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      It's only after I clobber the plastic, board-shorts wearing Santa Claus in front of the hotel that I notice Russ, the handsome tourist who has been flirting with me all week, watching. Surfer Dude Santa responds brilliantly to my burst of violence by changing his tune from "Mele-Mele-Mele-Mele" to "Mele Kalikimaka is the thing to say on a bright Hawaiian Christmas Day..."

      "Whoa, that was magical." Russ flashes a sweet smile in my direction. "You're like the Fonz." At my confused expression, he clarifies, "You know...from Happy Days."

      Returning his smile, I furrow my brows into a puzzled expression because I have absolutely no idea who he is talking about.

      Russ turns beet red under his freckles. "I guess I just gave away my nerdy classic television show obsession. That show was popular way before our time."

      I like how he said 'our time.' It makes me feel closer to him, like we are similar. My favorite pastime of late has been daydreaming that our flirtation has the potential to turn into something more. Is there any chance that he feels the same way?

      Clearly having no idea about the turn my thoughts have taken, Russ tells me about this Fonzy fellow being able to fix the jukebox with a thump of his fist. It's adorable how he blushes and chatters nervously around me. I'm fairly confident that my blossoming feelings for him are reciprocated.

      As he rambles on about the finer points of the show, I wonder––not for the first time––what our children would look like. We are complete opposites in every way. While I am short and round, he is tall and built like a lean, muscular athlete. My dark Hawaiian features are a stark contrast to his pale, freckled skin and fiery red hair.

      "Kalea? Where did you go just now?" He's grinning to let me know it's okay that he caught me daydreaming while he was talking to me.

      "Oh, umm..." I'm not sure what to say, since I can't exactly tell him that I was visualizing our unborn children. "Just thinking about all of the treats I need to make for the Christmas celebration." It is the first lie I can come up with. I hope it is believable, since that is what I should have been thinking about.

      "Yum! I can't wait to see what tasty delights you have up your sleeve." He reaches out to trace a finger up my arm and under the short sleeve of my uniform. His touch leaves a trail of raised hairs and chill bumps in its wake.

      My response to his simple touch is both thrilling and frightening. Deciding to bolt, I say, "I should get to work," before scurrying in the direction of the resort's kitchen.

      "Aloha!" he yells after me. I wave my hand in a shaka sign in response without turning back.

      Rounding the corner, I hear him chuckle, "You hang loose, too, Gorgeous."

      
      Before I can make it down the hall to the sanctity of the hotel's massive kitchen, Kai and Honi corner me. These two big lugs have been my friends and self-proclaimed protectors for as long as I can remember. I have been actively avoiding them for the past couple of days because I had the feeling they would not approve of my developing relationship with Russ.

      "So, what's with you and the ginger?" Kai asks crassly.

      I glare up at him. "I don't think anyone without red hair is supposed to use that word."

      "Carrot-top?" He tries to give me an innocent look, but I can tell that he is baiting me on purpose.

      "No," I tell him firmly, which causes him to grace me with one of his heart-stopping grins. The tiny gap between his otherwise-perfect teeth is peeking out at me. Seeing his one physical imperfection, if it could even be called a flaw, has me grinning back at him. Even though he drives me absolutely crazy, I know that he has my best interest at heart.

      I turn my attention to Honi when he jumps into the conversation. "Are you two serious?"

      It takes me a while to answer because I'm not sure what to say. Are things serious between me and Russ? We haven't even kissed yet, despite the fact that I really want to discover what his lips would feel like against mine.

      Honi is staring intently down at me with a strange look in those chocolate brown eyes that I have craved for over half my life. He is so different than Kai. While Kai is hunky beefcake material, Honi is bigger, softer, and more like a giant teddy bear.

      In a cruel twist of fate, Honi has secretly yearned for our gorgeous friend, Leilani, for nearly as long as I have had a crush on him. Lani is visually stunning in every way. She is the epitome of one of the tiny hula girls who swings her hips on car dashboards across the mainland. To make things even worse for me (an average girl, who has always been secretly in love with the man who is secretly in love with someone who could easily win a Miss Hawaii pageant), Lani is kind, funny, and wonderful in every way.

      Honi and I have been trapped in this vicious one-sided love triangle for far too long. Recently, Lani seems to have discovered what a fantastic catch Honi is, so I'm trying to back off and wish them well.

      While I have outwardly been supportive of their new relationship status, inside I have been hurting. The arrival of Russ at our little resort ushered in some feelings of hope for the first time in a very long time about my chances of ever finding someone to love me in the same way that I love him.

      "It has the potential to be serious." I finally answer Honi's question. Old habits have me watching his face for a reaction, but I force my attention back to Kai.

      "Bad idea, Kalea," Kai weighs in. "You know tourists are temporary. They aren't a good choice for a love interest."

      I don't even bother to verbally respond. I just narrow my eyes at him, calling him out on his double standard.

      Clearly getting my gist, Kai holds up his hands in mock surrender. "My sweet love is the exception to the rule. Tourists are usually nothing but trouble," he warns me. "Tell her, Honi."

      "Just be careful," Honi advises me. Then he adds with ignorant irony, "We don't want to see you get hurt."

      I reach up to pat both of my big-brothers-by-choice on their cheeks. "I'm touched that you are concerned." I look at each one before going on, "But don't worry about me. I've got this."

      Turning to head into the kitchen, I decide that I sound like I have everything under control. I just wish that I felt as confident as I seem.

      
      I stay busy enough prepping the meal and treats for the Christmas Eve luau that I don't have time to worry about my love life––or lack thereof. That is one of the nice things about my job. It keeps both my hands and my mind busy. Plus, I'm really good at making delicious, yet artistic food that our guests love.

      By the time the meal is served, I am a hot and sweaty mess. Feeling exhausted but pleased with myself for a job well done, I decide to take a peek at the revelry. People are lining up to get second helpings, which is always a good sign.

      The pineapple boats filled with fruit salad were evidently worth the extra effort because they seem to have been a big hit. I hear a passerby mention how delicious my signature coconut dressing is. When the woman with him responds that the hotel should bottle and sell it, I can't help the surge of pride that bubbles up within me.

      Deciding I have basked in my accomplishment enough, and craving a cool shower, I turn to leave. I let out an "oomph" of surprise when I run into Russ, who had just been walking up behind me.

      "Whoa." He catches me by the shoulders. "In a hurry?"

      "Just heading home for a shower," I tell him honestly.

      "Oh." He doesn't bother to hide the tone of disappointment in his voice. "I was just coming to see if you wanted to dance."

      He looks hopeful when he points to the dance floor that is just starting to fill with tourists who are swaying to music while they wait for the luau's official entertainment show to start. I don't want to disappoint him, but I haven't even changed out of my work uniform. "I'm a mess." I wave a hand, indicating my general appearance.

      "You look lovely." He smiles and blushes.

      I falter, caught between the desire to spend some time––however short––in his arms and the fear that I might stink. Deciding that the fragrant flowers and aromatic food would probably hide any odor from my overheated body, I accept his outstretched hand.

      It is Honi's haunting voice and practiced ukulele playing that we dance to. I try not to think about that fact and find it isn't a problem once I am snuggled into Russ's embrace. His arms feel strong and safe. Forcing myself not to think about how I look or possibly smell after a long day in the kitchen, I finally relax. I don't want the song to ever end, but alas, it does.

      Pulling back to let Russ know that I should probably go, I am interrupted by Kai's appearance. Holding a hand out to introduce himself to my dance partner, he asks, "Rust, right?" Since he enunciated the 't,' I am certain that he made the mistake on purpose.

      "It's Russ," I hiss at him.

      "My bad," Kai adds jovially before turning his direct gaze at Russ. "Kalea has a lot of friends here who watch out for her." The thinly veiled warning is followed up by a fake smile.

      "As she should." Russ opts for the high road, rather than taking the bait. He turns to look right at me. "She's an amazing woman. I don't see how it would be possible to not care about her."

      I beam up at him, completely forgetting Kai's presence. When Kai mumbles something about going to check on the bar, we both nod without prying our gazes away from one another.

      "Would you like to go for a walk with me on the beach?" Russ asks sweetly. At my hesitation, he adds, "After dusk is the only time I can actually go to the beach with this translucent skin." He holds up his arm for my inspection. "Even SPF 100 can't protect this level of paleness from the intense Hawaiian sunshine."

      I chuckle and nod at him, unable to imagine having to worry about going outside during the daytime. Having always enjoyed the feeling of sunshine blazing down on my face, the idea of having to hide from its beams seems utterly foreign.

      As we take the worn, wooden-planked path towards the water, I am surprised to see the grounds crew working to attach the hurricane shutters to the hotel's windows. "Is a storm coming?" The concern in Russ's expression is undeniable.

      "Evidently," I respond honestly. Seeing his brow furrow further, I quickly reassure him, "It shouldn't be too bad, though. We already made it through hurricane season without any major storms. They are probably just being extra cautious and trying to avoid any broken glass with the wind shutters."

      We walk for a long while in companionable silence. Russ pauses to dig his shoe in the sand to unearth a lovely shell, and I am thrilled when he hands it to me. It's obvious by the way he's beaming that he's proud of himself.

      "Thanks." I smile at him before taking the opportunity to ask, "Want to
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