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      As far as Tabitha was concerned the only thing magical about Christmas was the enjoyment of watching the snow fall while eating decadent food. And technically that could be done anytime during December through January.

      Her baby sister’s voice broke through her Christmas musings. “Hey, Tabitha! Can you pass me my water bottle, please?”

      Tabitha glanced from her sister to the big pink plastic bottle she coveted and stifled the urge to laugh. She was only three feet but because her sister’s stomach was so swollen with twins, she couldn’t even get to her own feet without help these days, so Tabitha wasn’t about to say ‘no’ to her simply request—especially when she needed to stay well hydrated for those two little munchkins in her belly.

      “Drink up,” she said as she grabbed the bottle and tossed it to her sister, who despite the chilly temperatures outside, sported rosy, red cheeks.

      Samantha smiled gratefully and raised the bottle in a salute of thanks before she chugged back the water.

      Tabitha’s heart fluttered with happiness as she smiled at the picture her sister made. Samantha looked exhausted but radiant at the same time, reminding her of Mother Earth or Buddha. She hadn’t decided which was more appropriate just yet. “Sam, seriously. How are you going to organize Christmas dinner for twenty people in your state? You know you were crazy for offering—actually, I take that back. You are absolutely nuts for insisting that you host Christmas dinner for the whole family this year.”

      Her sister laughed aloud, her big belly shuddering with each breath. “Yeah, I know. But it’s the last time we’ll be in Seattle for a long while, and I wanted to make it special.”

      “That doesn’t mean you have to host it,” Tabitha huffed. “It’s so much work and you need to rest.”

      Samantha’s husband had been offered a huge promotion by his employer and the pair of them had soon realized they’d be stupid not to jump at the opportunity. It would mean more money, more stability, and more sunshine! The only catch was, of course, that it meant a five-year commitment to a company in another state, a whole six-hour flight away.

      Since she’d first found out Samantha was moving, Tabitha had been working extremely hard to ignore the twang of pain in her chest she experienced every time she thought about her sister leaving. They’d always been really close, so it was hard to imagine being apart. But she didn’t want to make a big deal out of it and bring her sister’s mood down. This would benefit Samantha and her family, and if she loved her, that’s all that should matter.

      Samantha sighed heavily. “Yeah, I know. I could have let you or one of the cousins take over, but I really wanted to do this, myself. And, you know, if I’m lucky, the twins will come a few weeks early, and they’ll be here to celebrate Christmas with us! That would be the best Christmas gift, ever. The whole family would get to meet them, then.”

      Tabitha choked on her laugh. What a strange hope her sister was pinning her Christmas plans on. Most mothers-to-be wanted their babies to stay nice and snug in the womb for as long as possible; especially when it came to twins who were prone to come early, anyway! “Is that seriously what you want? You’d end up so sleep-deprived you won’t be able to see straight, let alone cook, and we’ll be having sweet potato casserole for dinner because you know that’s all Mom’s bringing this year.”

      After several decades of their mother hosting every single thanksgiving and Christmas event for their whole family, she’d given up the ‘honor’ to the next generation.

      This was their very first year of doing it all, and Tabitha could already see that they were destined to fail.

      “Don’t be such a scrooge, Tabby. You know I’ll be high on love and Christmas magic. You’ll see!” Samantha grinned at her, then winced immediately after as she shifted in her chair.

      Tabitha shook her head and grimaced as she stood up and collected the empty plates from the table. “Christmas magic, my ass,” she quipped, taking care of the tidying up before her sister could.

      Samantha scowled at her indignantly, as if she’d been robbed of the ability to prove just how capable she was fully preggers with twins.

      but Tabitha didn’t care one iota. She was the older sister and would damn well look after her baby sister as much as she wanted to. With a small smirk, she went about her business, cleaning up after her elephant-sized sister and washing the dishes from earlier in the morning.

      Samantha’s pregnancy had been a lot harder on her sister than she’d ever want to admit to, and Tabitha personally couldn’t wait for those babies to make their grand entrance into the world, primarily so she’d get her lively, happy sister back.

      On autopilot, Tabitha put away the milk that had been left out on the counter before noticing the twins’ ultrasound pictures, magnetically stuck to the refrigerator. The smudges of black and white still looked so strange and alien to her.

      A baby… two babies!

      She sighed. Oh, how she wanted some of her own, but her baby sister had beat her to the punchline.

      At thirty-one, her biological clock had begun doing some serious ticking. So loudly, in fact, she could feel the tangible tug of quiet jealousy on her ovaries every time her sister’s husband brought home some new toy or trinket for his impending offspring. She shook her head at the thought of John, and it brought a smile to her face. He was such a big softie and she adored him for how much he loved her sister. They had a truly beautiful relationship.

      The sound of heaving, huffing, and groaning in the family room reached Tabitha’s ears and she hurried back to her sister. “What’s wrong?” she asked, her brow furrowed.

      “Toilet time,” Samantha announced apologetically, holding her arms up for assistance.

      Tabitha laughed as she reached out and pulled her sister to her feet, holding her steady. “And what do you do when no one’s around to help you up?”

      Samantha, now on her feet and looking twice as big as she had when she was sitting down, put both hands on her lower back and began waddling to the bathroom. “Oh, it’s not a pretty sight,” she called back. “And to be honest, most of the time I just make sure that I’m not sitting down. It’s easier to clean a floor than a couch, you know?”

      That was not as comforting a thought as her sister probably expected it to be. Tabitha sighed as she watched her sister disappear down the hallway. If she didn’t work so many shifts at the hospital, she could be around more often to help. But with her mortgage as high as it was after her asshole ex-husband left her, she just couldn’t afford to work any less or take time off.

      A ripple of anger had her clenching her back teeth at the mere thought of her ex. He was such a narcissist. She’d been sucked in by his charming smile and false promises far too easily in hindsight. Tabitha was ashamed of herself, actually. She’d practically handed herself over on a silver platter, meanwhile he’d moved on to greener pastures, and hooked up with a wealthy ophthalmologist on the other side of the city.

      Her job nursing the sick and injured had never been glamorous enough for him. And neither had she. In his eyes she wasn’t pretty enough or skinny enough, she was just never… enough. So, when he’d followed his dick to some pretty blonde who fulfilled all his dreams of what he thought he deserved in life, she’d filed for divorce, taken out a loan to buy him out of the house, and had been working her butt off ever since to claim back what was left of her life.

      “So, what are you making for Christmas?” Samantha asked. “You haven’t told me yet, and I have to start organizing the menu,” she said, as she waddled back into the room, one hand on her hip.

      “Whatever you’re missing, sis. I can do salads, turkey, a dessert or two? I’m easy.” Plus, she’d do the decorating, dress the tree, and take care of all the clean-up before and after the event, if necessary. She’d attend to anything to keep her sister as relaxed as possible. Samantha’s heart was huge, but her physical limitations were being exacerbated by the day.

      “A salad, your broccoli-rice casserole, please, and a dessert would be great! I’m doing the turkey,” Samantha said, happily stroking her belly in a soothing motion.

      “Not a problem,” Tabitha answered as she checked her watch and groaned at the time.

      Late as always.

      “Damn it. I better go. My shift starts in half an hour and I’m already pushing it.” She leaned down and kissed her sister on the cheek goodbye.

      Samantha kissed her in return. “Go, go! I have a doctor’s appointment in a few hours, so I’d better start getting ready for that. Thank you so much for coming by. I appreciate the company and the help.”

      Tabitha turned to walk away but stopped mid-step and walked back to rub her sister’s swollen belly gently.

      Thirty-two weeks down, hopefully not more than four to go!

      “You two need to come out soon, so I can meet you,” she said with a grin.

      There was a distinct shift and tug of flesh beneath her hands as her niece or nephew kicked out at her.

      “I hope they do too, then you’ll get to see them before we leave,” added Samantha. “They could use Aunty cuddles before we go.”

      Yep. Ouch. There’s that horrible heart tug again…

      “You better have a spare bedroom for me to crash in, Sam,” Tabitha called out as she made her way toward the front door. “You know I’ll be there every other weekend, as frequently as I’m able, whenever I have a few days off in a row.”

      “I’ll be counting on it. And I can’t wait for you to come visit.” Her sister waved her off with a smile.

      Tabitha pulled on her coat and rushed out the door to her car, the cold air made her skin tingle, reminding her it had been a solid choice to wrap herself up in five layers of clothing.

      They’d always been super close, Sam and herself. Born only eighteen months apart, they’d been inseparable during their childhood, worst enemies throughout their teenage years, and now they were each other’s best friend, again.

      Tabitha knew that she couldn’t continue to ignore the fact that her rock was leaving her—her only sister—the woman who’d given up every weekend for months, coaxing her through the rigors of a painful divorce, and even worse, true heartbreak.

      Her sister now had the opportunity to travel, see new and exciting things, and support her wonderful husband in the process. Not to mention the salary he’d be on meant they could pay off the house they’d bought, and Sam could stay at home with the twins for years, if she chose to. It would be ideal for their instant little family. Her sister had absolutely made the right decision in marrying John Tennyson. She’d been lucky to find someone so devoted, down-to-Earth, and loving.

      Meanwhile, yhere had been times when Tabitha had been ready to write off the entire male race as worthless. But then Sam would present her husband as a sterling example, and Tabitha’s case would fall to shit in a heartbeat. The simple fact of the matter was that some men were assholes and some were not.  And the same could certainly be said for women.

      Tabitha turned over her ignition and listened to her old car fight the cold and try to start. It stuttered a few times but got there in the end. A smile lifted her lips. “Old faithful.”

      With a four-bedroom home to look after and a mortgage that two people would genuinely struggle to pay for, a new car was a distant dream for her. But she hadn’t lost faith, not quite yet, that the man she was meant to have children with was still out there... somewhere. Hopefully, wherever he might be, he was thinking the exact same thing.
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      Dr. Noah O’Grady was laser focused on the task in front of him. Bringing new life into the world was something he considered both a duty and an honor. “I can see the head, Karina, you’re doing great. Just one more big push and your baby will be here.”

      His patient’s sweat covered brow creased even more as she dredged up the last of her strength and with an almighty effort, heaved her tired body over the finish line.

      The baby’s head crowned, and their shoulders turned beautifully. Then in a rush that never ceased to surprise and amaze him, the baby slipped free of their mother’s body and in the next heartbeat Noah knew what they were and caught her with both hands. He performed a quick check of her vitals and color, both were satisfactory and well within normal range.

      The baby cried with a healthy enthusiasm, still covered in white vernix and fresh blood.

      Just Perfect.

      “What is it?” the mother asked, trying to peer over the white cloth they’d draped over her knees.

      Noah wrapped the baby in a thin muslin blanket, then waited sixty seconds before he snipped and tied off the umbilical cord. Recent studies showed that even the shortest delay in cord clamping would ensure the newborn baby received a sufficient amount of its blood volume from the placenta, ensuring a better and more robust start to life. This was the second girl for his shift. He’d delivered three boys yesterday.

      “You have a beautiful, healthy baby girl,” he announced as he laid the baby in her mother’s arms and accepted a stiff handshake from the father, whose eyes were understandably filled with tears.

      The parents cooed over their newborn miracle and it was a sight that never grew old. That instant joy and love that filled a room was something else.

      Noah washed up and instructed one of the interns to handle the post birth care. It was good hands-on experience for them, and simple enough that there’d be no concerns about their ability to fulfil the tasks. “Congratulations, you two,” said, turning back to the proud parents. “I’ve got to head over to my office, but I’ll be back a little later to check on how everyone’s doing.”

      He had a mother expecting twins in his office at the other end of the obstetrical unit and a full book all day—as he did every day.

      “Thank you so much Dr. O’Grady!” the mother chimed, positively beaming from ear to ear despite the physical toll a delivery took on a woman’s body.

      He smiled and nodded at the new parents and opened the hospital room door. “You’re very welcome, Karina, James. Congratulations, again, on your little bundle of joy.”

      “Mrs. Tennyson is waiting for you Dr. O’Grady,” said a nurse as she handed him a file and accompanied him down the hallway to the entrance of the medical office suites.

      “How late am I running today?” he asked with a lop-sided smile.

      “Oh, only an hour or so.”

      He chuckled at her response and moved back into his office, pulling off his scrub top and replacing it with a clean one. That was the nature of birth and deliveries. They worked on their own clock, and you just had to roll with the punches as best you could, and usually under a lot of pressure. Grabbing his lab coat, he headed for the exam room across the hall.

      “I’m so sorry about the delay, Mrs. Tennyson, but I had a baby girl who could just not wait to join us Earthside.” A cynical thought crossed his mind as he glanced at his watch. He should probably schedule more C-sections like so many of his other colleagues. They kept their deliveries locked in  for the weekends and their office hours during the week were uninterrupted. It was so much more efficient than the way he did it.

      Yet, he just couldn’t bring himself to recommend surgeries to women who were capable and willing to deliver naturally. It seemed ingenuous to convince an expectant mother to opt for surgery unless she had her heart set on it. And he’d certainly couldn’t live with himself if he took a mother’s choice away from her for his own convenience. He felt that went against the Hippocratic Oath. Birth was one of those things Noah firmly believed should happen in its own time where possible.

      “Oh, not a problem, Dr. O’Grady. Babies will do as babies do, and you know I’d wait all day to see you.” The heavily pregnant woman gave him her trademark sunny smile and he was yet again reminded of why he was always running late.

      It was because he chose to support his patients in their personal birth plans, and that would forever mean he’d be over-booked and running from hospital to office like a dog chasing its tail. But ultimately, it didn’t matter. It’s what his patients wanted, and it was what they came specifically to him for and paid for with their hard-earned money. And it was the care he gave that he prized above all other things. He took great pride in his work, and he always would.

      Noah walked into his room and sat down in his mercifully comfortable leather chair. It did feel good to take a load off his feet for a little while, though, he had to admit. “And how are you feeling, today, Samantha?”

      The woman sitting opposite him gave him a shaky smile. “Oh, I’m very well. As big as a house, as you can plainly see, but overall, I’m very well, thank you.”

      When her grin didn’t fade, he probed further. “All right, well, what can I help you with today, then?”

      She rubbed her belly round and round, too quickly to
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