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      Jilted at the altar. These are words that I never in ten trillion years would have thought could apply to me. Okay, technically, I’m not at the altar yet, but I’m already in the white dress. Besides, getting jilted by text message should count for double or triple points, right?

      I keep looking from my cell phone to the full-length mirror in the coatroom-turned-bridal party–prep-area in the quaint, white steepled church, which my fiancé and I had recently started attending because I envisioned it as the perfect place to exchange marital vows. The reflection staring back at me from the mirror with big brown eyes is beautiful, and I’m not one to say that (or even think that) about myself. Well, my likeness would be beautiful, if it weren’t for the mouth hanging wide open in shock.

      The ladies in the room with me are bustling around excitedly. My eyes blink quickly as I work to process the sterile text message and attempt to devise a way to share the bombshell news.

      Time seems to slog slowly past. I stare at the mirror and a bride gazes back at me. I tilt my head to the side, wanting one last glimpse of her in all her Swarovski-crystaled glory. What I am about to say will ruin her big day.

      When I finally speak, my voice sounds croaky and muffled, almost like I am underwater. “The wedding is off.”

      The room goes silent. Everyone is completely still for a moment. I guess they were able to hear my life-altering, shocking mumble.

      My practical, ever-rational mother is the first to speak. “Don’t be silly, dear. Everyone gets wedding day jitters. Just smile and say your vows. It will all be over in a jiffy.”

      I cringe slightly at her attempt to comfort me. The fact that she views a wedding day as something to quickly move through, rather than a blessing to cherish as one of the most wonderful gifts that life has to offer, speaks volumes about her relationship with my dad. I can’t focus on that right now, though.

      Mother begins moving about the room as if her dismissive words negated my previous statement. I guess she thinks telling me to “get over it” will make everything fine. In my mind, I picture her checking “soothe high-strung daughter” off her list of things to do today.

      The other women in the room remain motionless. Their eyes roam around uncertainly while their bodies remain frozen in whatever position they were in when I made the announcement. I feel hysterical laughter beginning to bubble up inside me. They look like they are playing a grown-up version of the game “freeze dance” and the music has just stopped.

      Mother just doesn’t get it. I watch her fluff the deep purple ribbons on my bouquet of daisies as she shuffles about, business as usual. She’s going to lose the game, I think, and I’m horrified to hear the impending giggles burst out of me.

      Since we aren’t playing the musical game, my maniacal chortling serves as the catalyst for resumed activity. Suddenly, I am surrounded by five of the ladies I love most on this earth. There are only five because my best friend, Lizzie, is conspicuously absent, and now I know why.

      I turn my phone so the group can see the text from my now-former husband-to-be, Gary. I watch as they each read the words, some of them moving their lips as they do so. The shock, pity, and outrage move in waves throughout the group.

      “What in tarnation?” This outraged question comes from my wildly irreverent grandma, Baggy. Although she looks like a sweet (although slightly shriveled) little old lady with her freshly set silver curls, bright pink lipstick, and lemon-yellow sweater, she is anything but. “He can’t do this. I’m going to give that snot-nosed little wiener a piece of my mind.” With that, she whirls around, shaking her white leather Aigner handbag in the air like a battle weapon.

      If I weren’t hysterical, I would be amused by her typical show of spunk. Baggy has never been the typical grandmother who sits quietly in her rocking chair knitting red mittens. Even as a child, I had known my grandma was different. In fact, her nickname, Baggy, was my toddler version of “Bad Grandma.” The moniker is so appropriate that it has stuck to the point that everyone now calls her Baggy.

      “Mother, no.” My mother grabs Baggy’s arm as she smoothly slides into her usual role as the voice of reason. She relishes this responsibility, even with her own parent. She glares down at Baggy through her half-glasses, which are precariously perched on the end of her nose. I decide that one of my mother’s odd talents is having glasses that always look like they might fall off at any moment, yet somehow managing to keep them on. It is a trick that works great for intimidation—that and her five-foot-nine height, which she uses to full advantage.

      Looking at the two of them, I wonder—not for the first time—how Baggy survived my mother’s birth. Baggy has shriveled slightly with age, but she was always diminutive, and my mother is not what anyone would describe as a small woman. She can’t possibly have been a tiny baby.

      Baggy tries to yank her arm free as she lets out a rallying cry for the group. “We won’t let that good-for-nothing, low-life bag of worms get away with this.” She continues to hold her purse with her free fist in the air.

      Realizing she can’t break away from her daughter’s firm grip, Baggy tries to start a chant. “Get Gary. Get Gary.” The women in the room look around seeming uncertain of what to do. A few of them join in before the chant peters out.

      Once the chant fizzles, Mother decides Baggy is not as much of a flight risk and loosens her hold on her forearm. Baggy seizes the opportunity and tries to make a break for it. As Mother realizes what is happening, she whirls around to try to stop Baggy.

      In her haste, Baggy trips over my sister’s heels, which she has left in the middle of the room (in typical Ruthie fashion). Baggy agilely tucks and rolls her tiny body—just like she always claims she’ll do when falling—in order to avoid breaking a hip.

      My formidable mother fails to let go of Baggy and falls much less gracefully than her elderly, spry mother.

      The rest of us stand there looking at Mother and Baggy for a moment, uncertain if either has been injured. When Baggy shakes her head, her pin curls don’t budge. She proceeds to spring up like the Energizer bunny before saying to her daughter, “Get up, you big weenie. I have almost twenty-five years on you, and I’m fine.”

      I hold my hand out to help Mother stand. She is much larger and less agile than Baggy, and it takes both of my hands to help heft her up. She groans once she is upright and puts a hand on her back, wincing a little.

      “You just need to learn how to fall,” Baggy tells her, putting her hand on Mother’s shoulder. “You’ve never been a good faller,” she adds seriously.

      Suddenly, the ridiculousness of the entire situation sinks in with me, and I begin to giggle again. The whole group turns their attention back to me as the laughter turns to tears.

      “Well, let’s go then.” Baggy pulls me out of the room. This time no one tries to stop her, and I silently pray that she isn’t dragging me off to “Get Gary.”

      With Baggy, it’s hard to tell what “get” means. He might not survive it. Although I’m completely humiliated and furious, I don’t wish the man dead, but with my wild grandma, you just never know.
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      Baggy drags me to the silver convertible classic Mercedes that was meant to be our post-ceremony ride. The top is down on the pristine car and there are a myriad of cans tied to the back. I can’t help thinking that Gary will not be at all pleased when he comes out and finds that someone has been messing with his precious car. That’s not my problem anymore, though, I guess. I had been exceedingly close to making his quick-to-anger testiness my problem for a lifetime.

      Baggy jumps in the driver’s seat as if she plans to take the car. I have let her lead me out here, but now I decide to speak up. “We can’t take this car, Baggy. It’s Gary’s pride and joy.”

      “He owes you. Come on,” she orders me. I hold my ground, so she acquiesces a little. “We’ll bring it back. Eventually.” She adds the last word under her breath. I can tell by her tone that she is exasperated by my lack of adventure. She seems to think I should agree that grand theft auto is no big deal.

      I stay rooted in my spot, so Baggy decides to play dirty. She shakes her head sadly, saying, “You get more like your mother every day.”

      That does it. She knows exactly how to push my buttons. Even though I know what she’s up to, I can’t ignore it. I huffily get in the passenger’s seat as she searches for the keys.

      “I know they’re here somewhere.” She checks under the floor mat and in the console. “Jackpot!” she yells excitedly when she lowers the sun visor and the keys fall into her lap. “What kind of dipwad leaves the keys to such a beautiful car out where anyone can find them? He deserves to have his car taken,” she informs me with a wink and a huge smile.

      She adjusts her seat forward as far as it will go and turns the engine over. When it rumbles to life, she yells out gleefully, “Yee-haw! Purrs like a pussycat.” She delves into her white purse and draws out a turquoise scarf to tie over her curls. I shake my head to decline her offer of the orange scarf she draws out from deeper in her pocketbook.

      We both look up when we hear my sister running, full-tilt, toward us. She has her violet bridesmaid’s gown hiked up and she is making good time, considering the heeled pumps she is wearing, evidently having retrieved them from the middle of the floor where she had left them as a tripping hazard. Billowing behind her are several clear plastic dry-cleaning bags.

      Ruthie hurls herself toward the backseat of the car while yelling, “Go, go, go!”

      Baggy doesn’t hesitate. While Ruthie is still in midair, she slams the car into gear and presses the gas pedal to the floor, lurching the car forward. Amazingly, Ruthie lands in the backseat and isn’t injured.

      Baggy has two modes when driving (and in life): all-out and stopped. She is so vertically challenged that she peers out the windshield by looking through the space between the top of the steering wheel and the dashboard. I say a silent prayer and buckle my seatbelt as we race through town at nearly three times the speed limit.

      The wind is whipping through my hair when I turn to ask Ruthie, “What’s that?” I use my head to indicate the bags she stole from the church.

      “It’s the tuxes.” She beams, obviously proud of her theft.

      I’m not sure what the point of taking them was. “Umm, I don’t think they’ll be needing them now that the wedding is off.”

      Ruthie pouts a little, as if I’ve just rained on her princess parade. “Well, Gary will have to pay late fees because we aren’t taking them back on time.”

      “Yeah, stick it to him!” Baggy is obviously on board with the thievery.

      I can’t help but think that the only people we are really hurting are the rental company and anyone who has the tuxes rented next, but I decide to hold my tongue. In some strange way, I suppose it’s sweet that Ruthie was willing to do this to avenge my wedding day dumping. Besides, I don’t need to be told again that my voice of reason sounds just like my mother’s.

      “Where are we going?” I ask Baggy in an attempt to change the subject.

      “Away” is her simple response, and I decide that for once in my life, I’m just going to go with the flow and see what happens. If anyone deserves to get away right now, it’s me.

      “We’re just like those crazy broads Thelma and Louise,” Baggy shouts over the hum of the speeding car.

      Her proclamation makes me hope she doesn’t intend to drive us off a cliff, like the characters do in the movie. Nothing would surprise me with Baggy. The problem is, she and Ruthie would come out of the crash completely unscathed. Even though I’m the only one in a seatbelt, the best-case scenario for me would probably be a full-body cast. I’d tense up all over, while the other two would just enjoy the ride down.

      I shake my head to try to clear it. I don’t want to be negative. I love my grandmother and sister, but they do seem to live charmed lives. If I tried half the crazy, irresponsible stunts they pull, I’d be dead or in prison. Today is the perfect example. Being dumped on her wedding day is something that wouldn’t dare happen to Baggy or Ruthie. They simply wouldn’t allow it.

      I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the side mirror. I’m still in the white gown, but my hair has now been whipped into a snarled beehive of rats. I glance back at my sister, who looks windblown but wild and free. Baggy’s hair remains perfectly coifed under her scarf.

      Looking at these two reminds me that even though I’d like to be as carefree as them, I’m just not. I seem to be built differently than they are. Maybe I’m more like my mother than I thought. Ugh.

      Mother didn’t get dumped on her wedding day, though. Double ugh. The more in control of my life I try to be, the more of a hot mess I become.
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      We drive and drive. I try to relax and just enjoy the high-speed ride, but I can’t keep my mind from returning to the fear that Baggy’s driving is going to kill us all. The fact that the woman has never been in an automobile accident (a detail that she loves to remind us of whenever the opportunity arises) is simply shocking. I’m guessing that she has caused an enormous number of fender benders in her wake. She just careens on too quickly to notice.

      “Jive Talkin’” by the Bee Gees comes on the radio, and Baggy cranks up the volume. She and Ruthie are singing and bebopping to the catchy tune as if they don’t have a care in the world. I try singing a little and nodding my head to the beat, but I feel silly, so I stop.

      A new song starts and Baggy turns the blaring radio down slightly. I use the decreased volume as an excuse to ask again where we are headed, since I don’t know how much longer I can endure the near-constant fear of riding in a car with Baggy at the wheel. If we go too much longer, I’ll probably develop a killer migraine.

      “What? I can’t hear you over the banging tunes!” Baggy yells over the still-loud music. I adjust the volume down further and repeat my question.

      “We’re cruising,” Baggy answers cryptically.

      I consider asking her to pull over so I can get a sweet tea. Even though I don’t really want one, since my stomach is kind of churning, it seems like it would be a good opportunity to change drivers.

      In the end, I decide to continue taking my life in my hands. I don’t really feel like taking the wheel, and my sister’s driving isn’t much of an improvement over Baggy’s.

      I clear my mind as much as I can under the circumstances, close my eyes, and let the whipping wind wash over me.
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      When I wake up, we are in Atlanta. I can’t believe we have driven for more than four hours. Baggy has slowed down somewhat for the exit ramp off the highway, but still takes the curve way too fast. I squeeze my eyes shut, certain that we are going to drift into the retaining wall. Miraculously, we stay on the road, even somewhat in the lane.

      Once my heart rate begins to return to a more normal pace, I regain my wits enough to realize we are heading toward the airport. “Are we flying somewhere?” I inquire jokingly, but almost afraid to hear what their answer will be.

      “Tell her.” Baggy makes eye contact with Ruthie in the rearview mirror, practically bouncing with anticipation.

      I turn around to find Ruthie’s eyes glistening with excitement. I raise my eyebrows letting her know to spill it. “We’re going on your honeymoon,” she announces.

      I have about forty-seven questions about this odd declaration, but can’t seem to formulate one, so I just sit there staring until their harebrained idea gushes out of her.

      “While you were asleep, we decided that you shouldn’t miss out on a fab vacay to Hawaii just because that dillweed dumped you.” I cringe a little at her harsh word choice, so she throws in a haphazard “Sorry” before continuing. “By the time we thought of it, we had driven too far to get you back to the airport in time to catch your first flight.”

      She pauses to take a breath, but I decide to wait for her to continue rather than attempt to ask the right questions. “We do have plenty of time to catch your connecting flight, though.”

      I furrow my brow a little, so she adds, “I borrowed your phone and saw that your connection is in Atlanta. It works out perfectly because we were already practically at the ATL.”

      “That sounds reasonable,” I acquiesce before adding, “But I don’t want to go on my honeymoon by myself.”

      “That’s why we’re coming with you,” Baggy jumps in. “Won’t this be a hoot?” She’s obviously proud of herself.

      Not wanting to dampen their spirits but unable to avoid stating the obvious, I say, “You two don’t have tickets.”

      “Oh fiddle-faddle.” Baggy waves off my valid point as if it has no merit. “It will all work out.” If it were anyone else, I would doubt it being possible, but I have learned from experience that once Baggy sets her mind to something, nothing gets in her way.
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      Sure enough, even with the more stringent security measures in place, Baggy manages to secure two tickets on the same flight Gary and I were supposed to be on. I can’t imagine how much two last-minute tickets to Hawaii must cost, but Baggy always seems to have an unending supply of crisp hundred-dollar bills in her billfold. I’m sure she whipped a sizable stack of them out and handed them over to the surprised ticket agent.

      We stop to use the assembly-line airport restroom, and I realize that I was too quick to check my suitcase that had been in the trunk of Gary’s car. I have no clothes to wear on the airplane, other than my wedding gown. This is less than ideal.

      If I hadn’t been in such a state of shock, I’m sure I would have thought of this sooner. I’m not overly surprised that Baggy and Ruthie both stood silently by as I checked a bag of casual clothes rather than mentioning that we might want to change out of our formalwear first. I’m sure they consider the trip even more of an adventure in our fancy bridal attire.

      I attempt, unsuccessfully, to tame my wild rat’s nest of hair after we wash our hands in the giant metal trough. Giving up my hair as a lost cause, I point out another seemingly obvious fact that they probably haven’t bothered to consider. “You two don’t have any luggage.”

      “Oh, barnacles,” Baggy sort of curses. “I guess we’ll have to buy some grass skirts when we get there.” Her eyes light up with a new thought. “Do you suppose I can find one of them coconut bras that will show off my bodacious tatas?”

      I can’t help but smile at her as I glance at her flat, droopy chest. Anyone else her age would be joking, but with Baggy, I’m guessing I should prepare myself for the sight that I’ll never be able to unsee of her dancing around in a coconut bra in public.

      One thing this little getaway is sure to be is unforgettable. Adventures with Baggy always are.

      As we sit at the gate waiting to board the aircraft, I have a panic attack. What if Gary and Lizzie are on the flight? If Baggy and Ruthie were able to secure tickets, maybe Lizzie did, too.

      The image of the pre-wedding breakup text from Gary flashes into my head, unwanted. “I can’t do this. Lizzie and I r in love. Sorry.”

      The fact that he deemed it appropriate to relay this information by text is inexplicable. His word choice infuriates me the most, though. First off, when sending a text of this magnitude, is it really too much trouble to spell out the word are?

      The “Sorry” at the end really irks me, too. He couldn’t even be bothered to insert an “I’m” in the half-assed apology? Yes, you are sorry, you ridiculous jerk. Unbelievable. At least it didn't say, “We’re sorry.”

      I know this isn’t how it should be when two people are getting ready to promise to spend the rest of their lives with each other, but the betrayal by my lifelong best friend hurts more than that of my almost husband. I wish the text had said that he is in love with her, not that they are in love. It hurts so much more knowing that my best friend since the first day of kindergarten would do this to me. I guess my feelings about this whole fiasco prove that it is probably a good thing that today did not turn out to be my wedding day. I was evidently about to marry the wrong man.

      Apparently I dodged a bullet. That doesn’t excuse the manner in which Gary chose to dump me, though. Inconceivable. That’s all I have to say about that right now.
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      When they call for the boarding of first-class passengers on our flight, Baggy and Ruthie hop up and head to the gate. They are halfway there when Baggy realizes I’m still in my seat.

      She turns, perplexed, in my direction. I can see the moment realization dawns on her. I try to get up and close the gap between us because as I watch Baggy’s facial expression evolve from confusion to understanding to anger, I know that she is about ready to unleash a flurry of annoyance. At least if I am in closer proximity to her, less of the crowd will hear her rant.

      The long, white dress slows me, so I make it only two steps in Baggy’s direction before she starts. “You mean to tell me”—she is shaking her bent pointer finger at me. I stop in my tracks because everyone within hearing distance is already looking at us anyway. Baggy continues, completely undaunted by the attention drawn by our spectacle—“that cheap-assed bastard didn’t even spring for first-class tickets for your honeymoon?” She emphasizes the last word with righteous indignation. “He has shitloads of money. What is he saving it for, a special occasion??”

      After a few quiet chuckles, the crowd turns toward me in unison, awaiting my response. The innocent bystanders look like they are watching some ridiculous train wreck of a tennis match that they can’t tear their eyes away from.

      I feel like an absolutely ridiculous mess, standing here with my unruly hair, wearing my now-rumpled wedding gown. People have even looked up from their cell phones to see how this will unfold. If there’s one thing I am uncomfortable with, it’s being the center of attention.

      Ruthie can’t stand it when all eyes are on me, either, so she quickly jumps in. “My sister would appreciate some privacy in this time of great embarrassment and shame,” she says to the crowd at large.

      I feel like kicking her in the shin. I know there isn’t any malicious intention behind her words, but she has somehow managed to make this mortifying situation a thousand times worse. At least everyone is now looking at her. That is the way she and I both prefer things to be.

      I close the gap between us so Baggy, Ruthie, and I can talk to one another without including the entire room. People are still staring at us, but normal hushed conversations and cell phone usage begin to resume. “You two are causing a scene,” I hiss.

      Both of them look surprised and taken aback by my reproach, so I soften my tone. “Go ahead and get on the plane.” They seem uncertain, so I fib, “I like sitting in coach. It’s a great opportunity to people watch.”

      “I could trade tickets with you,” Ruthie offers. I appreciate the gesture, but also know she would be devastated if I took her up on it.

      I refuse, as she had likely known I would, but the relief is still evident on her face. “If you’re sure.” Ruthie smiles, already grabbing Baggy’s hand and dragging her toward the burly female ticket agent.

      Nodding in answer, I grin as I listen to them giggling and skipping toward the airplane door. Looking down at my pearly white dress, I vow to be more like them on this adventure. I will have fun and enjoy the moment. That is my new mantra—easy, breezy Roxy. That’s me. Well, the Hawaiian me, anyway.
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      Thankfully, Gary and Lizzie are not on the airplane, so I decide to use the quiet time to meditate on my new carefree attitude. Despite my best efforts to stay positive, the flight is interminably long, and my seat is very cramped. My height is definitely not an advantage when it comes to airline seating accommodations. My knees are already touching the seat in front of me, so when the shortish lady in front of me leans her seat back, I nearly come unglued. Instead, I take a deep breath and attempt to refocus my mind. When that doesn’t work, I purchase a rum and Coke from the flight attendant and start a slapstick comedy movie on my seat’s personal TV.

      I only make it a few minutes into the silly movie before the reality of the day's events sets in and overwhelms me. Yanking out my earphones and turning to the grandmotherly lady sitting in the window seat next to me, I splutter, "Today was supposed to be my wedding day." She nods, giving me a sad look that is a mixture of pity and understanding.

      I feel like curling up in a ball and hiding for a while, but that isn't an option on the plane. The best I can do is swivel my legs onto the empty aisle seat beside me. Looking at the vacant seat, which should have been Gary's, serves as another reminder of my fiasco of a wedding.

      When my seatmate gently pats my arm, I erupt into an odd hiccupping-sobbing combination and lean my head on her shoulder. I spend the rest of the flight alternating between crying and sleeping on this kind stranger.

      After landing, I give a goodbye hug to the caring woman who had comforted me during most of the flight. If she thinks I'm a crazy person, she hides it well as she promises me that it will all work out for the best.

      It doesn't take long to realize that the mai tais must have been free-flowing in first class because when I deplane and rejoin Baggy and Ruthie, they are both pretty snockered. They valiantly attempt to hide their tipsiness, but they are even more silly and giggly than normal. Baggy wavers unsteadily as we walk to claim my checked bag.

      Once we get my suitcase, we turn in unison for the door. Suddenly, I realize the fatal flaw in Baggy and Ruthie’s plan: Gary made all of the arrangements for our trip. I don’t even know where we have reservations. I gaze at the plethora of chauffeurs holding name signs, along with the taxis and hotel shuttles outside, and realize we have no idea which hotel is ours.

      By the wide-eyed looks Baggy and Ruthie give me, I can tell they have figured out our predicament. Baggy is the first to come up with the obvious solution. “We could . . .”

      “I’m NOT calling Gary,” I interrupt her, speaking with vehemence.

      “Well, I’m sure there are some hotels that aren’t fully booked.” Ruthie tries to take the edge off our situation, even as we all look around the packed baggage claim area and wonder how we’ll find a decent hotel with vacancy.

      “That hot hunk of beefcake might be the answer to our prayers.” Baggy lifts her gnarled pointer finger.

      I want to chastise her that it’s no time to be on the prowl for a man, but I look in the direction she indicated and realize why she is hopeful. The large Hawaiian man, whom Baggy has accurately described, is holding a sign that reads Knox.

      Inwardly, I cringe a little at the sight of it. Had I really been willing to change my name to Roxy Knox? It sounds like a children’s cartoon character. I should have never considered giving up a fab name like Roxy Rose to become Roxy Knox. What in the world had I been thinking?

      The three of us head in the direction of the sign-bearing, handsome Hawaiian. He looks even bigger and sexier up close. His jet-black hair, soft chocolate eyes, and dark mocha skin make for an intriguing combination. He has thick dark lashes, but his large, straight nose gives his face some character and keeps him from being too pretty.

      Baggy and Ruthie openly stare at him in silence, so I attempt to speak. “We’re the Knoxes . . . I mean, our name isn’t Knox . . . Our name is Rose . . . well, mine is . . . and hers.” I indicate Ruthie. “I think we are the people you are looking for,” I stammer.

      He gazes down at me and says, “I was expecting honeymooners.” He is more than a head taller than me, which forces me to crane my neck upward to make eye contact with him. Having been well above average height my entire life, I am not used to having to look so far up to see anyone. I don’t think I like it. This must be how my diminutive sister and grandma feel all the time.

      “Oh, we’re on our honeymoon,” tipsy Baggy responds. At his perplexed look, she clarifies, “Well, her honeymoon.” She angles her head in my direction.

      I don’t want to get into the drawn-out explanation of today’s embarrassing fiasco, so I inform him a little more brusquely than I intend, “We’re the people you’re looking for, and we are ready to go to our hotel. Can you please take us?”

      “Certainly,” he responds before placing brightly colored hibiscus leis around Baggy’s and Ruthie’s necks, who titter in response to his attention. “I was only expecting two people,” he explains before turning to me, lowering his lids and adding, “I’ll make it up to you later.” He tweaks the end of my nose before picking up my suitcase and heading toward the automatic doors.

      My nose still tingles from his touch. Baggy and Ruthie sniff their beautiful flower necklaces, and we all watch his tight, perfectly grabbable backside as he saunters out of the airport. Somehow, he has managed to dazzle us all in a matter of moments.

      Suddenly, we realize that we are being left behind, so we scurry after him. The heat of the intense Hawaiian sunshine hits us the moment we step outside, but we barely even notice as we watch our gorgeous driver open the door to a dated limousine and give us a grand welcoming gesture by clicking his heels together and holding a hand out to help us. To our credit, we stand there mesmerized for only a moment before practically knocking one another down in an attempt to be the first to accept his outstretched hand.

      Proving that she’s as spry and full-of-life as ever, even when she has overindulged on alcohol, Baggy gets to our handsome limo driver first and accepts his helping hand. Ruthie shows us that she is wilier than she looks by lunging around us to grab the front passenger-side door. She grins at me slyly, saying, “I think I’ll sit up front with the driver. We don’t want my motion sickness to kick in.” She pats her tummy for added emphasis.

      I roll my eyes because I know that, unlike me, she has never suffered from any kind of movement-related nausea, but I refrain from pointing it out. Besides, my attention is diverted when our studly driver takes my hand to help me climb into the backseat of the limo beside Baggy.

      I don’t know if it’s my imagination, but it seems like he gives my hand a tender squeeze and allows his hand to linger on mine longer than necessary, or even socially acceptable. When I make eye contact with him, wondering why he hasn’t let go of my hand, I think he winks at me. It happens so fast I can’t be certain, though.

      In any case, my palm is still tingling from his touch, my heart is racing, and I feel more alive than I have in years. I don’t think this is the appropriate reaction to a handsome stranger for a woman who was meant to marry someone else only a few short hours ago.

      Maybe I should send Gary a text to thank him for stopping me from making a colossal mistake—likely the biggest of my life. Nah, I’m not ready to let him off the hook just yet.

      Speaking of texts, my phone and Baggy’s both buzz at the same time with an incoming text. The message is from Ruthie in the front seat of the car and it reads, “He looks like Jason Momoa!!” Our phones buzz again. “Without the scary eyebrows, of course.”

      I have figured out that she is talking about our driver, since she feels she can’t share her thoughts aloud, but I have no idea who Jason Momoa is. “Who?” is my simple response.

      Ruthie shakes her head in disbelief as if I am the most sheltered person on the planet before responding. “Google him.”

      Before I can get the Internet browser pulled up on my phone, Ruthie sends us several pictures of our driver’s gorgeous, apparently famous doppelganger.

      “Ooh-we, he is a handsome devil,” Baggy blurts out upon receiving the text with the photos.

      Baggy’s words are the first that have been spoken aloud since we left the airport. I make eye contact in the rearview mirror with our chauffeur, and I can feel my cheeks blushing pink. He has to know from the buzzing of our phones that we are talking about him. Why else wouldn’t we just speak like normal people? His bemused expression hints that he’s not offended, but I still feel ashamed to have been caught in the act of admiring him (and his lookalike) by text.

      Rather than calling us out on it, he takes the high road and begins pointing out various attractions and little-known, tucked-away gems along our drive to the hotel.

      As we pull into the parking lot of our resort, I realize that it is not at all what I had expected. It is so much more me than Gary. Gary probably would have been sorely disappointed and referred to it as a shabby dump, but I am completely enchanted from the moment I set foot on the property.

      Our rustic thatch-roofed hutlike villa is romantic and has an island feel that a standard hotel room couldn’t accomplish, no matter how much Hawaiian-themed artwork is displayed. The hut is warm, but a breeze blows in the open windows from the ocean. The scent of bougainvillea or hibiscus or some other beautiful, exotic flower fills the air in our room as the rhythmic sound of waves crashing into shore lulls me into relaxation.

      This place is truly paradise. It is the Hawaii of a childhood dream, so perfect that it can’t possibly be real, yet here I am.

      Baggy and Ruthie head down to the gift shop to see about getting some clothes. I unpack, change into a sundress, and scoot the small desk over by the sliding glass door before inspecting and setting out my art supplies. They all seem to have survived the trip unscathed.

      As I inhale a deep breath of salty, fragrant air, I look out at the unfathomable beauty surrounding me. If I can’t create a terrific piece of art in this stunning location, then my mother is right, and I really should stay a responsible (if slightly boring) accountant.

      Before long Baggy and Ruthie return to the room wearing brightly colored, slightly skimpy island attire. They are carrying several bags, so I can only hope that some of their purchases provide a little more skin coverage.

      Even though our bodies tell us it is late at night, the bright sunshine indicates otherwise, so we decide to head outside and check out the pool, beach, and (perhaps most importantly) the bar. It’s time for me to relax a little and release some of the stress of this incredibly long, unexpectedly horrible day.
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      Our resort is on the small side, but it is stunningly beautiful. As my eyes scan around, they land on either huge bushes bursting with enormous, colorful blooms or crystal-clear water in every direction. I have traveled to Florida and several islands in the Caribbean, but this place takes the cake for both natural and man-made visual delights.

      The tropical bar, which features both a swim-up section for service from the infinity pool as well as a more traditional land-based side with comfy-looking bar stools, catches the attention of all three of us. I am surprised to find as we belly-up to the bar that our chauffeur is now playing the role of bartender.

      He hands each of us a tall glass garnished with pineapple and filled with a fruity, frozen beverage that smells of rum before giving us an enthusiastic “Aloha!” and a dashing, white smile. I am pleasantly surprised to see a tiny gap between his two front teeth. Somehow, it makes him even more attractive. I consider mentioning that we didn’t order these drinks, but after taking a sip, decide to just twirl the tiny umbrella and smile back at him.

      “Mmm, delicious.” Ruthie licks her lips, thrusts her small but perky boobs onto the bar, and gives him her best flirtatious ‘come hither’ look. Most men would jump the bar to be at her beck and call, but our driver/bartender doesn’t seem to take notice.

      Giving a slight pout, but clearly undeterred, Ruthie twirls her hair and says to him, “You have been driving us around and now you are plying us with drinks, and we don’t even know your name.”

      He looks directly at me when he answers her question. “My name is Kai.” His name sounds Hawaiian and exotic. It suits him perfectly, and I try not to make it obvious that I am repeating it silently in my mind, practicing to say it sexily. Kai. Kai. Oh yes, Kai . . . Nope, I just don’t have it in me—not even in my imagination.

      Kai has already fixed drinks for two other patrons and is now focusing on something below the bar. He apparently doesn’t share the island-time attitude that allows many workers in tropical locales to move in extra-slow motion.

      Baggy, Ruthie, and I sit in silence, which is a rarity with these two. Our breathtaking surroundings, along with the lengthy flight and six-hour time zone change, seem to be finally catching up with us.

      Kai finishes what he has been working on and comes to stand in front of me. He gently places the most gorgeous, brightly hued flower necklace I have ever seen around my neck. He leans over the bar to kiss my cheek before saying, “You can’t arrive in Hawaii without getting properly lei’d.”

      Ruthie snorts at the double entendre; and call me crazy, but I could swear that Kai blushes a little. He has such a tan complexion that it’s hard to tell, but I’m pretty sure I see a pink flush rise on his cheeks before he turns away to take another patron’s drink order.

      The blushing must have been my imagination. I’m sure he uses that tired line multiple times every day. It sure felt good when his lips pressed gently against my cheek though, and my skin still feels tingly where his fingers brushed against my neck when he was adjusting the lei.

      Ruthie looks a little perplexed by the attention he is giving me, but she doesn’t comment on it. Baggy’s eyes are glassy as she stares off in the distance. I mention what a long day it has been and suggest returning to our room. Surprisingly, neither of them pose an argument.

      As we shuffle back to our room, Kai dominates my thoughts. I don’t care if he makes a habit of flirting with guests at the resort. I like it, and I want more of it. I gingerly touch my kissed cheek, not wanting to rub off any of the lingering effects. I feel enveloped by the tantalizing aroma of the fresh flowers that Kai has hand-strung for my lei. Even though this has been one hell of a day, I can’t seem to stop smiling.
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      The three of us sleep like the dead. When I finally open the light-blocking curtains, it’s obvious that the sun is high in the sky. Baggy and Ruthie screech at me and squint like moles coming out of a cave, but I feel fantastic and insist to them that it is time to rise and shine. They both eventually rise, but are too grouchy to shine before having an infusion of caffeine.

      We head down to the resort’s restaurant in search of bacon. I scan the large open-air-concept room, attempting to look casual, so it won’t be obvious that I’m looking for Kai. “I don’t think he’s here.” Ruthie whispers the words near my ear, proving that I wasn’t nearly as stealthy with my search as I had thought.

      “Who?” I ask, trying rather unsuccessfully to keep a straight face. She gives me a knowing smile, but doesn’t directly call me out on my bluff.

      As the hostess leads us to a table, Ruthie informs her that we would like coffee and hot tea to drink. “Just bring us a whole pot of each, please.” I start to interject that this is not the hostess’ job, but Ruthie beams a sweet smile at the young Hawaiian woman and circumvents the table, heading straight for the buffet line before I have the chance.

      My first instinct is to follow normal restaurant protocol by sitting at the table to wait for the waiter or waitress to give us permission to go fill our plates with food. My tummy grumbles as I start to pull out my chair, so I throw caution to the wind and follow Baggy directly to the delicious-smelling custom-order omelet station.

      Once our plates are filled to the point of having food nearly topple off, the three of us head to our table to find two large pots of steaming liquid, exactly as Ruthie had demanded. I shake my head slightly as I riffle through the wide selection of tea bags. Ruthie wouldn’t know how to react if something ever didn’t go her way. She is just one of those people who expects everyone and everything to accommodate her wishes, and somehow it always works out for her.

      I try not to be bitter about my sister’s charmed life, but sometimes it just gets to me. Just as I’m telling myself to be happy for her and not let it bother me, I look up to find Baggy giving me a shockingly silly smile. She has taken a piece of the sweet, juicy pineapple and stuffed it in her mouth, leaving the rind side out so it looks like frightening teeth. She looks ridiculous, and I have to hold my hand over my mouth to keep from spewing papaya-infused pancakes everywhere.

      Just as Ruthie is looking at me to see what is so funny, we all hear a sound that makes us freeze. It is the loudest, most high-pitched, joyful giggle that I have ever heard. When I turn to discover the source of the laughter, I almost fall out of my chair from shock. The bellowing, gleeful cackle is coming from an enormous giant of a Hawaiian man. He is pointing a sausage-size finger at Baggy’s pineapple wedge smile and doubling over with laughter.

      Even bent over, it is obvious that he is a huge man. He looks to be the size of a successful Sumo wrestler. The girlish tone of his laughter doesn’t match his stature at all, and the pure joy escaping from his lips makes all of us join in with him. Before long, we all have tears streaming down our cheeks and Ruthie has to make a break for the restroom to avoid wetting her pants.

      The large laugher plops down in Ruthie’s vacated seat to try to calm down. He finally wipes his forehead with the back of his hand before saying, “Phew, that’s the best laugh I’ve had all day.” His speaking voice is almost as shrill as his laughter. He continues as if Baggy and I aren’t gawking at him in wide-eyed shock. “I am your waiter, Honi. Please let me know if there is anything I can get for you.”

      Baggy and I nod and watch as he braces his arms on the table to heft himself upright. Just then, the most gorgeous, exotic woman I have ever seen rushes up, grabbing him by the arm. “Honi, do you know where Kai is? I need to talk to him.”

      I try to hide my disappointment. Honi excuses himself and walks away, talking in hushed tones with the beautiful woman. I feel tears welling in my eyes and silently curse myself for being so irrational and flighty. Of course Kai is involved with a beautiful woman. With his drop-dead gorgeous looks, how could he not be?

      When Ruthie returns, she and Baggy talk animatedly. I barely listen to their conversation because I am so annoyed with myself for allowing any kind of hope to creep in about having a fling with Kai. What had I been thinking? Maybe this is just some kind of rebound daydream that is a result of being left almost at the altar. I need to focus on me (and my happiness) during this trip. I do not need a man to be happy.

      As we walk to our room to change into our beachwear, I promise myself that I will not give Kai another thought. Even as the oath is fresh in my mind, I can feel my misbehaving eyes peeking over to the not-yet-open bar to see if he is there.

      He’s nowhere to be found. I really don’t care about his whereabouts anyway. I was just curious what time the bar opens. I try to convince myself of that, but even I don’t believe it.
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      Baggy and Ruthie decide to head down to nab some poolside lounge chairs, but I opt to take advantage of being so near the sea and tell them I’m going for a swim in the ocean. They both seem a little surprised at this newly discovered, somewhat adventurous streak in me, but they refrain from commenting on it.

      The pale, large-grain sand tickles my toes as I walk along the shoreline. I stop and gaze out over the water, letting the wind and fresh air sweep over me. I stand there wondering if it’s possible to actually smell sunshine. Inhaling the faint scents of salty water, marine life, fresh pineapple, coconut tanning oil, and some tropical flower, I decide that this must be exactly what sunshine smells like—and happiness. I am breathing in the aroma of pure happiness.

      I peel my black cover-up over my head, toss it on the sand, and jog into the water. I had been braced for it to be chilly, so am pleasantly surprised to find the undulating water to be warm and inviting. Of course it’s warm, I tell myself, smiling as I lower my body farther into the foamy ocean. This place is truly paradise. How does anyone ever leave?

      I don’t want to think about ever having to go home, so I clear my head by diving into the next big wave. The water swirls around me while I swim out to where the water is calmer, past where the waves are breaking. I decide that this is a great opportunity to get some exercise that is actually enjoyable, so I start swimming parallel with the shore.

      I swim and swim. Periodically, I check to make sure the current isn’t pulling me farther away from the beach. When my out-of-shape legs get tired of kicking, I take a break and float for a while, but soon I get back to swimming. I think I could swim miles here. Speaking of that, I pop my head out of the water to gauge how far I have gone. There are beautiful houses along the shoreline. I spend some time swimming on my side, looking at the understated but amazing beachside residences.

      For a moment, I consider turning back. After all, I should swim only half as far as I intend to go, so that I have enough energy to swim back. I almost have a panic attack when it pops into my mind that I might be swimming with the current and it might be a lot harder to swim back, until it dawns on me that returning to shore and walking back is an option, if needed. Considering that, I decide to keep swimming in the direction I’ve been heading.

      The sun is warm and feels wonderful on my shoulders. I swim a good while longer before heading toward shore to walk back to the resort. The walk is almost as enjoyable as my swim had been. The homes, resorts, and restaurants along the shore are all lovely.

      I am shocked to pass numerous chapels along my path. They all seem to have huge windows overlooking the ocean, and weddings in progress. I try to figure out if this is a special date, which would explain the large number of ceremonies, but I can’t come up with anything. Weddings must be big business on this island. Each time I see a bridal party and photographer outside, I scurry quickly past, in an attempt not to photo-bomb the pictures of their happy day. Just because my almost-wedding wasn’t picture-perfect doesn’t mean I should ruin someone else’s photos, although some shameful and sinister side of me is tempted to do just that. Luckily, the urge is not a strong one, and I am able to quickly tamp it down.

      By the time I get back to our resort, I am mostly dry but beginning to sweat from the heat and my exertion. I retrieve my cover-up from the sand and don it after showering off inside the gate at our resort. Before returning to the pool area, I scrunch my hair in an attempt to make it presentable. I wonder why I am suddenly concerned with my appearance and tell myself that it is not because of Kai.

      Even as I’m trying to convince myself of that, my eyes wander over to the bar. Kai has his back turned, but I can tell by the shirt stretched taut over his broad shoulders that it is him. I hide my smile as I rejoin Baggy and Ruthie.

      “We were about ready to send out a search party,” Ruthie informs me, shading her eyes with a hand to look up at me, even though she has on oversized sunglasses.

      “Your concern is touching.” I roll my eyes after making the snarky comment. They are both sunning themselves on lounge chairs and sipping frozen concoctions from split-top coconuts. They couldn’t have been too worried.

      I plop down on the empty lounge chair beside them and peel off my cover-up. When I see Kai looking my way, I decide to stretch my arms, arching my back. When I peek back in his direction, he is still looking and rewards me with a huge grin. I smile back before looking away and wondering what has come over me. Had I actually been flirting with this visually stunning man?

      I decide that maybe this new, braver, Hawaiian version of me will have way more fun than the old Roxy did. I get up and try to saunter sexily over to the bar. Since I still have my long, awkward limbs, I fear that the reality of my gait is more gawky than sexy, but I’m in too far to turn back now.

      “Roxy.” Kai flashes a dimple at me as he finishes a drink for another patron and hands it over to her. I decide that I love the sound of my name when it comes from his lips. The woman breathily thanks Kai and tucks a bill into the tip jar. He gives her a quick, almost curt nod and starts dumping ingredients into a blender for his next concoction. The woman pouts for a moment, but hops off the barstool and heads back to her lounger.

      Kai pours the contents of the blender into a hollowed-out coconut, adds a tiny umbrella with a pineapple wedge and cherry, and sets it in front of me. I turn my head from side to side, wondering if he has accidentally given me someone else’s drink. “I didn’t order this,” I inform him, unintentionally furrowing my brow.

      He reaches out to run a finger down the line on my forehead. “Trust me, it’s exactly what you need. There is no frowning allowed in paradise.”

      I had always been a firm believer that you can’t trust anyone who says “trust me,“ but somehow it didn’t sound like a used car salesman’s pitch when Kai uttered the words. I sit there for a moment, uncertain why my gut is telling me that I should, in fact, trust this man.

      Kai must have taken my silence for annoyance at his presumptiveness because his next words are, “Just give it a try. If you don’t like it, I’ll make you something else—whatever you want. On the house,” he adds when my silence continues.

      My brain is fluttering with potential responses, but not any that I wish to utter aloud, so I lift the coconut and try to look sexy as I seek the straw with my tongue to take a sip. My attempt at flirtation must not have been a total fail because Kai is gazing at me like he wants to jump over the bar and have his way with me. Normally, that thought would scare the crap out of me, but for some reason, I find the idea oddly intriguing.

      When the fruity, rum beverage hits my taste buds, I can’t hide my delighted reaction. I close my eyes, tip my head back, and release a deep “Mmmmm” as the delicious coolness slides down my throat.

      Upon opening my eyes, I find that Kai is watching me intently. The look on his face is priceless. We stare at each other in silence for a long moment before he breaks the tension. “Well, now that I have no blood left in the upper half of my body . . . I take it you like the drink?”

      I nod at the rhetorical question and manage to wink at him before sliding off my barstool and taking my drink back to my seat. I can feel him watching me go, and I have never in my life felt so sexy and wanted. I don’t care if this is his game and he flirts with everyone, I like how having his attention makes me feel.

      When I maneuver the shady umbrella to cover my lounge chair, Ruthie almost jumps out of her seat. “You’re blocking my sunshine,” she screeches at me before turning to smile prettily at the handsome lifeguard. I wonder at her ability to turn her feelings on and off so quickly and with such vehemence.

      Once we get the shade situated to everyone’s liking, the rest of the day is spent basking by the pool. I pretend like I’m not watching Kai. I hate to admit it to myself, but there is something about him that is disturbing to me. I decide to bring it up as we are eating lunch at the resort’s café, which is situated across from the pool, still in Kai-viewing proximity.

      “So, what do you guys think that bartender is up to?” I broach the subject with Baggy and Ruthie, trying to sound vague and casual.

      Baggy jumps on the opening. “Do you think he’s selling drugs or firearms or something behind that bar?” I had been hoping they hadn’t noticed the brown paper bags that Kai periodically exchanged for money. I had wanted to believe that I was imagining it or that there was a logical explanation for the seemingly seedy transfers that Kai was conducting. Hearing that Baggy noticed and was suspicious completely dashes that hope.

      “No, I’m sure it’s nothing like that,” I inform them, trying to convince myself as well.

      Even though I had brought the topic up, I suddenly want to dismiss the subject from our conversation (and my mind), but Baggy latches on to it and won’t let it go. She holds her pointer finger and thumb up Charlie’s Angels style into a pretend gun. “We’ll get to the bottom of this,” she assures us before jumping up from the table and peering around the corner of the restaurant, finger gun at the ready. She peeks around to make sure it’s safe, before waving Ruthie and I over. Ruthie immediately jumps into the fun, raising her imaginary gun to follow Baggy.

      “What have I started?” I wonder aloud, shaking my head at my own stupidity before getting up to follow them.
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      We decide to attend the resort’s weekly luau that evening. I am able to successfully convince Baggy and Ruthie that they will be less conspicuous spies if they keep their finger guns put away. They don’t want to oblige, but finally agree that the weapons might blow their cover.

      Being with the two of them is almost like having two young children to monitor. I’m not sure why I always end up playing the part of the responsible parent. In any case, getting them to sit down and behave is easy once the show starts. The performers are incredibly talented, and I recognize several of them from around the resort. Employees here must have to be flexible and capable enough to fill numerous positions.

      When Honi comes out on the stage, he dominates the ukulele. His high-pitched voice accompanies the instrument, creating a beautiful song with a haunting melody. The lilting sound is both sad and mesmerizing. When he finishes, the crowd sits in stunned silence for a moment before erupting into loud applause.

      Three lovely Hawaiian women take the spotlight to perform a traditional hula. I recognize the middle one, who has been introduced as Leilani, as the lady who was looking for Kai at breakfast. The ladies smile and relay the story of the song with their swaying hips and graceful hand movements. I can’t take my eyes off Leilani. She is the embodiment of perfection. She and Kai must look amazing together. I can’t imagine the heat of the two of them naked and melding together, nor do I want to.

      Speaking of Kai, his death-defying fire-throwing act is the finale of the show. He is scantily clad in a loincloth. His dark skin glistens and his muscles flex as he does seemingly impossible stunts with flames. I am nervous, intrigued, and incredibly turned on all at once. I don’t want to see him get burned or hurt in any way, and it seems impossible that he won’t, but I can’t tear my eyes away from the incomparable beauty of his performance.

      When he finishes unscathed, the crowd goes wild. I clap so hard my hands hurt. He bows and brings the others out for a final bow. I feel like he is looking right at me, but I know the stage spotlights make this impossible.

      When the noise dies down, Baggy leans over the table to say, “I don’t care what he’s up to. He’s so handsome and talented, I wouldn’t kick him out of bed for eating cookies, if you know what I mean.” At this, she waggles her eyebrows suggestively. I’m not sure exactly what she means, but I do know that I don’t want to hear any more, so I simply nod.

      Just then, an older gentleman plops down at the unused fourth chair at our table. He smiles at Baggy with a lemon wedge in his mouth, similar to what she had done to us with her pineapple. The gesture makes Baggy bubble with laughter. He kisses her hand before introducing himself as Jim Bond. Is that short for James Bond? I wonder, shaking my head at his ridiculousness.

      Mr. Bond tells Baggy that he has been keeping an eye on her since we arrived. “It seems you’re quite the spy.” He leers at her. “I hope you’re not after me, or you just might catch me.” Just as I’m about ready to tell this smooth operator to get lost, Baggy titters. Is that even a word? It seems like the only appropriate word for her reaction.

      Before I can intervene, Mr. Bond asks Baggy for a dance, and they begin a dramatic tango on the empty dance floor. I look to Ruthie for help, but her attention has been caught by the lifeguard/scuba instructor/general watersports dude who is surrounded by a bevy of females at the bar. Sensing a challenge, she instructs me “not to wait up” before sauntering off in his direction.

      I turn my attention back to Baggy just in time to see Mr. Bond produce a red rose for her, seemingly out of thin air. Baggy giggles as he places it behind her ear. Wow, this guy is slick.

      “Guess I’ll take a walk along the beach.” I say the words aloud, even though no one is around to hear them.

      As I take the path toward the water, I see Kai and Leilani. They are clearly having a heated discussion. I really don’t want to spy on them, but something makes me hunker down behind a bush within earshot. This is so unlike me, I think as I’m squatting near the ground. All of Baggy’s crazy antics must be rubbing off on me.

      Then I hear something that makes me cringe. Leilani’s voice is shaky as she says, “This baby is the most important thing in the world to me, Kai.” With more conviction she adds, “I’m not giving it up.”

      I am well aware that none of this is any of my business, but I still somehow feel betrayed. I wish he would step up and accept responsibility for his actions. I put my head farther down as Leilani bursts into tears and runs back toward the resort. Kai turns and heads toward the beach, not bothering to chase after her.

      Once they are each out of sight and I don’t have to worry about being caught eavesdropping, I stand up. Rather than continuing on my planned walk, which would run me the risk of bumping into Kai, I decide just to go back to our villa. I’m feeling a little depressed. After all, if someone as gorgeous as Leilani has man troubles, how much hope is there for the rest of us?

      When I get back to the room, I take a nice hot bath in the giant spa tub to relax and try to wash off the minor blues I am experiencing. It doesn’t really work, so I go to bed. I don’t even wake when Baggy and Ruthie finally straggle in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning I am awake with the sun, and I feel like a new woman. Baggy and Ruthie are both sound asleep. I get ready quietly and leave without disturbing them. It seems we are on completely different waking schedules.

      Since I am filled with energy, I decide to take a hike. There is an amazing-looking lush green peak that has been calling my name in the opposite direction of yesterday’s swim, so I set off toward it. It is probably much bigger than it looks from a distance, but I decide to give it a shot. Besides, I don’t have to go all the way to the top.

      I just hope it’s not an active volcano. They wouldn’t let people near it, if it were, right? Or, do they just assume that people have enough sense not to climb into molten lava? I shake my head at my errant thoughts, unsure why my imagination can turn something as harmless and fun as morning exercise into a life-threatening, panic-inducing experience.

      I am relieved to find a well-worn path at the base of the hill and set off on my adventure. Before too long, I discover a faded sign pointing to a scenic overlook. Since I’m already a little out of breath, I decide to take this clearly less-traveled path rather than attempting to head up to the peak.

      This path is more overgrown, and I feel adventurous and daring for opting for it when I arrived at the proverbial fork in the road. I move an overhanging branch out of my way and almost gasp at the beauty as I step into the clearing. A huge waterfall is crashing into a deep, clear spring of water. I have never encountered such a naturally perfect spot. I wish I’d had the foresight to tote my painting supplies with me. This place is practically begging to be set to canvas.

      A head emerges from the water and I realize I’m not alone. Instinct has me dive behind the shelter of a nearby boulder so I won’t be seen. I hold my breath as I crouch in my hiding spot, hoping the swimmer didn’t see me.

      After waiting a while and not hearing anything, I peek out from behind the rock. The figure in the water is a man. I can tell by the broad shoulders and strong arms that erupt from the surface each time he does a stroke through the water. I watch, mesmerized, as his lean body slices through the water. He is clearly a natural swimmer.

      My legs get tired of squatting, so I sit down with my legs crossed. I keep my body hidden behind the boulder, but allow my eyes to peek out and watch him swim. When he stops under the waterfall and raises his head, allowing the water to crash down over him, recognition dawns on me. Kai. Of course, I should have known.

      I wonder if he has on swimming trunks or if he is skinny-dipping. I can’t stop the fantasy popping into my head of joining him in the water au natural, although I would never actually act upon the naughty impulse. It is intriguing to think about, though. I bet Kai in the buff is a sight to behold.

      He deftly swims over to the side, and I notice for the first time that a dark blue towel is folded neatly near the edge of the water. Here comes my chance to get a glimpse of him in all his glory. I strain my neck to peer out from behind the rock without poking my head out too far and risking being seen.

      I watch as his shoulders flex to raise him up out of the water. It’s as if time has slowed to allow me to fully enjoy this moment. The water runs down his back in great rivers that turn into tiny rivulets, which I imagine chasing with my tongue. Here comes the moment of truth, I think to myself as his waist breaks the surface.

      Just then, Baggy’s voice echoes across the canyon. “What’cha lookin’ at?” I jump up and whirl in her direction to pull her down next to me.

      My face is burning red with the shame of being caught leering at Kai without his knowledge. Baggy is unfazed. “Oh, we’re spying, eh?” she stage-whispers, quickly converting into her role of super sleuth. “Ya think he hides his drugs down there?”

      I shake my head, bugging my eyes out at her and holding a finger to my mouth, silently praying that she’ll be quiet for once in her life. Some higher power must have been listening to my request because she remains silent as she slowly peeks up over the rock.

      I stay below the surface of our hiding spot, not yet daring to look back out. Had he heard her? What am I thinking . . . of course, he heard her. She was so loud Ruthie probably heard her from the resort. Did he see us?

      I slowly raise myself to peer over the ledge of the giant rock. Kai has wrapped the navy towel around his waist and he is scanning the trees in our direction. He definitely heard something, but the good news is that he would have to swim across the spring or go up and around to get over to us, and either would give us time to get away. I don’t think I could face him right now.

      Baggy and I watch as he gives up on his perusal and bends to pick up a water canteen. “Ooh-wee! Look at that tush!” Baggy says—much louder than I would have dared speak. I nudge her with my elbow but keep watching Kai. He proceeds to take a drink from his water container, seeming unfazed by Baggy’s loudness.

      “You s’pose he’s naked under that towel?” Baggy has returned to her loud whisper.

      I grit my teeth before whispering near Baggy’s ear. “Just because you don’t hear anything doesn’t mean that others can’t. You’re being too loud.” She huffs out a breath but she doesn’t say anything else. Then she plops down on the ground with her back against the rock, pouting.

      I wonder if our cover has been blown, but I’m scared to look. Finally, I decide I need to check, if for nothing else than to make sure that he hasn’t set off in our direction. When I raise myself to look in Kai’s direction, he is looking right back at me. I quickly lower myself, but not before I’m almost positive he winked at me. When I work up the nerve to look again, he is gone.

      “Come on, Baggy,” I say to my grandmother, taking her hand and pulling her upright. “We need to get out of here before he catches us.”

      Baggy’s sense of adventure kicks in, and she quickly forgets that she is angry with me as we scurry back to the resort.

      “You think he saw us?” she questions me quietly, looking around as I use my key card to enter our villa.

      Now she decides to be quiet, I think to myself. “I hope not,” I answer her honestly, even though I’m almost positive that he did.

      I’m surprised to find that Ruthie is up and showered. I join her to sit outside on our balcony enjoying the fresh air while Baggy takes her bath. When Baggy emerges from the bathroom, she informs us that she and Jim are taking a drive to explore the island in his Range Rover today. “You are welcome to come with us,” she offers, but we both immediately shake our heads to decline.

      Ruthie declares that she plans to sign up for parasailing lessons. I am certain that her newfound interest in watersports has to do with the handsome guy who gives the lessons.

      I ponder their plans for the day for a minute, trying not to focus too much on the fact that they have both already found love interests.

      They decide to head down to breakfast. When I inform them I am staying in the room for the day, but would love it if they could bring me a croissant with guava jam, they both look concerned.

      “I want to paint today,” I say breezily in explanation. They still seem uncertain if they should leave me in the room alone, so I add, “Besides, I don’t want to get sunburned.”

      They seem to buy this excuse as plausible and leave. “I’m not hiding from Kai.” I say the words aloud, once they are gone. “I’m not,” I say again, unsure whom I am fighting with.

      I let my inner turmoil go once I make the first swipe of my brush across the canvas. From then on, I am swept into the world my brushstrokes want to create.
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      Just because my painting turned into a waterfall scene, doesn’t mean anything. It’s a beautiful spot, after all. It practically begs to be recreated on canvas. The fact that my paintbrush decided to add the vague form of a man slicing through the water does not mean it is Kai. It could be anyone. I had intended for the piece to be a traditional landscape, but it had seemed incomplete until I added the person.

      I stand back to admire my work. The man makes the painting come alive. He makes the entire scene more real—less perfect, yet somehow more perfect at the same time. I’m happy with the final product—really happy with it, and that rarely happens. I almost always feel like my work is missing something, but this time I nailed it.

      I have never before painted from memory. The lack of clarity into each leaf and cloud forced me to use a little more impressionism than I normally would have. As I worked on it, I closed my eyes to imagine the scene, then I let my brain and hand work together to do justice to the setting. The resulting artwork is much more stunning than any of the previous pictures I have painted.

      This painting captures perfectly the scene I stumbled upon this morning, and I’m certain I could sell it at a gallery. Well, if I could part with it, of course, but I don’t think I can. I want to remember this amazing locale and the terrific feeling of being here long after I return home. I will find the perfect spot to hang it in my condo.

      The knock at our door startles me out of my reverie. I can’t imagine who it could be. Baggy and Ruthie have keys to get in. I had put out the do not disturb sign in hopes that housekeeping would just leave fresh towels outside the door, rather than come in for a full cleaning.

      Maybe Baggy or Ruthie requested that room service be brought up for me, knowing that I wouldn’t stop painting long enough to seek out food? That must be it, I decide, before looking down at my paint-splattered T-shirt. I’m an absolute mess. It was very thoughtful of my family to save me from having to go out in public looking like this, especially since they hadn’t bothered to bring the croissant I’d requested earlier.

      My naturally cautious personality has me pause to look through the peephole before opening the door. I nearly jump out of my skin when I see a distorted version of Kai looking back at me through the tiny glass. Geesh, does he deliver room service, too?

      “You can just leave the tray outside the door,” I yell, hoping he’ll just drop off the food and not see the paint-covered mess I have made of myself.

      “It's Kai. What tray?” he asks, sounding genuinely perplexed. “I didn’t see you today, so I wanted to make sure you are okay.”

      “Oh, I’m fine.” I am touched by his concern. I guess this really is a full-service resort. “Thanks for checking on me.”

      “I’d prefer to see for myself.” I can hear the grin in his voice.

      Shit! I look behind me at the painting. There isn’t any place to hide it except the bathroom, and I don’t want to risk smudging it while trying to move it. It’s still wet, so I can’t throw a dropcloth over it.

      I make a snap decision and unlock the bolt on the door, leaving the chain hooked. I open the door the chain’s width and smile at Kai. “See, healthy as can be.”

      He beams at me as if I don’t look like a paint-covered fool. “Ah, you’ve been painting. I wasn’t sure if you were sick, so I brought chicken noodle soup.” He holds up a container as evidence.

      “Thanks,” I tell him, truly touched that he would think to do that. I reach through the crack in the door to grab the soup container, but it won’t fit through the still-chained opening. I squeeze it slightly, but can’t pull it through.

      “I think you might have to open the door.” He states the obvious fact that I have been refusing to accept.

      Sighing, I release the container back to him long enough to close and unchain the door. When I reopen the door, I stand in the opening, hoping to block Kai’s entry into the room. I grab the soup container once more and try to send him along with a simple, “Thank you very much for bringing this by. Please add the charges to our room bill.”

      He frowns slightly at that, but his eyes have already been drawn to the easel. I strain to my full height in a futile attempt to block his line of sight, but he is tall enough to look right over my shoulder. “Is that what you’ve been working on today?” he asks, opening the door wider and strolling inside.

      I sense the second he recognizes the scene. He pauses. “Is that . . .” His voice trails off, leaving the rest of the question unasked. When he turns to me his face is bright crimson, and I’m sure mine is a matching shade.

      I can’t stand the embarrassment, so I start rambling. “Yes, I stumbled upon that waterfall during a hike, and it was so serene and lovely that I wanted to recreate it on canvas.” He’s looking at me now, and I can tell that he knows I saw him. The tension is unbearable, so I fill the void with more chatter. “The figure there”—I actually point at the man in the water—“is a figment of my imagination,” I lie. Unable to stop myself, I add, “The pool was completely empty when I saw it.”

      He’s giving me an odd look, as if he can’t decide what to say. I cannot believe I spied on him then lied about it, then to make it even more ridiculous and unbelievable, restated the lie. I wonder if he is going to call me out on it. He has to know that he is the figure in the painting. Why didn’t I just fess up about it?

      We stay silent for a while, just looking at each other. I am beyond embarrassed, but am determined to keep my mouth shut, so I don’t dig myself any deeper into this hole. Finally, he gestures at the soup container and plastic spoon. “Enjoy your soup,” he says simply, turning to leave.

      I feel both relieved that he didn’t call me out on my lies and humiliated that I got myself into this situation in the first place. When he stops and turns to look at me, I am convinced that he is going to shame me for my indiscretions. “You know,” he starts, and I suck in a deep breath, dreading what I know is coming, “it seems to me that imaginary man in your painting needs a sexy lady to join him in the water.” With that, he beams a dazzling, reassuring grin my way and closes the door behind him.

      After he’s gone, I plop down on the couch. He had to have known that my running of the mouth was all lies, but he had been gentleman enough not to point it out. I test the soup, and it is delicious. Gorgeous, thoughtful, kind-hearted, and a gentleman—Kai is the total package. I hope Leilani realizes how lucky she and her baby are.

      Baggy interrupts my rumination by bursting into the room and setting down a plethora of bags. “What a day,” she announces before joining me on the sofa. She sounds completely enamored as she tells me all about her adventures with Mr. Bond. Jim Bond.

      I can’t believe she is falling for his hokey fake-spy ploy. Of course, I have no room to talk. I spent the day painting and just got caught daydreaming about a man who has someone else knocked up and spends his time bartending to cover for the drug or other trafficking operation he runs behind the counter.

      We sure have chosen some winners, I think to myself while Baggy and I get ready for bed. Maybe there is something in this Hawaiian air that makes otherwise logical women make poor choices when it comes to men. Not that anyone would ever accuse Baggy of being logical, of course.

      Ruthie returns to the room much later. She giggles to herself while putting on her jammies and visiting the bathroom. I hear her take a deep, satisfied sigh before rolling over and going to sleep.

      I smile at the ceiling, glad that she and Baggy are happy. They both deserve it. This trip is turning out to be anything but boring, I decide, rolling over and wondering what new adventures tomorrow will bring.
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