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  Chapter 1


“Are you a hooker or a needler?” the white-haired woman with the impish grin asked. 
Her blush-dabbed cheeks, button nose, and mischievous eyes reminded Zinnia of a pixie, an elderly one with crow’s feet from her eyes to her temples and deep creases in her face.  
The other six ladies laughed heartily, grinning and poking each other. All sported white hair, except for one whose silver bob was so shiny, it looked like it had been polished.  
“I’ll bet she’s a hooker,” said a tiny lady who looked so fragile that the armchair appeared to have swallowed her.  
That scene had been Zinnia’s welcome to the group of hilarious octogenarian ladies who knitted and crocheted every afternoon in the third floor lounge at Ingerton Place. 
A large overstuffed sofa in an uninspiring cocoa, tan, and maroon floral print dominated the space along with two overstuffed, beige chairs that blended into the tan wall. An enormous picture window faced a field of dead, tan and brown weeds that spread out behind the building. Beyond the field, a border of velvet green pines gave hope that when the frigid winds of winter arrived, the frosty season wouldn’t last forever. 
The decor of the third floor lounge and the rest of the elder care facility should have been refreshed, repainted, and redesigned twenty years ago. A complete overhaul would breathe life into the decor.
Mercifully, the standard of cleanliness was significantly higher than the outdated criteria for decorating the place, so Zinnia didn’t mind sitting with the ladies in the cozy corner sipping tea and nibbling cookies while they talked and knitted. The ancient stuffed chairs were comfortable enough for her to sit for two hours twice a week knitting with the ladies. 
She preferred being a “needler,” but was also a “hooker”, as the ladies loved to call anyone in the group who crocheted. The term referred to the crochet hook, and the ladies enjoyed the fact that it implied something very naughty. 
If she crocheted, she’d have to concentrate on each stitch, and then she would miss out on the often raucous and ribald conversations that floated among the group. 
She didn’t need to concentrate to knit the stockinette stitch, the simplest of patterns. Knit across the row, turn the piece, and at knit across that row. No fancy stitches to break the monotonous pattern, no stitches or rows to count. She didn’t even have to look at her needles most of the time. 
She didn’t want any distractions when these seven ladies were the best show in town.  
She wasn’t sure why the Ingerton staff thought this group needed a leader. There were seven leaders among the seven ladies, each with a take-no-prisoners attitude that Zinnia suspected was how the ladies had approached life from the day they were born.
Her role was more “go-fer” than leader.
Before she took on this responsibility, she had visited the facility only once for a tour of the kitchen from her friend, Chloe, a pastry chef extraordinaire. Her opinion of her friend’s talent was obviously held by others since Chloe had been hired straight out of culinary school by Ingerton to manage all of the facility’s baking needs.
“Does this mean you’ll be spending your days making dozens of individual servings of orange-flavored gelatin with a dollop of whipped cream?” Zinnia asked, half teasing and half concerned that her friend, who whipped up fabulous pies and cakes at the drop of a hat, would be wasting her talent at an elder care facility.
“Are you going to give up desserts when you get older?” Chloe asked.
“I plan to eat desserts for every meal,” Zinnia said. 
She and Chloe had a standing date for tea on Thursday afternoons to catch up on their dating life that was nonexistent, shopping that was their lifelong passion, and their jobs that were a necessary evil if they wanted to pursue their lifelong passion. 
Zinnia would be the first to admit that she loved her work as a free-lance copy writer creating advertising copy and website filler for local businesses and online clients. For the past four years, she focused on building her business and investing every penny in technology and systems she needed to stay ahead of the trends. 
Last year, after watching YouTube videos about decluttering, she upgraded her office, a desk tucked into a corner of her bedroom, for efficiency and comfort. She even hired a virtual assistant to schedule and send email and social media blasts to drum up more clients. 
Having an assistant who now did the clerical work that she had been handling, both thrilled and unnerved her. As she built trust with Veda, who told her that her name meant “knowledge bearer”, Zinnia was starting to enjoy the freedom that delegating certain tasks allowed her.   
The Sugar Bowl, the tea room where Zinnia and Chloe met each Thursday, was styled in what would best be described as French bordello velvet meets the Wild West wood and leather. A cozy English tea room it was not. 
It was the perfect setting to fill each other in on the good and not so good details of their lives. Plus, Chloe and the chef at the Sugar Bowl had been classmates in culinary school, so she got to taste whatever Chef Paul was concocting that day in addition to his famous toasted almond cookies.
Over tea last summer, Chloe looked up and brushed her blonde bangs from her eyes.   
“You knit, right?” she asked.
“Yes, but nothing fancy. I mean, I can follow a pattern,” Zinnia said, selecting a strawberry butter cookie, her second, from the plate that Chef Paul had personally delivered to their table. 
“I still use that cute pot scrubber that you made from the sparkly pink and black yarn.” Chloe’s baby blue eyes widened. “That would be a great project for the Ingerton holiday bazaar.”
Zinnia was happy to volunteer her time to teach knitting to the residents of Ingerton, thinking that it was unlikely they would progress much beyond a simple knit or purl stitch. The basic knit stitch multiplied by a thousand produced a scarf, and multiplied by a couple million, an afghan to keep someone warm.
Everything she had assumed about the ladies went out the window the minute she met them. 
The “Unraveling Skeins”, as the seven women called themselves, were experts in all of the yarn arts. Knitting with the thinnest needles and most delicate yarn, they produced caps for newborns that they donated to the local hospital. Mildred, who bragged during one of their gatherings that she just had the brakes replaced for the second time on her wheel chair, had three caps in progress at any given time.
“When I get bored with one color, I switch to one of the others,” she said, her fingers looping pale yellow baby yarn around needles no thicker than a chopstick. 
Zinnia couldn’t imagine using knitting needles that thin or stitches that small. The needles she used could double as baseball bats, and the yarn was so thick that two or three strands would cover a newborn’s head.   
Any of these ladies could whip up a cable knit sweater before she could cast the necessary stitches onto her needle. She was immensely relieved that she didn’t have to teach, but she was confused as to why the management at Ingerton thought the group needed oversight. 
Little did the management know that if Mildred challenged the others to a wheelchair race, she wouldn’t admonish them with how dangerous it was, but would borrow a wheelchair and join in the fun. 
In the months since she’d been with the group, she had found her place. She was the expediter, organizer, and procurer for the group. An honorary member of this special and bonded unit that was lively, irreverent, and often unpredictable. 
Zinnia found herself joining them a couple times a week when she could and had connived Chloe into providing special refreshments for the group at least once a week.
The cobalt blue Ingerton van carried Zinnia and the Unraveling Skeins through downtown Wilmington, slowing to a stop at a red light. Happy chatter rose from the ladies who were eager to hit Lambs Ears, a yarn warehouse a block off the main street.  
Zinnia had called Ariel Goldspun, the owner, who introduced herself as Head Purveyor of Yarns for Fun and Profit. She was curious to see if Ariel was as homespun and granola as her name and title suggested. 
Ariel seemed delighted to host this auspicious group of expert knitters, probably imagining seven dear souls quietly sipping tea and knitting. In Zinnia’s time with them, the seven ladies acted more like the Wild Bunch, albeit Mildred and June cruised about in wheelchairs, and Rose and Doris depended on walkers.
Still, they were a force of nature. 
As the chief organizer, Zinnia had reserved the van. She also brought along a copy of the list of afghans, caps, and other items the group needed to make or finish for the holiday bazaar. 
“We need a shopping list,” June said at their last meeting. “We don’t want to run out of yarn in the middle of a project.” 
“And we need to decide on colors,” Astrid added as she deftly crocheted another stitch to form a flower from the skein of variegated pink yarn at her side. 
Taking into account seven adamant opinions, Zinnia did her best to list each project, jot down how many skeins were needed of each color and type of yarn. The ladies could substitute a single color or the entire color scheme, all of which was easier to do when the yarn was lined up neatly in front of you. 
“Hey, there’s Santa!” said Marge, her large voice echoing in the van, her mittened hand tapping on the window. “Could he be the one?” 
Astrid and Viv stood suddenly, hanging on to the seat in front of them to bend and peer out the window at the sidewalk Santa. Mildred craned her neck to look past Rose who had a window seat. 
“Don’t know,” Mildred said, “but he’s cute enough.” 
Zinnia stood in the aisle, bending over to get a glimpse out of Marge’s window. The sidewalk Santa vigorously rang a bell next to a Salvation Army kettle. 
Mildred’s assessment of “cute enough” was a relative term since his Santa hat hovered at his eyebrows and a white beard covered the lower half of his face. Real beard or not? She was too far away to judge. The outline of his suit suggested that he was a Santa who worked out. 
“Do you think he’s the one who kissed you, Mildred?” Astrid asked. 
“How would she know?” said Rose. “There must be dozens of Santas on the streets during the holiday season.”
“I would know from his kiss,” Mildred said. “He’s a damn good kisser. I’d welcome a few more smooches from him.” 
“But you’ve got competition,” Astrid said. “I heard on the news that he’s running around town kissing any woman he sees. You know that Shelia Jenkins from WDEL News? She interviewed two women who reported being kissed. Maybe there were more that didn’t report it.” 
“What did they say?” Zinnia asked. She had heard about it, too, but thought it was a hoax.
“Nothing worth repeating,” Astrid said, “but they had stars in their eyes just like Mildred. That Santa must have great lips.” 
Or a kind heart, Zinnia thought. The two ladies that had been interviewed were in their seventies. One had been sitting on a bench when the Kissing Bandit Santa, as the reporter referred to him, popped up from behind her and planted a smooch on her cheek. Mildred had been in her wheelchair waiting outside a donut shop for Marge when Santa surprised her with a peck on the cheek. 
How could a man in a Santa suit sneak up on someone, steal a kiss, and disappear before anyone realized it? Was he a ninja, or was it a case of hiding in plain sight? 
It had been a long time since she had been kissed by a man. 
A long time.
She’d gladly let the Kissing Bandit Santa steal a kiss and get away with it.






  
  Chapter 2


Reggie adjusted his woolen scarf, covering his mouth and nose from the chill blast of the wind. A dusting of snow was in the forecast for later today, but the sun was still shining. Christmas music poured from the stores even though the holiday was still a few weeks away. The air smelled like pine, but he was sure that given the slushy, oily condition of the city street, the pine forest was in his imagination. 
“Thank you, sir. Merry Christmas to you,” the sidewalk Santa said when Reggie dropped a ten into the kettle. 
“Stay warm out here, Santa,” Reggie said. “The wind’s blowing up today. You don’t want to lose fingers or toes.” 
The Santa nodded and returned to ringing his bell and saying “Merry Christmas” to everyone who passed by whether they threw money into the kettle or not.
The cobalt blue van of Ingerton Place cruising by caught his attention. Faces peered out the windows in his direction as the van slowly moved down the street. 
The Ingerton van reminded him that he was overdue to visit Uncle Charles who lived at the elder care facility. He phoned Uncle Charles every couple of days, but he tried not to let more than two weeks go by without a visit. 
Technically, Uncle Charles was his great uncle, being his grandfather’s younger brother. A former professional baseball player, Uncle Charles begrudgingly employed a walker for the long stretches of hallway at Ingerton, his body slowly failing, but his mind still sharp as a tack.
Reggie wondered if the ladies in the van were scoping out the Salvation Army Santa.
“You know that Santa they’ve been talking about on the news?” Uncle Charles said as they walked to the dining hall during his last visit two weeks ago. “The one kissing all the ladies? Um, a nice job if you can get away with it.” 
“I’d apply in a heartbeat,” Reggie said, holding the door open for two residents pushing their walkers into the dining hall. “With a pack of Santas, he could expand his territory kissing ladies all over the country.”
“Don’t know about that, but he kissed a lady from here a week or so ago. Mildred, the one with the saucy haircut and twinkling eyes.” Uncle Charles said, scanning the dining room for the lady with the sparkle in her smile. “And she drives that wheelchair like she’s in the Daytona 500.”  
Reggie glanced at the ladies in the dining room, most of whom, to his untrained eye, had similarly styled short hair in a shade of silver or the ubiquitous white, and wondered if he could pick out the saucy one that Uncle Charles mentioned. The ladies were lovely, but it would probably be a few more decades before he found short, silver tresses sassy. 
“Did she enjoy the kiss?” he asked cautiously.
“Made her day! She’s working on a strategy to get a second kiss, but I don’t know how likely that is to happen.” Uncle Charles waved a cordial greeting to a table of ladies sitting nearby. 
The ladies, delight by the attention, called out a warm “hello” and beckoned him to join them. He nodded his regrets and directed Reggie to a table for two on the edge of the dining room.
“I’d be glad to oblige her if the Kissing Bandit Santa isn’t available,” Uncle Charles said as he lowered himself slowly into the chair. “Heck, I’d even put on a Santa suit and beard if that’s what it takes to get a smooch or two.”
Reggie pushed his uncle’s walker off to the side where it wouldn’t block the aisle and sat down across from him. 
“Why don’t you ask her out for coffee or to have dinner with you?” Reggie said, unfolding the white cloth napkin and spreading it on his lap. “Couldn’t you reserve a table for two like this one?” 
“I don’t want to make the other ladies jealous,” Uncle Charles said. The false bravado in his voice wasn’t lost on Reggie.
“Then meet her on her own terms. Borrow a wheelchair and challenge her to a race. The loser has to kiss the winner.” Reggie tilted his head smiling. “Either way, you both get a kiss.”
He was glad that Uncle Charles hadn’t lost his zest for life. Both Charles and Reggie’s grandfather, Harold, had chosen careers that kept them on the road for part of the year, the distance and time away adding another obstacle to finding love. 
Grandpa Harold had played clarinet in the Delmar Jazz Orchestra, a local jazz band that had standing dates for concerts in the city and surrounding area, and went on tour during the summer and the Christmas holiday. When Harold was twenty-four and a seasoned performer after having completed two years in the jazz band, a talented and lovely trombone player who joined the band caught his eye. 
Mitzi Wilton was as fine a woman as Grandpa Harold had ever seen with her huge amber eyes and long black hair that she kept pulled back in a neat bun at the nape of her neck when she played her shiny trombone.
“Can’t have it getting in the way of my trombone slide.” That was her signature statement any time she was asked to play on the spur of the moment and had to pull back her luxurious mane that was silver by the time Reggie got to know his grandmother. 
He had to give them credit. His grandparents had figured out how to live their passion making music while raising a family and imbuing their three children and subsequent grandchildren with a love for life and a heart to pursue their passion. 
He had the career part of his life figured out. The rest? Not so much. He hadn’t found the woman of his dreams, but he was sure she’d come into his life when the time was right.  
His grandparents had graciously passed their genes for musical talent to his mom, who likewise passed them along him and his sisters. His dad had a good voice and frequently broke out into spontaneous song with his mom, but he made his living as the owner and manager of an electrical supply business. Dad’s passion paid for the trumpets, violas, and drums that his mom bought for him and his two sisters to explore their musical talents. 
His mom taught piano, and his sister, Marilyn, who played piano, violin, and several other instruments, was a music teacher at a high school in Baltimore. Two years younger than him, Marilyn was married and ready to start a family of her own.
His older sister, Janice, was a pediatrician at the local hospital and spent her off-duty hours working at the free clinic. In what little free time she had left, she and her partner, Lucinda, sang and played guitar at a local cafe, covering the Beatles, the Kinks, and other bands of the British Invasion of the 1960’s. 
He and his sisters could sing and play music from many genres including classical, rock, and blues on a variety of instruments, but each had found their specialty. They lived for their passion just as Grandpa Harold and Grandma Mitzi had. 
Uncle Charles had a long career as a baseball player. Not a star, but a reliable and consistent performer at second base. At forty, he threw in the glove, so to speak, and began a new career coaching at the local college. He met Aunt Deborah at a charity event, and they hit it off immediately. Aunt Deborah, a former dancer with a regional dance troupe based in Baltimore, added a new expertise to the family of musicians until she died from an undiagnosed case of pneumonia fifteen years ago.   
Reggie felt lucky to have so many great role models in his life. It gave him courage and grit during the tough times. Music wasn’t the easiest career path, but he would guess that even the people who appeared to have burst onto the scene had worked long and had before they achieved “instant” fame and fortune. 
Playing the trumpet was his life. Most of it, anyway. He had to remind himself to put his trumpet back into its case and get out into the world. He wasn’t a recluse by any definition. It was just that when he started playing, another song would come to mind, and then another. Pretty soon, hours had slipped away as he styled songs on his trumpet. 
Two members of his band, Jimbo, who played guitar and Alex, their drummer, both had a notification set in their phones spaced ten minutes apart.
“Call Reggie. Gig tonight,” the electronic voice blurted as the words flashed across the screen. Laughing, Jimbo played it for him and the rest of the band one night. 
“What?” Reggie said in mock outrage. “You think I’m so irresponsible that I would miss a gig?” 
“No,” Alex said, shaking his head, “but once you start playing that trumpet, well, we have to be like “Earth to Reggie, come in please. We have a date to play for money.”” 
“I would never miss a gig,” Reggie said.
“No, but if you were late, it would be the same as missing a gig to the fans who came to hear us. The management would never hire us again,” Jimbo said.   
Tonight, the Jazz Guys, the only name they could agree on after an hour of brainstorming one evening over beers, would start a two-week engagement at The Avalon, a jazz club in Dover about an hour away. They would play Wednesday, Friday and Saturday nights and Sunday afternoon. 
It was a sweet deal, paid well, and the audience was inspiring and appreciative. The last time they played there, the manager was over the moon at the size of the crowd they had drawn. 
As he approached a side street, he pulled out his phone to check the name of the store again. He was the errand boy for the band, but he didn’t mind. He lived closest to Bassett’s Music Shop and enjoyed browsing the instruments and sheet music every time he stopped in.
Today, he was picking up a set of drumsticks, custom made and especially balanced for Alex’s style of drumming. Jimbo asked him to pick up a few extra strings and picks.
“Mr. Bassett knows the brand of picks that I like,” Jimbo said, adding. “Could you do me an extra special favor as long as you’re at Bassett’s? Could you stop in that yarn shop a couple doors down and pick up a bundle of yarn that Amy ordered?” He gave Reggie a tap on the shoulder. “She’s making mittens for her preschool class. I’d really appreciate it, man.” 
He didn’t mind. It was a chance to get out and stretch his legs and an opportunity to see what was new at the music shop. 
He’d been on the lookout for an instrument that he could play just for fun. On his last visit, he had toyed with the idea of buying a recorder or a kazoo. This week, after seeing several advertisements online, the steel tongue drums intrigued him. 
After making sure that the drum sticks and guitar accessories were secure in the small shopping bag with the Bassett Music Shop logo, Reggie thanked Mr. Bassett for his help and set out for the Lambs Ears. He’d pop in, pick up Amy’s order, and scoot back home, maybe stopping for a hot chocolate on the way.
When he opened the door to the Lambs Ears, he didn’t expect the small boutique to be so crowded or noisy. It had the buzz of a commuter train station at rush hour. One lady whizzed past him in a wheelchair, cutting him off as he moved slowly toward the counter.  
“Sorry,” she said, not sounding sorry at all as she disappeared behind a tall shelf of spice-colored yarns. 






  
  Chapter 3

Mildred almost mowed down the man who entered the shop. Zinnia was mortified by Mildred’s brazen abandon as she weaved between displays and took sharp corners at the end of a row of shelves. She was equally tickled by Mildred’s skills that rivaled Grand Prix drivers. 
She hoped that when she turned eighty like Mildred and the other Unraveling Skeins, she would think of her age as nothing more than a number. If she thought about her age at all. 
By the time Zinnia reached the counter where Mildred’s latest victim stood, the guy seemed to have shaken off the near miss. Since she brought the ladies here, she felt that it was her responsibility to make sure they would be welcomed back. 
If they couldn’t behave like reasonable adults, the next time they needed yarn, she’d pick it up herself. 
“I’m terribly sorry,” she said, marching up to him with an apologetic smile. “The ladies get a little wild when they get a taste of freedom.” 
“Is she a retired race car driver?” he asked, surprised to see genuine remorse in her eyes.  
“It’s her second career, but limited to wheelchairs, thank goodness.” She was thankful that he wasn’t injured and was able to shake off the mishap. 
“Are the ladies from Ingerton Place?” he asked, adding quickly, “I saw the van earlier a few blocks back.” 
The sparkle in her amber eyes and the lush mane of dark spirals that cascaded down her back captivated his attention, blocking out the laughter and chatter of the ladies that filled the small shop and the vaguely fuzzy scent of wool. 
“Guilty as charged,” she said. Her smile made him forget the near collision and why he had come into the shop at all. 
The old jazz classic, “The Nearness of You,” floated through his head. Her nearness made him want to draw her into his arms and kiss her. Perhaps that was better left to when he wore his Santa suit and beard. 
Would she leave the ladies for a few minutes to join him for a hot chocolate? He wanted to know everything about her.
“Sir? Can I help you?” The woman behind the counter repeated, her eyebrows raised and her mouth in a polite smile that failed to hide her impatience that he had ignored her several offers to help him.  
Her knitted sweater was shaped like a princess-style coat, fitted at her waist and flowing out like a gown that ended at her ankles. The spicy cocoa, russet, and Aztec gold swirled on the long sweater like a watercolor painting, highlighting the sampler of stitches that the sweater advertised. 
“Excuse me for a moment,” he said to the amber-eyed warden of the Ingerton gang.
She nodded and turned to take a head count to make sure all the ladies were accounted for. She wouldn’t be surprised if one or more went rogue. There was a bar two doors down and a donut shop across the street. 
Marge was a likely candidate to hit the donut shop. If Mildred sat outside as she had done before, the Kissing Bandit Santa might find her again and make her the envy of all the ladies that she had received a rare and unheard of second kiss.  
As Zinnia took a step away from the counter, she felt inexplicably drawn back to him, like a piece of metal being pulled to a magnet. She didn’t want him to think she was eavesdropping. She really wasn’t.  
If she had the courage, she’d invite him for coffee or tea at the Sugar Bowl where the wine velvet bordello decor would do the talking for her. The glimmer in his chocolate brown eyes told her that he felt something, too.     
A man in a yarn boutique was an unusual sight unless he was a dutiful husband dragged in by his wife searching for the perfect superfine yarn for socks or eyelet shawls. Not that there weren’t men who knitted, crocheted, or made hooked rugs, but they were in the minority. Sighting one in a yarn shop was as rare an occurrence as finding a flamingo on an ice flow.
“I’m here to pick up an order for Amy,” he said. From the corner of his eye, he saw the curly-haired beauty deflate like a balloon pricked with a pin. “She’s my bandmate’s girlfriend,” he added clumsily.
The lady
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