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      Meredith’s attention drifted from the meeting room to the window and beyond, where sunlight blazed in a blue sky and a tropical breeze sent the palm trees swaying. It was hard to believe it was less than one week until Christmas. She half-listened as the other managers at the Four Seasons – Hualalai droned on about their departments’ roles for the upcoming week. Christmas holidays were always a busy time at the resort, an excuse she used every year to not go home and be with her family in soggy Seattle.

      “Right, Meredith?” said the front desk manager, pulling her out of her thoughts and back to the present.

      “For sure,” she said, wondering what she had just agreed to. Chloe, her assistant scribbled stockings and tilted the note her way. “Chloe’s got that handled,” she added. “I’ve been focused on Bridezilla.”

      Across the room, Asher, the Activities Director smirked.  He would.

      “There’s always one of those,” the catering manager said sympathetically.

      Chloe interrupted. “For the stockings, if I could have the complete guest list, ages of the children and room numbers the day before, that would be awesome.”

      Awesome! Had Meredith ever been that young? Sure didn’t feel like it.

      Around the room, the other managers stirred and began closing their laptops or notebooks, signaling the meeting’s end.  Meredith rose just as the GM’s secretary poked her head in the door. “Mer, when you’re done, there’s someone here to see you.”

      Probably Bridezilla.  “Tell whoever it is I’ll be right out.”

      Asher paused next to her.  “Try not to take everything so seriously.”

      Meredith did an exaggerated batting of her eyes at the man who was every woman’s wet dream.  Including hers, not that she’d ever admit it to him.  “Be more like you, you mean? I’m the wrong gender to be pouring on the charm to the female guests the way you do.”

      Asher gave her his trademark, drop-dead gorgeous smile that sent women of all ages into a swoon. “Can I help it if the fairer sex finds me irresistible?”

      Just the way he said ‘sex’ sent a tingle to her girl parts.  In the three years since they both started working here, she’d perfected her technique to treat Asher like the brother she never had.  Much safer that way.  “No, but I’d prefer if you didn’t flaunt it quite so blatantly.”

      “Hey, I’ve talked more than one of your brides down off the chandelier.”

      Meredith arched her brow in acknowledgement. She’d love to hate the guy, but every word was the truth. He’d started work here the same time she had, and they’d become buddies over the years, which was the only safe way to be around Asher.

      “Why don’t you come with me?” Meredith said. “Maybe all Bridezilla needs is a reassuring pat on the head and your famous smile.”

      “You know you can count on me,” he said, resting one arm on her hip in that familiar, friendly way he had with everyone, resort staff and guests of all ages.

      True.  But it was better if she didn’t start to count on him too much.

      When they reached the hotel’s main reception area, Meredith froze.

      “What is it?” Asher asked, just as a chorus of voices yelled, “Surprise!”

      “Omg!” Meredith turned to Asher in dismay. “My family!”

      They were all there, rushing toward her, her chubby, blonde mother leading the charge ahead of her two sisters.  Her father and brothers-in-law followed at a more sedate pace while Theresa’s two kids trailed behind, trying to look cool.

      “What are you doing here?” she said as they converged on her and Asher, everyone talking at once.

      “Since you never make it home for Christmas, we decided to come to you.” Her mother reached her first and hugged her, her smile widening as she transferred her attention to Asher. “And this must be Asher!” She abandoned Meredith to throw her arms around Meredith’s companion. Over her mother’s head Asher gave her a puzzled look as he returned the hug.

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Robb.”

      “Oh, silly boy.  So formal.  I insist you call me, Helen.” She pinched his cheek as if he was a youngster. “You’re even more handsome than in your pictures.”

      Meredith pressed her lips tightly together and tried to ignore the amused glint in Asher’s turquoise blue eyes.

      “You didn’t tell me you sent your mom pictures.”

      Meredith mumbled something unintelligible as her father stepped forward and claimed his hug, followed by her sisters.

      “This is certainly a surprise,” she said, after she finally extricated herself.  “I should do the introductions.  Asher, you’ve met my mom.  This is my dad, Bill.  Theresa,” she pointed, “and her husband Dave and their two kids.  Emily over there next to her husband, Michael.”  She forced a smile.  “How long will you all be here?”

      “Almost a week,” Helen said brightly.

      “I wish I’d known,” Meredith said. “It’s such a busy time right now, a ton of weddings and other events that I’m just swamped. But I’m sure you’ll all have a nice time.”

      Helen linked her arm through Meredith’s. “That’s part of the surprise.  I called your boss and explained things to him and he’s agreed to give you a week off.  He said your assistant is more than capable of handling the department.”

      Explained things?  What things?

      “A week off?” Meredith echoed, dumbfounded.  Chloe would love that.  She’d been after Meredith’s job even before it was Meredith’s. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”

      “Of course it is. No one can be expected to work all the time.”

      “I’ve been telling her the same thing,” Asher said in his not-exactly-helpful way. “All work and no play.”

      “Exactly!” Helen beamed. “And when I explained the situation, your nice boss, Mr. Yoshi, granted Asher some time off as well.”

      “Situation?” Asher asked.

      Helen poked Asher’s upper arm.  “I have to hand it to you two. Such discretion. No one I spoke to had any idea you two were dating, let alone getting engaged.”

      “Mom, I⁠—”

      “Oops,” Helen pressed her fingers to her lips. “I know it’s not official yet, but you did imply⁠—”

      “What did Meredith tell you?” Asher asked with mock innocence.

      Oh, how she longed to wipe that smug look off his face!

      “Just that you two have been dating for nearly three years and things are looking serious. Something to that effect.”

      Asher moved closer and tucked his arm around Meredith’s waist, as he smiled down at her. “I didn’t know you’d told your mom about us, sweetheart. I thought we agreed to keep it a secret.”

      “Oh, don’t blame Meredith. I pried it out of her,” Helen said. “We’ve all been so worried, ever since⁠—”

      “We should see if your rooms are ready,” Meredith said. “I bet you’re dying to get settled and hit the beach.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time her family had their luggage sorted, keys in hand, and were headed for the elevators, Meredith felt like she’d been run over by a hurricane.  And she couldn’t ditch Asher, who dogged her heels all the way to her office.

      “What kinds of things does your family like to do?” he asked.

      Meredith furrowed her brow.  “What do you mean?”

      “Surfing?  Fishing?  Kayaking?  I’ll line up some fun things for them while they’re here.”

      Meredith turned to him, hugging her laptop to her chest as if it was body armor. “Listen, Ash, you don’t have to do this.  I’ll explain it was all a misunderstanding and⁠—”

      He cocked a brow.  “You’ve been telling them for three years I’m your boyfriend and things are getting serious.  That’s pretty hard to brush off as a misunderstanding.”

      Meredith flopped into the chair behind her desk.  “I never dreamed they’d just show up unannounced.”

      “You’ve got no worries, Mer.  I’ve got your back.”

      “No, really⁠—”

      “We’re friends, right?”

      Meredith nodded.

      “And friends help each other out in a jam, right?”

      “I guess.”

      “I don’t mind having a week off to play tour guide.”

      She gave him a long look.  “It’s more than tour guide.”

      “Oh!”  That smirk was back.  “You mean the challenge of pretending to be your lover?”

      “Quit enjoying this quite so much.”

      “I’ve been telling you for years that you take life too seriously.  That you need to let your hair down and have a little fun once in a while.”

      Meredith straightened.  “Some of us don’t think of life as one big playground.”

      He reached over and clucked her under the chin.  “It’s only for a week.  Think you can pretend to like me?  Even a little?”

      Meredith sighed.  No pretense involved.  The hard part would be keeping her feelings hidden.

      “I don’t want any of your real girlfriends to get mad,” she drawled.  “I’m sure you have holiday plans with several of them.”

      “Let me worry about that,” he said smoothly.  “In the meantime, I invited the family to my place for dinner tonight.”

      “You did what?”

      He shrugged unapologetically.  “I’m not supposed to make a good impression on my future in-laws?”

      For once in her life, Meredith was speechless.
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        * * *

      

      Asher was down in the boatshed checking the rigging on one of the resort’s baby catamarans used by the guests when Joel, his second-in-command, found him.

      “There you are,” Joel said.  “Is everything okay?”

      “Sure.  Why?” Asher asked.

      “Yoshi said you’re taking some vacation time.  Family stuff.  I wondered if maybe you have to fly home.”

      “Nothing like that,” Asher said.  “Meredith’s family surprised her with a visit and I’m giving her a hand showing them around.”

      Joel gave him a long, telling look.  “For real?”

      “Pretty much.  I figure you can hold down the fort.”  Joel had been standoffish when Asher first started working here and it had taken a while to break through his resentment when Asher beat him out for the head job, but out of that rocky start sprang a solid friendship.  Plus, they were from the same home town high school.

      “Why do I smell something you’re not telling me?” Joel said.

      “Because you’re suspicious by nature?”

      “If my folks showed up here for a vacation, I’m pretty sure I could deal with them myself without dragging you into the mix.”

      Asher shrugged.  “I guess Meredith has a different relationship with her family than you do with yours.”

      “Ah, meaning a healthy dose of the Ash-Man charm is in order.  Is she trying to set you up with some mutt of a sister?”

      “For the record, each of Mer’s sisters has a husband in tow.”

      Joel’s gaze narrowed.  “I know!” he said.  “You’re the beard.”

      “What?” Asher said.

      “You’re Meredith’s fake date to get her family off her back about how come she’s still single while everyone else is paired up.”

      “Something like that, maybe,” Asher said, uncomfortable with the turn of the conversation.

      “So if I see you two holding hands and acting all lovey-dovey, I’m supposed to pretend that’s normal.”

      “Don’t you have some kayaks or paddleboards to haul in off the beach?” Asher asked.

      “Maybe it won’t be much of an act for you,” Joel said.

      Asher lobbed a ball of marine rope his way.  “Meredith and I are friends.  Friends help friends out.”

      “Maybe the lady would have given you a look before this if you didn’t pretend so hard to be setting the world record for the highest number of dates in a single year.”

      “Joel!” Asher said warningly.

      Joel raised his hands playfully in the air.  “I’m going. I just don’t want you to get hurt along the way.”

      “Me?  Teflon Man?”

      “Don’t forget, Teflon Man,” Joel said.  “I knew you when.”

      Ash nodded at Joel’s retreating back.  Joel had been a couple of years behind him in school and their paths hadn’t crossed at the time, but Joel was the one person here who knew about Asher’s secret past.
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