle. "It isn't like we've never had two events on a weekend."

      "Yes." Kate stood and walked to the opening between the two rooms, leaning over the counter and poking her head into the kitchen. "But how wrecked have we looked the second day? I refuse to let you go to your own engagement party looking like you did at the Turner-Finley wedding."

      I dropped the empty bottle in my recycling bin. "How did I look at that wedding?"

      She waved a hand in my general direction. "Like this. Hair in a ponytail. Hardly any makeup. Like you don't care."

      I touched a hand to my bare face and glanced down at the jeans and T-shirt I'd thrown on. "I don't care. It's barely ten in the morning, and we don't have a meeting until this afternoon. This morning is supposed to be about finalizing all the vendors for Saturday and putting together gift bags."

      "Fine," she said. "But I hope you're planning on a cute outfit to go see Buster and Mack later. It's one of the few in-person meetings we're going to have with our New Year's bride before the wedding day."

      I made a mental rundown of my closet and the size of my dry-cleaning bag. "Don't worry. I've got plenty of cute winter outfits."

      Kate made a face. "You might want to rethink that." She cut her eyes to her own short black skirt and white button-down opened low at the neck. "Why do you think I'm not wearing a coat in December?"

      I'd assumed it was so she could show as much leg and cleavage as possible. "What are you talking about?"

      Kate made tsk-ing noises at me. "You never check the weather, do you? We got a warm snap. It's seventy-eight degrees outside and will be all week."

      "In December?" I gaped at her. "But Saturday's wedding is snowflake themed. Everything is icicles and ice blue. We have an outside s'mores station and hot chocolate bar."

      "Yeah, that's going to be a little weird."

      I slumped against the kitchen counter, hearing my office phone ringing down the hall. If I was a betting woman, I'd have put money on that being Saturday's bride calling in a panic because her wintry wedding was now going to be pleasantly warm instead of cool and cozy. I knew I'd have to work some serious wedding planner Zen magic to convince her that her day wouldn't be a disaster. Even though I told all my brides the only thing I couldn't control was the weather, they still seemed to think I could whip out a mythical cure-all when it poured rain or when temperatures soared to near one hundred degrees in the summer.

      The door flew open, and my best friend, Richard Gerard, staggered into my apartment, dropping a plastic crate on the floor with a loud thud. His gaze went from the scantily decorated Christmas tree to me, and he let out a tortured sigh.

      "The next time I have another brilliant idea like this, will someone please shoot me?"

      Kate grinned at me. "Dibs."
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      “Neither this absurd warm weather nor you living on the fourth floor of a walk-up is getting me in the holiday spirit," Richard said as he fanned himself with two hands. "Thank heavens I didn't wear my cashmere. Much more of this, and I'm going to need to pull my summer wardrobe back out. Trust me when I say I do not have time to air out my linen suits right now."

      He swung his black leather man bag off his shoulder and set it on the ground. As it tipped over, a tiny black-and-brown Yorkie popped out of the top and scampered out, yipping happily as he ran around sniffing.

      "Poor Hermès can't even wear his sweaters," Richard said, fluttering a hand at the small dog. "What's the point of having Gucci if you can't wear it?"

      "One of the great questions of the universe," Kate said under her breath as she scratched Hermès under the chin.

      "Don't worry," I said, joining Richard in the living room as he brushed off the sleeves of his royal blue blazer with a lint brush that seemed to have materialized out of thin air. "I was just explaining to Kate that the week might be a little packed, but it's nothing we can't handle. We've all had multiple events on a weekend before."

      "Indeed," he said absently, his gaze scouring my apartment while he frowned.

      As the owner of Richard Gerard Catering, one of the premier catering companies in the area, Richard was adept at juggling parties. I knew back-to-back events were not enough to send him over the edge, although he did live most of his life close to it. Or, as Kate liked to put it, on the brink of insanity.

      "Is it the rehearsal dinner or my engagement party that has you worried?" I asked. "Or are you still peeved the couple decided on a hotel for their actual wedding reception, because you know I can't force them to choose an off-premise venue. You did get their rehearsal dinner, and it's a pretty elaborate one."

      "What?" He shook his head. "Of course not. I got over that ages ago."

      I didn't point out that he'd been complaining about it only two days prior. I'd found with Richard it was better not to have a perfect memory.

      I rested a hand on his sleeve. "I promise you it will all be fine. Tell him our new Wedding Belles motto, Kate."

      "It's handled," Kate said, spreading her hands out in front of her as if she were unfurling a sign. "We're thinking of putting it on T-shirts."

      I looked down at the crate at his feet. "We can set out the holiday decor you brought, and we'll be halfway to having this place decorated for the engagement party."

      "About that," Richard said, not meeting my eyes. "I may have added a teensy little 'to-do' to your week."

      "How teensy?" Kate asked, both hands on her hips as she eyed him.

      "Don't be upset, Annabelle." He shifted from one foot to the other. "But I may have arranged for a photographer from DC Life Magazine to do a profile piece on Wedding Belles."

      "Why would that make me upset?" I asked. "We've been dying to get into that magazine. A profile on our business would be huge."

      He bent over his plastic crate and began pulling out holiday decor. "I'm glad you're pleased, darling. Now all we need to do is get your apartment in shape for the magazine's photo shoot."

      My stomach tightened as I glanced around the slightly unkempt and severely unstyled living room. Client files were strewn across one end of the dining room table, and one of Reese's jackets was hooked over the back of a chair. Wedding magazines sat stacked high in a rack by the couch, and my glass coffee table held nothing but more paperwork and an unwashed coffee mug. "A photo shoot? In my apartment?"

      "I tried to convince them to do it somewhere else." He sighed deeply as he scanned the space. "But they insist on capturing their subjects in their homes and offices. They want a real behind-the-scenes look."

      I groaned. Unfortunately for me, my apartment also doubled as Wedding Belles headquarters, with the home office down the hall housing filing cabinets, a rarely-used desk, and a vast assortment of leftover wedding favors, gift bags, and programs. Despite planning over-the-top weddings for clients, my own design style was decidedly simplistic. I usually argued that I didn't have time to keep my life and my clients' weddings styled, but the truth was I wasn't a fussy person when it came to myself. I favored yoga pants and jeans over cute dresses, and would rather have a comfortable home than a fussy one. I was a substance over style woman, and I knew that did not lend itself to stunning photos.

      Kate flopped back onto the couch, and Hermès immediately jumped up and began licking the hand draped over her head. "We're doomed."

      "Nonsense," Richard said, adopting the take-charge tone he used when addressing his waiters or his dog. Accordingly, Hermès froze, his eyes on Richard. "All this place needs is a thorough cleaning, all new furniture, a fresh coat of paint, and some sort of design aesthetic."

      "Oh, is that all?" Kate asked, propping herself up on her elbows. "And this is in between final preparations for this weekend's wedding, planning for our New Year's Eve wedding, and pulling together Annabelle's engagement party?"

      Richard swiveled his head toward me, and his dark spiky hair didn't so much as quiver. "A New Year's Eve wedding? When were you going to mention this to me?"

      "That's what you took away from all of that?" I asked.

      He sniffed, looking slightly abashed. "Fine. Perhaps this isn't the best time to have a photography team descend on your apartment, but when opportunity knocks, Annabelle, you have to open the door."

      "Yoo hoo!" A head popped around the front door that Richard had left standing open.

      "And when you come here, you have to remember to close the door," I muttered to Richard as my downstairs neighbor Leatrice bustled inside wearing a reindeer sweater with three-dimensional googly eyes, her jet-black hair adorned with a blinking reindeer antler headband. "And lock it."

      "I thought I heard barking," she said, making a beeline for Hermès.

      For a woman who had cruised past her eightieth birthday, she had remarkably acute hearing. She also considered herself an amateur spy, so she possessed an apartment full of listening devices. It was anyone's guess which she'd employed today.

      "What's up, Leatrice?" I asked. "We're kind of in the middle of a crisis here."

      Her eyebrows popped up, and she pursed her bright-coral lips. "Another murder?"

      "No," I said with a sigh. "It's not like we stumble over dead bodies every day."

      "It's been months since we had anything to do with a murder investigation," Kate added, counting quickly on her fingers. "Over eight months. I think that's a record for us."

      "You aren't counting the body you found on my wedding day?" Leatrice asked as she rubbed Hermès's belly.

      Kate shook her head. "He wasn't dead. I'm only counting actual corpses."

      "I think I know who you shouldn't have at the magazine interview," Richard said out of the corner of his mouth.

      "As much fun as this is," I said, giving my assistant a pointed look, “we really need to get to work if we're going to get everything done before the weekend."

      "That's why I popped by, dear," Leatrice said. "My honeybun wanted to see if you needed anything for your engagement party in the way of performers."

      Leatrice had recently married Sidney Allen, an entertainment coordinator who provided costumed performers for events. The two had met when Leatrice crashed a Venetian-themed wedding I'd planned that had been filled with Carnival characters courtesy of Sidney Allen.

      "Performers?" Richard sucked in a breath. "What type of performers does 'honeybun' suggest for an engagement party?"

      "It is two weeks before Christmas," Leatrice said. "We thought elves could be fun."

      "Elves?" Kate cocked her head to one side. "Like the hot Orlando Bloom, Lord of the Rings kind or the short jingle-bell hat, Santa Claus kind?"

      Leatrice giggled. "The Santa Claus kind, of course."

      "Oh, no." Richard held up his hands, palms out. "Just because this party is taking place in December does not mean we're going to have an apartment full of little people in pointy shoes running around."

      "Sidney Allen doesn't actually use little people for his elves, does he?" I asked. "I feel like that isn't very PC."

      Leatrice nibbled the corner of her bottom lip. "I'm not sure. They might not be little people. They might be children."

      "Child labor," Richard mumbled. "Even better."

      "I don't think we need any elves," I said to Leatrice, "but please tell Sidney Allen that we appreciate the offer."

      “The party’s pretty set,” Kate added. “Food by Richard, décor by Buster and Mack. Annabelle doesn’t want a fuss.”

      My elderly neighbor shrugged. "Probably for the best. My poor sugar muffin is stretched pretty thin with all the Santas he's providing for holiday parties. But don't worry. I can still bring my pigs-in-a-blanket wreath."

      Richard clutched my arm for support, and I hoped he wasn't going into a full-on swoon.

      "I think we're set on food, too," I said. "Richard's doing the catering, and you know his rules about outside food."

      The official rule was that he preferred outside food not be brought to events he catered because he was responsible for the food safety of the party. The reality was that he would toss it out a window.

      "Too bad," Kate said. "I love a good pig-in-a-blanket. Especially when said pigs are arranged to look like a Christmas wreath."

      Richard shot her a look, but before he could say something, the door swung open.

      Fern, hairdresser to the rich and famous of DC and our go-to wedding hairstylist, staggered into the room. His dark hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and he wore cranberry-colored pants and a dark-gray turtleneck. A few strands of hair fell in his face as he leaned against the armrest of my couch. "Thank goodness you're all here."

      "What's wrong?" I asked. Fern was always impeccably put together, rarely a hair out of place.

      "It's Santa Claus," he said, pressing a hand to his throat. "He's missing."
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      “Have I been sucked into an alternate universe?" Richard asked, looking from face to face. "Santa can't be missing because . . ." He darted a glance at Hermès. "Well, I don't want to say it out loud."

      Kate put her hands over the small dog's pointy ears. "Because he's not real?"

      "Not the real Santa Claus," Fern said. "Kris Kringle Jingle. The man who dresses up in a Santa costume and walks around Georgetown singing holiday songs to people."

      Leatrice clapped her hands together. "Oh, I love him. He always compliments me on my hair and does the best version of “Jingle Bell Rock." Her face fell. "Did you say he's missing?"

      Fern nodded, dropping into the overstuffed yellow twill chair positioned across from my couch. "At least according to my friend, Jeannie."

      I headed toward the kitchen to get Fern some water, since his cheeks were flushed pink. I snagged a bottle from the fridge and leaned my head over the divider between the rooms. "How does Jeannie know he's missing and not just taking some time off? I'm sure wearing a Santa costume when it's almost eighty degrees isn't fun."

      "Jeannie knows everything that goes on in Georgetown," Fern said, fanning himself with a linen handkerchief, his head tipped back against the cushion. "If she thinks he's missing, then he's missing."

      I returned to the living room and handed Fern the bottled water, then perched on the arm of the couch, resigning myself to the fact that nothing was going to get done until Fern finished his story.

      He winked at me. "You're an angel, Annabelle."

      "Is this Jeannie someone you work with?" Kate asked. "Have you taken on a new stylist in the salon?"

      Fern took a long drink of water, then laughed. "Aren't you a stitch? No, Jeannie is one of the housing challenged of Georgetown."

      "Housing challenged?" Richard tilted his head. "Do you mean homeless?"

      "Yes, but it's not like she lives on the streets. She moves from shelter to shelter," Fern said. "We met when she was sitting outside the salon one day, and I offered to give her a wash and dry. Now she comes in just about every week. And she's the one I save all my hotel toiletries for. Jeannie loves the little bottles."

      "How often do you stay in hotels?" Kate asked.

      Fern smoothed a loose strand of hair back into his ponytail. "I'm in hotels almost every weekend. I may not stay there per se."

      "Are you telling me you take the toiletries out of the hotel rooms where our brides are getting ready?" I asked, caught between feeling scandalized and impressed.

      He gave a half shrug. "Maybe. Trust me when I tell you that Jeannie gets more enjoyment out of them than anyone could."

      Richard gave an impatient sigh. "So how did this street person decide that the singing Santa is missing?"

      "Like I said," Fern gave Richard an equally impatient look. "She knows everything that goes on in Georgetown. She's the one who told me that Violet Drummond was having an affair with a diplomatic intern thirty years younger than her."

      Richard's eyebrows shot up, but I jumped in before he and Fern could go down the rabbit hole of society gossip they both adored. "So how long does Jeannie say he's been missing?"

      "At least a day." Fern sat up. "She claims that Kris Kringle Jingle told her he was nervous about something he'd seen the day before yesterday. He wouldn't go into more detail, but claimed he saw something he shouldn't have, and he hoped they hadn't seen him."

      Leatrice's eyes were as round as the googly reindeer eyes on her sweater. "Hope who hadn't seen him?"

      "That's what she doesn't know," Fern said. "But Jeannie hasn't seen him since then, and she's convinced something bad has happened to him."

      "It does sound suspicious."

      We all swung our heads toward the deep voice and the doorway where my fiancé, Mike Reese, stood listening.

      I jumped up, my heart fluttering a bit seeing him. Even though we now lived together, I still got butterflies  each time I saw my tall fiancé with dark hair and hazel eyes. "I didn't know you'd be home so early."

      He scanned the crowd in our apartment, one eyebrow lifting slightly. He'd gotten used to my colorful friends coming in and out of our place—mostly work-related, since Wedding Belles operated out of our Georgetown apartment—but it wasn't every day so many of them were camped out in the living room.

      Leatrice leapt to her feet, jostling Hermès, who gave a disapproving yip, and she rushed over to Reese. "It seems like we've stumbled into another mystery, Detective."

      "No." I waved a finger. "No, we haven't. There's no mystery." The last thing I needed to add to my already jam-packed schedule was a criminal investigation. I knew from past experience that our investigations usually took over everything, and I could not afford the distraction this week.

      Reese grinned at me. "I'm glad to hear you saying that. I don't know if I've ever heard you insist there isn't a case."

      I resisted the urge to make a face at him. "There's a first time for everything. Besides, Richard just told me he arranged to have a Wedding Belles magazine shoot in our apartment this week on top of the wedding we have to pull together for Saturday and the party we're supposedly hosting on Sunday."

      Reese ran a hand through his hair, and an errant curl flopped down on his forehead. "Maybe I should plan to clear out until next week."

      "Don't you dare," I said, walking over and slipping my hand into his. "You're the only thing that's going to keep me sane."

      He smiled and pulled me close to him. "We definitely don't want you going insane."

      "So what do I tell Jeannie?" Fern asked, tapping one toe on the floor. "That it's bad timing for her friend to go missing?"

      "You have to admit," Kate said, “two weeks before Christmas is not the time to get anyone's attention."

      "Who is the missing person?" Reese asked.

      "Kris Kringle Jingle," Fern said.

      Leatrice bounced up and down on her toes. "You know. The fellow who dresses as Santa and walks around singing holiday songs in Georgetown."

      A look of recognition flashed across my fiancé's face. "I do know him. He's been doing that for years. We keep him on our radar--like we keep any street performer--but he's never gotten any complaints. How long has he been missing?"

      Fern stood. "At least twenty-four hours. Possibly more. My friend Jeannie can tell you more."

      Reese nodded, then looked down at me. "Why don't I go talk with this Jeannie? That way you don't have to get sucked into an investigation, and I can file an official police report if we need to."

      "You mean do things the official way?" Kate tapped a finger on her chin. "No hiding bodies or searching for evidence behind the backs of the police? Now that's a novel approach."

      I ignored her comment and stared up at my handsome fiancé. "You sure you have the time?"

      He kissed me on the forehead. "I'm sure, as long as it will keep you from running around trying to solve the case on your own. I'm on my lunch break, anyway. I'll just grab something quick while Fern and I are out."

      "Lunch break?" I glanced up at the clock on my wall, preparing to tease him about taking such an early lunch, but swallowing hard when I saw the time. "It's after eleven already? Ugh! We have a floral meeting soon, and I'm not dressed."

      Reese gave me a quick kiss and stepped back. "I'd better leave you to it, babe. I'll see you tonight." He beckoned Fern. "You're with me."

      Fern trilled his fingers together as he followed Reese out the door, turning to wave at us. "This is so exciting. An official police investigation."

      The butterflies in my stomach that my fiancé had produced had morphed into a tight ball. I hadn't gotten any of the confirmation calls made for Saturday's wedding, and I could only hope that the meeting with Buster and Mack would be quick.

      Kate stood and steered me toward the hallway. "You get dressed while Richard and I talk about the photo shoot and the party."

      "And why don't I take Hermès downstairs with me while you kids work?" Leatrice asked. "It's been ages since I babysat."

      Richard's gaze went between his little dog and his crate of decor. "Fine, but no elf caps on him."

      Leatrice's smile drooped, but she made a criss cross over her heart as she scooped up the Yorkie and headed out of my apartment. "You have my word."

      I thought there was a much greater chance she had a matching set of reindeer antlers for him, but I didn't say anything as I hurried down the hall to get dressed. My mind went to the potentially missing Santa, then I shook my head. I'd been honest when I'd told Reese that the last thing I needed was to get pulled into another investigation, but I also felt a pang of guilt when I thought about Kris Kringle Jingle.

      Just like everyone who lived in Georgetown, I'd grown used to the cheery sight of the slightly rumpled Santa who sang merrily as he strolled up and down M Street. He was as much a part of the neighborhood as the C&O Canal that cut through it and the colorful row houses lining the narrow streets. I forced myself not to think the worst as I pulled off my jeans and pawed through my dry-cleaning bag.

      First a heat wave and now a missing Santa? The holidays weren't off to a great start.
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      “That's not half bad for something you grabbed from the floor," Kate said as she appraised my black pants and hunter green top while holding open the door to Buster and Mack's flower shop.

      The bell overhead tinkled as we walked inside Lush, and we were greeted by the store's familiar aroma of cut flowers and espresso, now mixed with the sharp scent of evergreen.

      "I didn't grab it from the floor." I tried to sound indignant, even though, to be fair, the pants had been rescued from my dry-cleaning bag.

      She plucked a strand of carpet lint from my pant leg. "I stand corrected."

      "Fine," I said, under my breath, even though I didn't see any customers milling about the display tables that were stacked tall with holiday candles, glittering ornaments, and frosted-glass vases. "I may have gotten a little behind on laundry."

      Kate held up her hands. "No judgment. I told you we needed some downtime. December is supposed to be the month where we get all our wedding day dresses cleaned and mended."

      I sighed, knowing she was right. My dry-cleaning bag was jammed with black dresses, and my favorite black flats were in desperate need of a little love and a lot of shoe polish.

      We stepped further inside and started to weave our way around the displays. Lush was usually what I would have called industrial chic, with concrete floors and metal shelves filled with galvanized buckets of fresh flowers  lining the walls. Since November, however, it had transformed into a winter wonderland with a towering frosted Christmas tree in each corner, and the buckets of hydrangea and roses replaced with white birch branches and crimson amaryllis.

      "Annabelle! Kate!" Mack appeared from the back of the shop, waving with one large hand and holding a tiny espresso cup with the other. "Make sure you pull the door closed tightly. I don't want the heat to wilt all of our evergreens."

      As he lumbered toward us, I was reminded how incongruous a burly, leather-clad biker with a dark-red goatee, tattoos, and piercings was in a floral shop decked out with Christmas trees glistening with fake snow, pine wreaths hanging from velvet ribbon, and white twinkle lights dripping like icicles from the ceiling. When he reached us, I realized he wore a baby carrier strapped to his back, and a small, fair head poked around the side of his.

      "Hey, Mack." I stood up on tiptoes to give him a kiss on the cheek, and then reached out for the child's chubby fist. "And hi, Merry."

      "She's gotten so big," Kate said as the child unleashed a torrent of happy chatter and clapped her hands.

      "Well, she is a year old," Mack reminded us, twisting his head and catching the little girl's eye.

      "I can't believe it." Kate shook her head as Mack led us to the back of the shop and a long, high metal table surrounded by tall barstools. "Has it really been a year already?"

      I thought back to the same time last year when Buster and Mack had found Merry on the doorstep of their biker church. A lot had happened since then, including Merry and her teenaged mother coming to live above Lush, and Buster and Mack becoming surrogate fathers to both of them. I looked at the chubby legs dangling from the metal frame carrier hooked on Mack's back. Only a few months ago, Merry was traveling in a front-facing fabric carrier, and now the little girl with blond hair curling around her ears looked almost ready to walk.

      "We were going to do a big birthday party," Mack said, downing the last of his espresso. "But you know how crazy December is for florists. Between the home installations and the holiday parties, we're stretched thin."

      "And this year it's also crazy for wedding planners." Kate hopped onto one of the barstools and set her pink purse beside her.

      "You two don't normally have more than one wedding over the holidays, do you?" Mack asked, waving a hand toward the elaborate, chrome espresso machine behind him. "Cappuccino? Espresso?"

      "No, we don't, to the question about holiday weddings," Kate said, "and yes, please, to the cappuccino. I need all the caffeine I can get."

      "Make that two," I said, taking a seat as Mack bustled around the machine, Merry bobbing behind him.

      "Now which wedding are we meeting about today?" Mack asked, then swiveled his head around quickly. “Son of a nutcracker! It's not the bride for this Saturday, is it? I've already placed her floral order."

      "No," I assured him. "We're all set for that one. This is for the New Year's Eve wedding."

      "Thank heavens." He glanced toward the ceiling, and I suspected he was saying a small prayer of thanks. Aside from being the city's top event florists, Buster and Mack were also members of a Christian motorcycle gang and the Born Again Biker Church. They'd reformed their previous lives, and now they never drank, cursed, or took the Lord's name in vain. It also appeared that their creative alternatives to cursing were seasonally inspired.

      "Don't get too happy," Kate told him, raising her voice to be heard above the screeching of the espresso machine's steaming wand. "We only booked the wedding recently, and we know almost nothing about it."

      "Except that they fired their old planner and are throwing out whatever work she'd done for them." I shifted on the barstool and put the client's thin file on the table in front of me. "The bride isn't even joining us today. She just called us to say something came up and to go ahead without her.”

      Mack looked over his shoulder. "Do we have creative carte blanche?"

      "As long as you stick with the theme of 'time'," I said. "And the couple wants an Old World feel."

      "So that's a no," Mack said, then shrugged. "That's fine. I'd rather have some direction than none at all."

      I opened the file and stared down at the notes I'd taken when I'd talked to the bride on the phone. "Aside from keeping the venue and photographer and basic theme, we're starting from zero. I'd hoped to get the old floral proposals this morning so you could see what the client doesn't want, but we got a little derailed."

      "By Santa Claus," Kate added.

      Mack placed two oversized cappuccinos in front of us, then turned back to the machine to retrieve his own refilled demitasse cup. "Now this I want to hear."

      "It's nothing really." I wrapped my hands around the warm cup and enjoyed the heat, even if it wasn't cold outside. "Fern is all worked up because a friend of his claims that Kris Kringle Jingle is missing."

      Mack nearly dropped his small cup. "Missing? Is he sure?"

      "We don't know," I said. "Reese went with him to interview the lady who insists he's disappeared."

      Kate eyed Mack over the rim of her mug as she took a sip. "Why? Do you know Kris?"

      "Kris Kringle Jingle?" Mack looked at her as if her question was absurd. "Of course we know him." He leaned his head back and bellowed for Buster, then turned back to us. "When it isn't the holidays, he's one of our local laborers. Mostly loading the vans and unloading shipments."

      Buster appeared from the door leading into the back of the shop, his face lighting up when he saw us. "Sorry about that. I was on the phone trying to get more holly for Greta Van Strubbel's party." He pushed the black biker goggles further up on his bald head. "Although I'm not sure how the holly and berry theme is going to play if it hits eighty degrees."

      I didn't know how both men were still completely decked out in black leather pants and thick jackets emblazoned with Road Riders for Jesus patches when it was so warm. Just looking at them made me sweat, but I didn't say anything.

      "Tell us about it," Kate said. "Saturday's wedding has an icicle theme, remember?"

      "Did you know about Kris?" Mack said to Buster.

      "Kris Kringle Jingle?" Buster asked, stroking one hand down his brown goatee. "No, what?"

      Mack waved a beefy hand toward me and Kate. "The ladies say he's missing."

      "To be perfectly accurate," Kate said, "Fern is the one who says he's missing. And he's getting his information from a woman named Jeannie."

      Mack drained his espresso in a single gulp. "That would explain why we didn't see him yesterday. He usually passes by and belts out a verse of 'The Little Drummer Boy.'"

      Buster blinked hard a few times. More evidence that Buster and Mack were softies, despite their intimidating appearance. "That song gets us every time." He swiped at his eyes. "Do they think something has happened to him?"

      "Reese went with Fern to talk to this Jeannie woman."

      Mack put a hand to his heart. "That's a relief. I know your fiancé will be able to find him."

      "If he's missing," I said. "It's so warm, he might just be taking a break at home instead of having to be out in a heavy Santa suit in this heat."

      "Home?" Buster cocked his head at me. "Kris doesn't have a home."

      Kate's mug clattered on the table. "What do you mean he doesn't have a home?"

      "An apartment then?" I asked, lowering my own mug before I took a drink.

      Mack shook his head. "He moves around the shelters, and he sometimes rents a cheap motel room, especially when it gets really cold or he works a lot of jobs for us, but Kris has been homeless for years."

      I remembered that Buster and Mack often employed the neighborhood homeless when they needed extra labor, paying them under the table with cash and feeding them well throughout the day.

      Buster shoved his hands into the pockets of his snug leather pants. "He can usually be found at one of the shelters. Have they searched all those yet?"

      "I don't know." I glanced at Kate, who looked just as shocked as I was. I'd seen Kris Kringle Jingle charming people with holiday songs for years, and never once had I suspected he was homeless. Now that I knew the singing Santa lived on the street, I found my own stomach tightening with worry. Suddenly, our weddings didn't seem like the most important thing in the world.
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