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Christmas 2025


Dear Friends,


The one question most authors are asked is: Where do you get your ideas?


For me it starts with something I’ve read or heard or seen. The plot for A Ferry Merry Christmas came when the local news reported that a Washington State Ferry traveling between Bremerton and Seattle had struck a sandbar. As a result, the passengers were stranded for hours until a tugboat came to their rescue.


That was all it took for my imagination to immediately overflow with what-ifs. What if it was Christmastime? What if there were compelling reasons people needed to get to Seattle? What if, on the other side of Puget Sound, there were friends or family eagerly anticipating their arrival? Instinctively, I recognized this real-life incident had the potential for a great story.


As an author I’ve learned there are some stories that almost write themselves, and others where each page feels as if I’d chiseled it in stone. This book was a sheer joy to write. My hope is that you will find that same pleasure reading it as I did in the writing. Now, turn the page and take a seat on the Washington State Ferry as it traverses the waterways of Puget Sound.


As always, I enjoy hearing your thoughts. You can reach me through all the social media platforms. If you’d rather use snail mail, my address is: P.O. Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366.


From my family to yours, have a joyous and fun-filled holiday season.


Merry Christmas,
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P.S. Take heart, in all the years I’ve lived in the Seattle area, this is the only time I can remember a ferry hitting a sandbar.
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CHAPTER ONE


Avery Bond enjoyed studying people. A lot could be said about a person by simple observation. Her gaze floated over those waiting inside the Bremerton terminal for the Yakima, the ferry to Seattle.


Her attention landed on what appeared to be a young businessman who seemed to be in a hurry. He’d glanced at his watch twice in the last ten minutes as if anxious to board the ferry. She couldn’t blame him. It was two days before Christmas, and she imagined he was eager to head to the city to be with his family. Her keen sense of observation was as active as her imagination was. She pictured said man on a quick trip across Puget Sound, looking to finalize a big business deal and promising his loved ones he’d be back in a flash. Perhaps the details had taken longer than he anticipated and now he was nervous, wanting to keep his word.


Avery’s gaze moved to the grandmotherly woman in the seat just down from him. She found her interesting as well. The white-haired woman with the full-length beige wool coat had a large round tin box resting on her lap. The cheerful snowman design suggested it contained homemade cookies or candy that perhaps the maternal-looking woman had made herself. The way she held it firmly within her grip said that a lot of love and effort had gone into the preparation. Avery pictured decorated sugar cookies, thick with frosting and sprinkles, along with a layer of fudge and divinity. She could almost see the smiles of the woman’s grandchildren when they discovered the special treats inside. What captured her attention was the dignified way in which she sat, as though she was comfortable with herself. Avery admired that.


A pang went through Avery’s heart as she continued to study the woman. How desperately she missed her own grandmother. This would be her and Reed’s first Christmas without their beloved Grams. Grams had raised them from the time they were five and eight. Their mother had gotten hooked on drugs and had deteriorated until the state had intervened and placed Avery and Reed with their grandparents. Over the years their mother made several attempts to get her life in order, but it never lasted more than a few months. Sadly, she was dead by the time she was thirty-three. Their father had never been in the picture, and when contacted by the state, he, too, was found unfit to raise Avery and her brother.


It couldn’t have been easy for Grams and Gramps to take on two young kids. They never complained, and showered both children with love and guidance. Gramps went to be with the Lord ten years earlier, when Avery was fifteen. Reed had graduated from high school and was in his first year of college at the University of Washington.


Avery had always found order in numbers; they made sense to her. She’d gotten a degree in accounting and worked at a local firm in the Bremerton/Silverdale area. When her grandmother’s cancer advanced to the point that she needed extra care, Avery had moved back home. Reed, who lived in Seattle, came to visit nearly every weekend until the end. They had both been at Grams’s bedside, each holding a hand, as she peacefully passed from life to death.


When the will was read, they learned Grams had left the house to Reed and Avery. Because the home had been well maintained with a large, vibrantly colored flower garden, it sold quickly. Avery used her portion of the inheritance as a down payment for a one-bedroom condo close to her office. Reed had done the same, opting for a two-bedroom condo in the heart of downtown Seattle. Because he had the larger home, Avery planned to join him for Christmas.


Avery was proud of her brother. He’d done well for himself. With his degree in computer science, he’d been hired by Microsoft upon graduation and had quickly advanced in his career. Over the last year, he’d introduced her to two of his bachelor friends. Avery didn’t appreciate his matchmaking efforts, although she understood her brother had her best interests at heart. Being three years older, Reed worried about Avery living alone, as she often worked late hours, especially during tax season. As far as she was concerned, it was about time for her brother, who recently turned twenty-nine, to settle down himself.


The ferry docked and the sound of the cars unloading was a clear indication that the boat was running on schedule. Those in the terminal were all walk-on passengers. From her position near the window, she was able to view the long line of vehicles waiting to board. The turnaround time was between fifteen and twenty minutes. Because of the Christmas holidays, the ferries were running at full capacity. Avery didn’t envy the crew having to work this rainy, blustery day. Despite the high spirits and good cheer of the season, Seattle’s drizzling, gray skies were as predictable as Santa’s arrival Christmas Eve.


After a few minutes the announcement came that the walk-on passengers could proceed onto the ferry. People scurried ahead to claim the booths with tables next to the windows. Avery traveled often enough to be content with the theater-style seating in the middle of the vessel and was in no hurry, letting others surge ahead. The man with the briefcase was one of the first to board, as if he couldn’t get on the ferry fast enough.


She was at the end of the line when another man—around her age, she guessed—rushed into the terminal and raced to the ticket booth. He didn’t need to be wearing his uniform for her to suspect he was part of the military—sailor, she guessed. Having lived in the Bremerton area for most of her life, she thought the signs were obvious. The clean-cut look, and even the way he walked identified him as being part of the Navy. Bremerton was a Navy town, with a base and shipyard that dominated the Sinclair Inlet. In addition, the Bangor submarine base north of Silverdale also contributed to the large military presence.


The sailor wasn’t hard on the eyes, either, she noted, and in fact was quite handsome. Close to six feet tall, and muscular, he moved with purpose. Her gaze lingered on him for several seconds and she wasn’t alone in her admiration. He seemed to have captured the attention of nearly every woman who remained in the waiting area. With good reason. Though she had a hard time looking away and certainly appreciated his service and dedication to protecting the country, Avery had serious reservations when it came to dating men in the military.


One disastrous relationship had taught her painful lessons and gave her pause when it came to romantic entanglements with those kinds of guys.


Typically, Navy men were here today, gone tomorrow, sailing off into the sunset. The last thing she needed was a broken heart. Her best friend all through college had been burned, too. They’d both learned the hard way . . . although this guy gave her pause.


Her grandparents had made it clear that she wasn’t to date any sailors until after she graduated from college. She knew they would have preferred her to concentrate on her studies before seriously dating anyone, especially a military man. But she hadn’t heeded their advice. During her second year of college she’d fallen hard for Rick Murphy, a sailor, who spoke of undying love and commitment. When he’d gone to sea, she faithfully awaited his return, burying herself in her studies. At first he sent regular texts and emails, but those gradually tapered off. Naturally, Avery had her suspicions, which she rationalized, as she was too in love to lose faith. When her grandmother cautioned her, she made excuses for Rick, unwilling to believe he’d used and abandoned her. When his ship docked, she was at the pier eagerly waiting to welcome him back. Only she wasn’t the only one looking for Rick. His wife was there as well, having flown in to surprise him.


Avery felt betrayed and stupid. Of course there’d been signs, all of which she’d chosen to ignore because she wanted to believe what they shared was real. That was the first time she’d fallen in love, but if this was what love felt like, then she was wary of giving it a second go.


Sick with disappointment, she decided then and there to guard her heart, especially when it came to a relationship with a military man. Grams worried about her and Reed, too, she knew. It was easy to make excuses for why she didn’t date often. She was busy finishing school and working a part-time job as well. What she really needed was time for her heart to heal.


Her current social life was nearly nonexistent. Her time had been absorbed in caring for her grandmother in the final year of Grams’s life. During tax season it was impossible to even think about finding a relationship, as work consumed nearly every waking hour. But Reed was right. It was time for her to get back out there, and she would soon.


The sailor joined her at the end of the walk-on passenger line. “Merry Christmas,” he greeted, coming to stand behind her.


Avery turned her head, and smiled. “Merry Christmas.”


“I’m grateful I made the ferry,” he added, apparently wanting to continue the conversation.


Avery smiled again, wondering if it was a good idea to encourage him. He seemed friendly enough, and she appreciated the effort—but her natural reserve convinced her to remain silent. If she did jump back into the dating scene, she wasn’t sure she should start with someone serving in the Navy.


The line moved forward.


“I’m meeting my sister,” he added, when she didn’t respond. “I haven’t seen her in over two years.”


He didn’t give up easily, she noticed.


“Between her schedule and mine, we’ve had a hard time connecting. What about you?” he asked, noting the carry-on suitcase she pulled along behind her. “Off to see some guy?”


Well, that was hardly subtle. He clearly wanted to know if she was involved. “As a matter of fact, yes.”


“Oh.” He sounded deflated.


Avery smiled to herself. No need to let him know her Christmas plans involved her brother.


“I recently transferred from the East Coast. It’s the first shore leave I’ve had in twelve weeks.”


Avery said what he likely heard often. “Thank you for your service.”


They entered the ferry, and she headed for the seating in the middle of the passenger deck. Hoping to signal that she had no interest and wasn’t keen to continue the conversation, she said, “I hope you have a good visit with your sister.”


“Ah, thanks . . .”


Avery took a seat in the front row. It looked like the sailor was about to ignore her parting shot and claim the seat next to her when someone called out for his attention.


“Harry, over here.”


So his name was Harry. She had to admit she was mildly interested and flattered by his attention; however, the timing wasn’t the best with the holidays upon them.


Harry paused and explained as if she needed this information. “Those are a few of my shipmates. Save a seat for me, will you?”


“Actually, I . . .” He was already out of earshot before she could suggest that he sit with his friends.


She had just taken her seat when a little girl of around five or six jumped into the chair next to her.


“Hello,” Avery said, surprise lifting her voice.


“Hello.” She had on a red coat, with her long pigtails hitting the top of her shoulders. She swung her legs, crossing her ankles, showing off her missing two front teeth. “I’m Olivia and my mom is taking me to visit Santa.”


“Are you going to tell him what you want for Christmas?” Avery asked, remembering her own visits to Santa as a child.


Olivia nodded eagerly. “I want an iPad like my friends have so I can play games and draw and learn stuff.”


“You must be a smart girl.”


“I am,” she returned with pride. “Both my teacher and my mommy tell me that all the time. But I could be even smarter if I had an iPad. Do you have one? Lots of people do. My mommy has one. She lets me play with hers sometimes, but it isn’t the same as having my own.”


The little girl chatted away as her mother took the seat beside her daughter. “Sorry,” she said. “Is Olivia talking your ear off?”


“Mommy, don’t be silly. No one can talk off anyone’s ear.”


“I know, love. That is a nice way of asking if you were pestering her.”


Olivia instantly looked offended. “Was I being a pest?” she asked Avery.


“Not in the least,” Avery assured both mother and daughter. “Olivia was telling me she’s visiting Santa this afternoon and wants to let him know what the biggest desire of her heart is for this Christmas.”


Olivia turned to look at Avery. “It’s all right to let my mommy know what it is. I’ve already told her.”


“Like a thousand times,” the mother murmured under her breath. “I’m Beth, by the way.”


“Avery,” she returned.


“That’s a pretty name,” Olivia said. “No one in my class has that name.”


“I like it, too,” Avery returned.


Olivia’s feet continued to sway as the ferry’s engine came to life and the boat started to pull away from the Bremerton dock.


After a few moments, Olivia said, “I really need to talk to Santa, though.”


“That’s why we’re visiting him,” her mother assured her.


“But I want more than an iPad.”


Beth caught Avery’s eyes and blinked as if this was news to her.


“Have you been a good girl?” Avery asked Olivia.


“Oh yes, I’ve been especially good this year.”


Avery had to smile. She was about to say more when a group of four men and one woman entered the cafeteria, climbing up the stairs from the car deck. One of them carried a guitar, and Avery surmised they were members of a band. They headed to the long line at the small cafeteria and Avery was able to hear smidges of their conversation.


“Our first paying gig . . .”


“We got this. It’s only up from here.”


“Suzie, keep your throat lubricated so you’re fresh . . .”


Olivia tugged at her sleeve and Avery realized the little girl was trying to get her attention again. Leaning down so Olivia could whisper in her ear, the little girl said, “I need Santa to know what I really want for Christmas is my daddy to come home.”


Avery’s heart ached for her. Beth seemed to have heard her daughter and her face went tight, as if she was struggling to hide her emotion.


Avery was saved from having to address the issue when her phone chirped. Caller ID showed the call as coming from Reed.


“Excuse me, Olivia, this is my brother calling.”


“Okay,” she said graciously, as if granting Avery permission to answer.


“Merry Christmas, big brother,” she said.


“You’re on the ferry?”


“Yup. I should arrive around twelve-thirty. The ferry arrived on schedule, so I should be in Seattle on time.”


“Great. I thought I’d walk to the dock and greet you. My condo is less than six blocks from there.”


His thoughtfulness was something of a surprise. “No need to do that.”


Reed ignored her objection. “I plan on treating you to lunch.”


Avery was instantly suspicious. This could well be another matchmaking attempt. “Just the two of us?”


“Funny you should ask that—”


“Reed,” Avery cut him off. “I prefer to find my own dates, thank you very much.”


“I know, and agree, however, Sam is a great guy. The least you can do is meet him.”


“Over lunch, with my brother listening in on every word? No, thanks. Call him right now and explain that I would prefer to wait for a more convenient time.” Like never, she mused.


“You sure?”


“I’m positive. Although, thinking about it, I would enjoy being treated to lunch by my big brother. I’m hungry. I skipped breakfast this morning. All I ask is that you make sure it’s a table for two, not three.”


“Message received.”


“Where is the reservation?” Her brother had taken her to a wonderful seafood restaurant recently, and she was eager to return.


“Anthony’s.”


“Perfect. You couldn’t have chosen better.”


“I made those reservations shortly after our last time there.”


“That was in October. You mean to say it’s been on the books that long?” Surprise showed in her voice. She knew it would be difficult to reserve a table this close to Christmas, since Anthony’s, part of a local chain, was extremely popular.


Their lunch in the fall had been a birthday treat. It was the first year her grandmother hadn’t been alive to cook Avery’s favorite dish of seafood spaghetti. Reed had done his best to help her through the sadness of missing Grams. Her brother was kind like that. He thought ahead and took the initiative, which was one reason he’d advanced as quickly as he had in his career with Microsoft.


“I asked for a table by the window.”


“Reed, that’s so nice. I can’t wait, and I promise, hungry as I am, not to order half the menu.”


“It’s Christmas. Order whatever you want.”


Avery ended the conversation with a huge smile. Although Grams was gone, at least they had each other and would make the best of things, as they always had.









CHAPTER TWO


Harrison Stetler glanced longingly at the woman he’d chatted with while boarding the ferry. She didn’t appear overly receptive, but he hoped with a bit of gentle persistence he could persuade her to give him a chance. They’d be on the ferry for nearly an hour, and that was enough time to get to know each other a little bit. She’d mentioned she was meeting some guy. Normally that would be enough for Harrison to look elsewhere. Nevertheless, she intrigued him, and given the chance, he’d like to talk to her more.


For reasons he couldn’t explain, he wasn’t sure he believed her about this other guy. He’d wanted to sit with her and test his theory. She was beautiful, and after three months at sea, he was hungry for connection. He was also new to the area and looking to make friends. He’d liked her immediately, although he couldn’t say why. There was just something about her.


“Come on, Hairy,” his buddy said while jabbing him in the ribs. His fellow seamen insisted on calling him Hairy, a play on his given name and the fact that his chest was, well . . . hairy.


“What?” he asked, hiding his frustration.


“Stop looking at that woman.”


Feeling guilty, Harrison looked away. Also fresh on leave, Dan was happily married and heading to Seattle to meet up with his wife and one-year-old son, who were already at Dan’s parents’ home awaiting his arrival.


“You haven’t taken your eyes off her once,” Dan pointed out.


Harrison didn’t realize he’d been that obvious.


“What’s her name?”


Harrison sighed his disappointment. “I didn’t get a chance to find out.”


Dan mumbled something Harrison didn’t catch.


“What was that?” he asked, tearing his eyes away from the pretty girl. Damn, he hadn’t even gotten her name. Seeing she was sitting next to the woman with the little girl, it was highly unlikely that he’d get a chance now.


“Nothing important,” Dan said.


Despite being caught, Harrison continued to study her. Her lack of interest didn’t surprise him. At his last duty station on the East Coast, he’d discovered that a lot of local women were leery of dating men in the military. It made sense that the same reluctance applied to single women on the West Coast. He wasn’t a player, although he knew plenty who were.


“Did you meet your wife while stationed here?” he asked Dan, hoping to get the lay of the land.


“No, we were teenage sweethearts. Julia and I dated all through high school.”


Harrison had spent three months with the crew. A lot of the men kept their personal lives private, and Harrison wasn’t one to pry. He didn’t know Dan that well, and hesitated before he asked, “What did Julia think when you enlisted?”


“She was all for it,” Dan replied without hesitation. “The benefits were too good to ignore. I’ll complete my four years with another four in the reserve. With that commitment, I’ll be able to get my college paid for, along with a housing stipend. It was the only way I could get my teaching degree without taking on the burden of student loans. Besides, we wanted to start a family right away and the Navy offered medical benefits.”


“You should work for the recruitment program,” Harrison joked.


Dan shook his head. “Naw, that’s not my style. I like my work duties just fine. Three months under the sea and three months on land. I’m happy where I am, thank you very much.”


Kyle, another of his shipmates, wandered over to where Harrison and Dan sat. He carried a large cup of coffee and a donut with him. “What’s up?” he asked, sitting down with his friends.


“Hairy’s looking for a love connection with a woman he saw walking onto the ferry.”


Harrison rolled his eyes, letting Kyle know Dan was grossly exaggerating. Although to be fair, he was a bit annoyed that he’d lost the opportunity when his friends had called him away.


“I thought you were off to see your sister,” Kyle said, and took a huge bite of the donut, washing it down with his coffee.


“I am.” Harrison was looking forward to seeing Kellie more than he’d like to admit. They hadn’t been close in their teens. Older by two years, Kellie was bossy and had always been very competitive. She’d gotten better grades than Harrison and she’d constantly rubbed it in. They’d argued endlessly. But once she left for college, their relationship changed for the better. He’d missed her hassling him, even if she was headstrong and opinionated.


In retrospect, Harrison had to admit Kellie was spot-on about his lack of initiative. He hadn’t applied himself in high school and was more interested in sports and girls than he was in schoolwork. His senior year he’d had to buckle down and was fortunate to accumulate the credits he needed to graduate. Because of his poor grades and bad attitude, his parents weren’t willing to pay for him to attend college, which prompted Harrison to enlist in the Navy.


In contrast to Harrison’s failed teen years, Kellie had graduated from both high school and college with honors. Because of her academic excellence, and with a business degree in hand, she was promptly hired by Microsoft. Harrison was proud of her accomplishments and regretted the years they’d been at odds.


As adults, Harrison and Kellie were closer now than ever. They emailed and texted often. Spending Christmas with her gave him the opportunity to let her know how terrific he thought she was. He looked forward to having time together in person, which was an all-too-rare opportunity. Plus, he knew Kellie needed a bit of cheering up.


“Kellie’s a hotshot executive with Microsoft,” he boasted to his friends.


“Bet she’s loaded.”


“I wouldn’t know. Since I was previously stationed in Maine, I haven’t seen my sister in nearly two years.” Any leave Harrison had, he’d spent visiting his parents and connecting with old friends. It worked out this year with him now stationed in Washington that he could visit Kellie. His parents were on a Christmas cruise with their best friends, sailing somewhere in the Caribbean islands, content that their two children would be together over the holidays.


“Cool,” Dan said, and took another sip of his coffee.


“What are you doing for Christmas?” Dan asked Kyle.


“I have an aunt and uncle in Seattle, and they invited me to spend Christmas with them. My parents are driving over from Spokane and should arrive around the same time as I do. I haven’t seen my two younger sisters in months.”


“I didn’t know you had sisters,” Harrison commented.


“Hey, don’t get any ideas. Sally and Ruth are too young for you.”


“How young is too young?” Harrison asked, egging on his friend.


“Thirteen and fifteen.”


“Yup,” Harrison agreed. “Too young.” However, the woman chatting with the little girl in pigtails with missing front teeth was exactly the right age. He shrugged off his thoughts. His philosophy was if it was meant to be, then it would happen. If they were to run into each other another time, then all the better. Clearly today wasn’t the day.


He took out his phone and sent a text to Kellie.


I made the 11:45 ferry in the nick of time. Once in Seattle I’ll Uber on up to your place.


Her response came back almost immediately.


As it happens, I’m in town, finishing up my Christmas shopping. I’ve got my car parked and will walk down to the ferry terminal and meet you there.


Great. That would save him the hassle of booking an Uber, which he feared might be difficult this close to Christmas. His sister lived in the Kirkland area. She’d mentioned in an earlier text that it could take as long as forty minutes to get from Seattle to Kirkland by car, as the traffic was bound to be heavy.


Christmas shopping? he texted back. Find anything for your handsome younger brother?


You wish. Did you happen to ship me any lobsters from Maine?


You’re out of luck. Harrison chuckled. His sister’s favorite seafood was lobster. He’d had one shipped to her for her birthday last April. She’d been over the moon. He knew it had helped soften the breakup with the guy she’d been dating for the last couple years. Jude—Harrison called him Judas—hadn’t been willing to commit, and Kellie thought it highly unlikely the guy would change his mind. Harrison had the feeling that once Kellie broke off the relationship, Jude would realize his mistake and have a change of heart. Instead, Jude had started dating another woman almost immediately. The last update Kellie sent explained that Jude was now living with his new girlfriend. It’d been an awkward situation, because Kellie and Jude both worked in the same department. Kellie swore she’d never date a man who worked with her again. Harrison didn’t blame her. She seemed wary now, and as far as he knew, she wasn’t dating anyone currently.
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