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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy Stars Over A Secret Santa Christmas, be sure to check out my offer for a FREE Price Family novella at the end. With that, happy reading!

      

      Holly Ivey stood among the red and gold leaves littering the sidewalk, staring at a large wooden sign that was carved to look like balls of yarns and knitting needles jutting out at a ninety-degree angle from the facade, Ivey’s Knittery. Her shoulders slumped even lower as she pulled a large old-fashioned key from her jacket pocket and it fit in the lock. For now, running her grandmother’s knitting shop was her future and it was a far cry from the financial district in New York City. But what choice did she have?

      A tall, dark-haired man walked by her and nodded his head with a polite smile. “Good morning.” She looked away and then back with a tentative smile before he entered the brick building a couple of doors down. If she remembered correctly, it was the community center.

      She felt her cheeks grow warm and called after him with a tentative, “Hello,” but it was too late and he had disappeared from sight. Great, now someone was going to get all judgy and think she was some city slicker too stuck up to be friendly.

      With a turn of the key, the shop door creaked as she pushed it open and the smell of old, stale air assaulted her nose. She flicked the light switch just inside the door and the interior was bathed with light so soft she had to squint to see the room. It appeared to be smaller than the last time she had been here two or maybe even three years ago. But it had been before high school that she helped out in the shop. Much to Grammie’s dismay, Holly worked every other odd job she could get to save money for college on her own; she wasn’t taking her parents money—not by a long shot. She had plans and goals and the only way to get there was hard work.

      The door closed behind her with a soft thud. Straightening her shoulders, she strode to the back counter, determined to devote all her energy into turning her life around even if that meant living in the tiny town of Dickens. Depositing the small brown paper bag that held her lunch on a shelf and her laptop bag on the smooth oak counter, she might almost be ready to open for the day.

      She walked around the shop, her fingers trailing over the tops of waist-high open shelves, each one filled to bursting with skeins of yarn in all colors of the rainbow. The two long walls had a similar style about them with a small rack of knitting and crochet needles. The scarred wooden floor was polished to a high gleam with the tapping of her kitten heels echoing off the high ceilings.

      Then she noticed the OPEN sign was facing her, and with a flip of the slab of wood, she was now officially open for business. She peeked out the open door and glanced up and down the street, disappointed not a customer was in sight. Might be just as well. She needed to set up a new payment system for credit cards and check the safe for any surprises. But first she needed coffee and with any luck the old percolator that Grammie always had was still on a shelf in the back; at least that’s what her mother had said when her parents suggested she run the place while she got her bearings again.

      

      It was a long morning but maybe it was a good thing she hadn’t had any customers. It had given her time to get the business side set up the way she wanted, including looking into better lighting. Her stomach grumbled and she had just set out her sad little peanut butter sandwich when the front door squeaked and the same man she saw early this morning walked in. Without looking in either direction, he headed right to the back counter.

      His smile was wide and she couldn’t help but notice his dark hair, smoky black eyes, and well-trimmed beard and mustache. Extending his hand, he said, “Hello, welcome to the neighborhood. I’m Gabriel Reyes, the director of the Dickens Community Center.”

      Returning the gesture, she provided a tentative smile of welcome. “I’m Holly Ivey, the new owner of this yarn shop.”

      “You’re Chrissy’s granddaughter.”

      His eyes softened and she couldn’t help but think he bore a striking resemblance to Jimmy Smits, the actor she had a crush on years ago when he was on that police drama.

      “I’m sorry for your loss. She was a wonderful friend and a good neighbor to all in Dickens and I hope you can take comfort in that she’s sorely missed.”

      A small lump lodged in her throat before she forced it down. Her grief still lingered. “Thank you. She was an amazing woman.”

      He gave her a slow appraising look. “You favor her, the same blue eyes and cheeks.”

      She pulled herself up a little taller. “Thank you. Most people say I look like my father.”

      Leaning against the counter, he cast a quick look at her meager sandwich. “I was on my way to Dorrit’s Diner to pick up some lunch. Can I get you something?”

      “That’s really nice of you but the peanut butter is just fine.” She wasn’t about to confess she hadn’t made time to go to the market and this was all that had been in Grammie’s cupboard. Well, that and a loaf of old bread in the freezer. It was better than nothing.

      “It’s no trouble and Amy makes the best soups at this time of year. Trust me, they’re not to be missed.”

      A cup of soup did sound a lot more appetizing than the pathetic sandwich drying out as they talked. A smile slipped from one side of her face to the other. Gabriel had a way of making it sound like the best idea of the day.

      “You’ve talked me into it, but I don’t think I should close the shop.”

      Gabriel glanced around and grinned. “I can see you’re slammed today.” With a twinkle in his eye, he winked. “Not to worry. I’ll pick up lunch, and then we can eat together if you’d like so you can get to know a little more about day-to-day life in Dickens. Chrissy mentioned you didn’t come around much, something about a big job in New York City.”

      She didn’t feel that he was baiting her, but did she need to explain why she was here now? “Well…” She shifted from one foot to the other and glanced at the floor. “It was time for a change.”

      He gave her a sympathetic smile. “Anything you absolutely can’t stand?”

      Gabriel had changed the topic back to soup. She quirked her lips. “I like to keep the roof of my mouth unharmed so take it easy with spicy foods. Other than that, I’m game for anything.”

      He tapped the top of the counter. “I’ll be back in a while. Anything else you think you might want or need?”

      With a shake of her head, she said no, and then she pulled a twenty-dollar bill from her wallet. “Since you’re flying, I’m buying.”

      He held up his hand and pushed the bill back toward her. “I’ve got it this time. You can get it another day. Consider it a welcome to the neighborhood gesture. It’s a small-town thing.”

      Without letting on that she thought he was right, there might be a next time, she decided to have a little fun with him. “What makes you think we’ll eat lunch together again?”

      “I’m a great lunch partner and working in a shop all day without stimulating conversation for something other than yarn might grind on you.”

      He had nailed that one. Especially when nary a customer had come in so far today. “Okay, you got me on that point.”

      After a quick, “See you in a while,” he sauntered out the door and she watched him. He was one good-looking man and at least this part of her change was looking up, not that she wanted to date, but that man made her heart beat quicker.

      

      Thirty minutes later Gabriel walked in with a white paper bag looped over his arm and balancing a cardboard cupholder. “Sorry it took longer than I thought. Dorrit’s was busier than normal. A tour bus stopped off for lunch which is good for her business and any others nearby if the driver lets them poke around a bit.”

      Her eyes grew wide and she perked up with the sound of potential shoppers. “Do you think they’ll find me?”

      “Maybe, if they have time. But maybe in some small way it’s good you’re having a quiet first day. Let you get your feet wet before you have a lot of customers popping in.”

      She could feel her shoulders sag. “At least one customer would be nice for today. Just to remind myself this is a viable business.”

      He had set out cups of what smelled like chili, a bag of corn bread, and pats of butter on the counter. Handing her a spoon, he said, “I ordered the mild version. I hope you enjoy it.”

      “Hold on. I have another stool in the back.” She hurried into the other room and using a paper towel, she wiped off the seat of the stool before returning to the front. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” He dipped his spoon in and sighed. “This is good.” He watched her as she did the same. “Am I right?”

      She rolled her eyes back for dramatic effect and his hearty laugh filled the shop. “This is delicious. You can make lunch suggestions any day if you keep this up.”

      “Anytime.” They ate for a minute and he put his spoon down and buttered a piece of the corn bread. “Amy’s been running the business for over thirty-five years; she took over from her parents and everything is homemade.”

      “That’s good to know.” She ate a little more. “Tell me about Dickens. Have you lived here long?”

      “I moved to town two years ago for the director position at the center. Prior to this I lived in a suburb of Chicago and was an AD for a community center there.”

      “A small town like Dickens is a little different than Chi-town.”

      He gave a half nod. “The same could be said for you. NYC and Dickens don’t exactly have the same vibe.”

      “My grandmother was from here; do you have family close by?”

      “If you call close Puerto Rico via Miami, then sure.” He scraped the bottom of his chili cup.

      “It sounds like we’re both on our own in small-town USA.” She thought of her parents still in New York, living their jet-set life as if nothing unpleasant had happened to Holly.

      “Then maybe we need to stick together.” He held out his hand to her. “Want to be partners?”
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      Dang it, did Gabe use the word partner and what would that suggest to Holly? It was a loaded word for any meeting between two people—business, friends, or romance. He was pleased when she shook his hand and the tingle up his arm was an old sensation, one he never thought he’d feel again since Maria had broken off their engagement three years ago.

      “It’s nice having someone in town I know. I’m staying in my grandmother’s place just outside of town.”

      He saw a sadness in her pretty blue eyes when she spoke of her grandmother and he knew it was hard to lose someone you loved, especially when it was unexpected. Chrissy had been in the shop one day and the next it had stood dark.

      “I came back for the funeral and my father said he’d just sell the store, but then I was ready for a change and he offered it to me.” She shrugged and looked over his shoulder. “If it doesn’t work out, he can still sell it and I’ll find something else to do.”

      “You wouldn’t return to New York?” He wiped the breadcrumbs into his empty cup followed by the paper napkin.

      “No, I don’t think so. When I left my company, it wasn’t on the best of terms.”

      Her lips formed into a thin line and he knew better than to push and ask questions. If she wanted him to know more, she’d tell him. Besides it wasn’t any of his business.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here and Chrissy would be thrilled to know you were sitting behind her counter ready to help the next customer who walked in the door.”

      Both of them looked at the glass and wood door as if someone were about to come in. When it remained firmly closed with zero people in front of the large windows, Holly broke out into a loud laugh.

      “I’ll be happy with a single customer.” She leaned toward him. “Can you keep a secret?”

      He propped his elbow on the countertop and his chin in the palm of his hand. “Absolutely.”

      “The only thing I know about yarn and knitting is that it comes in a rainbow of colors and different weights, but if anyone asks me anything more, I’m at a complete loss.”

      He could feel his eyes widen. “Then why take over the shop?”

      “I appreciate the art of knitting and I always told Grammie I wanted to learn but I tried when I was a kid and it was a disaster. I guess I didn’t have the patience then and now it’s too late.” She blinked away a tear that appeared in her eyes.

      “You could hire someone to help you. I’ll bet there are a lot of people who might know a little more than you do that would like a job.”

      “I have to see if that’s even something the business can support. I only got to town last night so I need to get settled in, look at the books, and make a plan.”

      He sat up straight. “If you need any help, just let me know.” He withdrew his cell phone. “What’s your number and I’ll text you so that you’ll have mine.”

      She narrowed her eyes, but there was curiosity there, not suspicion. “Is that your way of asking me for my number?”

      “Purely friend zone, nothing more covert.” He arched a brow. “Unless you’re interested in going out to dinner?”

      She rattled off the ten digits of her number and moments later her phone pinged with an incoming message. She grinned and looked up. “Lunch tomorrow sounds good, but it’s my treat.”

      “You got a deal.” He gathered up the garbage and put it all in the empty bag. “If you need anything at all, just holler. And Holly, this is a good town that provides a welcoming opportunity to start over. I know from personal experience.”

      With a nod, she smiled. “Thanks, Gabriel. It was nice of you to drop in and buy me lunch.”

      With a wide grin, he waved. “See you tomorrow.”

      The door closed behind him with a gentle thump. As he walked down the brick sidewalk, questions ran through his head. What made a woman leave a high-powered job in the city, which was easy to guess based on her expensively tailored clothes, to take over a shop that she knew nothing about?

      He withdrew his phone and waited for Mrs. Parsons to answer. After a short conversation, he hung up and put his phone back in his pocket. Pleased with his meddling, he hurried back to the center and the mountain of paperwork that waited for him. Christmas was eight weeks away and there were events to check on and of course the Secret Santa event that needed attention.

      

      Holly found herself staring at the computer, marveling at the meticulous records her grandmother had kept on everything from utility bills, inventory, when to run sales and specials, and even ideas to host a knitting club twice a month. Not that Holly would be doing that, but it was a great idea, a captive audience who would need more supplies.

      She noticed another folder labeled, SS Christmas. Clicking on it, she saw all the subfolders in the main drive. Not that Christmas had ever been a big deal in her family once she knew Santa was just a legend. The holidays had become just another reason to go skiing or to an island and relax. They rarely came to Dickens to be with family. Curiosity got the best of her and she clicked. What was this all about? Grammie must have enjoyed it if she had a folder labeled Operation Santa on her hard drive.

      She scrolled through the list of documents going back ten years and she opened a few. It was lists of names, sizes, toy requests for all kids. Why did Grammie have these? Holly leaned back in her chair and something niggled at her. She had seen large withdrawals from the bank accounts in early November. Could her grandmother have been shopping and giving gifts to these people? Dad might have known what had been going on.

      When he answered, it was his usual gruff hello.

      “Dad, it’s Holly.” She had always felt the need to say who it was even though she was their only child.

      “This is a surprise. Was everything okay when you got to your grandmother’s house?”

      “Yes. Whoever opened the house left the heat up and lights on too.”

      “That would have been Frank; he’s a good man and lived in Dickens for a long time. He got married a few years ago to a Georgia Davis. Make sure you look them up and introduce yourself.”

      She smacked her hand against her forehead, as if she had to be told how to be polite. “I will but I wanted to take a few days to get settled in at the store and house before I ventured too far.”

      “Reasonable approach. It’s good to see you do still have a logical mind despite what happened.”

      She wanted to scream but instead kept her voice level. “I did the right thing.”

      “And destroyed your career in the process. If only you had talked to me first, you wouldn’t be in this predicament.”

      Closing her eyes, Holly could picture Dad shaking his head and the disappointment that filled his eyes was something he had never learned to hide. If she got less than straight A’s, she got the look; if she applied to the wrong college, she got the look. The list was endless.

      “You wouldn’t have changed my mind; what Mr. Joseph was doing was at the very least unethical and immoral and it was also illegal.”

      “We could have saved your career and put his down in flames, but what’s done is done.”

      She could hear the sigh that escaped him. “I called because I was going through Grammie’s financials and I came across a folder that was labeled ‘SS Christmas.’”

      “Anything else?”

      Was that a spark of interest in his tone?

      “Yes, documents going back ten years with lists of names, clothing sizes, and toys. What was she up to?”

      Dad was silent for a long moment. “Your grandmother liked to play Santa to kids less fortunate in town, but she never wanted anyone to know. Everything she did was strictly anonymous.”

      “I had no idea.” She tapped her pen on the countertop. She believed it always helped her to think better. The gentle tap, tap, tap was soothing.

      “Since you’ve learned the family secret, it’s time you hear the rest.”

      She fumbled with the phone as she moved it to the opposite ear. “Family secret?”

      “Your mother and I have always known that your grandmother was a generous woman. She was strong in her opinion that no one should go without on Christmas morning, not a child or adult in true need. So throughout the year, she’d keep an eye open for the townspeople who were struggling, and she made sure families had food for their holiday tables and presents under the tree, but no one in the town except one knew what she was up to.”

      “Who else knew?”

      “She never said, but she needed help getting the items to the families and she never wanted anyone to suspect her. All she ever said was she had a helper and left it at that.”

      “Christmas is less than three months away. What happens to those families who need help this year?”

      “Holly, to be honest I have no idea; did you find any current files that would give you a clue?”

      She hit a few keys and sorted the documents by dates. “There’s one.” She let out a low whistle. “The list is extensive with surnames and lists under each one. I wonder who I can tell there is a huge need based on what I’m looking at.” Scanning the list further, her heart sank. “These aren’t just toys. There are basics—disposable diapers, pajamas, socks, winter clothing, lists of canned foods, and sure, the toys, but Dad, how will I know who to pass this list to?”

      “You won’t. I guess those people will have to do without this year or maybe other groups in the community will step up and offer support.”

      Holly knew she’d have to find someone to tell. Maybe Gabriel could point her in the right direction. Before she could continue questioning Dad, she saw a woman walking in the shop.

      “I have to go, first customer.”

      “Of the day?”

      She swore she heard him snort. “Yes. I’ll call you in a few days.” With the laptop cover flipped closed, she gave the older woman a friendly smile.

      “Hello, is there anything I can help you with?”

      “No, thank you. I’m just looking for inspiration for a new project.” She walked to the back of the shop and extended her hand. “I’m Alice Parsons. I was a friend of your grandmother’s.”

      Holly took her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss. I miss her dearly.”

      “She was an amazing woman.” Holly thought about her recent discovery and her admiration for Grammie grew even more.

      “That she was.” Alice looked around. “I’m looking for some baby yarn. My son and daughter-in-law are expecting a baby in the spring and I want to make a blanket.”

      She waved her arms like a conductor and then slapped them to her sides. “Help yourself.” She had no idea where the baby yarn might be.

      “Could you point me in the right direction?” Alice gave her a pointed look.

      Her heart sank. “Why don’t we explore together. Do you have a color in mind?” If nothing else, she could conduct a search by color.

      “I was thinking variegated.”

      And now Holly realized how far out of her element she was. With a sheepish smile, she faced Alice. “I have no idea what that means but if you’d explain it to me, I’m sure we can find it.”
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      Alice escorted Holly around the shop, explaining the different types of yarns and when they were used, then the knitting needle display and pattern books. Next they moved on to the small shelf of kits and accessories. How would she ever keep this all straight?

      Holly ran her damp palms over her slacks. This was enough to send her fleeing to the obscurity of the city, but she sold her apartment and this was her only option at the moment.

      “I appreciate your time explaining this all to me.” She looked around the room. “Who knew there was so much to knitting.”

      Alice chuckled and placed a hand on her arm. “Have you thought about learning how to knit something simple, like a potholder?”

      “I tried when I was a kid, but it came all out misshapen and I just wasn’t any good.”

      “I’d be happy to teach you. With a little patience and practice, I bet you’ll be knitting up all kinds of items you could sell here. Chrissy used to have her better customers put finished pieces on consignment.”

      That was another way her grandmother helped others and Holly was going to guess she was only scratching the tip of the iceberg with how Grammie helped the community. She gave Alice a side-eye; could she be the helper?

      “How well did you know Grammie? Had you been friends for long?”

      “No, I only moved to Dickens about four years ago. My husband and I retired here and sadly he passed the following year. Dickens had always felt like where I belonged so my son relocated and he met his now wife and I have one granddaughter and another grandchild on the way.”

      Well, at least that was true. She had been wondering if Alice had just come in to check her out, but she really was going to have a new addition to her family.

      “How about that yarn you wanted to buy. I think we saw the baby yarn down on the side.”

      Her smile grew. “See, you’re catching on already. I’ll go get what I need and come back to the counter to settle up.”

      Alice moved around the store with the confidence of someone who had spent a lot of time here and that confirmed to Holly the older woman was checking things out or really checking her out. The older woman made quick work of filling the small basket she picked up next to the front door with skeins of yarn before tossing in a few chunkier skeins from another shelf.

      When Alice made it back to the counter, her basket was overflowing. Was this a typical kind of sale or did she feel sorry for Holly?

      Alice said, “I’m all set. This should hold me for a couple of days.” With a smile, she placed all the items on the counter before returning the basket to the stack.

      “If you want, I can ask around to see if there is anyone interested in a part-time job for the shop. Just until you learn more about the craft and all.” Alice handed her a credit card. “I’d volunteer but I work part-time at Petals, my daughter-in-law Jillian’s store, just down the block. You should stop in and say hello.”

      “Thank you. I just might do that, and sure, if you think of someone who needs a job and would be a good fit, ask them to stop in.” She handed her a large white paper bag around the side of the counter. On impulse, she gave Alice a quick hug. “Thanks for coming by today and I hope you’ll show me the blanket when it’s finished.”

      “You can count on it, Holly.” She handed her a piece of paper. “Welcome to Dickens and call if you need anything.”

      She took the paper and couldn’t believe how friendly both Gabriel and Alice had been, warm and welcoming.

      With a flutter of her fingers, Alice walked out of the store with a promise she’d be back soon to give Holly her first knitting lesson.

      A few minutes later two more people came in the shop. Thankfully they didn’t ask questions, but both expressed their condolences and said how happy they were she had come back to Dickens, like she was an old friend.

      Holly locked the front door at five on the dot, satisfied there was a total of four sales for the
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