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      Who says that Christmas only comes once a year? Settle in for twelve tales that celebrate the true Holiday spirit.

      It’s a season of romance, of old endings and new beginnings. Of acknowledging old friends and finding new ones. A time to celebrate life, each other, and good food.

      Anytime of year is the right time to relax by the fire (or at the beach) and enjoy Twelve More Tales of Christmas (and a few other holidays).
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      In my previous Christmas collection, Twelve Tales of Christmas, I talked of my dicey relationship with Christmas due to a dysfunctional family. That is reflected in a few of the tales as well.

      This collection, I’m pleased to note, has left all of that behind. It is a celebration of the season. Particularly note that I say The Season. Other late-year holidays have found their way into my writing. New Years, Hanukah, and even Rosh Hashanah thread through these tales.

      Three of these stories are tales of Antarctica. They came out of my interest in the continent, which is leading to my February 2026 plans to sail there by tall ship. Three and a half others come out of my tentative exploration of my Jewish heritage, something my parents left by the wayside before I was six and I’ve been slow to rediscover.

      Overall? This collection is a celebration of love, family (both natural and found), and friendship. I hope that you enjoy it as much as I have.
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      The Where Dreams series were my first ever romances. Three college friends, still single, reunited in Seattle after a decade apart. Cassidy, Jo, and Perrin, three women strong and successful in every way except love. Their circle would eventually grow to include two more, a mother figure and a supermodel, as my planned trilogy became five novels. Each of these strong women, of course, finding the man they deserved. Over those five books, they paid homage to a city I fell in love with after moving there after college. A city I had only a few years before fell in love in myself.

      I loved these women and their stories too much to wholly abandon them simply because their happy-ever-afters were complete. From time to time, I added a short love story as a reason to revisit their world.

      But it would be years before I wrote a Christmas story.

      It is only in retrospect that I understood that Perrin was at the heart of the series. She married a single father and became mother—much to her shock—of a nine-year-old boy and a thirteen-year-old girl. I’d often thought to tell their stories someday but it wasn’t until I realized that their stories were connected, and had to happen over Christmas, that I found it.
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      “Hey, Gnome!” Tammy threw her arms around Jasper’s neck.

      “Hey, Loops,” he nudged her out of the stream of people coming off the escalator into baggage claim, then patted her on the back just the way you’d expect from a nineteen-year-old little brother, hard, with knuckles.

      She hung on just to make him crazy, but he knew her games too well; he didn’t even huff out a sigh. It made her so glad to see him that she could cry.

      “Missed you, Loops.” And it totally melted her that he said that. Of course, Jasper was like a people-genius, and would know that. Didn’t matter, it worked on her every time.

      “Hey, it’s only been a couple months.”

      “Seven, but I’m so not counting.”

      Seven months since she’d been home? How had that much time slipped by so fast? She tugged at his collar-long ponytail before letting him go. It might have grown a couple inches. What else had she missed?

      “You got any bags? Of course you do.” He began leading them over to the wrong carousel. He almost never left Seattle whereas she’d been on so many planes these last few years that the world seriously needed to stop spinning.

      She grabbed his ear and steered him the other way through the crowd. God, she’d missed being home so much. Even inside the airport it smelled different. JFK always smelled like it was about to sink into Queens, but SeaTac had that year-round evergreen thing happening because of all the conifers out here. And coming up Christmas, it was even more so.

      “Many bags,” she whispered in his ear because she always did. Even more now that she was finally coming home from design school in New York City—for good. “Presents!”

      “Clothes,” Jasp sighed.

      “Duh! Fashion designer. Where is everyone?”

      “They figured you’d have too much crap, so they sent me to fetch you on my own. Lucky me,” he groaned it out. Then, unzipping his jacket, he turned to face her and pulled it open. It was the tailored shirt she’d sent him for his birthday. At least it had been.

      “What did you do to it?” Tammy wanted to claw that grin off his face. She’d busted her ass designing that shirt. Used it to get extra credit in Advanced Tailoring Techniques, a 400-level class—before sending it to him. She’d gotten the A for the matching jacket that was going to be his Christmas present, so the shirt had kind of been spiking the ball in the end zone, but still!

      It was the same shirt, elegant lines with just a nod-and-wink at hipster, but it was now a wild tie-dye way out on the neon spectrum instead of a chill off-white. It was actually an impressive job of the technique, but dammit, it wasn’t her design anymore. And it sure didn’t match the jacket any longer.

      “I tie-dyed it.”

      “Not blind. Why?”

      “Well I have this friend who⁠—”

      “Female friend.”

      His grin acknowledged that. Women flocked to Jasper like…honey didn’t have it so good.

      “She’s a scene painter at the opera. Did a summer art camp thing for her niece’s school. I was helping her out, but didn’t have anything myself to dye.”

      “Except the shirt off your back.”

      “I think it came out great.”

      It had, but she wasn’t going to admit it. No question but Jasp saw both sides of her reaction, too. But his grin wasn’t going away.

      “Summer? When was this camp?”

      “July.”

      “You still seeing her?” She didn’t know why she asked.

      Roughly in unison they said, “The power of a great shirt.” One of Mom’s favorite sayings was Never underestimate the power of a great dress. Only fitting for one of the nation’s leading fashion designers.

      That was why he’d worn the summer-weight shirt to drive to the airport in December. Jasper’s way of saying thanks, because she sure hadn’t received more than a three-word text after his birthday: It fits. Nice.

      “Or the power of taking it off at her summer camp,” Tammy offered her best sneer.

      “Not a total dork; I had a t-shirt under it. It was black, so no-go for the dye job.” Making excuses wasn’t like him either. Whoever art-camp-girl was had really gotten under his skin.

      “You sure didn’t wear such a nice shirt to a summer camp to impress the kids.” It was weird for her to pull back mentally enough to really see Jasper as anything but her little brother. But she managed it this time. He’d been active at the opera since he was eleven working lights and sets. Their dad was the Stage Manager, so it had come about naturally for him. Jasp had gone full-time this year.

      The demanding physical stage work had molded his body. She always had his current measurements in her design book, but it hadn’t really sunk in how much he’d changed over the years.

      Tammy herself had taken after her birth mother and stopped growing at five-seven. Jasper had topped Dad’s six feet by an inch. The year after Perrin had become their  new mom, who was almost Dad-tall herself, Jasp had hit his first big growth spurt. Tammy had gone from being the mid-height of three to the runt of the litter.

      Only Maxine, their Cairn terrier, was shorter than she was, which wasn’t really winning much in the height competition. Her little sister took after Perrin and Dad; she was already the tallest girl in third grade, and would be blowing past Tammy all too soon.

      Jasper had always been good looking, but when had he gone all handsome? The sweet-boy face all grown up and in need of a shave?

      “She have a name?”

      “Yeah. Amelia.”

      “She have a last one?”

      “Clayton.” But a strange look slipped across Jasper’s face. She knew that face. After their birth mother’s death-by-drunk-driver, and the four years until Perrin came along to become Mom, she’d raised Jasper pretty much on her own. That’s what three-year-older sisters did even if she’d only been nine at the time. Dad had tried to help, but he hadn’t been much better off than Jasper, until he’d met Perrin.

      But on Jasper?

      She definitely knew that face.

      “You looking to change her last name?” It kind of slipped out before she knew it. She tried to twist it into a joke—did a pretty good job of it, she thought.

      But his trademark one-shouldered shrug said he was thinking about it.

      For half a second, she considered getting all serious about it and cornering him. He was pretty good at resisting for a while, but it still would be seriously fun to do because she always won that game. Then she thought about what Mom would do, and simply let out a whoop! loud enough to echo off the baggage claim ceiling.

      People crowded close around the carousel jumped or cursed in surprise.

      She threw her arms around him and hugged him hard.

      “What?” Jasper struggled to peel her off until they were practically wrestling upright.

      “I get to design a wedding dress!” She crowed it almost as loud as her initial shout.

      That finally stopped him. His eyes went wide and a little desperate as the people around them began applauding, thinking Jasper had just proposed to her. She ignored them.

      “Look, Tamara, even I…me…” he sputtered for a bit, “myself don’t know anything yet. Okay? You gotta be chill about this.”

      “I swear,” she did the seal and lock-her-lips thing, and a little cross on her forehead like they were burying the dead. It was an unbreakable vow between them. “Though I bet Mom already knows.”

      “No way.”

      “We’re talking about Perrin Cullen here, Ms. Super Matchmaker. Remember she set up all three of her friends. Mom knows. She better not have started on Amelia’s dress already. She’s mine!” If she had, Tammy would take it hostage so that she could do it herself.

      Too bad a bride didn’t need two wedding dresses.

      “How would you feel about wearing a dress at your own wedding?”

      His eyes went from merely wild to panic. He grabbed her arm hard enough to hurt.

      “What?”

      “Wed-ding?” His voice cracked really impressively for a handsome nineteen-year-old. That had to hurt.

      It was almost as cute as when his knees went out from under him, and he sat down hard on the baggage claim floor.

      Because of his grip on her arm, she collapsed on top of him in a heap.

      There was a lot of laughter, and calls to “get a room” among the crowd as she kissed him soundly—on the forehead.
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      She checked out his photos on the drive home by the sisterly expedient of stealing his phone. Tammy didn’t even need to grab his hand for a fingerprint unlock. She took a guess, and keyed in her own birthday. When his phone actually did unlock, she had to look out the window and watch the heavy Seattle traffic go by for a few minutes until her eyes cleared.

      They were moving even slower than usual through the slush of a rare December snowfall. The snow was thick enough that the big orange shipping cranes of Harbor Island were barely visible, yet warm enough that almost none of it stuck. Typical.

      Snow in the second week of December probably meant a green Christmas, because that’s just the way Seattle was. The sky was darkening with sunset somewhere behind the low, heavy clouds. The city lights were becoming visible, but they wouldn’t sparkle for most of another hour. Color du jour? Gray. Also typical.

      His screensaver kicked in; it was the wedoption. Perrin and Dad’s wedding with the two of them as Best Man and Maid of Honor—the day Perrin had also legally become their Mom. It took a while longer before her eyes cleared after that one.

      She unlocked her own phone and held them both up for Jasp to see.

      “Yeah,” was all he said when he saw the same photo on both. It was the moment that had changed both of their lives. Not that their lives had sucked at all, but they’d become way better that day.

      Tammy pulled up his photo album.

      “Hey, wait. How’d you get into my phone?”

      “Duh!” was all she offered him as she began poking around. She didn’t need to dig very deep; Amelia was suddenly everywhere. The two of them grinning like idiots in a montage of selfie backgrounds. She knew a lot of them: the waterfall up on Snoqualmie Ridge, backstage at the opera, at the Seattle Center’s main fountain with crowds and musicians behind them (had to be the Bumbershoot Festival).

      It was like a checklist of Jasp’s favorite places. There was even one up in their family’s favorite picnic spot. When Dad was too busy to get away during an opera production, they’d all show up with a picnic and climb up into a small loft built into the opera house ceiling. It was a strange anomaly, a work platform with a waist-high safety wall and a great view of the stage, six stories in the air. Sit down and it was utterly private. Picnics there was a tradition Mom had started back during their courtship.

      Jasper had taken Amelia there, with a family-style picnic for two in the background. That was major.

      The next one was even more major.

      “You coughed up the cash to take her to Angelo’s?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      Tammy wondered if the seatbelt would stretch forward enough to let her pound her head against the dashboard. Everything began at Angelo’s Tuscan Hearth Ristorante. It had just gotten its second Michelin star, along with two of his other restaurants. Angelo had married one of Mom’s best friends. Every courtship in the extended circle, including Dad’s with Mom, had gone through there. She and Jasp had even been part of that.

      This was beyond serious.

      The sound changed as they rolled into the new highway tunnel under Seattle’s waterfront. Tammy had to pop her ears and blink against the sudden brightness of the lights. Even the tunnel walls fit the day’s color palette: concrete gray. Homecomings were supposed to be bright and sparkly.

      And without such big surprises!

      She stared back down at the photos, trying to figure out how she felt about all this. Jasper falling in love? He was three years younger than she was, so how was that even possible?

      But in every photo, no matter how she searched, they looked crazy-close and stupid-happy. Either Jasp was super selective about the selfies he took with Amelia or they really were that gone on each other.

      “She’s beautiful.” Darkly exotic, her face had such great lines. Hair almost as thick as Tammy’s own chestnut mane, which flowed past Amelia’s shoulders in midnight black and brilliant purple from the middle down.

      “Yeah, she is. Some Senegalese, some Apache, a bit of French too, she thinks.”

      “ ‘Yeah, she is,’ says the mush-boy. That’s it, done with ‘Gnome’.”

      “Great! Unless I’m going back to being Troll.”

      “Nope. That was your kid’s name. ‘Gnome’ was for the teen years.’ From now on, you’re ‘Mush-boy’.” She never let him forget how staunchly he’d hated mushiness as a kid. He was just a male. She could easily forgive him but that didn’t mean she had to let him off the hook.

      “You know, she’s got an older brother who⁠—”

      “No way! Tell me you are not turning into Mom.”

      That got his mouth shut.

      “Besides, I’ve been back for like thirty seconds. Just give me a break.”

      Again, that one-shoulder shrug. Did it mean maybe he would? Or something more dire and she’d have to sit on him?

      When he didn’t say anything else, she let her attention drift to Amelia’s skin tone. It would support almost anything, jewel tones, pastels, strong patterns… It wouldn’t wash out like her own Italian coloring sometimes did. Those high cheekbones and that slender figure would let her get away with fashion murder.

      Tammy wanted to hate her for it.

      She herself was the only one in the family who had her birth mother’s olive skin tone. Jasp had taken after Dad. Perrin, who she’d long since thought of as Mom without the slightest pinch, was a gold-blonde with the light skin to match (and a wicked lean figure) that she’d passed on to Cornelia. With the full figure, that Tammy had inherited along with her skin tone, she looked like the lone adoptee of the family.

      Knowing nothing about Amelia except that she’d fallen for Jasper, Tammy stared out at the blank of the tunnel wall and tried to imagine what kind of dress she would want. Classic, racy, avant-garde? Please not the last. Tammy could do the runway over-the-top of avant-garde but preferred “modern” herself. Her first teen clothing line had been all modern before she’d left it behind to go to design school in New York. Auntie Kari had taken the line over. She would try to give it back, but no way. Kari had finally found her design niche, and Tammy so wasn’t taking that away.

      Besides, she wanted…something else. She wasn’t sure what yet. But it was so close that she could almost taste it. Like…

      She was snapped out of her reverie by their abrupt emergence from the tunnel. It seemed that during their brief passage underground, the day had finally found a new palette: dark—with sparkly accents. White and yellow building lights now twinkled brightly. Distant traffic lights added red, yellow, and green accents. Christmas decorations shone beyond either side of the highway like a cheery patchwork of rainbow dots.

      Then Jasper took the first right turn immediately after the tunnel.

      “Wait, where are we going?” He threaded his way back into town. “I’ve been awake for like three days straight: finals, graduation, packing, flights. I want to go home. See Mom and Dad. Sleep.”

      “Sorry, Loops. I’m under orders.” And he pulled up to the curb and stopped at the head of Western Ave before it descended past Pike Place Market.

      “No way.” Tammy looked out the window, and couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      “Seriously way, Loops. You’re on your own from here.”

      The nerves shot through her. She knew who was there. It was… “This can’t be real.” Maybe she was so tired that she was hallucinating. But the engine was idling, the car heat was warm across her knees, and this was utterly impossible.

      “Get out of my car already. I’ll drop your junk at the house. Though I’ll be charging you beaucoup for unloading it all.”

      “I lived in New York for four-and-a-half years. I got stuff.” Multiple internships had added the six months, despite her taking extra courses every quarter.

      “Your stuff is my junk. Now go, before I put your junk in my Dumpster. I gotta meet Dad back at the opera. We’ve got a production of Nutcracker to get on the stage. Go!”

      Numb, she gave him back his phone. Only as he was pulling away did she realize she was freezing. The slushy December night had fallen over Seattle and, while way warmer than New York, her t-shirt wasn’t going to cut it. She managed to slap his trunk before he got away. He jerked to halt. Yanking open the passenger door, she grabbed her jacket, then slammed it again. Not fast enough, she still heard his taunt, “Bye, Loops.”

      She’d gotten the nickname the first morning that everyone was home after the wedoption. Tammy had been so ecstatic to have a whole family around the breakfast table for the first time in four years, that she’d poured Fruit Loops into her milk glass instead of the other way around.

      Jasp had tagged her and it stuck; at least from him.

      She stood perched high atop the north end of the Seattle waterfront. The towering office buildings to the left rose like flame-lit candles. The cozy alleys of Pike Place Market wended their way in between. She could just see the end of Post Alley where Angelo’s was tucked away from the main tourist traffic flow.

      More sparklies came from the waterfront Ferris wheel and the massive green-and-white ferries that scuttled over the pitch black waters of Elliott Bay, rushing commuters back to Bainbridge and Bremerton.

      And directly in front of her?

      Cutters Crabhouse.

      It might be a Seattle Landmark, but it was also where all of la Famiglia legends began. All of them. Well, here and Angelo’s Restaurant. But this was where all of the women’s legends began.

      Tammy had never quite figured out anything else to call them, using her birth mother’s Italian, with an improper but totally capital F, Famiglia. So much more than just her nuclear family. “Extended family” didn’t begin to describe it.

      La Famiglia had started with Mom and her two best friends from college: Cassidy and Jo.

      Mom’s business partner—the still impossibly gorgeous model Melanie—was so super-close to them that they might all four have been sisters. And Mama Maria had raised Jo and Cassidy’s husbands from diapers while she’d been a personal cook for a shipping magnate. Mama Maria totally pampered all four of the younger women.

      For years Tammy had known about the Fabulous Five’s “Nights at Cutters.”

      It was like the female mob: the Godmothers. They’d even done that literally. Every child born into the circle had four actual real-life godmothers to depend upon. The fact that she’d been thirteen and Japer ten when Dad and Perrin had married hadn’t mattered. They each suddenly had a whole flock of Godmothers who always had their backs.

      The five husbands, including Dad, had turned these nights into their own thing. They’d gather at different houses, drink, argue, play cards, go sailing, all sorts of guy stuff. When it was at their house, she and Jasper used to sit on the stairs and listen in. It was amazing how much these macho guys talked about their wives and kids.

      That had been her childhood.

      The last time she’d been home, she’d still been too young to go into a bar.

      But now?

      She was twenty-one and the Fabulous Five were waiting inside.

      For her.
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      Only when she stepped inside did she remember how she was dressed.

      The bar at Cutters was perched high on the hill, overlooking a long sweep of the Seattle waterfront and Elliott Bay right across to the Olympic Mountains towering into the sky—or they would be if it weren’t for the dark layer of clouds. Not that anything outside the windows really mattered. Cutters was the place to see and be seen.

      And she was in the clothes that she’d put on yesterday after graduation. There’d been parties and dancing right through the night until she’d had to rush back to get her stuff and catch the plane. Plus a long rumpling flight.

      She was wearing a dark red t-shirt with the TJPWC logo. Her youth line had been named for Tammy, Jasper, Perrin, and her dad Bill (except with a W for William so that his and Perrin’s initials didn’t turn into Peanut Butter). The C got tacked on when Cornelia joined the house—still not yet old enough to be told that she’d been named for being conceived on Mom and Dad’s honeymoon in Corniglia, Italy. They’d honeymooned there because Cassidy had insisted it was such a wonderful village. The whole family had gone back twice since which had been only a little weird, knowing about Cornelia, but also crazy romantic.

      It was one of the five towns of Cinque Terre, the five earths. That was her family, the Five Earths, plus Maxine the Cairn terrier.

      But the Fabulous Five were completely something else.

      Tammy brushed at her t-shirt. She’d custom-cut this one to her own figure. On the back was a sunshine-yellow smiley face and the words powerful and confident. The shirt always made her feel that way, and had been pretty successful. She’d even spotted it three separate times in New York and once during her year abroad in Paris and Milan. But it was still just a t-shirt and the words weren’t delivering a whole lot of power or confidence at the moment.

      At least these were her favorite jeans, large swirls of white and blue denim that curved down from her butt and wound around her legs. She always thought of it like the fingerprints of a giant who was holding her aloft.

      And her muck boots. The streets of New York had been slushed out even worse than Seattle, and the boots wouldn’t fit in any of her suitcases. The only place to carry them had been on her feet. Her hair wasn’t brushed and somewhere along the way, probably wrestling with Jasper, she’d lost her last rubber hair band. No ponytail. No quick French braid. She was a mess.

      Maybe—

      Mom plowed into her from the side. “Tamara!” she squealed loudly enough to make Tammy’s ears ring. And probably everyone else’s in the room.

      Suddenly none of that mattered. Tammy hugged Perrin as hard as she could.

      She was here. This was home.
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      “I still don’t understand what you’ve been doing with your time. You didn’t bring home a single boy.”

      “Mo-om,” Perrin was backlit by the city beyond the window, and looked utterly amazing. The round of news, and drinks, had gone by quickly. It felt as if her sleepy brain had finally deplaned as well and she was all the way here.

      All five women were dressed scads better than even everyday but, as always, Mom shone. It was a new design Tammy hadn’t seen before but couldn’t stop looking at. Her dress was a floor-length swirl of the entire rainbow that should look utterly ridiculous but instead wrapped around Perrin’s slender frame in a way that made her look both elegant and sexy as hell.

      “You know, if Dad hasn’t already seen you in that dress, he’s just gonna die.”

      “He almost did.” And Mom’s grin said exactly what had followed. Tammy definitely didn’t want to be thinking about that. Parents. Having sex. Total weirdness.

      “I didn’t bring home a married boy either. Nor any girls, straight or not. Except this girl.” Tammy tried to point at herself, but it felt as if she’d missed. She tried pointing at herself again with equally little success. She should never have drunk a whole Cosmo. A Cosmopolitan was Mom’s preferred drink, a near-lethal blend of vodka, Triple Sec, cranberry juice, and lime that tasted like a sweet delight. Tammy’s normal limit was about half of a hard cider, preferably pear.

      Mom giggled. It was the greatest giggle on the planet, and she’d done it since they’d first met.

      “Were there many délicieux boys for our Tamara?” Melanie rested her elbow on the table and her chin on her palm. Always conscious of her public image as a supermodel—and now almost a decade as the signature model and CEO of Perrin’s Glorious Garb—it was the most unwound Tammy had ever seen her. Her straight fall of perfect blonde hair only reminded Tammy of the ruffled mess of her own chestnut snarl.

      “None were as delicious as your accent makes them sound.” She shrugged. “There were some good ones, but no keepers.”

      “She is only twenty-one,” Jo hadn’t even slouched as much as Melanie. She never slouched; always the serene, native-Alaskan, gorgeously curved lawyer. Also always the voice of reason in La Famiglia. That she was one of the most powerful women in Seattle was beyond cool.

      “I’m going to snitch that blouse, Jo. I bet that satin-green would look really good on me.”

      “No,” Mom polished off her Cosmo, signaled for another round. Then she waved a hand at the plates of appetizers and told the waiter, “More,” without any other specifics before turning back to her.

      The waiter must be used to them because she just smiled and went.

      “Jo’s wouldn’t fit right. You should steal Cassidy’s clothes; you’re the same shape.”

      “No way.” Tammy could only gawk. Cassidy had always been her own ideal of a woman’s figure. Not lean like Mom or Melanie who were like pre-designed for high-fashion attire. Cassidy Knowles was “everywoman” embodied.

      “Thanks a lot, Perrin,” Cassidy groaned. “Now I’m going to have to put locks on my closets. Did you have to be so beautiful, Tammy? I find it kind of depressing.”

      “Me?” Her voice almost cracked as badly as Jasper’s had.

      Mama Maria, who’d been watching her quietly just smiled and nodded.

      Tammy could doubt all the others, but there was no questioning Mama Maria. Though they weren’t related, they shared an Italian heritage—Tammy was often mistaken for her biological daughter. Though Mama Maria was technically old enough to be her grandmother, she’d aged too wonderfully for anyone to ever suggest that; not even when Tammy had been a teen.

      Tammy knew she was pretty-ish. But for Cassidy to say that was…weird.

      She definitely needed a topic change. “Where are all the men tonight? Jasp said Dad was at the opera.”

      Cassidy pointed out the window. It was fully dark now and she could see that just beyond the piers of Seattle’s waterfront spread out below, ranged a whole array of multi-colored lights. They’d shown up without her noticing.

      “The Christmas Boat Parade!” Dozens, tonight maybe even a hundred boats of every shape and size, scooted along the shore, each festooned with Christmas lights. Long familiarity let her pick out Russell’s boat—her drink-blurred vision now offering her hyper focus instead. His fifty-foot sloop was a real standout for decoration, each year he and Dad had added something new. It was beautiful—artful rather than garish. She waved though they would never see it. So did the members of the Fabulous Five.

      Of them all, only Cassidy was a real sailor—being married to Russell, she didn’t have much of a choice. Jo had adapted as Angelo was his first mate whenever he could escape his expanding empire.

      For a bit, they caught her up on the news of Angelo’s restaurants, Russell’s growing success in nature photography, Josh’s latest mystery novel, and Hogan’s community work.

      The arrival of more appetizers cut off that thread. She was slowly getting the hang of how topics flowed and shifted with the Fabulous Five. Especially as the alcoholic haze rose to wrap her in its warm cocoon. She had to sleep really soon if she was actually waxing poetic. Very bad sign.

      But first there were pan-seared crab cakes, bison sliders, and ahi tuna tacos to be eaten. Another waiter added a fresh loaf of Cutters rosemary focaccia.

      “I’ll bloat,” her empty Cosmo was replaced with a full one, “if I don’t drown first.”

      “House rules. As long as we’re all together, there are no calories here.”

      Tammy could only look at the lush spread and laugh.

      “And,” Mom raised her glass in a toast, “no secrets.”

      Cassidy practically snorted her white wine. Mama Maria laughed. Jo simply sighed as she thumped Cassidy on the back until she recovered. Melanie offered an elegant shrug of complicity—she and Mom really should have been twin sisters, they certainly acted like it, and came pretty close to looking like it.

      Mom leaned close. “The real rule is that we never get drunk unless we’re all together. But I like this one, too.”

      Tammy considered.

      “Ooo!” Mom announced to the whole table. “Tammy has a secret. Tell us! Tell us! Tell us!”

      Even Jo eventually took up the chant until the whole room was staring at them.

      “Shush! I can’t! I promised.” She made the key-locked lips and dead-man-cross-on-her-forehead sign.

      Mom laughed. “That’s your and Jasper’s sign. You mean Amelia.”

      Tammy grabbed her own head on either side of her face to stop it as soon as she realized she was nodding in agreement. She only noticed because it was making them all a little blurry, and there might be two of Melanie.

      “I purposely didn’t start her wedding dress. I knew you’d want to do that.”

      The reactions around the table weren’t surprise, but rather about the rightness of Tammy designing the dress.

      “But he doesn’t even know if he wants to marry her.”

      Mom just flapped a hand at her. “He’ll get there. Wait until you see them together.”

      “I saw pictures…”

      “Then you know,” Mom’s glass was still up for a toast. “To the lovely couple.”

      Everyone joined in, clinking glasses all around, then drinking.

      “And,” Mama Maria’s soft voice stopped them before their glasses were back down. “To the Smashing Six.”

      They all turned and toasted—her?

      She wasn’t just a visitor here tonight? Not just a homecoming? Even buffered by alcohol, the reality of it almost slammed her out of her chair.

      Tammy was now part of la Famiglia. The first of the next generation, here among the Godmothers. She managed to get out of her chair without falling to the floor and circled the table hugging each of them in turn.

      She didn’t realize she was crying until Mom brushed aside her tears when Tammy slid back into her own seat.

      “That’s the last rule, we don’t get to cry unless we’re all crying.” Sure enough, there wasn’t a dry eye around the table.
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      Tammy was going to sleep the clock round until dinner.

      At least that was her plan.

      It was sabotaged by her body still being on East Coast time—and Jasper dropping Maxine on her face.

      She and Jasper had picked out the little Cairn terrier shortly after it was born. It had been during the first time they’d had an outing as a family, before they were a family. They’d gone to the Seattle Dog Show, and it was totally fated to be. Perrin had brought it home after it was weaned, the evening before the wedoption transformed her into Mom, so that they’d all become a family at once.

      When the terrier had settled from ecstasy to snuggle in her arms, she looked at Jasper over the oh-so-comfortable quilt she and Mom had made forever ago—a field of the pinks and golds of a Seattle sunrise, when the city’s color palette wasn’t being gray. He was sitting at the foot of her bed holding her foot. Whenever either of them was having a tough time, that’s what the other did. Close, but not icky close.

      Since her only problem was whether or not she’d feel a hangover if she sat up, she assumed this was about him.

      “Spill it, Mush-boy.”

      He grimaced, “Got any lunch plans?”

      “Lunch? I’d rather be sleeping.” She snugged Maxine closer. “Don’t bother us. We’re napping.” She closed her eyes like the dog’s.

      When Jasper didn’t go away, she reopened one eye. He was just sitting there like a lump. Like he was asking something important. There was nothing important about lunch—considering how often she forgot to eat it. Another trait she shared with Mom. When a design had either of them by the throat, food, sleep, all of it went out the window.

      But Jasper was…

      “Oh. Sorry, sleep deprived. Got it. How soon?”

      His glance didn’t go toward the clock. Instead it went toward the stairs.

      “You shit! Amelia’s here? I’m a mess.”

      “It’s just lunch. She’s making sandwiches.”

      “When did you become an idiot about women, Jasp?” Tammy rolled her eyes. “Never mind. The moment you met Amelia is the answer. Let me guess, Mom and Dad are at work and Cornelia’s at school so you could corner me. Go! Get out of here!” She kicked him through the sheets and quilt. “I’ll be down in a sec, if only to rescue her from you.”

      “What? No. That’s not what I want you to do. I want⁠—”

      “You idiot! Don’t you think that she knows she’s here for the sisterly stamp of approval? She’s gonna be nervous as hell. Do not let her handle any sharp objects. Like, I dunno, cheese. Go!”

      He went.

      Tammy looked down at Maxine. “Sorry, pal. We’re gonna have to get back to this later. No. No! No! Not the sad-puppy eyes. That’s unfair. Besides, it’s Mush-boy’s fault, not mine.”

      She hurried for the shower because she’d certainly been too drunk to take one last night. Her hair would have to wait for another time.

      As she dressed and bolted for the stairs, the sad-puppy eyes still followed her from the cozy middle of his sunrise-colored quilt nest.
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      “If you want to kill him, I’m glad to hel…” Tammy stumbled to a halt halfway into the big kitchen.

      Amelia had dressed very carefully for the occasion. Upscale casual. Her makeup was so perfect that it was invisible—Tammy’s was still packed somewhere. Her nails had been freshly painted to match her hair: not a single chip in the purple gloss. Tammy’s were ragged and bare. Like her feet.

      But that wasn’t what stopped her—it was the man beside her. Unlike herself and Jasp, there was no doubting these two were brother and sister. The same lustrous coloring, the same face. He was Amelia’s beauty and softness transformed. Not into big and macho, but⁠—

      And she was staring.

      “I hope you don’t mind, I brought Andre along for moral support.”

      “From me?” Tammy looked down at herself and couldn’t imagine. “But why?”

      “Because,” Amelia waved a hand at her own clothes and Tammy finally focused on them.

      “Those are mine.” She must be really out of it to not have noticed. “Well, mine and Auntie Kari’s line. And…they look really good on you.”

      “I know. And that’s the dress that got me interested in painting.” Amelia was pointing at Tammy’s chest.

      She looked down at her clothes again. For lack of finding anything handy, and clean, she’d plundered the closet and come up with a more recent version of the first dress she’d ever designed. It was purple, and had been hand-painted in broad strokes with words like strength, passion, and joy. All closet rumpled, but at least it was clean. “No shit?”

      “No shit. I was twelve when Mom bought me this supercool top for a school dance. It was one of yours, aquamarine with the long dark-honey lines.”

      “I always liked how that came out, and, yeah, I bet it looked utterly brilliant on you.”

      Andre nodded. Apparently it had.

      “Then I looked you up online,” Amelia continued in a rush, “and I saw that dress. I just had to have it. Mom made me paint the bedroom to pay for it—it really needed it. I kinda got inspired and painted one wall as a stormy sailing mural. Not a Winslow Homer, actually a mess, but I had real fun doing it.”

      Andre Clayton spoke for the first time. “Think she redid that wall about fifty-seven times.” His voice was deep and warm, and she could hear that he’d probably helped her with every one. Maybe just cleaning brushes and mixing paints, but there was pride in his little sister there, loud and clear.

      “That does it, Mush-boy,” Tammy turned to Jasper who’d been hanging out on the other side of the island doing one of his fade tricks that let him be inconspicuous to everyone—except her.

      Amelia was laughing out “Mush-boy?” in the background.

      “Does what?” Jasper watched her with caution.

      “You fuck this up, I’m gonna kill you.”

      He sighed. “That’s what Mom told me this morning. Same words even.”

      “She already knew.”

      “Knew what?” Amelia looked a little wild-eyed.

      “That—”

      “No!” Jasper shouted but was on the wrong side of the island to move fast enough to stop her.

      “—my mush of a baby brother loves you.”

      She did the old circle game, staying on the side of the granite island directly opposite Jasper as he scrambled after her. Bare feet on the wooden floor gave her good traction.

      “Kinda obvious it’s⁠—”

      She had to dodge around Andre who grinned as he sidestepped to clear the path, then eased back into Jasper’s way. She could get to like him.

      “—mutual. I love him too, so it’s hard to blame you.”

      Jasper made a lunge directly across the island—he’d gotten a lot taller over the years and had serious reach—but, by flattening herself against the cupboards on the far side of the kitchen, she scooted clear.

      “I can’t even tease you that you could do better elsewhere.”

      And she was back where she started, facing Amelia.

      Amelia didn’t look shocked. Instead she looked ready to cry. “Can I hug you?”

      “Hey, what are future sisters-in-law for?”

      “Oh, my, God,” Jasper’s whisper was barely audible as they leaned into each other.

      Amelia’s hug was everything one could hope for from a new sister-in-law-to-be. But Amelia’s brother standing silently behind her and watching them? Him she was less sure about.
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      Tammy caught the Number 28 bus into town, and enjoyed walking the last couple of blocks to Perrin’s Glorious Garb. Mom’s store had once stood on a dilapidated block of Belltown. Just north of the business core, most of the area had gone to condos and such.

      It was in much better shape now, but Mom’s block still had older shops, with unique stuff that couldn’t be found in a hundred other places. The old Mexican restaurant where they ate lunch sometimes was still there around the corner. A bike shop, a jeweler, and a florist had the nearby storefronts. A used bookstore had opened that she’d definitely have to check out. They had a big section of vinyl and CDs as well. She’d dodged the vinyl craze but even a peek through the windows said that several of her New York friends would just die if they came to visit.

      She hadn’t seen Dad yet, but his text just said “Dinner” which meant he was super busy. Then he sent a line of heart emojis. Dad using emojis still cracked her up every time; usually he got it goofy-wrong. This time he got it exactly right. She sent back a goofy face anyway, then followed it up with even more hearts herself.

      The boutique storefront was busy, so she only got to wave at Raquel who wore her ever-so-pleasant you’re-going-to-walk-out-of-here-so-much-poorer smile. Brilliant red hair floating behind her, she also wore a power dress that Mom must have designed specifically for the store manager’s second baby bump. It looked perfect.

      The store’s motif had been refreshed a couple times, but hadn’t been really changed since she’d first walked in here nine years ago.

      A 1950s diner of red leather and chrome. The Big Bopper was pitching Chantilly Lace softly on the sound system. The booths lacked tables, allowing full view of the seated and awesomely attired mannequins.

      Mom’s style had evolved. It stood out for Tammy after not having been home to see any new designs for awhile.

      There was still the sexy vibe Mom couldn’t help but load up on, but it wasn’t so slap-you-in-the-face as when Tammy had been young. She’d found a subtleness that was actually a clearer statement of female complexity. Also, menswear had gone from one or two offerings to a quarter of the displays. And there was a spread of gender-neutral attire. Not that it removed anything, rather, it broke the past presumptions. Whoever wore it, no matter their orientation or preference, would look incredibly sharp. A trio of mannequins—male, female, and androgynous—all wore the same outfit, and each looked totally different.

      That was Mom’s eye. Her clothes made people beautiful, sexy, and capable.

      Tammy’s own teen styles had been more about confidence and playfulness.

      She’d have to study what Mom had done here…later.

      The only real change to the room over the years had been the door opening knocked through into the next building. Perrin’s Glorious Garb and TJPWC had bought out the old hardware store together. This side was Mom’s, on the other had been her and Kari’s.

      Through the glass of the swinging door, she could see Taylor Swift rocking it on one of the big TVs. Perrin’s clothes were classy and commanded the prices to match. Tammy had targeted the middle ground. Not cheap like she was a box store or anything, but not out of reach either. It was for the teens willing to push their clothing budget a bit, without having to break it.

      And Kari had taken it further, crossing over from teen into New Adult without breaking the design aesthetic, as Amelia’s outfit had proven.

      No longer hers in anything except corporate structure, she didn’t cross through to her old store. Instead she pushed through into the back room and caught Mom, Melanie, and Kari conferring at the table.

      Mom and Melanie gave her hugs as if she’d been lost for years, rather than just out drinking together last night. Auntie Kari just clamped her arms around Tammy, and kept whispering, “Little Girl. Little Girl.” as her tears dampened Tammy’s hair. They looked the most alike of any of the extended family and friends. She and Auntie Kari had started close, and grown closer over the kajillions of hours spent bringing Tammy’s clothing line to life.

      They were both wiping their eyes by the time she shooed the three women back to their meeting.

      For all of its success, online store, and warehouses, the fashion designs that had found such popularity all still came from these few women grouped around this table.

      Tammy had interned at Wang, Givenchy, and Prada. Those were massive operations where the lead designer critiqued and built from what their staff created in hopes of striking some spark. Siriano stayed down in the trenches as did a few others.

      Mom’s vision, with edits by Melanie and Kari, was the heart and soul of every design from Perrin’s Glorious Garb.

      The big cutting table was covered by an expansive green rubber cutting mat marked in one-inch yellow squares. Cubbyholes of folded fabric now lined three walls instead of two. The hole that had been knocked into the back of the neighboring store to make a sewing room, had now taken over the entire shop except for TJPWC’s storefront. All of the machines except Perrin’s own pair, which took the short fourth wall, had moved next door as well.

      But it was still the same room.

      This was her home, even more than the house.

      She’d created and run her teen line from this room.

      Perrin’s looks had walked from this room onto the pages of Fashion Week and the Paris, Tokyo, and Milan runways as high-end ready-to-wear. She rarely advertised; no need when even People did articles analyzing her latest shows. Of course, that Melanie had snagged a record-breaking sixth Sports Illustrated cover in one of Mom’s swimsuits hadn’t hurt business either.

      Leaving them to their conferring—it looked all businessy, and while she’d mostly dodged the hangover, she just wasn’t up for budgets and marketing plans—she began to browse the fabrics. Hers weren’t here, they were next door. But there was something about these…

      She fingered the stretchiness of a plum Jersey. Brushed a corner of daffodil satin across her cheek. Not her color, but it would snap on Amelia. However, it wouldn’t have that perfect texture that would make Amelia feel like a bride. The tangerine crinoline made her smile, and the crackled brown leather reminded her of her attempts to update a classic bomber jacket. So hard to alter such an iconic image without just being derivative.

      Tammy considered the mauve velveteen just to incite a reaction from Andre. Or perhaps a chartreuse neoprene for his sister’s wedding dress would make him truly crazy.

      He’d been impossible to read during lunch. They’d eaten at stools around the island, cozy, not bothering with the big dining table. Andre had only spoken when she’d directly prodded him, and his equanimity was even deeper than Jo’s.

      Not her kind of guy.

      She plunged into conversations like they were an Olympic sport. When she’d tried to tease him, he’d pushed right back—done it well too, good sharp ripostes that challenged her. But each time she’d tried to escalate, he’d just smiled and wagged a finger, pointing at her and Amelia. It was their time to get to know each other; he was staying out of it. Not once during the whole lunch had he introduced a topic.

      Amelia, on the other hand, was like the sister she’d never really had. Tammy loved Cornelia, but she’d only been four when Tammy had left for college. With Amelia, they were soon talking as if they’d been together their whole lives, but just hadn’t met until now.

      Jasper had still cardio-breathing-on-the-verge-of-hyperventilation for most of the lunch, trying to catch up with Tammy proposing for him. She’d have to remind him to do it properly; a girl deserved her moment.

      Tammy fingered a frost-blue leather. Amelia would look really good in a bomber jacket made of that. Maybe as a Christmas present. She snipped a sample and moved along to an umber…no…a graphite leather for the trim and snipped another sample. Switch the two: graphite body, frost-blue accent. Yes.

      “It wants a pop of color,” Mom rested her hand on a magenta. Melanie and Kari had drifted off somewhere. Neither would think to interrupt a design-mode moment. She’d have to catch up with Kari some more before she left.

      “No, the dark cherry.”

      Mom hesitated for just a moment, then tugged out a corner of the dark cherry for her.

      Another snip. Tammy plucked a bolt of cotton similar to Amelia’s skin color, and she laid the three bits of leather on it. She debated, then snipped samples in spruce and cedar. Amelia’s eyes had just a hint of green in their brown depths—definitely the spruce. She dropped the bit of cedar in the scraps bag under the bench.

      She set the spruce above the other three swatches.

      “That doesn’t quite work, does it?”

      Perrin looked at her for a long moment.

      “What?”

      She slipped the scissors from Tammy’s hand and took a corner off an obsidian leather, replacing the eye-color swatch.

      “Wow! That pops. Weird, because this one is definitely Amelia’s eye color,” Tammy flapped the bit of spruce.

      “For her, you want the magenta accent. But hers are not the eyes you’re designing for. Spruce eyes get the magenta accent. Obsidian gets the dark cherry.”

      “But…” She could see the jacket taking shape, but not the person who’d be wearing it.

      “Oh, honey.” Mom hugged her hard.

      “What?” She sounded like a lost parrot offering some nonsense syllable.

      “I’m just so glad…you’re home.” Like she’d changed the thought midstream.

      “Me, too.”

      Mom was sniffling, which started Tammy off as well.

      “I don’t ever want to leave again.”

      Mom didn’t say a thing, she just stroked her hair like when she was a teen getting over her first heartbreak.
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      You asleep?

      Not anymore, Tammy texted back. The clock said it was seven a.m. Didn’t her New York friends understand anything about time zones? Apparently not.

      There was some kind of a conspiracy going on against her getting enough sleep. The whole family had sat up late last night just catching up. Cornelia had fallen asleep leaning against her on one side, while Maxine twitched happily with doggie dreams against her other one. Mom and Dad leaned together on the couch, and Jasp slouched in his favorite chair. How she’d left this for four-plus long years with only occasional visits, she’d never know.

      Breakfast. Out front in ten. Dress warmly.

      She sent back a, K because spelling okay was way beyond her capacity at this hour.

      Tammy was three-quarters dressed before she came fully awake. One leg in her silk long johns and one out, she froze. That was a mistake; it sent her nose-diving to the carpet.

      Seven a.m. Saturday. Nobody in the house would be up at this hour. The Cullens were not an early morning crew.

      The message was from a number she didn’t recognize. For half a moment she wondered if a boy had followed her from New York just as the Fabulous Five had suggested. Vernon? David? Then she saw that it was a local number, one not in her contact list.

      Well, sitting on the floor in just her long johns wasn’t going to answer anything. A peek out the window reminded her that her view was only the backyard. Jasp’s and the master bedroom faced the street.

      Out of options, she finished dressing and headed downstairs. Someone rousting her at this hour, they sure weren’t getting her at her best.

      The storm had cleared off yesterday, and the pre-dawn sky was brilliantly clear. In one of Seattle’s quirky twists, it was already in the forties at this heathen hour, probably the fifties by midday. She’d roast in all these layers.

      She didn’t recognize whose car it was, but it was definitely her kind of vehicle. Low and muscley, and a classic. It was an immaculately restored 1960s Shelby Mustang.

      Andre climbed out of the driver’s side, and circled around to open the passenger door for her.

      “What the hell?”

      “Breakfast. You. Me. We’re going to be related, might as well get to know each other,” he continued to hold the door.

      “At seven a.m. on a Saturday? Get a grip. I’m not even conscious.”

      He eyed the sky. “Should have been earlier, but that seemed cruel since you’re probably still jet-lagged. Get in.”

      “Ordering me around is not a way to get me to cooperate.” Then just to show him who was in charge, she got in. He closed the door just as she realized she’d gotten it backwards, and should have gone back into the house and crawled into bed still fully clothed to make her point.

      He climbed in and buckled up.

      She did her own seatbelt, then thumped her head against the headrest. “I’m so not awake yet.”

      He headed into town, “We’ll fix that.”

      She wasn’t going to ask how.

      “Jasp really loves you a lot. Scared the crap out Amelia to meet you yesterday.”

      “Jeez. I’m just me. Not some Friday the 13th serial killer.”

      “Get that. Didn’t matter. Why you two so close?”

      “You know we had two moms?”

      Andre nodded.

      “Well, Jasper had three. I was his mom for four years until Perrin joined us.”

      “Hell of a burden for a kid.”

      Tammy just shrugged. She’d heard much worse stories among her college friends. “We were always safe and loved.”

      “It shows. Mom and Dad are like that, too. Always pisses me off when I hear about parents who weren’t. You know, like deep inside makes me mad. I hear those stories, and I want to drop something damn heavy on their narcissistic heads.” He didn’t seem like the type to get mad easily, but she’d bet he was formidable when he did.

      She really needed some hot cocoa or something.

      “Jasper is great. You done good, Tamara.”

      “Only my two moms ever call me Tamara. Or Dad when I really make him nuts.”

      “Like the sound of it.”

      “Tough. You get me out of bed at this hour, you play by my rules.”

      “Sure, Tamara.”

      She sighed. Even Jasper wasn’t this much of pain in the ass—not usually.

      The Mustang’s tires buzzed loudly as he rolled over the steel deck of the University drawbridge. Lake Union stretched off to the right, just starting to shimmer under the dawn light. The sun wouldn’t climb high enough to clear the hills to the east for another hour to light the water directly, but Andre was right. Half an hour from now, watching the sunrise catch the water would be spectacular.

      On the right side of the bridge, she saw the white top of Russell’s tall mast; his boat was moored close by the east side. He’d mounted a small Christmas tree for the parade, complete with lights and decorations, right at the very top. It was beyond cute. Something she’d have to rib him about, if she was conscious enough to remember this moment later.

      Andre then took the familiar right turn. Not a chance was she going to ask where they were going. But when he turned into the first harbor parking lot, she knew something was up.

      “No way did you get Russell up at this hour.” Cassidy and Russell were even less of morning birds than the Cullens.

      “Nope.”

      “If you think my idea of a good time is going out on Russell’s boat, you’re wrong in so many ways.” He parked, got out, and circled around.

      “Not into sailing?” Andre sounded shocked as he opened her door. She could hear the morning honks of the duck family that lived around these docks.

      “They’re complaining about you bothering them at this early hour, you know.”

      “They’re saying hello because I do this almost every morning. Besides, I bribe them mercilessly with bread crusts.” He held up a couple slices of bread to prove his point.

      “Fine. And I can open my own door.”

      “You weren’t. How can you not like sailing?”

      Against her will, her better judgment, and several other things she’d think of later, Tammy followed him to the dock. Together they tore off pieces of bread and tossed them to the waiting ducks.

      “Because I almost killed Jasper the first time I ever went sailing.”

      Andre started to make a joke of it, then paused and eyed her carefully.

      “Yeah, for real almost killed him.” Still the single worst day of her life. She’d almost lost Jasper, driven away Perrin, and sabotaged her still-secret dreams of designing fashion—all in the same day. She managed to beg off most sailing trips since then by hanging with Mom and Melanie. Neither one was a big fan, though Mom had gotten over that day, mostly, because Jasp loved it so much. “I’m not getting on that boat.”

      “Then how about this one?”

      An elegant sloop bobbed in the far slip. About a third smaller than Russell’s fifty-footer. Like his car, she looked low and fast. And while Russell’s boat might
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