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The Roman Family Mai Tai
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Served at Twin’s Tavern, Pickerington Ohio

Thank you, David Brucas, 

for your heavenly bartending hand.

1 1/2 ounces white rum

3/4-ounce orange curaçao

3/4-ounce lime juice, freshly squeezed

1/2 ounce orgeat*

1/2-ounce dark rum

Garnish: lime wheel

Garnish: mint sprig








	Add the white rum, curaçao, lime juice, and orgeat into a shaker with crushed ice and shake lightly (about 3 seconds).

	Pour into a double rocks glass.

	Float the dark rum over the top.

	Garnish with a lime wheel and mint sprig.






*Orgeat syrup is a sweet syrup made from almonds, sugar, and rose water or orange flower water. It was originally made with a barley-almond blend. It has a pronounced almond taste and is used to flavor many cocktails. Orgeat syrup is a vital ingredient in the Mai Tai. 
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We dedicate this book to our loyal family of readers and peers who inspire us.

To those who experienced disappointment or loss in a first love but live in the hope of finding love again.

Thank you, Michelle, for your third set of eyes.
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Chapter One
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The Hawaiian Air Flight attendant approached the woman in row thirty-six, seat B. “Excuse me, ma’am, may I see your boarding pass?”

The executive, already wearing her ‘Girl Boss’ sleep mask, lifted the leopard print shade carefully. “I beg your pardon?”

Ava Hansen, the rightful owner of seat thirty-six B, looked everywhere but at the skirmish that was about to unfold. With a great deal of harrumphing, the thirty-something girl boss unbuckled and made a big deal out of pulling her purse from the overhead bin.

With a kind, “Thank you, Luana,” Ava nodded to the flight attendant. She settled herself in the seat she’d come to think of as her own during the three months of wrangling it took to sell her Las Vegas home. She slid her precious Louboutin shopping bag under the seat in front of her and prepared for utter relaxation.

As she opened her ereader, she spied the man across the aisle in thirty-five C stretching out wonderfully long legs. He let out a sigh and folded his arms over his chest. His biceps tried the fabric of his white polo shirt. Man, he has a tan. She wanted to check his left hand for a ring, but she was on the wrong side of the plane.

What am I doing? And why isn’t the seat next to him my favorite? This is the first time I’ve checked out a man in a decade. I take this flight all the time. I’ve never seen him before. ... Steel-grey hair like James Brolin... clipped military conservative. Nice shoes. You can tell a lot about a guy by their shoes.

Ava chomped at the bit to retrieve her nice shoes from the bag in front of her feet. As soon as the alert permitted, she pulled the double Louboutin shopping bag to her lap and opened the box of the most expensive shoes she’d ever bought. Well, one pair was. Ava smiled, almost in tears, holding a real-life glass slipper. She balanced the flat ballerina pump on the palm of her hand. The pointed toe slip-on was adorned with hand-placed shimmering crystals from toe to heel. The vamp, crafted from mesh, gave a nude look as if her foot was bejeweled. Turning it to confirm the shoe was really hers, she caressed the ultra-luxurious feel of the suede wrapped heel. The woman next to her gasped and Ava asked her seatmate, “Have you ever seen such a beautiful shoe in your life?” 

The traditional Hawaiian auntie grinned. “I’d have nowhere to wear them.”

Ava held the shimmering flat to her heart. “I splurged on them for work because a client told me how comfortable these are.” Ava felt that handsome man’s gaze and turned to see the warmest pair of brown eyes smiling back at her. The gold in his eyes raised their heat to elemental magic. With a nod to him, she carefully placed the ecru silk shoe back in its box. She turned back to Auntie. “...And I was terrible because I bought their crystal-covered big sister.” Ava opened the second box and dangled the delicate slingback pump on her index finger. “I feel so indulgent.”

In the airplane’s downlight, the pump’s pale silk mesh upper sparkled with a gradient design of hand fixed Swarovski iridescent crystals. The seventy-millimeter heel was not this brand’s highest nor lowest slim heel. The red sole kissed it with an enchanted touch.

The Hawaiian woman grinned. “A’a i ka hula, waiho i ka maka’u i ka hale.”

Ava narrowed her gaze. “That’s something about dancing, right?”

With cheerful eyes, the woman’s lyrical voice translated, “Dare to dance, leave shame at home.”

Ava sighed. “You don’t know how much I needed to hear that.” She put the shoes away and thought about the proverb. I can hear the backstabbers now. ‘She spent all that money after selling the house Sheldon built for her.’ Ava contemplated the seven-figure sale. If they knew Sheldon, they’d understand he finagled three mortgages on it. The Louboutins and the cost of the trip was the entirety of my net profit. “Thank you for being so gracious.” She felt her voice catch, working hard not to let her emotions spill over. As she sat up from stowing her treasures, she caught Mr. Handsome sneaking another peek at her. This time, she smiled, and he winked.

Ava was at once gratified and alarmed. She needed to dial it back. She did not wish to be conspicuous. For all she knew that big, strapping tower of lean muscle was a Fed tailing her back to Hawaii.

****
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AVA CONSIDERED THE personalities of the people at the baggage carousel. Half of them impatiently clogged the standing room where the bags belched out. The other half meandered to the far side where they waited and watched the scrappier flyers scrambling for their bags.

There was Mr. handsome on the other side of the carousel, every bit of the six-foot-three she imagined him to be. He has to be a Fed. He’s keeping me in his line of sight while appearing blasé.

Ava readjusted her tote-sized purse on her shoulder and dropped the Louboutin shopping bag at her feet. She had tagged her bright-pink luggage as ‘fragile’ and expected the two pieces painted with hummingbirds and poppies to arrive early.

Leaning over to catch the first bag, Ava heard the crowd rumbling behind her. A hubbub arose with the scuffles. ‘Stop him!’ She gaped in confusion as she was pushed onto the carousel. Then fury blossomed as some asshole ran off with her Louboutin bag.

Time froze. Though she scrambled to right herself, she rode the carousel, gripping her smaller suitcase and screaming, “Stop this thing!” And now they’re all looking at me. This belt moves faster than it looks. People yelped and drew back as Mr. Handsome took two steps to his right, stuck out a strong arm, and clothes-lined the asshole with her bag. She watched it all in slow motion. He was gracefully powerful, and said not so much as a word.

The crowd clapped as the man grabbed the criminal’s neck and pushed him face-first onto the cold floor. Two airport security officers arrived in seconds; just in time for Mr. handsome to hand off the criminal and hand her the shopping bag. The belt screeched to a stop. Those brown eyes of his smiled as he held out his hand. “May I help you off that thing?”

All obscurity lost, she accepted his hand and gathered her dignity. “Yes, thanks.” The crowd still gawked as Ava raised her chin and announced to the gathering throng. “Nothing to see here. Go about your business.” She nodded to the hostesses, greeting people with flowered necklaces. “Go get leid.”

When she’d donned her beige linen trousers and tunic last night for the red-eye flight, it was the plainest clothing she owned, perfect for disappearing in a crowd. She looked around and grinned painfully as she accepted her shopping bag. “Are you a cop? Amazing reflexes there.”

“No, ma’am, just a man happy to help a lady in distress.”

She let go of his hand, realizing she’d held it too long. 

“I’m Hank...”

Yeah, sure you are. She nodded and answered. “I’m... Ava.”

He looked for security in the crowd. “I don’t know if you had plans after landing, but I’m sure security will want a statement from both of us.”

They watched the process of authorities surrounding the thief and Ava clutched the shopping bag. “Oh, cheese and crackers, they’ll want my shoes as evidence.”

The stranger took a commanding stance to half-block her from view. He spoke back at her over his shoulder. “They might. Can you stow those shoes in your tote bag?”

Leaving the boxes and the receipt for twenty-four hundred dollars’ worth of shoes in the bag, Ava waited silently with Mr. handsome. 

****
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AVA AND THE STRANGER left the security office together. She dug for her keys. “I have my car; may I drop you somewhere?”

He smiled, and it went all the way to those coffee-brown eyes. “No, ma’am, I’ve got a rental waiting for me.” He looked at his watch. “It’s about time for brunch. Would you meet me somewhere?”

The hair on the back of Ava’s neck rose in alarm. How had she forgotten this man could be surveilling her? How else could he have been so reactive to her assault? “Aren’t you sweet to offer?” She began evasive maneuvers away from him. “I’m afraid my schedule won’t allow for brunch.” Now she was arm’s length away. “Thank you so much for the rescue today.” She pressed the elevator button for the parking level. “Have a wonderful time in Hawaii.” She bolted as the elevator doors opened.

****
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IN THE SAFETY OF HER locked car, Ava settled down to the task of navigating the tourist traffic to Waikiki. What if the Feds were following her? She was headed home, and they knew where that was. They’d made her life an obstacle course for almost five years. Since the statute of limitations on the millions Sheldon had stolen was evaporating, they’d become dogged in their surveillance. 

Hell, did the Feds buy my Las Vegas home to tear it apart looking for the money? A van cut her off, and she snapped her attention back to driving. She saw the bumper sticker for Aloha Travel and wondered, where did Sheldon Carmichael go with his ill-gotten gains? 

She’d torn the house apart without success. She’d had no choice but to wait the regulation five years to have him declared legally dead. The joke is on the Feds if consider me their chief suspect in his disappearance.

****
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US MAJOR GENERAL HENRY ‘Hank’ Kingston settled into his rental car and cranked up the A/C. It took stopping at the first traffic signal out of the airport before the reality of his retirement sunk in. He was a free man on the island of Oahu. Four extra years in Afghanistan put a second star on his shoulder and more wiggle room in his retirement pay. More money to explore bachelorhood and the exciting ratio of ninety-four men for every one hundred women in his age range.

It wasn’t that widower Hank had been a monk for those long years, but at his rank, it wouldn’t do to fraternize. There hadn’t been a significant woman in his life for the last six years. Boy, did I bomb out with that beautiful blonde! I saved her damn shoes and couldn’t score a brunch date. Ah well, I’ll sit by the pool at the condo and meet my neighbors. Besides, I want Sky to know I’m settling in.

Sky Kingston, his daughter, and only child, met her match on the island in a confluence of circumstances. What were the odds that she would sit next to his best friend’s son on the flight over? They fell in love at first sight and now Hank was preparing to pay for a wedding. Sky and Conner were making their home in Waikiki. Hank gave them a little grace by living in a different neighborhood, a few floors below his best friend in Mo’ili’ili. So what if it was a neighborhood adjacent to Waikiki?

He stepped inside his twenty-fifth-floor three-bedroom condo. He hadn’t had this much space since he was a Captain at Minot A.F.B. That was ages ago when Dory was pregnant with Sky. Then I had to share the space with a nursery and Dory’s book club. Today, it’s all mine. What if I don’t install a home phone? What if I forget to publish my cell number? What if I just enjoy the peace and quiet and women?

Despite his best intentions, sleep eluded the keyed-up sixty-six-year-old who looked nowhere near his age. Nevertheless all his military physical fitness did not protect him from the effects of too much scotch at his retirement send-off last night.

His cool shower washed the travel grime away with the scent of what did the bottle say? Swagger? He ran his hands through his still full head of steel-grey hair, and it stood up spiky with swagger. I like it.

He ran a hand over his jaw and contemplated a beard. He’d never had facial hair. Maybe I’ll just go wild. It will probably itch, but what the, hey. I’m retired. He kept the razor in the medicine cabinet, just in case.

Puttering around the condo, he observed the newly delivered living and dining room furniture. Between Sky and Conner, they had arranged things to maximize his ‘travel brochure’ views of the Waikiki skyline. The ivory walls awaited a collection of art and commemorative photos. They still leaned against the unpacked boxes in the third bedroom. Hank settled on the lanai’s chaise for two. It’s too lonely. Leaning over the railing, he was disappointed. No one was at the pool. I’m bored. He looked at his watch and realized it was nearly lunchtime.

****
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A WALK OVER THE MCCULLY Street bridge put him in the heart of Waikiki. Maybe a full stomach and hair of the dog will put me down for a nap. The tavern beckoned him with the sign, “Ugliest bartenders in town, best garlic shrimp ever.”

Inside, the highlights of mainland baseball games played on big screen televisions, providing the majority of light. Coming in from the bright Honolulu sunshine, he felt like a mole stumbling in the near darkness. He caught the silhouette of the bartender and moved toward the empty barstool.

As he looked around at the clientele, he saw businesspeople at lunch in the booths. Hank sat and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim hanging lights cut from empty tequila bottles. The one other occupant at the bar was a woman wearing a wide-brimmed hat. The globe light over her emphasized the white straw and the dark shadow surrounding her. The soft fabric of her native-print tunic split below her hip to reveal tapered slacks and strappy-heeled sandals. By the decorated straw purse at her feet, Hank guessed they were of the same generation. 

She’s on vacation, too. What the heck, this has worked before. He nodded to the bartender. “I’d like a Bulleit Bourbon and send one of whatever the lady is drinking down with my compliments.”

“Sir, before you go through the motions. I have one question for you.” The man wrung the bar mop in his hands as he gave Hank a questioning brow.

Hank sat back; hands folded. “You want to see my ID?”

The bartender shook his head with a smirk. “No. What’s your preference in baseball? National or American League? That drink you’re sending hangs on your answer.”

Hank raised a brow. “What if I am not a fan at all?”

There was a general groan from the regulars behind him. The bartender leaned across the bar. “Care to reconsider?”

Hank looked at the Greek chorus around him. He felt their scrutiny as if they were sending psychic vibrations. He sensed he was the latest on the quest and the bartender was the troll guarding the bridge.

After the morning I’ve had? Oh, hell, go for broke. Hank smacked his palm on the bar and announced. “National League, because the American League are the pussys with designated hitters.”

One of the chorus barked in anguish. Hank spun to his accuser, hands up in resignation. “Hey, buddy, it is what it is.”

The woman picked herself up and moved two more barstools away from Hank. “Morty, change that channel to the Pirates and the Cubs.”

There was a general groan from the National League supporters when the bartender did what she asked.

****
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AVA HANSEN RECOGNIZED Mr. Handsome. Hank, she recalled. Second strike, Hank. First, I think you’re a Fed. Now I know you aren’t a baseball lover. That was just sad. But then, she had no particular love for football, and many considered that treasonous. She was amused by his bravado. She admired his broad chest. His Aloha shirt fit nicely and could not have hidden a badge or gun. Is he IRS? Am I just being paranoid? 

She pondered this man from her cone of darkness. Still virile in his sixties, check. His face is ruggedly handsome and tanned, check. The smile lines around his eyes bore pale creases where he’d spent years squinting into the sun.

Ava crooked her finger at Morty. “Reward the gentleman with a consolation prize. Send over another of whatever he’s drinking and make it a double.”

The man’s steely-brown gaze picked up from his one drink and he cocked his head, listening. His hand passed a gentle denial. “One’s my limit at lunch, Ava. Even off duty.” He looked directly into Ava’s bright eyes. “How’s your schedule? Got time for pork and ginger meatballs?”

Ava’s mouth dropped open. He had her dead to rights. Still, she was fairly certain he hadn’t followed her here. Is this a case of, ‘of all the gin joints, in all the towns, in all the world, he walks into mine?’

She glanced at her watch and smiled. “How did you find me?”

Hank’s grin spread. “Find you? I just found the first bar closest to my place. Now, about those meatballs...”

Ava spun her barstool around. Fight versus flight kicked in. Or is it indecision? “I would love to, but unfortunately, I have an appointment in ten minutes.” She grabbed up folders and slid them into a portfolio.

“What about some other day? You name it, I’ll be here.”

“Okay, Mr. Reliable. See you the day after tomorrow.” She waggled her fingers over her shoulder as she threw open the door and blinded everyone with the outside light.

****
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AFTER HER BRIEF APPOINTMENT, Ava returned to her condo. What a day! What part of her heart or her brain sparked her to notice Hank? In her quiet bedroom, she fell against the back of her vanity chair as she sliced open another envelope from her Las Vegas attorney. These constant legal inquiries aged her soul. She studied the worry lines between her brows as she dialed her attorney’s office.

Victor Barry, commonly known as ‘Victor Victorious’ among the Vegas legal elite, got right to the point without pleasantries. “Good news. I got a letter today. You have been officially cleared of any suspicion in the matter of Sheldon Carmichael’s disappearance and his financial crimes.”

“Oh! Does that mean they’ve declared him dead?”

Victor’s sigh was audible over several thousand miles. “No, dear, that’s an entirely different matter.” 

Ava nearly snorted. “He’s rooming with Jimmy Hoffa. Did it take Hoffa’s widow this long?” She heard Victor’s chair squeak as he sat back at his desk.

“It takes every spouse this long. It’s the law.”

“Then it’s a good thing I had an in with that TV producer. Getting started in my business five years ago saved me. No one in Hawaii knew Sheldon Carmichael was my husband.”

Victor’s voice went silken. “Oh, part of the purpose of this call is to say I truly enjoyed our dinner at Delmonico’s.”

“Yes, that was a surprise.” Ava blinked at the change of subject and how pleasant Victor’s invitation to dinner was. They had spent two hours without talking business, just reminiscing about the ‘over-the-top’ past parties. By dessert, they’d counted themselves grateful to be the ‘survivors’.

“You had to celebrate the sale of a home.”

“Victor, that was no home. Home is where you want to be and, frankly, I’m home now.”

“Hawaii agrees with you. I’ve never seen you so radiant.”

“You ain’t seen nothing yet. Once Sheldon is declared dead, I’ve got no strings.”

“Surely, you don’t think of every string related to Sheldon as a shackle?”

Ava sniffed. “Name one that isn’t.”

“What about me? Am I a shackle?”

Guilt rolled over her for not recognizing Victor’s long conversation for what it was. His wife is dead. My spouse is somewhere out there if he wasn’t fed to the sharks. “I believe the islands are the perfect place to find yourself. That’s what I’m doing. Concentrating on me and my business.” Ava closed her eyes. He’s courting me. Oh, hell, no.

“From the buzz, you’re the real deal in Oahu event planning.”

“I can’t believe my success has come in only five years. When they offered me a contract to cater a show in Hawaii it was a dream come true. I wasn’t getting any younger, and Vegas is hell for anyone over nineteen.” Ava smiled into the mirror.

Victor’s smile came through his voice on the phone. “Well, kid, ya done good. This is where I say aloha?”

“That’s right, aloha. Thanks for the good news. It takes a lot of pressure off me.”

She closed the call and thought I’ll be more jovial when I meet with the general’s daughter about her wedding tomorrow. Over the phone, the man is friendly. I’m going to give him the best event for his daughter, on a retiree’s budget.
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Chapter Two
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After Skylar Kingston dried her hands, she waved a dishtowel at her fiancé. “When Dad gets in this morning, he’s picking up his rental car and we’ll bring dinner over after he’s had time to rest.”

Conner Roman Jameson, the cowboy who’d won her heart before they both started college in Honolulu, stood up and carried his mug to the sink. Conner was the last of the Roman family men to set hearts aflutter at his family’s fitness center. Work at the fitness center was something he’d leave behind as soon as the ink dried on the credentialing that made him a pilot and forty-nine percent owner of Kingston Air. 

By the end of September, Sky and Conner would be married and working. Now, amid the excitement of graduation, they were headed to Sky’s art studio to meet her mentor. 

Sky shouldered her purse and asked Conner, “Would you drive? I’m keyed-up this morning.”

Conner grabbed her and puckered up for a kiss. “Yeah, it’s been a while since your dad has seen his baby girl.”

As they made their way to his truck, Sky sighed. “I always feel like I’m twelve when I see him.”

Conner smirked. “I’m here to tell you, you’re all grown up.” He wagged his eyebrows at her.

Sky raised her brow. “I guess I am...”

****
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SKY FOLDED HER ARMS over her painting smock and cast an exasperated gaze at her mentor, Rando Kane. She gestured to her life-sized portrait of Hawaii’s Queen Liliuokalani. “It’s not right. It’s still not right. It’s flat.” She threw her palms up to her forehead and ground out a groan of frustration. Conner stood back, scratching his neck. He recognized that sound. It was the one she made when he thought everything looked great, and she still wasn’t happy. He searched for words to soothe her frustration, but with Rando there, he wasn’t able to offer the usual oral consolation. “Well, it’s... I mean...”

Rando tipped his head to Conner and gave a small shake before he put an arm around Sky’s shoulders and whispered. “You know what this is? It’s been coming since you picked up your first paintbrush.”

Sky’s expression darkened. “What? Am I done as an artist? Do I get so many brush strokes before I wash out?” The almost twenty-four-year-old prodigy let out a heavy sigh and worked her way out of Rando’s embrace. She threaded her fingers into her loose cream-soda-blonde hair and grunted. “You can tell me. I’m about to graduate with a business degree. I have other options.”

Conner rolled his eyes and spun on one foot to face the back of the studio. He regarded her paintings selling for six figures, lined up like paratroopers ready to fly out the door. Among them were many commissioned portraits of rock stars, politicians, and children of the world’s wealthiest families. “Darlin’ you haven’t hit the wall yet.”

Rando winced and issued a time-out signal. “Sky, you want this portrait to exemplify the tone of the European portrait masters. You’ve certainly studied their style, but there’s a difference between seeing it in a book and studying those brush strokes up close. You never had the opportunity to study glazes beside Leonardo DaVinci.”

Sky’s fists fell to her slim hips, and she whipped away from the two men who adored her. “So, now I need time travel?”

Conner looked skyward, his thumbs hooked in his belt loops as he paced behind his emotional love. “Oh, stop it.” He caught her shoulders, gently cupping them from behind as he turned her back to Rando.

Rando gave her his best mentor stare. “My friend, Dmitriy Volkov, teaches DaVinci’s sfumato technique in Florence. After your wedding, he has a ten-day intensive class. If you feel your portrait is missing depth, his class should punch up your expertise.”

Conner made direct eye contact with Rando and gestured ‘cut.’ “I didn’t want to spoil my surprise.” He caught Sky’s hands in his and his cowboy grin emerged. “I was saving this secret for last, but our honeymoon is in Rome. We could take the train to Florence, I could relax while you paint your little fingers off, then we have a transatlantic cruise back to Fort Lauderdale.”

Sky bounced on the balls of her feet. “This is what you and Aunt Jordan were whispering about all these months?”

Conner nodded. “Yeah, then we fly home.”

****
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THE NEXT DAY, HANK pulled his rental into traffic and looked at Sky and Conner in the back seat. “Don’t get used to being chauffeured. They’re delivering my new car this week, and it’s a two-seater. By the way, where is this hotel that’s going to demand a formidable amount of my retirement money?”

“Oh, Daddy, you said you wanted the best.” Sky scolded. Conner tucked his chin and swiveled to look at the passing traffic. 

“We’re headed to the Royal what?”

“The Royal Ohana. Just a few blocks up. Look for the statues of the Hawaiian Royal family out front.” Sky leaned between the front seats and pointed. 

Hank checked the time. “We are eating our way through this day.”

“The planner ordered a selection of small plates to discuss the menu.” Sky settled back into Conner’s embrace. “It’s not a six-course prime rib dinner.”

Hank slowed as they approached the valet entry. “Conner, how many prospective clients do we expect from Kingston Air at this shindig?”

Conner winced. “I sat down with Kirk, and he redlined about half of my list. I expect seventy-five to one hundred.”

He glanced in the rear-view mirror at his daughter. “And how many patrons are from your gallery?”

Sky answered brightly. “About the same.”

Hank nodded. “So, including Air Force brass and guests, another seventy-five to one hundred. I say we give them a pack of peanuts, a half a can of soda, and thank them for coming.”

Conner spoke up. “Sir? We have a better menu planned on our charter flights.” 

Hank rolled to a stop and turned to exit the car. “Right, and charter customers pay. Let’s have the reception in the hangar.”

“Dad, again, we don’t have to do this at all.” Sky got a little pouty as the valet opened her door.

They stood under the porte-cochere and took in the rarified air of the luxurious Waikiki beachfront resort. Hank threw an arm around Sky and squeezed her for emphasis. “Oh, Peanut, I’m just kidding. This is a big shindig, for business and pleasure.”

The resort staff nodded and greeted them, directing them to a corner table in the dining room. Hank stopped in his tracks when he saw the woman at the round table. Hank’s grin grew across his tanned face.

She looked up from her menus, and gasped. “Oh, my gosh, it’s you!”

Sky turned to look at her father, bright eyes wide. “You two have met?”

Hank grinned. “In a manner of speaking. Are your shoes safe?” Ava’s sparkling smile returned as she nodded. He met her nod with a conspiratorial smile. “I’ll bet this time you let me pay for everything.”

Ava stood professionally and extended her hand. “Ava Hansen, owner, and chief planner with Hau’oli-She Lives Aloha Events. You must be General Kingston, the father of the bride.”

“Like I said at the bar, Ava, call me Hank. What do you have in store for us? I see lots of space on this table.”

He sat at the table for eight as Ava exchanged pleasantries with Sky and Conner. She turned back to Hank. “Oh, plenty of food is coming. Sky and Conner filled out the entire questionnaire.”

****
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AS SMALL PLATES ARRIVED, Ava began their grazing with questions. “We haven’t discussed seating at the ceremony and reception. Are you keeping the traditional bride and groom seating at the ceremony?” 

Conner and Sky looked at each other, nodding. Hank put down his fork. “We have a cobbled-together family on both sides. For Sky, there’s me, and her aunt and uncle who raised her in Florida.” He took a sip of sparkling water as Ava wrote. “Our side will be filled with art gallery patrons.” His gaze moved to Conner. “The guy with the big appetite has his dad and step-mom, his brother, Jax, and Jax’s wife, Kameo, and his mom and her husband, coming from Daytona Beach.”

Ava nodded. “You mentioned a group from...” She checked her notes. “Kingston Air?”

Conner wiped his lips. “Kingston Air will make its debut flight on August first. They’ll be on the groom’s side.”

Ava made notes and scrolled back on her tablet. “And your father is Kirk Roman with Silver Seal Fitness?” Her smile widened at the statement.

“That’s my dad.” Conner laughed. “Are you telling me you’ve never heard of Silver Seal Fitness?”

Hank butted in. “It’s the finest sweat factory in Honolulu.”

“How appetizing.” Ava waved her pen and regarded the food to be tasted. “Oh, I’m remarkably familiar with the gym! I’ve worked with Jordan.” She ducked her head confidentially to Hank. “I did their wedding.”

Hank’s smile curled downward. “I missed that event. The photos were good.”

Conner nodded effusively. “We’re the island’s foremost fitness center and we’re on local access TV.”

Ava noted Hank’s response to Jordan and Kirk’s wedding photos. “Okay, that explains the variety of foods Sky and Conner have requested.”

Hank sighed. “Oh yeah, we’ve got your vegans, we’ve got your health nuts, and then we have the people who come to events like locust to a field. We are an all-American family.”

****
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HANK EXTENDED THE CLAIM check to the valet and turned, smiling at Ava. “Will I see you at your usual place for pork and ginger meatballs? No wedding talk?”

Ava slanted Hank a smirk. “What did you say about the American League?”

Hank looked at Sky and Conner a few steps away. He lowered his voice and leaned toward Ava. “You heard me. But then, I’m not a baseball fan. I’d hate for that to come between us.”

“That’s okay, Hank, I’m a multi-faceted person.” She tapped a nail on the center of his chest. “This is an island. You like water? How long can you hold your breath?”

Hank shrugged and took in the island ambiance. With a wave of his hand, he replied. “You realize I’ve been in the desert for the last ten years. He patted his trim midsection. “I know I float.”

Ava nodded her head slowly. “You float, huh? We’ll start with snorkeling.”

Hank’s car arrived, and he wondered if her spark was a wedding sales pitch or the beginning of something better.

****
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EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, Hank sat at Kirk and Jordan’s kitchen counter. “Why didn’t you tell me Ava did your wedding?”

Kirk and Jordan stopped stirring their coffee and looked at each other. Kirk shrugged. Jordan grinned. “I think that’s how Sky found her. I’ve used her for big events at the gym. Why? Is this good or bad news?” Jordan made one of those ‘I Love Lucy’ guilty faces.

Hank drew in a deep whiff of steaming coffee. “Oh, it’s all good...”

Kirk slid a plate of fruit toward Hank. “She put our little wedding together on the run. Hell, you were overseas, we didn’t have many guests. What’s the deal, Teflon?”

“You know, Romeo, all this time I’ve been looking forward to more than flying...” Hank put down his coffee. “Well, I would have appreciated a heads up.” He glanced at Kirk. “I know I was the one who told you to step up...” Hank gestured from Kirk to Jordan. “All these months I’ve been negotiating this wedding, I could have been cultivating more of...”

“What?” Kirk’s hands went up. “Do I look like a... a matchmaker?”

“Of a friendship?” Jordan grinned at Hank over her pineapple spear and nudged her husband. “Maybe, Kirk, you could have put in a good word for him. You know, to make up for jumping in front of Teflon and proposing to me?”

Kirk barked out a laugh. “Hah! Should I warn the women of a certain age Teflon has landed, and their virtues are in danger?”
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