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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Sloan

      Sipping water at a bar on a Saturday night was not part of Sloan’s dream. The fact that the bar was in Paris helped. That she flew the plane that got her there, well that was her dream.

      Indicating to the bartender that she needed a refill, she turned to take in the noise and fun behind her. The place was extremely crowded but then it always was. This was her third time in Paris, and in the same bar, in the last month.

      Her dream had always been to fly planes. As a kid when her brother or friends wanted to play, she always suggested something to do with flying. They’d groan but usually, she got her way. As soon as high school was over, she went out and got her pilot’s license. During college, she flew as much as possible, spending every spare moment in the sky. Then came flight school and all the hours she had to have to become a commercial pilot.

      During that time, she made friends with a man in her flight classes whose family owned a large and profitable insurance company and it just so happened that they were looking for pilots to fly their corporate jets.

      And that’s how she ended up in a Paris bar sipping water.

      She loved her job. Loved every second of being on a plane, in control. And the international flights were great for long hours in the cockpit. What she didn’t love was how lonely the job was. Yes, she had a copilot and there was a small staff of either one or two flight attendants on board. But once they hit their destination, they separated and did their own things. The flight attendants didn’t have to follow the drinking rules of pilots, or she should say, no drinking, since that’s what it was, which meant they hit the bars and partied it up.

      But not Sloan. She had a twelve-hour no drinking rule before flying for the FAA and CNE, the insurance company she worked for, upped it to fifteen hours for all their in-house pilots. Meaning, her nights spent in Paris or London or Beijing, were almost always spent alone and sober.

      It was a good thing she liked her own company.

      Her friends thought her life was glamorous with all the travel but even after explaining to them how lonely it could be, they rolled their eyes and told her to suck it up.

      Truer friends a girl could never have.

      The three of them met and became best friends in kindergarten. Hazel Landenberger, Camilla Rickman and Sloan Hayes, were inseparable all through elementary, middle and high school. Even in college when they all went to different places, they were the three musketeers. Weekends visiting each other, winter breaks locked up in houses together and during summer always working the same job so they could be together.

      Their parents didn't even try to argue. What would be the point?

      The town they grew up in, Hillrose, Ohio wasn’t small but at the same time wasn’t large. It sat on the East Side of Cincinnati, just a short thirty-minute drive to downtown. Something they did frequently because that’s where all the fun was.

      Camilla was fond of telling Sloan “to suck it up, buttercup” when she complained about her job. She was an ER nurse and daily saw things that no one should ever see. She liked to say that if she could watch someone die right in front of her, then Sloan could suffer a few nights by herself in Paris.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      Still, if a girl couldn’t have a pity party for herself, then what was the point?

      Saying goodnight to the bartender, she walked out into the cool night air and walked the three blocks to her hotel. This was a short trip, the CEO only coming to Paris for an evening meeting and then turning around and heading home in the morning.

      Sloan often wondered if evening meeting was code for sex. Why else would you fly to Paris for fourteen hours? Most of which were in the middle of the night.

      Sex. Something she missed but only sometimes.

      Men were a pain in her ass most of the time but they were good for sex. Case in point, until about a month ago, she had a nice no-strings relationship going with a guy she met online. And by no stings relationship, she meant sex and only sex.

      They met online because let’s be real, she had no time to go out and find someone in the real world. John was nice but more importantly, he was good at fucking. Two months of meeting whenever they could had been perfect for Sloan.

      Until he went and ruined it.

      “I think I love you.”

      What in the actual fuck? He couldn’t love her. She hadn’t told him anything about herself. Not really. They barely talked. And when they did, well let’s just say she was in no way in love with him.

      He was hot, but not smart.

      Not in a cute way either.

      When they did talk, which wasn’t often, the stuff that came out of his mouth was that of a sixteen-year-old. And he was thirty. So when he said he was in love with her, she laughed.

      Like in his face.

      After, when she told him that it was over, she sorta felt bad for laughing, but really, who could blame her?

      So yeah, John had gone and ruined her no strings sex and now she had to do without. Which she sometimes thought wasn’t such a bad thing. She didn’t like hurting people’s feelings and the whole ‘let’s make this more than sex’ never failed to do just that.

      Just ask John.

      For now she had her trusty vibrator and a monthly subscription to Pornhub, thanks to Hazel. She would survive.

      The plane touched down at the airport in Cincinnati just after eleven in the morning. Between the six-hour time difference and the eight-hour flight, Sloan couldn’t tell if she was coming or going. Because of the toll international flights took on a person’s body, the schedule rotated between three pilots. She’d have the next twenty-four hours off and then be back on for US only flights for a couple of days. Generally a pilot for CNE only did one international flight a week but there were exceptions.

      Sometimes there were no flights at all. And while she was still on call if they were her hours to fly, she was able to utilize that time for other things.

      Right now those other things included food.

      Turning on her phone, she saw she had messages from Hazel and Camilla.

      
        
        Hazel:

        Lunch when you get back in?

        Camilla:

        Do I get to be invited to this lunch?

        Hazel:

        I don’t know? Will you actually meet us or will you cancel like the last three times?

        Camilla:

        Fuck you. You know I had emergencies at the hospital and couldn’t get out.

        Hazel:

        Says you

        Camilla:

        Sloan get off the fucking plane and tell my former friend Hazel to stop being a bitch.

        Hazel:

        As if saying I’m your former friend will just magically get rid of me. Bitch you are stuck with me for life. You couldn’t force me away at thirteen when you were in love with Cooper Sanders and he liked me, and you can’t force me away now.

        Camilla:

        Did you really just bring up Cooper Sanders? You know I still hold a grudge against you for that.

        Hazel:

        How can you hold a grudge against me when it wasn’t my fault? Did I go out with him when he asked? No. And why did I not go out with him? Because my best fucking friend loved him. I took one for the team. I could be Mrs. Cooper Sanders right now.

      

      

      Sloan shook her head at their insane conversation and joined in.

      
        
        Sloan:

        Last I heard Copper Sanders was balding, divorced and paid child support to two separate women. I think you both dodged a bullet there.

        Camilla:

        Finally. And I heard the same thing. I don’t think you want to be Mrs. Cooper Sanders, Haze. Single has got to be better than that.

        Hazel:

        Maybe I like bald men. And at least he’s paying child support. It could be worse.

        Sloan:

        How did we go from lunch to Cooper Sanders?

        Hazel:

        Because he likes to eat at the Y.

        Camilla:

        Jesus Christ. You are like a twelve-year-old.

        Sloan:

        To be fair, I didn’t get that joke until I was like sixteen but Hazel always has been sexually advanced.

        Hazel:

        Can we stop texting now?

      

      

      Sloan’s phone lit up with an incoming FaceTime call from Hazel that included her and Camilla.

      “Did you miss my pretty face so much? I was only gone one day?” She was sitting in her car, parked while she talked to her friends.

      “It was like a day and a half,” Hazel said. From the looks of it she was in her office.

      “Part of that time you were sleeping, so it doesn’t count.” She looked at Camilla. “Where are you, Cam?” The background was dark and Sloan couldn’t make anything out.

      “In a supply closet. I’m hiding from Dr. Jackass.”

      Dr. Jackass was the name that Camilla had given to one of the doctors at the hospital where she worked. Sloan had met him several times at functions with her brother, who also happened to be a doctor at the same hospital.

      Camilla wasn’t wrong. He was a jackass.

      The kind who was over sixty and liked to call women sweetie and doll. And sometimes even grab their ass.

      “What did he do now?” Hazel asked.

      “He told me to step aside and let the men work.” She rolled her eyes. “I almost stabbed him with the scalpel I was holding. If it hadn’t been for Nash grabbing my wrist, I would have.”

      “I swear, “Hazel said, “your brother has saved Cam one too many times from committing murder.”

      “I would have let you do it,” she said seriously.  “And then I would have flown you to a country with no extradition. Maybe one with a beach where we could sip pina Coladas all day.”

      “You’re coming with me when I flee?”

      “Of course, I can’t let you go alone. Plus, I’d be aiding and abetting a murderer, I’d be in just as much trouble.”

      “You’ve really given this a lot of thought,” Hazel said. “What, are you just leaving me here in Hillrose to rot?”

      “Oh no, you have to come with. We need someone to help build the hut on the beach.” Hazel was a county engineer and loved numbers and building things. A hut on the beach would be no problem.

      Hazel flipped them both off. “I hate you both.”

      After the laughing died down, Sloan said, “Lunch?”

      “Twenty minutes?” Hazel asked.

      “Make it thirty,” Camilla said.

      “See you then.”

      They all hung up and Sloan started her car. There was no need to discuss where they were going for lunch because they always went to the same place. Shakers. It was a small but very popular bar about halfway between Hillrose and downtown Cincinnati. They made the most amazing fried chicken that melted in your mouth. That and they’d been going there so long that all the staff knew them and they rarely paid full price for a meal.

      No brainer.

      The drive was smooth with no traffic thanks to the time of day. When she pulled into the lot, she spotted Hazel pulling in right beside her.

      “Hey,” she greeted her friend when they both got out of their cars.

      “You look like a hot mess.”

      “You spend eight hours flying a plane and let’s see how you look.” They met in front of their cars before walking into the restaurant.

      “It’s not really that you look tired though,” Hazel said. “You look like you’re not taking care of yourself. For example, when was the last time you had a haircut?”

      Sloan lifted her hand, smoothing down her unruly hair. It was naturally curly but when it got too long it was more stringy than curly.

      “I don’t know.”

      Hazel shook her head and rolled her eyes. “I happen to know exactly how long it’s been because I just saw Jamie yesterday and she mentioned that you hadn’t been in to see her in over six months.”

      “Are you so short on work and fun in your life that you need to worry about my haircuts?”

      “Come on, Sloan, be serious. And it’s not just the haircut, you look thin. Are you eating?”

      “Okay, Mom, I get your point. And yes, maybe I’ve let myself go a little but what’s it matter?”

      “It doesn’t matter if you’re happy but I get a distinct feeling that you aren’t. What aren’t you telling us?”

      She used “us” even though Camilla wasn’t there yet because the three of them told each other everything. They didn’t keep secrets even when something was hard to talk about.

      After they were seated in their regular booth, Sloan finally spoke again. “I don’t think it’s anything really. Sometimes, when I am away like I was yesterday, I start to wonder if this is what I want for my life. Being away all the time, being lonely.”

      Hazel sat up straight. “But you like being alone.”

      “There’s a difference between alone and lonely. I do like to be alone. Sometimes. When I travel though, it’s not really my choice, it’s just the way it is.”

      “I disagree.”

      Before she could go on, Camilla plopped down beside her in the booth. “What do you disagree with?”

      “Quick recap,” Hazel said. This was something they did a lot. “I told Sloan she looked like a hot mess and that she wasn’t taking care of herself. She says she sometimes wonders if the life she has is the life she wants. She says she's lonely which is apparently different from being alone and it’s not really her choice. I disagreed.” She put her hand out for Camilla to talk.

      “You are kinda letting yourself go a little which is fine if you’re cool with who you are. We love you no matter what. But when a person who was religious about hair and make-up and ironing,” she raised her eyebrows and indicated to her outfit, “all of a sudden changes, it’s normal to wonder if something is wrong. Also, you do have a choice in whether or not you are lonely.”

      Sloan pursed her lips. “I have let myself go a little and honestly, I don’t know why. At some point I woke and wondered why I cared what my hair and make-up looked like or if I was dressed perfectly. There was no one to please so I stopped.”

      “And we’ve found the problem,” Hazel said. “You shouldn’t do your hair or make-up for anyone else. You should do it because you want to. Because it makes you feel good. It’s not about anyone else, just yourself.”

      “She’s right,” Camilla said. “You know I hate wearing make-up everyday and so I don’t. But that’s normal for me. Let’s talk about the lonely thing. Why are you lonely?”

      “I’m gone all the time and when I’m here, I’m with you guys.”

      “True but each of us have other friends at work,” Hazel said.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t work a normal job. When am I supposed to meet people?” This was making her head hurt even if she knew deep down that something was wrong.

      “Here’s a crazy idea, why don’t you chat up some people at the places you go when you’re away? Maybe you’ll make a friend?” Camilla was nothing if not persistent.

      “A friend I never see?”

      “Jesus Christ, when did you become so...I don’t even know what the word is I want to use for you right now. Maybe down and out. It’s like you’re giving up.” Hazel looked at Camilla. “What happened to our friend?”

      “Is it your lack of sex?” Camilla asked. “I know you liked having John as a fuck buddy and that you haven’t found a new one yet.”

      She laughed. “No, it’s not my lack of a fuck buddy. I think I’m just having a pity party. I thought I’d love this life. Flying is what I always wanted to do and that part, the part where I’m in the plane and in control, I still love that part. I think all the travel is just getting to me.”

      Camilla reached across the table and took her hand. “Promise me you’ll try to meet people when you’re gone. I think it will help. Sometimes just having someone to talk to makes you feel less lonely.”

      “I promise I’ll put myself out there more. And maybe you guys are right. Maybe I’ll make a new friend or two.”

      “Let’s not go that far,” Camilla said. “Acquaintance is fine. You know, just a nice person to talk to. Don’t even think about replacing us.”

      “As if I could ever get rid of you two. Believe me, I have tried.”

      Laughter and conversation followed until both Camilla and Hazel had to go back to work. Sloan was tired and knew that if she didn’t fall into bed soon, she’d be in a weird stage where she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep. Without making another stop, she headed for her downtown loft apartment. She loved living downtown even though the rent occupied over half her paycheck. It was worth every penny to be able to look out onto the gorgeous skyline each day.

      Or at least the days she was home.

      Inside her apartment, she set her suitcase by the door, slipped off her shoes and started undressing as she walked toward her bed. She was more tired than she remembered ever being and maybe that was because she finally realized that she wasn’t happy.

      That was going to change though.

      Tomorrow.

      Now, sleep was all she needed.
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      Sloan

      When she opened her eyes it was light outside, meaning she’d slept all afternoon and through the night. Stretching, her body felt recharged and less like the death from the day before. Long overnight flights always left her feeling like the dead.

      

      Glancing over, she saw it was seven and she hadn’t actually slept a second day away. It had happened before so she could never be sure. Taking her time, she went through her morning routine, which you really couldn’t count as a routine when you hadn’t done it in months.

      But today was a new day and she was going to get out of her funk or die trying.

      

      That routine included showering, shaving (something she hadn’t done in over a week), cleaning her face, drying and styling her hair, making the best of it until she could see her stylist, and putting on make-up. She felt one hundred times better than she had in months when she looked in the mirror at herself.

      

      Maybe her mom had been right all those years ago.

      

      “Getting ready for the day, even if you are doing nothing, makes you feel better.”

      

      She always did it but never put much stock in it. Until now. It seems her mom knew her shit. And really, that didn’t surprise her. Moms were like that.

      

      Sticking with the get out of her funk mantra, she made coffee and a breakfast of eggs with a side of fruit. It used to be that when she traveled, she took her own food and made sure to have a few healthy options. But lately, she was eating what the plane had on hand and then in the cities she was in, ordered room service or ate out.

      

      When the company you worked for picked up your tab, one tended to eat out a lot.

      

      Sometimes though, instead of a meal, she opted for junk even knowing that there was nothing nutritious about it. She didn’t have a lot of extra weight to lose as it was. She was always thin and had tried hard to add weight through the years because she hated looking like a strong wind could blow her over. And she succeeded. Her five-foot-four height and her one hundred and fifteen pounds worked. But losing even five of those pounds made her look drawn out and sickly. Basically how she looked currently.

      

      No more.

      

      What she needed right now was a good old fashioned lecture. And the best person to lecture her was her mom. Cindy Hayes was a classic, old school teacher. Only she was never an actual teacher. At least not anymore. She’d started as a teacher but found she preferred working with kids one on one. So she became a reading specialist. Now at almost sixty, she had moved to part-time and then did tutoring in the evenings.

      

      Helping with problems was her specialty.

      

      Driving from downtown to Hillrose, she pulled into the driveway of the house she grew up in. It had changed little over the years, the blue shutters still sticking out like a sore thumb. For most of her teenage years she hated those shutters. Bright blue and blinding. But now, they brought comfort and solidity that only a home could bring.

      

      Walking in the side door, she heard her mom talking to the cat. Brutus, named for and after the Ohio State mascot, had been around for a lot of years. At least twenty. Camilla and Hazel spent many a night torturing that poor cat by snuggling with him when they knew how much he hated snuggling.

      

      “Mom,” she called out.

      

      “In here!” she yelled back.

      

      Where the hell was here and why did her mom always do that? Here could mean the kitchen or living room or hell, even upstairs.

      

      “Where exactly is here, Mom?” She turned the corner into the dining room and then into the den and sure enough there she was. “Oh, so the den is here?”

      

      Her mom looked from where she was apparently trying to coax Brutus out from under a cabinet. “Don’t be a smartass.”

      

      “Do you use that language around your students?”

      

      “If they’re being asses then yeah, I do.” She stood, hands-on-hips. “Can you help me with him? I think he’s stuck again.”

      

      “He’s not stuck, Mom, he just likes it under there. Dad and I have told you that.” And they had many times.

      

      “But he hasn’t eaten today.”

      

      “He’s been living in this house for twenty years, he knows where the food is. He’ll eat when he’s ready.”

      

      Frowning, her mom looked at her then back at the cabinet Brutus was under. “I guess.” Turning she asked, “What brings you by today? No flight?”

      

      Because her schedule was so crazy, she didn’t tell her parents every flight she took. If she was going to be gone for more than two days, she told them. “I had an international flight and just got back yesterday. I’m off for a couple of days.”

      

      She looked her up and down. “You look more yourself since the last time I saw you.”

      

      “That’s kinda what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      

      “Figured it out, did you?”

      

      “Figured what out?” She followed her mom into the kitchen.

      

      “That something was wrong.”

      

      “If you knew I was having a problem, why didn’t you say anything?” She sat at the table where she spent hours as a teen doing homework.

      

      “You’re twenty-nine years old, Sloan, and there are some things you just have to figure out on your own.”

      

      Sighing, she leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “I didn’t even know anything was wrong. Or maybe I did but I didn’t want to acknowledge it. Then Hazel and Camilla lit into me out of the blue.”

      

      “It wasn’t out of the blue.” She slid a cup of coffee in front of her. “If I had to guess, they were also giving you time to figure it out for yourself and when you didn’t, they gave you a little shove in the right direction.” She took a breath. “Why don’t you start at the beginning.”

      

      “I don’t know that there is a beginning. Somewhere along the way, I just stopped trying. I was going through the motions but not really living. I love my job, you know I do. Flying is all I ever wanted and I love that part of it. But the stays in other states or countries, the being alone for hours on end,” she shrugged, “I think it’s getting to me.”

      

      “Why are you alone?”

      

      She laughed. “You sound just like Camilla and Hazel.”

      

      “That’s because they’re smart girls.”

      

      “I guess I just stopped putting myself out there while I’m away. When I’m here, in town, I don’t have a problem meeting people or talking to strangers, but I think I decided somewhere along the way that making friends in other places was fruitless. Which I now realize was dumb.”

      

      “All you can do is recognize the problem and fix it. You can’t change the past. And I think you’re doing that. The main question you need to answer is about your job. Is this what you want to be doing, because if it’s not, now is the time to change that.”

      

      “I’ve been thinking about that and I know it is. I don’t see myself flying for a big airline nor do I want to fly for a regional airline. I’m a captain and as much as the hours can be crazy and demanding, I get a lot of time off. And while I’ve yet to use much, CNE gives me a great vacation package. I get six weeks off a year and in the five years I’ve been working for them, I’ve never taken more than two.”

      

      “Sloan Hayes, what the hell is wrong with you? Have your father and I taught you nothing? Take your vacation.”

      

      She shook her head. “I know. I’m an idiot for not using it all.” She shrugged. “I just badly wanted to be successful and thought the only way to do that was to work more.”

      

      “And now you are paying the price. Book a vacation. Go somewhere fun with your friends where you drink and dance. You’re young and should have some fun while you can.”

      

      She laughed. “You say that as if you and Dad never have any fun or never go anywhere. Sometimes you’re away more than you’re home.”

      

      “What can I say, your dad and I know the value of life.”

      

      “Maybe you could have clued me in earlier and I wouldn’t be here trying to get out of my funk.”

      

      “Telling is not as good as learning for yourself.”

      

      Wiser words had never been spoken.

      

      After leaving her mom, she found herself in her boss’s office. Michael was her mentor and more than that, he was her friend. He helped her a lot when she started out and she never wanted to disappoint him.

      

      “I need to take a vacation.” She was afraid she would chicken out if she didn’t just say it.

      

      “It’s about time.”

      

      “Huh?”

      

      “You’ve been here what, five years and in that time you’ve hardly taken any time off. I wanted to say something but assumed you knew what you were doing.”

      

      “Turns out I didn’t and I really could have used your wise words.”

      

      “How much time and when?”

      

      Oh shit, she hadn’t thought that far. “I don’t know yet, but I’m thinking two weeks to start and then I want to schedule the rest of my weeks before the end of the year.”

      

      He nodded. “There are only a few dates that won’t work the rest of the year, so as long as you are booking around those, you are good. Now, these first two weeks are gonna have to wait at least a month, is that going to be a problem?”

      

      “No problem at all.”

      

      “Great, then pick the weeks you want and email me. As long as they are after July first, you can have them.”

      

      “Is it really that easy?”

      

      “Sloan, you are a hard worker. Whenever we need you to pick up a flight or change days, you always do it. This company doesn’t want to work you to death. We want you to enjoy working here so that you’ll stay. That is the reason we give six weeks of vacation. Finding pilots we can trust is not as easy as you would think.” He stood. “Take the time off. Recharge and come back happier and rested.”

      

      “Thank you.” She left feeling lighter and better than she had in a long time. Now she just had to talk her friends into going with her.

      

      Turns out, that wasn’t as hard as she thought either.

      

      “Fuck yes, I will go on vacation with you,” Hazel who was sipping her second drink in twenty minutes said.

      

      “Count me in too,” Camilla said. “As long as you can work with me on the dates.”

      

      “I can work with you. It can’t be until after July first, so you tell me what dates would work for you and I am in.”

      

      Camilla, who was also two drinks in after only twenty minutes, flipped through her calendar. “What about the tenth through the twentieth? I’m only scheduled for two days during those days and I’m sure I could switch.”

      

      Sloan looked at Hazel. “I have no restrictions, so fine by me.”

      

      “Let’s do it then.” She took a long pull from her first beer. “Next question, where should we go?”

      

      “Anywhere warm,” Camilla said.

      

      “Hey dummy, it’ll be July in Ohio so warm is something we will already have.” Hazel rolled her eyes. “I say we do Hawaii. I’ve always wanted to go to Hawaii.”

      

      “Hawaii sounds fun to me.” Sloan looked at Camilla. “Cam?”

      

      She shrugged, her index finger swinging in the air as she spoke. “Does it look like I care? As long as Dr. Asshat isn’t there and I get to drink at ten in the morning, I’m in.”

      

      “She has such high standards,” Sloan said to Hazel.

      

      “It’s amazing she and Dr. Asshat don’t get along better.”

      

      “Fuck you both.”

      

      “So I guess Hawaii in mid-July it is,” Sloan said. “I’ll start working on the details and see what we can come up with.”

      

      “Until then,” Hazel said and stood, “I’m gonna go saddle up next to the hot blond at the bar and see what’s what.”

      

      Sloan saluted her. “Good luck.”

      

      Hazel was the queen of hitting on guys and yet nothing ever came of it. She had less sex than Sloan and that wasn’t saying much. But she had a lot of guy friends who would no doubt keep her in drinks the rest of the night.

      

      “I heard you visited your mom today,” Camilla said, popping an olive into her mouth.

      

      “Did your snooper of a mom tell you that?” Cam’s mom was well known as a neighborhood snoop. Nothing ever got by her. And since she lived across the street from Sloan’s parents, she would have, of course, seen her that morning.

      

      “Listen, without my mom, we would have missed the great streaking of two thousand eight. Not to mention the many walks of shame by Mrs. Fredrickson.”

      

      “Your mom should work for the FBI or at least the city of Hillrose. And yes, I visited Mom this morning. I needed a little Cindy Hayes lecture.”

      

      “Seems like it worked if you’re talking about vacations and fun.”

      

      “Like you guys, she made me see deep inside myself. I think I just got complacent.” She shrugged, shaking her head. “I’m still not totally sure why but I do know that I need to try more in lots of areas of my life. The first being rest and relaxation.”

      

      Cam smiled. “We are going to have so much fun. How long has it been since we’ve taken a vacation together? Something more than just an overnight?”

      

      “Right after college maybe?”

      

      “I think you’re right. This time we aren’t broke college students. That means no shitty hotel that has roaches and no cheap beer. High thread count sheets and fruity cocktails all the way!” She raised her glass for a toast and Sloan did the same.

      

      “What are we toasting to?” Hazel asked as she sat back down with three new drinks.

      

      “No shitty hotels and cheap beer.”

      

      “We can start the last part right now,” she said, handing them each a new, craft beer. “Compliments of Robert.”

      

      “I’m assuming Robert is the hot blond?” Cam asked.

      

      She nodded as she took a sip of beer. “He was nice but not for me so as a consolation prize, I got these.”

      

      “I will never understand what goes on with you and the guys you hit on.”

      

      “They’re just not for me,” she said as if that made complete sense.

      

      “Yeah, yeah,” Camilla said, “we’ve heard it all before. One day the perfect guy will ride up on his white horse and rescue you from the horrible tower you’ve been living in your whole life.”

      

      When they were teens, Hazel had told them that she believed that a perfect person existed for each person in the world and that one day she would find hers. Both she and Cam burst out laughing thinking that their friend was a crazy person. But through the years, Hazel stuck with it, fully believing that mister right was out there.

      

      “Don’t you think that the hot blond guy at the bar could be your white knight?”

      

      “First, I never said white knight and I don’t need rescuing from anything. I can rescue myself just fine. But no, I know that Robert is not The One.”

      

      “And how, pray tell, do you know this?” Sloan asked.

      

      “I just do,” she answered with complete and total conviction.

      

      “Do we have to take her with us to Hawaii?” Cam asked. “Cause I don’t want a lecture about my soulmate while I’m trying to hook up with a tan surfer who thinks I’m his Goddess.”

      

      Without even acknowledging the part about leaving her behind, Hazel asked, “How do you know this tan surfer will think of you as a Goddess?”

      

      “You better believe he will when you see the bikini I plan to buy.”

      

      Like usual when they were together, they all burst out laughing.  Several hours and many drinks later, they called it a night and left. The bar they were at was directly under Sloan’s loft making it perfect for them to walk home. Cam and Hazel stayed over anytime they drank too much, turning their night into a slumber party. They did the same thing if they were uptown near Camilla’s place or if they were in Hillrose where Hazel lived.

      

      There was never any conversation about it or any thought. It was the way it was.

      

      At Sloan’s apartment, Hazel always slept in the bed with her and Camilla took the couch. As a matter of fact, Camilla always slept alone no matter whose place they were at because she was a giant bed hog and neither Sloan nor Hazel could stand sleeping with her.

      

      “What are we going to do in Hawaii about sleeping?” Hazel asked. She must have been thinking along the same lines as Sloan.

      

      “There has to be a place with a suite that has three bedrooms.”

      

      Camilla threw a pillow at them from the couch. “Listen here, bitches, it’s not my fault that neither of you can sleep in the same bed as me.”

      

      “Um, I think it is your fault,” Hazel said. “And I think it’s less about that and more about what if someone wants to bring a guy back to the room.”

      

      “Well, we know it won’t be you, so that’s taken care of.”

      

      Hazel threw the pillow back to Camilla. “How do you know? Maybe he’s there, just waiting for me to visit.”

      

      “I’m starting to have second thoughts about bringing you two with me on this trip. As a matter of fact, I’m starting to wonder how we are still friends. You two are obviously insane and it’s pretty weird for a completely normal person to hang out with the crazies.”

      

      “Completely normal,” Hazel said, “I’ve seen you iron your underwear before. There is nothing remotely normal about that.”

      

      “And you talk in your sleep,” Camilla said. “And not anything fun either. It’s all flying plane type of shit. I mean unless coming in for a landing is your idea of sex talk.”

      

      “Fuck you both,” she laughed and rolled over.  It was all jokes of course because there was no way she would have made it this far in life without them. They were her rocks and more than that, they were her soul mates. More than any guy had ever been. Sometimes she wasn’t sure a guy could take their place.

      

      Or that she would want one to.
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      Sloan

      Telling herself she could do something and actually doing it, though, were two very different things. For the last three weeks she’d only been flying inside the US and they were always quick day trips. No overnights where she had to go out and talk to anyone or attempt to be more her usual self. But now, she was in London for almost three days and this was her chance.

      She’d been to London dozens of times and loved the bar that was next to her hotel. Before she went into her funk she came here all the time and even talked and had fun. She could do it again.

      She hoped.

      The fact that she could have a couple of drinks helped. She wasn’t scheduled to fly home for over forty-eight hours and even if that changed to twenty-four, she was still good.

      At the bar she ordered a gin and tonic, greeting the bartender with a smile and cheery voice. The place wasn’t busy yet but that was because it was early. Barely five London time. She was minding her own business, sipping her drink when she heard her name.

      “Sloan? Sloan Hayes, is that you?”

      Turning, she saw the most startling blue eyes she had only ever known one person to have. “Asher?”

      Asher Rickman was Camilla’s older brother. She didn’t know him well because he was at least five years older than her and had never been around during her high school years. If he had been, she was not sure she could have handled it. He was and always had been gorgeous.

      “Wow,” he came toward her and gave an awkward hug, “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for work.”

      “You’re a pilot, right?” He took the barstool next to her, his knees bumping hers when he turned.

      “I am. I had to fly a few of the staff over for a big meeting. I knew you lived in London but do you live around here?”

      “Yes and no. I’m about twenty minutes away but this place is right around the corner from my office so I come here sometimes after work.”

      Asher had moved to London for college and then stayed after. He found a job with an international corporation doing God only knows what, at least that’s what Camilla always said.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” he said. “How long has it been since we’ve seen each other? Five years?”

      “Maybe more,” she answered. “I think it might have been Cam’s college graduation.”

      “There’s no way it’s been that long.”

      She laughed. “You do know that you don’t come home that often right? Believe me, I hear it from Cam and your mom all the time.”

      “But I’m home a couple of times a year and I’m sure I’ve seen you one of those times.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I know for a fact I was flying last Christmas when you were in town. And I only know that because you and Camilla went drinking and I got all her drunk texts.”

      He smiled. “Oh yeah, that’s right. Who knew my sister could out-drink me.”

      “You’d know that if you came home more.”

      “God, not you too. Why is it that a man can’t have peace from his family even almost four thousand miles away.”

      “I think the question is, why do you need peace from your family? They love you and just wish they saw you more.”

      He sighed. “I know that and I love them, but here in London, I don’t have to answer to anyone but myself.”

      “You’re a grown man, you don’t have to answer to anyone.” She rolled her eyes at what she thought was stupidity.

      “Sloan, you know my mom. I couldn’t make a move without her knowing what I was doing. I just needed to be away from that.”

      “For fifteen years?”

      He looked away from her toward the bar. “Okay maybe you’re a little right but so am I. I should visit more and I’ll try. Will that get you off my back?”

      “I’m not on your back and I really don’t care what you do. I just know that my best friend misses her brother.”

      “You three always did fight each other’s battles.”

      She took a sip of her drink. “It’s what friends do.”

      “I wouldn’t really know,” she thought she heard him say, but couldn’t be sure.

      “I’m thinking about ordering some food, would you want to join me?” There, she put herself out there and yes, it was with someone she knew but it still counted.

      “Yeah, but not here. Their food is shit.”

      “Oh,” she looked down at her fairly full drink and then over to his, “can I at least finish this?”

      He laughed. “Have you always been this funny?”

      She had no idea what he was talking about. She wasn’t funny. Hazel and Camilla were funny. Sure she had some humorous moments in life but she was the straight-laced, serious one. “If you think I’m funny, maybe you should be checked out by a doctor.”

      He chuckled again. “See, funny. Finish your drink and I’ll take you next door to eat the best fish and chips in all of London. Wait, you do like fish, don’t you?”

      “You’re in luck, because it just so happens that I do. Now, Hazel, she refuses to even eat at the same table as me or Cam if we are eating seafood of any kind.”

      “I think I remember that from once when I was home. Cam took us out and Hazel made us promise not to order seafood.”

      “It’s always been that way. One time she went to Florida with my family on vacation and not once could any of us eat seafood. My dad and mom were surprisingly okay with the whole thing.”

      He looked at her oddly. “Do you have any quirks like that?”

      “With food?”

      He shrugged. “With anything.”

      She smiled, thought of her friends and their conversation weeks ago about being normal and decided what the fuck. “I have been known to iron my underwear.”

      Asher choked on his drink. “What?” He wiped his face with a napkin.

      “Once, many years ago, I wanted to wear these very tight, very see-through white pants. Normally I would wear a thong but all the thongs I owned were black at the time and even that would show. I had this pair of skin-toned underwear that somehow got pushed to the back of my drawer and were extremely wrinkled. So I ironed them.”

      He was staring at her like she had two heads. “I’m not sure which part of that story is more disturbing. You ironing the underwear or the fact that I now know you wear thongs. Black thongs.”

      “It’s disturbing to think of me in thongs?”

      “Maybe disturbing isn’t the right word. Although it’s definitely disturbing a part of me.”

      The sexual remark had her blinking and wondering if he had really said that. This was Asher, Cam's brother for God’s sake. She could not be having sexual conversations with him. Or wondering exactly what part of him was being disturbed. Assuming he was talking about his dick, she badly wanted to look down at his lap but stopped herself before she did.

      She was not going to think sexual thoughts about Asher Rickman.

      Downing the last of her gin and tonic, she stood. “Ready when you are.”

      He downed his own beer, sliding both his glass and hers across the bar to the bartender. “Shall we?” He held out his arm for her to take. She paused at first, unsure what the hell was happening. The voices in her head were saying “Danger Will Robinson” but she decided to shut them down. This was the new and improved Sloan. And taking a guy's arm to walk somewhere was a normal situation.

      Nothing at all odd or strange about it.

      No matter the butterflies in her tummy.

      The weather was great and made for a nice walk. That wasn’t always the way in London in the summer, but she lucked out on this trip.

      “Tell me about your life here. Camilla never gives us any info on you.” That much was true. Whenever Cam brought up Asher, it was always to complain that he never visited or that he was too busy for the family. And when they asked how he was doing or if he still loved London, she would grunt and change the topic.

      She and Hazel both knew it was her coping mechanism for dealing with missing him.

      “Camilla doesn’t really know anything about my life. When we talk, it’s more superficial shit. Like the weather or who she saw at Kroger. I don’t give a lot of details because…” He stopped walking, making her jerk back since they were arm-in-arm.

      “What is it?”

      “I just realized that I’m not really sure why I don’t give them any details about my life. At first, it was because I wanted something that was mine and only mine. But now, it doesn’t really matter.”

      “Why don’t you change that now by telling me about your life?” She wasn’t sure he was going to until he smiled and started walking again.

      His smile could melt the panties off of an eighty-year-old woman.

      “I’m the CFO of Maze Inc and I–”

      “You’re the CFO of Maze?” She cut him off. How had she not known this information?

      “Yeah.” His look of confusion told her that he didn’t understand why she asked.

      “CFO. Of Maze? One of the biggest financial firms in the world?”

      “That’s the one.” He opened the door for her but the whole time she paid no attention to where they were or what was happening.

      “How did Cam never tell me about this?” They were seated at a table towards the back of a restaurant.

      He looked down and ran his hand through his hair. “It’s possible she doesn’t know.”

      “What?” She might have said that a little louder than she meant to when she noticed heads turning towards them. “Sorry,” she whispered.

      “It only happened a year ago and since I was in the habit of keeping to myself, I’m not sure I told my family.”

      For some reason that made her laugh. “For one thing, your mom knows.”

      “She does?”

      “I don’t know that for sure but come on, it’s your mom.  She keeps up with you online. There is no way that if she searched your name, it wouldn’t have come up. CFO of Maze is huge news.”

      “Oh,” he said, drumming his fingers on the table, “Maybe you’re right. But if she does know, why hasn’t she said anything?”

      “She’s probably wondering the same thing about you.” She shook her head. The man was a freaking CFO and yet still an idiot. “Let’s get back to you and not your family.”

      “Other than me being the CFO, what is there?”

      “Dude, that’s a big accomplishment. How did you pull it off so young?”

      It almost looked as if he was blushing. “I’ve worked for Maze since college, even interned there during school. They hired me full-time and I moved up the ranks quickly. Numbers and money are my thing and it doesn’t hurt that I work sixty-hours a week. A couple of years ago, the CFO came to me and told me he wanted to retire and wondered if I’d be interested. Said he wanted to leave the place in good hands.”

      “That’s...” she rested her chin on her hand as she looked across at him, “really amazing. Congratulations.”

      His eyes held hers for longer than she thought necessary and she could have sworn that he could see into her soul. “Thank you. I love it. I work with great people and I get to travel all over and meet new and interesting people.”

      “I bet we’ve been in some of the same places at the same time.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I work for CNE and while they don’t use Maze as their financial company, I know for fact you guys have tried to bring them on.”

      “You work for CNE?” His eyes lit up.

      “Yep and I’ve heard our CEO talking many times on the plane about Maze.”

      “I think I had to have heard somewhere along the way that you worked for CNE but I guess I never paid much attention. Something I need to rectify.”

      A waiter came by, taking both their drink and food order. Asher swore by the fish and chips so they both chose that. Conversation was oddly easy with him when she never remembered it being that way before. By the time she was in high school, he was already away at college in London. She did remember him being at Cam’s high school and college graduation parties but by then, he was like a God to her and no way could she talk to him without feeling like a giggling school girl.

      Even when she first met Cam and Hazel, he was already ten. A few years later, he started babysitting them but all she remembered from that was him being mean to them.

      This Asher, the one in front of her, was someone she didn’t know at all but who she would like to get to know.
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      Asher

      Asher was having an out of body experience. Of all the gin joints in all the world, little Sloan Hayes walked into the bar he frequented after work. Although small in stature, he in no way should refer to her as little.

      She was a full-grown woman as far as the eye could see.

      Gorgeous strawberry blond curls surrounded her face and a tank top that showed just enough cleavage to have his brain, and let’s face it, dick, wondering what was underneath.

      He hadn’t seen her in years. Had never particularly thought of her at all. She was his baby sister’s friend. They were five years his junior and he hadn’t been around when they were teens.

      How was he to know that Sloan would turn out to look this way? And more, be funny and smart and so full of life. Maybe he should have gone home more.

      He needed to stop thinking of her as hot immediately. She was his sister’s best friend. He could not go there. Moreover, he had no time for a relationship. And the only thing he could do with Sloan Hayes was a relationship. One night stands and hook-ups were off the list. Very, very far off the list.

      No matter how sexy and funny she was.

      “Tell me about being a pilot? How’d you get into that field?”

      “You don’t remember me always wanting to play with planes or being fascinated with flying? As far back as I can remember, it’s all I wanted to do.”

      “That’s amazing that you made your dream come true.”

      “Flying a plane, having complete control over something that big and that powerful...it’s kinda like being God. At least to me.” She shrugged, taking a bite of her fish.

      “Sounds like you really love it.” He got how she felt. He loved his job. Loved being a part of something big and powerful.

      “I do love it.” Her words didn’t sound happy.

      “Why do I sense more here?”

      She pushed food around her plate with her fork. “The last few months I’ve kinda been in a rut. Flying is the only part of my job I love. All the travel, all the days and nights away, they were getting to be too much. I was letting myself go and hiding in hotel rooms instead of putting myself out there and living my life.”

      “What made you notice that was happening?”

      “Your sister.” She laughed. “And Hazel. Add a little lecture from my mom in there and I was thoroughly chastised.”

      “Sometimes other people see us better than we can see ourselves. It’s good to take stock and reassess. So what did you do to get out of the rut?” Please don’t say sex. He wasn’t sure he could handle her talking about sex with some hot guy.

      The thong image was still causing problems.

      “I got a haircut, went back to taking care of myself more, and made a promise to try and make friends and put myself out there when I am traveling. No more being a hermit and binging Netflix.”

      “Is dinner with me part of putting yourself out there?” He hoped it wasn’t. Strangely he wanted her to be there because she wanted to not because she was trying to fix herself.

      She tilted her head and stared across the table at him. “When you invited me, yeah, it was. But now, I’m here because I want to be here. I’m having more fun with you than I would in my room watching The Office for the one-thousandth time.”

      “I rate higher than The Office? That’s a high compliment.” He couldn’t stop smiling. She wanted to be there with him. She chose to have dinner with him.

      No, he shouldn’t be feeling this way. He had to make it stop. She was off-limits no matter what.

      Friends. They could be friends.

      “Are you in London a lot? Is it rare?”

      “There’s no real answer to that. Sometimes it’s almost once a week and sometimes it’s months between visits. Internationally, I fly to Paris the most. We do a lot of business there. Or so I assume.”

      “Paris is nice. The Louvre is spectacular.”

      “I haven’t been.”

      He set his glass that he just picked up back down. “But you said you go to Paris a lot?”

      “I don’t usually have time to go anywhere and besides most of the time I’m there overnight. Things aren’t open in the middle of the night.”

      He shook his head, flabbergasted at what she was saying. “You’re saying not once did you have enough time to go sightseeing? In Paris?”

      “You make it sound like a crime.”

      “It is a crime. Wait, what about here, in London. Have you been out to see anything? Tower of London, Big Ben, Westminster Abbey?”

      She shook her head. “I drove by Big Ben once in a taxi.”

      “Did you ever think that this is the reason for your funk? Here you are in all these amazing cities and yet you aren’t even seeing them.”

      “Like I said, there’s not much time.”

      “I call bullshit. How long are you here on this trip?”

      “I leave Friday morning.”

      “And it’s now Wednesday night. You have all day tomorrow to take in the sights.”

      “By myself? That doesn’t really sound fun to me.” She wrapped a small piece of her curly hair around her index finger and for a few seconds he lost his mind wishing it was his finger. Then and there, he made a decision.

      “You won’t be alone. I’ll be with you.”

      “You’re gonna go with me. To see the Tower of London? You can’t do that, Asher. You’re the CFO of a huge company. You can’t just take the day off to show your sister’s friend around town.”

      “As a matter of fact, I can. If being CFO comes with any perks, that is one of them.” He paused and looked down at the table wondering if he should say what else was on his mind. Wrong or right, he said it anyway. “And I wouldn’t be showing around my sister’s friend. I’d be showing around my friend. We can be friends. Can’t we?”

      Waiting for her reply was torture. But then she smiled. And her blue eyes shimmered with joy.

      “We can be friends.”

      Somehow those words from her mouth made him feel like a king. Like he conquered Mt. Everest. He wasn’t sure why but he wasn’t ready to examine it. All he knew was that he wanted to spend more time with Sloan. And showing her around his city, the city that he’d come to know as home was going to give him a tremendous amount of pleasure.

      His parents had been to visit him a few times and Camilla had come twice. Each time, he showed them around and took them to all the things you had to see in London. But he’d hated every minute of it. Maybe because he didn’t want them to have something that he considered his.

      With Sloan, he wanted her to see it through his eyes. He wanted her to love the same places he loved and see all the little things that made the city home.

      “What time should we meet tomorrow?” she asked.

      “Oh no, your tour of London starts tonight. Finish your food and I’ll have a car meet us outside.”

      “Tonight?” She actually looked afraid.

      “Contrary to your thinking, there are some things in London that can only be seen at night.” He pulled out his phone. “Pardon me for just a few seconds while I get the car.” Not only did he text for a car, but he also texted two people who could get him into the things he wanted to do. Being the CFO of the largest financial firm in London had its advantages. And while he’d never used them before, he was pulling out all the stops for Sloan.

      “Am I dressed okay for whatever it is we are doing?” She looked down at herself, making him smile.

      “You’re dressed perfectly.” And she was, at least as far as he was concerned.

      He was wearing a suit and tie, but once they got into the car he planned to take the jacket and tie off and leave them behind.

      Food finished and the bill paid, they found the car waiting out front. “After you,” he said when the driver opened the door for them. She slid in and because he was a guy and couldn’t not notice, he got a nice look at her ass in her tight jeans. But then because he was a nice guy and not a pervert, he quickly looked away.

      “Do you travel this way often?” she asked as they started moving.

      “Not often but sometimes. I walk from work to home most of the time except in the winter or if there’s rain. It’s only about a mile and it’s a good way to de-stress. But the car service is available to me whenever I need or want it.”

      “Must be nice to be so important.”

      He laughed. “I guess I never really thought about it until tonight. I have a lot of connections I can use to get and do things but I never use them.”

      Her eyes widened. “What are we doing tonight?”

      “You’ll see.”

      They rode in an easy silence the rest of the way to their destination with him pointing out a few things along the way that might interest her. When the car stopped, she turned to him. “The Tower of London? I thought it was closed at night.”

      “It does close after the Ceremony of the Keys. Which is what we get to watch.” The driver opened the door. “Come,” he held out his hand to her, “Let’s go have your first London experience.” When her hand touched his, he gripped it tightly, not wanting to let go.

      He did this in his first year of college and thought it was silly and kooky. But as an adult and with Sloan, he knew it would be fun and interesting.

      “I didn’t know this was a thing,” she said as she stared up at the Tower of London. “And man is it big.”

      “Just what a guy likes to hear.” After they were out, he wanted to kick himself for saying the words.

      “Maybe a guy wants to hear it but for ladies, sometimes there is such a thing as too big.”

      The words, the way she said them and how she looked saying them, sent him over whatever edge he was teetering on. He liked Sloan. The kinda like where, if he were fifteen, he would ask her to be his girlfriend.

      But he wasn’t fifteen and he couldn’t do it. They lived in two different worlds. Him in London and her in Ohio.

      Nothing could come of it, no matter how much he liked her.

      Thanks to his connection at The Tower of London, they were able to be in the front for the ceremony. If he remembered correctly, it was short and you got locked up inside the Tower.

      When it started, Asher watched Sloan. He wanted to see what she thought, how she reacted. As soon as the Sentry came in, her eyes took it all in. It was a short dialogue and in minutes they were locked inside the tower. But the whole time, Sloan was smiling and interested. She didn’t look bored like he was sure he looked on his first time there.

      With her by his side, he even enjoyed it more.

      “This is so cool. How long are we in here?” They were close together thanks to all the people in the room, their bodies brushing together. She was short and since he was over six feet, he was looking down at her and she was looking up.

      It would have been the perfect time for a kiss.

      Only he wasn’t doing that.

      Shaking his head to clear the lust, he said, “Just a couple minutes from what I remember.”

      “When was the last time you did this?” Somehow her arm was around his back and her hand was burning a hole through his shirt to his skin.

      “The one and only time I ever did this was my freshman year in college.”

      She bit her lip, again looking up at him.

      Holy Mother of God, how was he supposed to control himself with those big, blue eyes looking up at him? Nothing had ever been this hard in his life. Not moving away from the home and family he loved, not college, and not any other girl.

      Woman. Sloan was a woman, not a girl.

      Thank the lord, the secret passage finally opened, saving him from the thing he was pretty sure he wanted more than anything he ever wanted before, but the one thing that would be a huge mistake.

      “That was so fun. I loved every second of it.” They were walking side-by-side back through the halls and downstairs to the exit. “What are we doing now?” Her eyes lit with excitement that made him want to give her the world.

      “It’s a secret. You’ll just have to wait and see.” He was taking her to one of his favorite places and since it was closed for the day, he was calling in a big favor to make it happen.

      The car ride was once again quiet except for him pointing out places she should see or her asking questions. For someone who didn't see the sites while she was in town, she sure was interested.

      “Oh,” she said when the car stopped. “This is the British Museum.”

      “You are correct.” He helped her out of the car. “You haven’t been here, have you?”

      She shook her head. “I thought it closed at six.“

      “It does but I happen to know the curator and he is opening it up for us.”

      Her eyes widened. “You mean it’ll just be us in there?” She pointed to the museum.

      He wasn’t sure if what he heard in her voice was excitement or fear. “Yeah, is that okay?”

      “Holy fucking shit.” She slapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry. Sometimes those words just come out. And yes, it’s totally okay. I love museums.”

      Laughing, he took her arm and guided her up the steps. “You don’t have to apologize to me for saying fuck. It’s one of my favorite words.” At the entrance, the door opened and his friend, Channing, was standing before them. “Hey, Channing.”

      “Asher.” He nodded and stepped aside for Sloan to walk through. “This was an unexpected request.”

      “Sloan, I’d like you to meet Channing Winthrop. Channing and I met one day many years ago when I was walking through the museum for what,” he looked at Channing, “the fifth time in a week. Channing thought I was planning to steal something.”

      “What would you have me believe when a man walks my museum five times in a week?”

      “You come here a lot?” Sloan asked.

      Channing snorted. “I guess that depends on what you consider a lot. He’s here at least once a week but sometimes it’s more.”

      He shrugged, a little bashful at her knowing he came here often. “It’s my favorite place.”

      “And yet,” Channing said, “in all the years I’ve known you, you have never once asked for a private showing. “You must be special, miss.”

      Now Sloan blushed. “I’m just his sister’s best friend.”

      Channing looked at him. “You have a sister? How have you not told me this? I think I’d like to meet her.”

      “Oh no you wouldn’t,” he said. “She will chew you up and spit you out.”

      Channing looked at Sloan for confirmation. “He’s right. Although you do have the whole British accent thing going for you. She might have a little fun with you before she chews you up and spits you out.”

      Channing laughed, elbowed him in the side and said, “Sister’s best friend or not, I like this one.”

      Yeah, me too, he wanted to say.

      “The place is yours to browse as you like. But you only have until eleven. The cleaning crew comes in then and you must be gone. I’ll be in my office if you need me.” He walked away, leaving them alone.

      She started walking and then spoke. “Why do you come here so often?”

      For a second, he didn’t move, just stood where he was and watched her. Her back was to him and she was still walking away but her body looked relaxed. And his hands itched to touch any part of her.

      He’d settle for holding one finger.

      With a light jog he was beside her again. “When I first moved here, I wanted to fit in so badly. So I came here to learn about the culture. Only once I was here did I realize that the museum itself didn’t just showcase English pieces.” He laughed because even now as an adult, he couldn’t believe he was that dumb. “But after that first time, this became my place. The place I come to whenever I need to think or relax or just be me.” He turned walking backward so he could face her. “I mean, just look at it.”

      “It’s funny that this is your place. Do you know where Camilla likes to go to be alone and think? The museum. It’s the only time she turns off her phone and we can’t get a hold of her. But since Hazel and I both have her on Find My Friends, we know where she is when she doesn’t answer.”

      “I had no idea.” He and Camilla were as close as two siblings who were five years and thousands of miles apart could be. But that they went to the same type of place for their solace...that was interesting.

      “She’s the reason I love them so much. I don’t know how many times she’s dragged me there.”

      “I’m the opposite. I have never brought anyone here with me.”

      She stopped walking and turned to look at him. “But you brought me.”

      It wasn’t a question and yet...it was. “I did.” He swallowed because all of a sudden a lump formed in his throat. How did you tell someone that you just met or in this case, re-met, only hours ago that this was bigger than anything before? That being with her, listening to her, talking to her, was all he wanted.

      He didn’t understand it so there was no way she was going to understand it. She’d probably laugh in his face and walk away.

      That couldn’t happen. He would take being with her as friends over not being with her.

      Friends.

      He repeated it over and over in his head. They were going to be friends.

      And so he did what any friend would do. He spent an hour showing her the place he loved most in the city he called home. They laughed, joked, told stories and learned about history. After, he drove her home, said he’d see her tomorrow and went home to his condo that before tonight had felt like his sanctuary. Now it only reminded him of what he couldn't have.

      Then in the morning, like the coward he was, he called her hotel and left a message canceling for the day. They hadn't exchanged numbers so it was the only way to get in contact with her. He couldn't see her again without getting in deeper than he already was. This was the right thing to do. The only thing he could do.

      He had to stop whatever this was before it went any further.

      Never seeing Sloan Hayes again was for the best.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      Sloan

      They’d been in Hawaii for one day and all Sloan wanted was to crawl into bed, under the covers and weep. Her one night with Asher was better than any night she ever had.

      There were a few times during the night that he seemed as if he liked her or maybe he might like her. But then he canceled on her tour of the city, leaving her wondering if she dreamed the whole night.

      And now she was in Hawaii with her friends where she was supposed to be having fun.

      How was she supposed to have fun when all she could think about was Asher?

      “What should we do today?” Hazel asked, way too chipper for nine in the morning.

      They were able to get a three-bedroom suite making sleeping arrangements a non-issue. Hazel’s brother, Keaton had so many hotel points from all his travels and because he was a nice guy he offered them up. Between that and the free flight thanks to her boss, they were living the high life for hardly anything.

      “I, for one, want to sleep later than nine,” Camilla shouted from her room.

      “Same,” Sloan said.

      “Come on guys.” Hazel came into her room and jumped, knees first onto her bed. “We’re in Hawaii. Let’s see what kind of trouble we can get into.”

      Camilla, sleepily walked into her room, her hair rumpled and clothes askew from sleeping. “Hazel, you know damn well you don’t want to get into any trouble.”

      “Definitely not ‘call the cops’ trouble, but maybe something smaller.”

      “So you what, want to shoplift?” Sloan stretched, giving up on trying to sleep and sat up.

      “She did that already when she was fourteen, remember?” Camilla came and sat next to her.

      “Why do we always get off track?” Hazel said, laying across both their legs.

      “Because we know everything about each other. Some would say too much.” Sloan pushed at Hazel, adjusting her so she wasn't breaking her legs. Although, she hadn’t told them about her night with Asher. Not that there was anything to tell. It should be no big deal to tell them she ran into him, had dinner and did a little sightseeing.

      But something about their night together made her want to keep it to herself.

      It felt intimate.

      Not that Hazel and Cam didn’t already know all about her sex life. In detail.

      “Can’t we just relax today?” Camilla asked. “We have the luau tonight and snorkeling tomorrow. I wanna sip cocktails and ogle hot guys.”

      Sloan pointed at Cam with her thumb. “I’m with her.”

      “Fine,” Hazel gave in. “But let’s go to the adult pool. I don’t want to deal with kids today.”

      “Was I ever planning on going to the family pool?” Sloan said. “I’ll reserve that for when I actually have kids.” She pushed at Hazel, forcing her off her legs. “Now get off me so I can pee.”

      “Breakfast in thirty?” Camilla asked as she also got off the bed.

      Sloan gave a thumbs up and padded to her bathroom.

      She had to find a way to put Asher out of her mind. There was nothing between them. Friends, they had said. All those looks and touches meant nothing to him. He was a nice guy and took his sister's best friend to dinner and to see a museum.

      Nothing more.

      Hawaii. Sun and drinks and hot guys. That’s what she was going to focus on. Not Asher and his dark, perfectly styled hair or his blue eyes that were the same color as the ocean that was right outside her window.

      Yeah, she was not going to be able to stop thinking about him. No way. No how. But she could multitask.

      After breakfast, they rented a cabana area with sun and shade, giving them the best of both worlds. Camilla chose to lounge in the sun sipping a drink, while she and Hazel went to the swim-up bar.

      “How’s project ‘get out of your funk’ going?” she asked as they took a seat at the cool underwater stools.

      “Not as easy as one would think.”

      “Ladies, what can I get you?” the very tan, very good looking, male bartender asked.

      “Something with alcohol,” Hazel suggested with a laugh.

      Rolling her eyes at Hazel and her flirtatious ways, she said. “Pina colada for me, please.”

      The bartender nodded at her and winked at Hazel before walking away to make their drinks.

      “How the fuck do you do that?”

      “Do what?” Hazel asked innocently.

      “Make guys want to bang you with just a few words and a look.” It didn’t matter that she didn’t bang the guys.

      “Guys don’t want to bang me from one look.”

      “Yeah, they do. Do you know why all the guys you hit on become your friends? Because they are hoping that one day you will throw them a bone and bang them. Really it would be them throwing the bone but still. You know what I mean.”

      “I’m nice and I smile and yes, I flirt, but what’s the harm in that? I’m all those things with women too and none of them want to bang me.”

      Sloan burst out laughing. “I can’t say for sure, but I’m guessing some of them do.”

      She thought about that for a second. “Yeah, I like cock too much to go there.” For someone who believed in ‘The One’ she loved to talk about cocks and pussies.

      “That’s good information to have,” the bartender said as he set two drinks on the counter.

      Sloan was mortified at being overheard, but Hazel just laughed and gave him another flirty smile.

      Sipping her drink, Sloan turned to face the pool. There were a few dozen people hanging out on chairs or in the water. Some couples but mostly it looked like groups of friends. If she wanted to have a vacation fling, it was absolutely possible.

      And until two weeks ago, hell even a week ago, that had been the plan. A little sun, some sex and she would be as good as new.

      Asher ruined all that for her. He was all she could think about even if she knew how stupid it was. Asher Rickman wasn’t even in the same stratosphere as her. He was a CFO of one of the biggest companies. Add in how hot, sweet, funny, kind and sexy he was, and what girl wouldn’t fantasize about him?

      He was an enigma to her. Cam rarely talked about him and when she did, there was never any detailed info. Just stuff about him being busy or him not coming home for a certain holiday. A couple of years ago, Sloan and Hazel asked about him and she asked them to leave it be, saying that she loved him but he was living the life he wanted and that didn’t include her.

      Even after spending time with him, Sloan didn’t know why Asher wasn’t close to his family. It seemed to her that he originally just wanted to get away. But once he had that freedom, it almost became easier to keep it that way.

      For Cam’s sake and his, she hoped it changed.

      Because for as much as Cam didn’t want to talk about it, it was obvious how much she missed her brother.

      It was one of the reasons she had become such good friends with her own brother. Nash was around and since they worked at the same hospital, it was even easier. Hazel liked to joke that Camilla and Nash were more than friends. And while Sloan had no problem with that—her best friend and her brother dating would be amazing—she knew it would never happen. There was no connection other than friendship between them.

      As she and Hazel made their way back to their chairs, they were stopped by a group of four guys who started chatting them up.

      Hazel being Hazel, was in her element, flirting it up and talking about all kinds of things. Sloan did her best to chime in and look interested.

      She wasn’t but no one needed to know that.

      “You ladies want to join us for a game of water volleyball?” One of the guys asked. He was cute, possibly a little younger than the others and kept looking at Sloan as if he was staking his claim.

      Dream on, hot guy. “Sure,” she said. “We have another friend too, can she join?”

      “The more the merrier.”

      “Give us a few minutes,” Hazel said, “and we’ll meet you over there.”

      When they were far enough away so the guys couldn’t hear them, Hazel said, “The young one wants you.”

      “He can’t be older than twenty-five.”

      “Think of the stamina and the things you could teach him.”

      She laughed. “You’re making a pretty large assumption that I have mass-sex skills in my arsenal.”

      “I’ve heard your stories, don’t even try to pretend you don’t.”

      Fair point. She did like her sex a little more on the kinkier side than both Hazel and Camilla. But that didn’t mean she wanted to spend the week teaching some guy the ins and outs. “He’s cute and all but I think I’m gonna hold out and see what else comes my way.”

      “Cam, let’s go,” Hazel said when they reached their chairs.

      “Where to?” she rolled to her back so she could see them.

      “Volleyball with four hot guys from Oklahoma.” Sloan dug into her bag to find a hair tie so she could put her hair up.

      “Three of my favorite things,” she slid from the chair and grabbed her sunglasses.

      “Since when is Oklahoma one of your favorite things?” Hazel asked.

      She shrugged. “It’s my favorite musical. And I’ve got to give you guys credit, we’ve been down here twenty minutes and you already picked up four guys.”

      “We didn’t pick up anyone,” Sloan said as they stepped into the water again. “They found us.”

      “Even better.”

      “Quick piece of advice,” Hazel said. “Maybe we should go easy on them in case one of you wants to sleep with any of them. You know guys don’t like to be beaten by girls.”

      “If they can’t handle being beaten by us, then I don’t want to have sex with them.”

      It wasn’t cockiness or conceit that made them assume they would beat the guys. The three of them had played high school volleyball and went all the way to the state championship. Camilla even played in college and they all still played in a league weekly.

      They were good.

      They introduced Cam and because she wasn’t really paying attention the first time, Sloan now knew all their names. Young hottie was Mitch, muscles was Colt, blondie was Keith and the one Camilla couldn’t take her eyes off was Dallas.

      By their names alone she could have guessed them to be from Oklahoma.

      “Should we mix up the teams to make it fair?” Colt asked.

      Poor guy, if he only knew.

      “Let’s leave it as is,” Sloan suggested, giving a small, one-shoulder shrug.

      The four guys looked at each other and Keith finally said, “Uh yeah, we can do that if you’re sure.”

      “We’re sure,” Camilla grabbed the ball from Dallas. “Volley for serve?”

      The water where the net was set up was not quite waist-high even for Sloan. Moving was easy and this wouldn't be too much different from dry land or sand.

      Cam being Cam let them win the volley. She was nothing if not magnanimous. But that was the last nice thing they did. The game was seven to zero before they knew it and the guys were not looking too happy.

      The three of them though, they were having a blast.

      Even more so when other people started watching and cheering them on. The guys did finally score a couple of times but it didn’t matter in the end.

      “Best out of three?” Sloan asked, barely able to keep a straight face.

      “I think we’ll pass,” Keith said. The rest of the idiots nodded in agreement with him and they were all gone in the blink of an eye.

      “And here I had such high hopes for Oklahoma,” Camilla said.

      “Guys are so weird,” Hazel added as they swam over to the bar. “Why can’t they lose to women? Why does it even matter?”

      “Those guys were used to being the best. Even against other guys. Losing to us was too much to take.” Sloan took a seat at the swim-up bar.

      “Ladies,” the good looking bartender said. “That was an enjoyable game you played.”

      “Tell me something,” Hazel said to him, “if we beat you in volleyball, would that ruin your masculinity?”

      “Not at all. In fact, I would rather lose sometimes. The more you lose, the stronger you become.”

      “Wise words from a bartender.” Camilla wasn’t known for her subtlety.

      “Not just a bartender,” he said. “I’m in med school which has taught me a lot about winning and losing.”

      “An almost doctor and he knows how to make a great drink. The man of my dreams does exist,” Hazel said.

      Sloan and Cam took their drinks, swimming back to their chairs, leaving Hazel to flirt with the bartender.

      “Think she might actually sleep with this one?” Camilla asked.

      “Who the fuck knows. That’s like asking if I know what the weather will be in Ohio from one hour to the next.”

      “It’s been a while since she’s had sex though, right? Like over a year?”

      “I think it might be closer to two.”

      “I would have already combusted. I can’t go that long. That’s why I have Adam. He keeps me in orgasms between boyfriends.”

      Adam was an intern at the hospital who Cam had been sleeping with for several years whenever the other one wasn’t dating anyone. She had a few guys she dated for months here and there and he had the same with a couple of women. They were a good definition of friends with benefits because they actually were friends.

      “Isn’t he dating someone right now?”

      “Yes, which is why I’m here in Hawaii looking for dick. And while it’s bad luck for me, I think Adam and Marissa are gonna last. He is totally into her and vice versa. He even told her about me which neither of us ever does.” She shook her head. “Soon I think I’ll be looking for a new sex buddy.”

      “I’m gonna need one of those too.” They reached their chairs and cabana and Sloan chose the shade over the sun for the moment. “Or maybe just a new vibrator.”

      “You aren’t still using that pink one, are you?”

      They really did know everything about each other.

      “Yeah and there’s a reason. I like it. It's the only one I found that has the speed I like.”

      Cam put her hand up in a stop motion. “There are some things I don’t want to know.”

      Closing her eyes, she tried to relax and enjoy where she was and what she was doing. But her mind kept coming back to London and Asher. She couldn’t think about sex without wondering what it would be like with him. Would he go slow or would he push her limits and fuck her hard?

      Both sounded good but neither was ever going to happen. He was Camilla’s brother. She couldn’t risk a fling with Asher ruining her lifelong friendship with Cam.

      It didn’t matter that the way he made her feel was better than any guy ever or that his smile and those blue eyes, turned her to mush.

      No, no, no. Asher Rickman was off-limits.

      She would forget about him and focus on having fun with her friends on vacation. And maybe find a guy who could take her mind off Asher. Surely there was someone in all of Hawaii who could do that, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      Asher

      This was the fifth time since the morning he stood Sloan up that he was at the bar they met in. He told himself it was on his way home and he wasn’t stopping to see if she was there.

      Deep down he knew she wouldn’t be there.

      The likelihood that she would travel back to London so soon was not good but even knowing that didn’t stop him from checking.

      Paying his tab, he left the bar and headed for home. He had to stop torturing himself this way. There was nothing between them and more, there could never be. It didn’t matter that at night when he closed his eyes, he thought of her. Nor did it matter that every waking minute he pictured her.

      After only walking a short bit, he realized he was sweating due in part to the heat but mostly because he was almost jogging. As if getting home faster was going to do anything about his predicament.

      Once home, he took a cold shower both to cool off from the heat and Sloan. If only that helped. He had taken at least ten cold showers in the last five days and not once did he get the relief he was looking for.

      Stroking his cock with his own hand was no match for what he pictured Sloan doing.

      Finding his laptop, he logged on and went straight to Facebook, something he never did. He had a page but never posted. It was mainly to keep up with family and friends.

      Which he was doing now by checking on his sister. Only there was nothing new on her page. Grabbing his phone, he pulled up the Instagram App. Unlike Facebook, he did use this.

      And that’s when he saw her. Sloan, in a bikini in...Hawaii.

      Hawaii? What was she doing in Hawaii, and with his sister and Hazel?

      She didn’t mention a trip.

      Not that he asked or anything.

      Flipping through slowly, it looked like they had already been in Hawaii for a few days. There was a picture at the pool, one of them at a luau, several on a boat and a few with them dressed up about to go out for the night.

      Well, fuck.

      She definitely wasn’t coming to London anytime soon if she was in Hawaii on vacation.

      Out of desperation, he clicked on her name, thank God Cam had tagged her, so he could see her pics. Only turns out,  she was as smart as she looked because she had a private account. Making a quick decision, he added her as a friend.

      As soon as he did it, he wanted to take it back. Kind of. It was no big deal if they were Instagram friends, right? They were real-life friends so it shouldn’t matter. He was about to throw his phone on the couch when it buzzed in his hand.

      Sloan Hayes has accepted your friend request.

      Holy hell. She was on right now. Should he say something or just walk away? He did some quick math in his head and decided it was about ten or eleven in the morning in Hawaii. Opening his direct messages, he typed in her name.

      This was it. He either sent something or he didn’t. If he sent it, there would be no going back.

      
        
        Asher:

        Hey

      

      

      He’d done it.  His palms were sweaty and his heart was pumping fast inside his chest. This was insane. He was acting like a fourteen-year-old boy who liked a girl for the first time.

      
        
        Sloan:

        Um, hey.

      

      

      She answered. What was he supposed to do now? Oh yeah, maybe write back.

      
        
        Asher:

        I see you’re on vacation.

      

      

      Dumb, but what else could he say.

      
        
        Sloan:

        I am. Not sure why you care.

      

      

      Woah, where had that come from? Maybe from the fact that he stood her up when she was in town.

      
        
        Asher:

        I do care. We’re friends, right?

        Sloan:

        If we were friends, you wouldn’t have left me hanging in London the way you did. You could have at least called me or texted.

        Asher:

        I don’t have your number.

        Sloan:

        Great fucking excuse. Your sister is my best friend, I’m pretty sure you could have found a way to get my number.

        Asher:

        Yes, I could have asked her or my mom but I didn’t want them to know.

        Sloan:

        That you were standing me up?

        Asher:

        That I’d seen you and that we went out. I wanted it...you...all to myself.

      

      

      He had a hard time swallowing after typing those words. He just put himself out there and he was about to do it even more.

      
        
        Asher:

        Did you tell Camilla and Hazel you saw me?

        Sloan:

        No.

        Sloan:

        I wanted you to myself too.

      

      

      Holy shit. This was really happening. Sloan was at least sort of feeling the same way.

      
        
        Asher:

        I don’t know what this is.

        Sloan:

        Me either. But I know that I had fun with you. Well, until you stood me up.

        Asher:

        I’m sorry about that. I thought not being around you would stop the feelings I was having.

        Sloan:

        What kind of feelings?

      

      

      Loaded fucking question. He didn’t want to scare her but he wanted to be honest.

      
        
        Asher:

        Wanting to strip you naked and lick every inch of your body, kind of feelings.

      

      

      Fuck. If she was standing in front of him, she would slap his face.

      
        
        Sloan:

        Those aren’t really feelings, more like actions.

        Asher:

        When can I see you again?

      

      

      He was desperate. He wanted to see her face, watch it as she laughed. Listen to her sigh when she talked about flying. And goddamn, he wanted to kiss her lips.

      
        
        Sloan:

        No idea. I’m here for another six days and then I’m not scheduled for an international flight for another two weeks.

        Asher:

        I can come to you.

      

      

      That had come out of nowhere but it was true. He had access to the company jet and could take it anywhere. And even if he didn’t, he could easily hop on a plane to Hawaii.

      
        
        Sloan:

        You can’t come here. Camilla is here.

        Sloan:

        Although on Thursday, Camilla and Hazel are going deep-sea fishing and I am staying back. All alone at the resort.

        Asher:

        I’ll be there.

      

      

      And he would even if he had to swim across the ocean to get to her. Just thinking about seeing her again had him at half-mast when only twenty minutes ago, he'd taken care of the problem.

      
        
        Asher:

        Send me your number and where you are staying.

        Sloan:

        I have to go. Cam and Hazel are waiting on me for breakfast.

        Sloan:

        I don’t know if this is a good idea but I can’t stop it.

        Asher:

        You aren’t alone. I’ll see you Thursday.

      

      

      He let out a loud whoop and threw his phone down. He was going to see Sloan in just a few days and what he was feeling wasn’t one-sided. He didn’t know what was going to happen, but seeing her would be enough.

      Although licking her whole body was a very close second.

      Back on his computer, he rearranged a few meetings he had scheduled and contacted his assistant to see about the plane availability. In all his years with the company, he never abused his privilege. In order to see Sloan, even for a day, he would do whatever was needed.

      Just thinking about seeing her had him smiling. He had no idea how anything was going to go but he knew he would get to see Sloan.

      That was enough.

      He was minutes from seeing Sloan, the tapping of his foot making it obvious how nervous he was. She was meeting him in the lobby of his resort which was next door to the one she was staying in. Not wanting to accidentally be caught by his sister was a secondary goal. His first goal, seeing Sloan.

      The lobby was busy with tons of people coming in and out, making it hard to keep watch. What was that old saying, “A watched pot never boils”. If that was the case, he would be here forever.

      Then he saw her and for a second, almost forgot to breathe.

      She was more gorgeous than he remembered or maybe she was just more gorgeous because she was happy.

      Her blonde curls were blowing naturally in the ocean air and her skin was tan and glowing. She was wearing a long, floral dress that just happened to be strapless, leaving her chest and arms bare.

      Not taking her in his arms was the hardest thing he ever did.

      “Hey,” she said as she walked up to him.

      He swallowed his mouth suddenly dry. “Hi.” He stood quickly. “You look amazing. That’s probably not even a strong enough word for how you look.”

      She laughed and then sighed. “Thank you...for the compliment and for making me remember why I’m here.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because you make me laugh and don’t pull your punches and look like that.” She motioned up and down his body with her hand.

      “I can’t take any credit for how I look. That’s all Mom and Dad and possibly other ancestors.”

      “What should we do?” she asked. “I brought my suit in case we decide to hit the pool or beach.”

      “Could we maybe just walk for a while?” He didn’t really care what they did. Being with her was all he wanted.

      “Sure.” He led them out through a side door.

      “Here, let me carry your bag.”

      She gave him a strange look. “You want to carry my pool bag?”

      “That’s the gentlemanly thing to do. Have you forgotten who my mom is?” He slipped her bag off her shoulder and onto his own.

      “I remember your mom making Cam ring the doorbell every time she came over even though my mom told her she could just come in the side door. To this day, she knocks at my place even though she has a key.”

      “I don’t think I know where you live.”

      “I live in a loft downtown. It’s small and when Camilla and Hazel stay over, it’s cramped but it’s mine and I love it.”

      “Do they stay over a lot?” He wanted to know everything there was to know about her.

      “Maybe once a week. If we are downtown, we’ll stay at my place but if we’re uptown, we’ll stay at Cam’s. Hazel’s place is only used if we are in Hillrose.”

      “I was shocked when Camilla mentioned that Hazel bought a house in Hillrose. All I remember hearing about is her wanting out when she was a teenager.”

      “That was a long time ago. I think being so far away in college made her realize what she was missing.” She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, making his own mouth water.  “Don’t you ever miss it?”

      “It’s not that I don’t miss it, I do, but it’s hard when everyone is always in your business. For what it’s worth, I’ve offered to pay for my parents to come out and visit me. Same with Cam. But they’ve only taken me up on it a couple of times.”

      “I didn’t know that. Camilla never mentioned it.”

      “I’m not the bad guy you are making me out to be. I love my family. Hell, I talk to my mom every Saturday afternoon. Well, afternoon time for her. It’s morning for me.”

      She stopped walking, turning to face him. “I don’t think you are the bad guy. It is not my place to judge anyone’s family dynamics. I just see how much Cam misses you and as her best friend, I want her to be happy.”

      “I wish I had a friend like you.” They were standing in an alcove behind a small pond and no one else was around.

      “You do now.” He wanted to reach out and take her hand but he had no idea what she would think of that. “What is this, Asher?”

      He shook his head. “I have no fucking clue but should that matter?”

      “There are other people involved here besides us. I think it has to matter.”

      “You took me by surprise when I saw you in London and I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Every day after our night together, I went back to that damn bar I met you in. For five days straight. When I finally realized you weren’t coming back, I stalked Facebook and Instagram, hoping for even a glimpse of you on Cam’s pages. This is not something that has happened to me before and I don’t think I can take that lightly.”

      “You went back to the bar?”

      “Five times. The bartender felt sorry for me and started giving me free drinks.”

      Was it his imagination, or was she moving closer? “This trip was supposed to be fun. A little sun, maybe sex with a hot guy. Instead all I can think about is you. And I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “I do.” He reached out, cupping her face in his palm as he moved closer. When his lips touched hers, an electric current pulsed through his whole body and his mind went blank. Her lips moved under his and when his tongue reached out, hers was there, wanting the same thing.

      He had a lot of first kisses in his life but not once was it like this. So all-consuming and raw.

      She pulled back, her eyes asking the same question that he wanted an answer to.

      What was that?

      Reaching up with her hand, she covered her lips with her fingers and for seconds, maybe minutes they stood under an archway, secluded, staring at each other. Dropping his hands from her face, he found her other hand clutching his shirt and slipped it into one of his.

      “Should we keep walking?”

      She nodded.

      After a few steps, she stopped, turning to face him. “I don’t think we should have sex.”

      “Ever or right this second?”

      Smiling, she gave him a playful swat on the arm. “Today. Or moreover, while you are here.”

      “I think I can handle that.” His dick may think differently but he could calm him down. Maybe.

      “Oh.” She chewed on her bottom lip.

      “Did you expect a different answer?”

      “No. I guess I just thought since you came all the way to Hawaii…” she trailed off.

      “You thought I came here for sex?”

      “Can you honestly tell me you didn’t think that’s what would happen?”

      “Was sex on the table for me? Yes. But Sloan, when I tell you that just seeing you is enough, it’s the truth. I had more fun with you during that one night in London than I can ever remember having. Being with you, just talking or hanging out is what I wanted.”

      “When you say stuff like that, I kinda want to put sex back on the table.”

      “Why don’t we keep sex in a box in the corner for another time and for today, just do what feels right.”

      This time her smile lit up her whole face. “How do you feel about cliff jumping?”

      He shook his head. “How we got from sex to cliff jumping, I will never know.” He took her hand again. “But to answer your question, I don’t think I have an aversion to cliff jumping.”

      “There’s this hike where at the top you can either jump or walk back down. I wanna jump but Cam and Hazel refuse.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      “Really?” She was so excited, she was practically jumping up and down.

      “Really.”

      They went back into his hotel and after deciding that they both needed the right shoes, hit one of the stores in the lobby for water shoes they could also hike in. He refused to let her pay when she tried and for the next five minutes was lectured on the fact that she had money and did not need him to buy her things.

      He should have been annoyed or at least, slightly irritated, but instead he couldn’t stop smiling even though she was berating him.

      It was fucking ridiculous.

      To be fair everything he’d done when it came to her was ridiculous. Going to that bar day in and day out, flying to Hawaii, kissing her.

      Kissing her.

      Her lips were soft and smooth, exactly as he expected. He could think of nothing but that kiss, of how her skin felt against his hands.

      And now he was about to jump off a cliff with her.

      Seemed about right.
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      Sloan

      Her lips still tingled from his kiss. A kiss that happened over an hour ago.

      If she was this messed up over a kiss from an hour ago, she was going to be a disaster if they ever had sex.

      A beautiful disaster.

      They were almost to the top of the hill where they would jump down into the ocean and her body was electric with excitement. She loved to do thrilling things. Bungee jumping, skydiving, anything with height and danger.

      On their hike, Asher told her he also enjoyed those things.

      Of course he did because he was the perfect man.

      They were listing their favorite things as they walked and it was her turn to ask a question.

      “Favorite song?”

      “Anything by Kenny Chesney.”

      She stopped walking. “You like country music?”

      “Yeah, it’s what I listen to the most.”

      “I’m not sure we can be friends anymore. Country music is the worst. It’s all girls in short shorts and beer drinking.”

      “You’re listening to the wrong country music.”

      “I don’t listen to any country music at all.”

      “Then how can you make a conscious decision to dislike something that you know nothing about?”

      “Don’t try to be reasonable. Just because your music sucks and you know it.”

      He laughed. “I’ll turn you to the dark side eventually. What’s your favorite song?”

      “Not sure I have a favorite but right now I am listening to a lot of Adele.”

      “She’s good. I actually saw her in concert a couple of years ago. Her voice is out of this world.”

      “I would love to see her. She did a small tour in the US but nothing I could make it to or I would have been there.” They reached the top of the hill. “Wow, this is beautiful.”

      He stepped up beside her, his hand brushing hers. “It is.”

      The water below was as clear as the sky above and the surrounding hills were lush with greenery. “It almost makes me not want to jump.”

      He turned his head to face her, lifting one eyebrow.

      “I said almost. When we decided to come here for vacation, this was the one thing I knew I had to do even though I assumed I’d be alone.”

      He took her hand in his. “Are you sad that you aren’t alone?”

      She shook her head and swallowed. “This is better.”

      For seconds or maybe it was minutes, they stared at each other with the gorgeous landscape of Hawaii all around them. It was a moment she would never forget.

      “Are you ready for this?”

      “I am. Are you?”

      He nodded. Dropping her hand, they both stepped up to the edge. “Same time?” he asked.

      “On three. One, Two, Three.” She took the leap with him right beside her. Both of them screaming the whole way down and when she hit the water, a rush of satisfaction washed over her. Surfacing, she found Asher, his smile as large as the ocean they were in.
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