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“PETERSON!” Staff-Sergeant Jacobs yelled.

“Here Jacobs,” Peterson replied.

“Major Davis wants to see you STAT!”

“Roger,” Peterson said as he rose from his cot, threw on his utilities, donned his cover, and headed to the Major’s quarters.

“Sergeant Peterson reporting as ordered sir.”

“Come in Peterson.” The Major shifted in his chair.

Mick walked into the tent, stood at attention.

“At ease. This is an informal meeting Peterson.”

“Yes sir.” Mick relaxed his stance a little.

“I saw your reaction to that letter. It was a Dear John, wasn’t it?”

“Yes sir.” Mick dropped his gaze to the floor.

“Sergeant, you’ve been an exceptional member of my group since I got you reassigned to Joint Operations Special Task Force.”

“Thank you sir, I try.”

“Quit sir’ing me Mick, I said this was informal. We've been beating up bullies together since the sixth grade, pulling Jenny MacBain’s hair and harassing Mr. Pratt in science class...we've both lost some good friends in the past few weeks, now this...a woman, worse than any bully we faced. After more than twelve years of all kinds of shit, you'd think we'd seen it all...all happen to other guys...now you...damn her.” The Major stood up and walked to the window.

“Remember that shack in St. Thomas my grandfather left me? I’m granting you an emergency two week leave so I can send you there. Get laid...lie on the beach, get drunk...get her out of your system. Get your head straight. God knows you're no use to me or your team this way.” He returned to his desk and sank down into his chair.

* * * *
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ON THE PLANE IN ATLANTA, Mick located his seat. Seat 20-A, right next to the emergency exit. A slightly balding, muscular man, was sitting in 20-B. Upon seeing Mick, he reached out his hand in greeting.

“The name’s David Wilkins.”

Mick shook his hand, “Peterson, Mick Peterson.”

“Military huh? Marines?”

“Yes sir, about thirteen years now.”

“My dad was in the Marines in Korea and Viet Nam. I joined the reserves after high school to help pay for college.”

“Small world,” Mick replied. “Nice meeting you...I don’t want to appear rude, but I’ve been in the air almost twenty-five hours...haven’t gotten much sleep. I am going to try to catch up now.”

“No problem, not rude at all.”

In no time, the plane was in the air for the four-hour flight to St. Thomas. Mick was asleep within minutes.

* * * *
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NEW YORK AIRPORT, TWO hours earlier

The heat of a stare interrupted Tara’s thoughts. The man standing next to her in line at airport security trained his gaze on her chest. She crossed her arms but he simply moved his eyes to her rear end.

Tara tried glaring back at him but he grinned at her, stepping closer, making her more uncomfortable.

God, I hope he’s not on the same flight.

“Hi, honey, where you flyin’ today?” He leaned toward her.

Tara turned her back to him.

“Don’t be rude. Just makin’ conversation.”

“I don’t know you.” Tara’s eyes scanned the terminal looking for a place to escape but finding none.

“I’m Mark.” He took a step closer.

“Tara,” she muttered.

His gaze returned to her chest.

“Stop staring at me.” She folded her arms across her breasts.

“Hey, honey, if you’re gonna show it, I’m gonna look at it.” His ample belly rolled as he shifted his weight.

As soon as she was through security, Tara hid in the ladies room until it was time to board. Ducking her distinctive auburn hair down, she blended into the line moving onto the plane. Once on board, she snuggled into her window seat and lost herself in a romantic suspense book until she heard him.

“Lucky me! It’s beautiful Tara with the big...” He started as he filled the seat next to her.

“You!”

Fortunately for Tara, Mark flirted with the stewardesses before the plane took off then fell asleep as soon as they were in the air. Tara read her book and prayed he’d sleep the whole trip. He snored a little and shifted in his seat, his head lolling dangerously close to her shoulder. She squeezed herself even closer to the wall to avoid contact with him.

When they landed in Atlanta, he awoke disoriented but still continued to flirt with the stewardesses as they helped Atlanta-bound passengers leave the plane and passengers bound for St. Thomas board. When Mark stumbled down the aisle, Tara let out a breath. She settled back into her seat, closing her eyes, resting her book in her lap—hoping some hunky guy would claim the seat next to hers.

* * * *
[image: image]


“HIYA, BABYCAKES. MISS me?”

Tara looked up horrified to see Mark squeezing back into the seat next to her. She shrank back against the wall of the plane, trying to put as much distance between them as possible. He smiled at her, his flat nose seemed to grow bigger, now that she sat so close to him. Stubby fingers moved toward her on the armrest.

“Don’t touch me!”

“Come on, you introduced yourself to me, baby, remember?”

“So what? I might shake a dog’s paw, doesn’t mean I want him drooling all over me.”

“Who’s drooling?” He raised his eyebrows.

“It’s a metaphor, stupid.”

“Hey! Don’t call me stupid, big...big...” His hand clenched into a fist.

“Do you want me to call the stewardess?”

“Whatcha gonna tell her, eh? That I gave you a compliment?”

“Compliment?” She shot him a dirty look.

“Yeah, you got a nice rack. What’s wrong with that?” He relaxed back into his seat.

“Keep your eyes...your...everything...to yourself.”

“Did I touch you?”

She shook head slowly.

“So what’s your beef? Not that I wouldn’t like to touch you...those, uh...maybe when we get to the island paradise...you and me could...uh...hook up.” He grinned.

Tara crossed her arms over her chest and avoided his stare.

“Come on, baby. Don’t be such a killjoy.” He placed his hand on her knee.

Tara moved her arm from her chest long enough to reach for the call button for the stewardess when Mark cut her off by grabbing her wrist.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he threatened.

Tara’s face went white.

Across the aisle, Mick awoke to a woman’s voice.

“Stop touching me!”

David got out of his seat and walked over. “Everything ok, ma’am?”

“Yes, everything’s ok,” Mark replied, “now go back to your seat before I rearrange your face.”

“Sir, I’d suggest you calm down.”

“Fuck you, I’ll calm down,” Mark said as he lunged toward David. David was quick, quicker than he looked. He sidestepped Mark, grabbed his arm, and threw him straight to the floor. Mark smacked his face on a seat on the way down.

“Guess I failed to mention I’m a U.S. Air Marshall. Now let’s see who you are.”

David removed the man’s wallet and pulled out his driver’s license. “Mark Lipsit. I guess I should call you Mark Dipshit, huh?”

He looked up at Tara and continued, “Ma’am, you ok?”

Tara replied, “Yes sir, thank you very much. He wouldn’t keep his hands off me.”

“Yes ma’am, I saw what happened. When we land, I’m taking dipshit here in for harassment, sexual assault, and battery. In the meantime, would you mind changing seats with me?”

Tara glanced over at Mick and a frowned creased her forehead.

Another strange man?

David noticed her hesitation. “Ma’am, he’s a Marine flying on leave from Iraq. He’s been in the air nearly twenty-five hours and just wants to get some rest. Besides, if he tries anything, I’m right here.”

Tara smiled, her forehead became smooth again. She pushed up out of her seat, and crossed the aisle. Mick stood up to slip into the aisle so Tara could take the window seat. From under thick lashes she looked him up and down. He seems okay. Hmm, pretty tall, maybe five eleven, broad shoulders, brown hair, eyes the color of melted caramel. Not bad.

* * * *
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“I’M MICK. DON’T WORRY about me, I’m going to sleep,” he said, before rolling on his side and closing his eyes.

Mick slept for fifteen minutes, but woke up again. Damn conditioning. I wanted to sleep. Now that he was awake he glanced at Tara, who was engrossed in her book, checking her out. Slim—not skinny, beautiful auburn hair...to her shoulders, perfect breasts, cute nose with a few freckles—pretty. As she turned the pages, he noticed the white mark on her finger from a ring, but no ring. Something she was reading must have struck her as funny because a grin lit up her face. Wow.

Tara glanced at him out of the corner of her eye then her gaze met his.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to stare. Can’t sleep. You’re...uh...well...um, really pretty. Please forgive me, don’t be scared, which—after what happened I’m sure you are. Go back to your book, I won’t bother you.” Color crept into his cheeks.

Silence hung heavy for a moment between them. An attractive stewardess stopped at their seats.

“Are you Tara Mason?”

Tara looked up from her book.

“A little gift...from first class.” The stewardess handed Tara a bottle of Moet et Chandon champagne plus two champagne flutes.

“Wow...what’s this for?” She glanced at the bottle.

“We’ve got a young man...wounded military...in a body cast...in first class?”

“Chris?” Tara raised her eyebrows.

“Right. He told me what you did. Those of us serving first class wanted to say thank you for your kindness.”

“It’s nothing. Really. I don’t need the seat as much as he does...” Tara rambled, flustered.

“It was a darn nice thing to do...” The Stewardess leaned against the luggage compartment.

“It’s just that...well, I couldn’t imagine how he’d manage in one of these little seats.”

“You gave up your first class seat for a wounded soldier?” Mick asked, his eyes on hers.

Tara blushed. The pink in her cheeks added to her beauty.

“Well, I...I mean he...needed it.”

“He told me it was your idea, too. That you insisted,” the stewardess added.

“Chris shouldn’t have said that.” Tara’s blush deepened. Her gaze fell to the bottle wrapped in a thin terrycloth towel resting in her hands.

I could kiss her right now.

“Gotta go. Chris said he’s got a surprise cooked up for you, wanted me to find out where you are staying.”

Tara seemed to glow as she gave the stewardess the name of her hotel. Mick watched her. She volunteered...and she doesn’t even know him...amazing. He had to tighten his self-control to keep from grabbing and kissing her.

“Do you know how to open—” Tara turned to him.

Mick took the bottle out of her hand before she finished her sentence.

“Let me.”

After peeling off the foil wrapping, he untwisted the little wire cap on the bottle then removed it. Next, he unwound the towel from around the cold, damp bottle and draped it over the top. With one sharp twist of his strong hands he’d popped the cork with no champagne overflowing.

“You’ll join me, right?” Tara smiled warmly at him as she held up the two flutes. He felt his pulse kick up.

If I didn’t know better, I’d swear Major Davis arranged to have this angel sitting next to me.

“I’d never turn down a beautiful lady and fine champagne.”

He poured the fizzing liquid into the flutes carefully. When they were both filled, she raised her glass to his.

“Shall we toast?” She looked at him.

“Of course. To good deeds.” He tipped his glass against hers.

“To nice gentlemen,” she replied, looking up at him from under thick, black lashes.

“To beautiful women,” he responded

Then they both tipped their glasses to their lips and sipped the exquisite beverage.

* * * *
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TARA CLOSED HER BOOK, unable to concentrate. Her stomach growled. She tried to ignore it, the way Paul taught her, then remembered she could eat whatever she wanted because he was no longer in her life, no longer hounding her not to put on an ounce, shaming her, controlling her.

For a moment the anger in her heart flamed up at the memory of that dreadful day at the journalism conference in Philadelphia. She’d been expecting a suggestive reply to the sexy photo she’d sent Paul when she opened her phone. Instead, she’d been horrified to read—


Had a great time last night. Meet me at Gotham Arms at 7 for more.



But she hadn’t been the girl with Paul. Obviously he’d been with someone else, mistaking her body part picture for another woman. Hurt bubbled up in her chest when she recalled the scene after she raced back to New York to surprise him at the Gotham hotel. Tears of humiliation stung her eyes, throwing her engagement ring in his face hadn’t brought much satisfaction.

Hunger interrupted her pity party. She placed her hand on her belly and pushed in a little as if the motion would quiet it.

“Everything okay?” Mick’s brows knitted.

Tara turned her head away slightly so he couldn’t see the tears in her eyes.

“Fine,” she croaked out when she found her voice.

Sandwiches! Before saying goodbye, her mom had tucked her favorite sandwiches in Tara’s carry-on bag...one tuna fish and one cream cheese with olive. She stuck her hand in, feeling for the unmistakable texture of tin foil. Finally she found them, pleased to see they weren’t squashed beyond recognition. She glanced over at Mick who looked hungry. All men look hungry. Her gaze rested on his profile for a second. He’s cute. How can I eat in front of him without sharing? That’s so rude. Besides, she couldn’t eat two sandwiches and had a yen for the cream cheese concoction, her favorite sandwich growing up.

She turned toward him.

"Hey, how about a sandwich? You look hungry. It's not too exciting, cream cheese and olive or tuna. My mom makes great tuna sandwiches."

"Thank you. I am. The restaurant in the airport was closed...this is really kind of you. It’ll be a while before they serve anything."

"And the meals they serve, wouldn't feed a bird. Here," she said handing him the tuna.

Mick took the sandwich from her.

"Thanks again," he said, then took a bite.

God, he even chews cute.

"What branch of the service are you in?" she asked him, taking a napkin from her bag to clean up a small blob of cream cheese that had fallen on her dress.

"The Marines, assigned to a Force Reconnaissance Unit."

“I have no clue what that means.”

He laughed.

“You and a million other people. Is this your first time going to St. Thomas?" he asked before taking another bite of the sandwich.

“I've always wanted to go there...it's supposed to be so romantic," she said, feeling heat rise to her cheeks. "You?"

"Yes...wish it were under better circumstances. Don't want to talk about it, besides I’m sure you don't want to hear about it. We’re going to paradise—”

"Betcha my story’s worse than yours!" A small smile played at the corners of her lips.

"Ooh, sounds like a challenge. Sure you're up to it?" He shot her a one-sided grin.

“Bring it on.”

"First, what are the stakes? Dinner? A walk on the beach?"

“Dinner and a walk on the beach...okay?” She took another bite of her sandwich.

“You drive a hard bargain. Done.”

"Dinner and a walk on the beach it is, if I win. What do you want if you win?"

"I want dinner, a walk on the beach, and a boat ride to see the islands."

“Done.”

Mick refreshed their glasses with more champagne.

“Who goes first?” She raised her glass to her lips.

“Always ladies first.”

"He cheated on me. I sent him a text...a sext," she said, embarrassed, "And he thought...well, I can't...I can't...you go."

“I was stationed in Iraq. We were engaged to be married. I wrote her every chance I got which, after being reassigned to a RECON, wasn't as often as I’d have liked. I didn’t hear from her, until I got the Dear John letter telling me she met somebody else and was leaving."

At this, Tara noticed his eyes get distant, he looked away. She slid her hand over his, slowly, then pulled it back.

"We were engaged, too, until I threw the ring in his face in the hotel room where he was waiting for his...his assistant..." she said, softly, directing her gaze out the window.

She felt the prick of tears behind her eyes and tried, unsuccessfully, to blink them back.

He turned to her, glimpsed her tears, then leaned over, resting his head gently against hers.

"Seems like a tie, both of us have been crapped on. I’d still like to take you to dinner, for a walk, and on a boat escape."

After she nodded, his hand closed over hers, their fingers laced. Tara wiped her tears away with her other hand.

"Deal," she whispered, when she could breathe.

Who throws away a guy like this?

"When do you want to do dinner?" He pushed back the armrest keeping them apart, slipped his arm around her, easing her up against his shoulder.

She buried her face in Mick’s shoulder, cracked an eye open to find David glancing over at her. He smiled. They sat up then separated, suddenly aware people were staring at them. Tara dried her eyes on a napkin.

"How about tonight?” Mick’s fingers toyed with hers, then curled protectively around her hand. She stared at his hand, his fingers were long, lean and strong. These fingers have caressed a woman’s body...they know how to shoot a gun, to stiffen in a salute, and how to kill a man, too. His thumb idly caressed the back of her hand, to soothe her. Her hand tingled at his touch.

"It was your idea. I'll go whenever you want." She settled back into her seat.

“Let's play it by ear. Where are you staying?"

"At the Azure Beach Resort. Ask for Tara Mason.”

The stewardess came by to ask Tara if she wanted a vegetarian meal or the steak.

"Steak! I haven't eaten steak in two years."

Mick looked at her kind of funny, "Two years? Why?"

"Because Paul wanted me skinny. He said steak would make me fat. I love steak. Now I don't have to care if I put on five pounds." She touched the empty space on her ring finger.

While they waited for their food, Kokomo by the Beach Boys played over the loudspeaker.

"At least we'll have sunshine and beautiful beaches." She hummed along.

Bet he looks great in a bathing suit. Gotta be fit in the military.

"I have to disagree with...Paul, you say? You’re a beautiful woman. If you gained ten pounds you’d be just as pretty."

Tara had hungered for those words of acceptance for so long. She blinked back tears.

"Thank you."

The stewardess delivered their food. They ate in silence for a while. She cut her steak, chewing slowly, savoring every bite. Although her stomach filled up quickly, she kept eating, determined to finish the small piece.

"Where are you staying, Mick?” Tara sipped her champagne.

“A friend’s house.” He sliced off a piece of meat.

"A friend's house? You must have some wealthy friends. Nice to have your own place."

"We grew up together. He inherited it. His family bought it back in the 70s when everything was dirt cheap. He’s letting me use it to get my head clear. My job requires me to be focused at all times, and I wasn’t."

The idea of having a house, living on a tropical island sent a shiver up Tara's spine. She daydreamed for a moment...to be away from the drag of the daily grind, the snow, sleet, slush...to escape the responsibility of journalism, details, endless travel, fear of letting her beloved boss, Al, down. To chill out on a tropical island, spending her days writing fiction...

Mick’s voice brought her back to reality.

"Tom said there’s a good restaurant called The Bath and Turtle. Let’s go there."

“The choice of restaurant is up to you. I don't know anything about the island...except it has great beaches...is supposed to be very...uh...romantic," she said, looking down at her ringless hand, her heart heavy with disappointment.

"We’ll try The Bath and Turtle, then. I’ll pick you up."

"Good because I’ve no idea where I'm going. They drive on the wrong side of the road in St. Thomas." Tara put down her fork and knife.

"How about 1930, sorry, seven-thirty PM, at the resort? We should be at the restaurant before eight. That’ll give us a couple of hours to get settled in."

“Great! I have to check my email...never away from my boss for long.”

Mick leaned back and closed his eyes while Tara booted up her computer. She checked her business email. Sure enough, there was a message from Al.




Ripped up your resignation. Thank God I hadn’t hired a replacement. Never liked that creep anyway. Good riddance. Looking for a new assignment for you. Have fun, Tara but be careful. See you in a couple of weeks.



Then her personal. There was a new message from her best friend, Sandy.


Still can’t believe you dumped Paul. He’s so perfect.



No way around breaking up. Paul was cheating, she had to leave him.

Tara typed her reply—


You call infidelity perfect? You take him, Sandy. I cashed in our plane tickets, got one first class and a luxury suite at the hotel on Paul’s credit card.




Tara giggled at the thought of his face when he got the bill.

Sandy responded—


Would if I could. Won’t he be pissed?



Tara replied—


Let him sell the engagement ring to pay for this trip. Serves him right.



Sandy gave her final words of advice—


Be bold, Tara. Break out. Be uninhibited and have fun.



Tara closed her email. Being bold and uninhibited by yourself isn’t very exciting. She sighed then entered her private Facebook chat group.


Hi, Lisa. How’s your new guy?

Great...John is fun and he’s here, ya know. My ex was a nice guy, real nice but... Thanks for your advice to dump him. You were right.




Tara replied—


I’d love to find a nice guy. I may have. What branch of the military was your ex from?



Lisa responded—


Marines.



Tara typed—


Oh? What was his name?



Her heartbeat increased. Couldn’t be.

Lisa posted—


Mick Peterson...still is as far as I know. LOL. Why?



Tara shut her laptop as her pulse went wild.

“Holy hell,” she muttered.

Fast asleep, Mick leaned on her shoulder. She glanced at him to make sure he was still unconscious, then she opened her computer up and typed in—


Just curious. Gotta go, Lisa. Plane landing.



Lisa replied—


Hope you hook up with a nice guy on vacation, Tara.



Tara gulped. Mick shifted in his seat, opening his eyes as the announcement came on the loud speaker.

“This is the captain speaking. We are approaching our destination. The weather is clear here with a temperature of eighty-three degrees and no humidity. We’ll be landing in approximately half an hour.”
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Upon arriving, Mick stood up, reaching for his bags in the overhead compartment. Pulling his bag down, he remembered hers was on the other side with Mark’s stuff. “Which bag is yours?”

“The light blue soft-side carry-on,” she smiled at him. Not only a hunk, but a gentleman too.

Mick addressed David, “Would you mind handing me the soft, blue bag in the compartment there?”

David grabbed it, handed it to him saying, “Good luck. I hope to see you again.”

On the way out, walking next to Mick in the airport, they came abreast of David holding a handcuffed Mark's arm. Tara hung back a little bit before turning to Mark

"Thanks for being a jerk," she whispered.

"She's talking to me, see that? She's talking to me!" Mark said, turning to David.

"I don't know what he's talking about." She shrugged her shoulders.

Mark glared at her so she leaned toward him again.

"If you weren't such a jerk, I never would’ve met him," Tara said, inclining her head toward Mick, then walking quickly to catch up to him and avoid Mark's four-letter reply.

Getting off the plane then out of the airport to the street took about a fifteen minutes.

“Want to share a cab?” Mick asked.

Tara nodded.

Mick opened the cab door for her.

“Where to?”

“We have two destinations,” Mick replied giving him the name of the resort then the house address.

“Hotel first, then the house,” the driver said, pulling away from the curb.

Arriving at the hotel, Tara swooned, “Wow!”

“Nice.” Mick helped her out of the cab, grabbed her bags, and handed them to the porter. “Are we still on for tonight?”

“Definitely.”

“I’ll be in the lobby at seven-thirty.”

Tara reached back in to pay for her share of the cab ride when Mick stopped her.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s on me.”

“I couldn’t—” she started but Mick interrupted her.

“I insist.”

“Thank you, seven-thirty?”

He nodded

Tara stood awkwardly for a moment, then she kissed him on the cheek. He smiled at her, touched her shoulder and got back into the cab.

A soft caress touched her face. Expecting Mick, she was surprised to feel the warm air on her skin instead. Tara looked out to sea, in awe of the brilliant turquoise color of the Caribbean and the bright whiteness of the sand. Never seen anything like this.

Her mother loved to reminisce about the early days of her romance with Tara’s father. After years of listening to the stories, Tara expected to be disappointed, but now, she understood her mother’s passion for the island...she sensed the magic in the air.

In her room, she unpacked in record time, cursing at herself because she forgot to pack a bathing suit. She changed into shorts and rushed out to meet the beach and put her toes in the water since she couldn’t swim. The palm trees moved slightly with a gentle breeze. Taking off her flip-flops, she waded into the warm water and walked along the shore, stopping to dig her toes into the softest sand she ever felt while she watched small colorful fish dart past her feet. The feeling of loneliness surrounding her heart since she left Paul began to melt.

As she walked, the hot Caribbean sun burned the tension out of her body, her muscles relaxed, and her shoulders dropped back to their natural position. The sun, water and moist air seeped into her skin, melting her stress away to nothing. She almost forgot to check her watch.

I have to change for dinner in twenty minutes.

* * * *
[image: image]


A SHORT DISTANCE UP the beach from the resort, the cab dropped Mick off in front of the small house. He produced the key from his pocket to open the door. The house was neat and clean with a living room, two bedrooms, only one bathroom, to conserve water, precious on the island, and a kitchen. He put his bag down before he walked out the door.

Looking past the porch, he spied the bright blue water a little ways away. There was a skinny path wedged between the small houses through the clean white sand down to the beach. He took off his shoes to follow the sandy path to the water.

The image of Major Davis rummaging in his drawer flashed into Mick’s head. Not knowing what lay ahead, Mick had watched carefully as The Major yanked out a handful of small labeled boxes then sifted through them until he found the one he wanted. He opened the box and plucked out a key on a small chain, wrote a few words on a piece of paper then handed the paper and key to Mick.

Stopping by the water, Mick recalled Major Davis’s last words to him when he turned over possession of his cozy house in this breathtaking paradise.

“Here is the address, the key, and the alarm code. Relax, have a good time, hook up with a local, enjoy yourself and come back ready for action.”

Mick smiled to himself, only now understanding how healing this prescription from the Major would be. I wonder if he knew about Tara. Mick smiled and shook his head. Hell, he’s not a miracle worker...or is he?

The warm air caressed his neck like the fingers of a lover. He slipped on sunglasses and stood looking far down the beach in one direction then the other. Inhaling deeply then letting it out slowly, relaxed his body. A smile spread across his face.

Paradise is right, Major.

* * * *
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TARA SET ASIDE PLENTY of time to get ready for her date with Mick. She was as nervous as if she were sixteen. This was her first date with a man other than Paul in two years. She had to look perfect. God, I sound like Paul.

Opening the closet, she examined all her dresses. The air was warm but it’d be night. She pulled out a filmy, gauzy aqua cotton knee-length, sleeveless dress. The color was perfect even if the neckline was a little low.

She stopped. Do I want to sleep with him? She quickly shook her head. You’re not Sandy, you don’t “hook up”. Still, the image of his wide shoulders, caramel-colored eyes and kissable mouth flashed through her mind... No! The thought of sleeping with a new man made her stomach queasy but excited her, too. You don’t even know him. Slow down.

Picking jewelry was easy. She selected an amethyst teardrop on a thin gold chain, perfect color to coordinate with her dress. It fell two inches above her breasts. Exactly where he’ll be looking anyway. She laughed to herself as she pulled out the matching earrings. Time to shower.

Stepping from the shower, Tara wrapped a towel around her chest and padded to the small table by the window where her computer rested. She answered an email from Al. Then reluctantly went into her support group chat room, hoping Lisa wasn’t there. But she was.


Hey, Tara. You on the island now?

Yeah. It’s beautiful.

So who’s this guy you met?

Nobody. I don’t think he’s even interested in me. Tara started to sweat.

Have you lost your touch after two years with Paul?

He’s just a guy on the plane. Like a hundred other guys. I gotta go. I’m going to be taking a break from the group. In fact I’m leaving. You all have been great, but I think it’s time for me to go it alone.

Wow, that’s sudden!

I know, Lisa, but life changes happen fast sometimes. Don’t take offense. You’ve been great.

You helped me a lot, Tara. Helped me choose. Now I have the right guy and I have you to thank for it.

Don’t thank me, it was your decision. It’s time for dinner here. Take care, good luck.



Tara shut down her computer and frowned. Did she cause Lisa to dump Mick? She hoped not. A growing unease started in her mind but she refused to give in to it.

If she was stupid enough to let him go, tough. I’m not going to feel guilty. She’s happy now.

Tara tried on the dress without a bra. The bodice was snug enough. She liked the way it looked with no bra lines, no telltale straps. She pulled her long hair back and tied it with a green ribbon. The purple teardrop was situated perfectly...time to apply a little make-up, highlight her blue eyes. Coral lipstick. Squeezing all her props into her small purse and grabbing a white shawl were the final acts to complete the show.

She looked in the mirror, pleased with her reflection. The drabness affecting her skin, the washed-out look in her eyes had melted away, replaced by a fresh look of anticipation. A slight blush of excitement at meeting a new, attractive man...a different sort of guy, not one she usually dated, pinked her cheeks to the perfect shade.

Mick appeared to be a nicer, gentler man, not a controlling, Type-A guy, which she was used to. She felt lighter, not dreading being with him, wondering what she’d talk about. Worries about looking stupid in front of Paul, asking an ignorant question disappeared. Perhaps she’d never again ask a man if her dress made her look fat. All those worries from the past were gone when she was around Mick.

She smiled into the mirror. A vacation romance was the prescription her mother wrote out for her. Tara agreed. The mirror reflected healing had already begun as her brilliant smile returned, lighting up her face.

Tara closed the door to her room with a sweaty hand. She looked at the beads of moisture on her palms and chuckled at her own nervousness. Apprehension mixed with anticipation sent a tingle up her spine as she slowly walked down the two flights of stairs in her high heels.

As she neared the lobby, she stopped to peer in cautiously, wondering if Mick was actually going to show up. It wouldn’t be the first time a man got cold feet.

Tara spied him before he saw her. Dressed in all his Marine finery, he looked devastatingly handsome. For a moment, she studied him from the hallway. There were so many medals on his chest and he stood so straight, wearing a slight frown as his eyes searched the lobby. I’d never judge a man on his physical appearance alone, but a man in uniform...irresistible, sexy. Mick seems to be...more. The Marines make him strong and tough, in a good way, right? Tara couldn’t deny his sensuality, the sexual heat she had absorbed from him on the plane, and in the cab made her want to melt in his arms. She cleared her throat to let him know she was there.

Mick turned at the sound of the click-click of her heels on the polished stone floor. His eyes grew wide and a grin spread from ear to ear as his gaze traveled from her head to her painted toes peeking out from white sandals.

“Wow.” He stood motionless.

Tara walked up to him, her eyes focused on his chest.

“What are all those medals for?”

“[image: Description: Description: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]They're not much, this one’s for shorthand," he said pointing to a green one, "this one’s for dictation..." pointing to the red one, his eyes twinkling, his lips curled in a smile. He didn’t finish before she started laughing.

"Stop teasing me,” she said, [image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]"I need more explanation, maybe over a drink?"

"You look amazing!” He stole a glance at her low neckline.

"Thanks. You look pretty amazing, too. Almost worth risking your life to be able to dress like that."

Laughing, he replied, "Now who's messing with who?"

She chuckled. "Shall we go?"

"This way, my lady," he replied offering her his arm.

[image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]

* * * *
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WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT the restaurant, he held the cab door open for her. While sliding across the seat, her dress hiked up, accidentally exposing her thigh. His sharp gaze didn’t miss an inch of her luscious leg. While his interest in her thrilled her, it scared her at the same time. Being attracted to another man so soon after her break-up made her uneasy but she was drawn to Mick, like a butterfly to nectar. Fear of getting hurt fought with a growing desire for him, throwing her emotions into turmoil. Exciting, but on the rebound, too. Be careful.

She took his outstretched hand which felt cool, dry, and strong as he helped her up the stairs, into the restaurant. The tables were round, covered with colorful island-print cloth, the walls were washed in a light orange, the color of the setting sun, with white ceiling and trim. There were several ceiling fans and the back of the restaurant opened up to the outside.

Mick requested a table under the stars, perhaps because it was cooler, more romantic, private. Mick held out her chair then seated himself as the waiter lit the candle on their table and put down two glasses of water. They listened to the rustle of the palm trees in the gentle night breeze. Their hands fidgeted on the table, dancing around touching each other. The waiter arrived noiselessly.

"My best friend, Sandy, told me to be adventurous, so I guess that applies to food, too. I'll have the Charlotte Amalie Special," she said.

"I think I'll have the Grilled Snapper with Sauce au Poivre. Also, we’ll have a bottle of Pinot Grigio Delle Venezie."

"This is one of the most beautiful places I've ever been. I've traveled a lot as a journalist." Her gaze swept the restaurant, drinking in every detail.

“Who do you write for?” Mick took a drink of water.

“I’m a columnist for News and Views, a news magazine based in New York City...actually I quit my job to get married and write for...Paul. But the managing editor...Al...likes me. He said they’d take me back. I don’t know what job I’ll be doing, but at least I’ll be employed.”

“As a writer?”

She nodded. The waiter brought the wine, opened the bottle then, after Mick’s approval, poured two glasses.

“I’d like to write...I do, when I can find the time.”

“What do you write?” Tara picked up her wine glass.

“I started a memoir...but, well, it’s hard going. I have so little time.”

“I’d love to write fiction, but it doesn’t pay the bills.” She saw the reflection of the flame in his eyes.

“Do you write fiction in your spare time?”

“Being engaged means...meant... not having spare time.”

“How so?” Mick sipped his wine.

“Besides Paul taking up my time, I was busy planning a wedding...”

“I didn’t know how far into your engagement you were.”

“Far enough. Too far. I’m sorry, I don’t want to talk about it...him...I never should’ve brought it up.” Tara’s gaze dropped to her hands in her lap. She felt a squeeze on her heart, like a strong hand, killing her slowly.

The Beach Boys song Kokomo came over the speaker in the restaurant. Though barely audible, Tara picked up the strains and hummed along.

“Love that song,” Mick said.

“Me, too. It was playing in the taxi I took home after throwing Paul’s engagement ring in his face.” She lowered her lashes. “Sorry...don’t mean to sound so angry.”

“I understand.”

“At first the tune reminded me of dreams down the drain. We were supposed to spend our honeymoon here. When I heard the song, I knew St. Thomas wouldn’t happen...which devastated me. So I decided to be bold...come anyway.”

“My good fortune. Maybe now you’ll have time to write fiction.” Mick rested his hand on the back of her chair.

“Maybe.” Her fingers fiddled with her cloth napkin.

“Or maybe you’ll be spending time with a new man.” He raised one eyebrow.

She gave him a wicked grin.

“Did you have someone in mind?” A smile played at the corners of her mouth.

He laughed.

Bold but not warp speed. Slow down!

The waiter arrived with their food. They ate in silence for a few moments. Tara looked out at the island, it was a dark, quiet night.

"Have you ever been here before?" She put a forkful of food into her mouth.

"Travelled the world with the Marines, but not here."

"This is the most romantic place on Earth....oh!" She said, then colored as the meaning of her words hit home. "I didn't mean...I'm sorry. I suppose it's hard for you to be in a place...a place like this...without, uh, her."

"I’m sitting next to an insanely gorgeous woman. I have to tell you again, that dress on you...is—Wow." He said, deftly changing the subject.

She blushed with the pleasure of being admired. Her smile broadened, her hand crept closer to his. The pleasantly warm air circled around her bare shoulders, caressing them. A tingle went up her spine as she thought of his lips close to her shoulder, his breath on her neck instead of the breeze. The blush got deeper. She glanced up at the moon nestled among a bed of twinkling stars before returning her gaze to his clear hazel eyes then moving to his broad shoulders. The pain of her broken heart melted away when she was with Mick.

"I hope you are ready for a walk on the beach. Being with you makes this paradise complete."

She took the last bite of her food which was delicious...as delicious as the soft evening air...as delicious as the dark blue night sky and as delicious as the handsome man smiling at her.

[image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/186001_100002518484267_3631121_q.jpg]"A walk sounds wonderful." She wiped her mouth with her napkin then pushed back her chair.

* * * *
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THEY WALKED BACK TO the resort in silence, not touching, moving closer then stepping away, uncertainty in the air. When they got near the beach, Tara slipped her high-heeled sandals off, tucking the loops over her finger, dangling them from one hand. She extended her hand hesitantly in his direction. He slowly joined his fingers with hers.

"I...uhhh," he started, but didn’t finish.

I can't believe I’m acting this way around a woman I just met.

“What?” Tara stopped to face him, dropping his hand.

“It’s...just...I’ve had so much pain...I—”

“You’re worried about me?”

Remember, she’s on the rebound just like you.

He nodded. The moon bathed her in soft, shimmery light adding to her beauty. They stared at each other at a safe distance for a minute. Tara laced her fingers between his again, pulling him closer as they walked on in silence for a little bit. She broke from him to lean against a palm tree while she gazed at the moon. Mick joined her, looking up as well.

"What do you see?" he asked.

"I see a new beginning...for me...and for you."

He put his arm around her shoulders. Tears clouded her eyes as she turned her face away, but he pulled her to him. Tara hid her face in his chest as her tears fell.

"I’d never hurt you." His whisper carried along on the soft breeze.

"I’d never hurt you either," she murmured, gazing up into his eyes.

Hope I can believe her. I want to, but...

At those words, he pulled her into a hug. Feeling her warm body against his, under the moonlight, on the crystal beach, his heart raced while his mind was at ease. [image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]It had been a long time since he held a woman in his arms, or kissed one either.

She raised her chin to look in his eyes as he lowered his mouth for a quick kiss. Flinching a bit at first, she relaxed, then clasped her hands behind his neck. giving a small tug. Mick caught the signal, bent to close his mouth down on hers again but with more passion. The slight pressure from his tongue parted her lips. Tara moaned softly as his arms tightened around her. Desire flowed through his veins, his hands itched to touch her breasts, to strip away her sexy dress and feel the softness of her skin against his. Making love on the beach in the moonlight crossed his mind...his pulse kicked up. You hardly know her. Slow down or she’ll bolt.

Tara rested her cheek on his chest while he continued to hold her. Maybe I can’t...but her hair...hmm. He untied the little green bow, gently pulling the ribbon out of her hair. Thick auburn locks once freed, fanned out, caressing her shoulders, beautiful and inviting. Mick threaded his fingers through her hair, luxuriating in the soft, silky feel. She closed her eyes as she sank into the warmth of his embrace. He wished he could stop time.

“Those medals...you were going to tell me about them,” she muttered, her eyes closed, her arms around his waist.

When he cleared his throat, she opened her eyes, and moved away, training her gaze on the medals shining in the glow from the moon.

“The top one is my combat diver’s badge, below that are my jump wings, then my awards and decorations. Won’t bore you with details on all of them, only a few. This first one, the Blue/white/red/white/blue one is The Silver Star. I received it in Fallujah. We were clearing houses of insurgents and terror suspects when we were ambushed at a two-story house along the primary north-south road in Fallujah.”

He paused for a ragged breath, almost a sigh. Tara rested her hand on his forearm for a moment.

“I dropped back into the courtyard, with gunfire spraying out of the house and from across the street. I was struck in the hip by shrapnel from two grenades that had been rolled through the front door.

My squad moved away from the courtyard, headed for the street. They continued firing on the house, I was the last to emerge. That's when my leg gave out on me, and I dropped. I huddled into a position alongside three wounded comrades in the middle of the road as multiple rounds flew all around us”

His eyes watered as he paused before continuing. She tightened her grip.

“I kept firing my weapon, just shooting, waiting to get hit. I'd pretty much figured it was all over. I kept firing but I didn't think I’d make it.

“When my ammunition was exhausted, I grabbed magazines from the wounded and managed to protect the position until another Bradley fighting vehicle arrived on the scene. I helped load the most seriously injured soldiers before letting them take me.”

He moved away from her, put his face in his hands...tears flowing freely, and said, almost inaudibly, “Crawford, Matthis, Chambers, and Blake...all...gone.”

She moved to him, opening her arms, gathering him in. He rested his head on hers, closing his arms around her shoulders. They stood together in silence. The breeze picked up, cooling the air, and the rustling of the palm leaves covered the sound of his soft shuddering sigh.

* * * *
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"ARE YOU READY TO WALK back?" he whispered. "It is starting to get cool."

She nodded, smiling at him, taking his hand in hers, still holding her sandals in the other.

“It is getting a little chilly." She moved closer to him, he slipped his arm around her.

They walked down the beach toward the hotel in silence, no need for words. She looked at him...afraid...expectant.

He opened up to me about his war experience...but not a word about Lisa.

"I hope you had as good a time as I did tonight. I didn't worry you too much, did I?" He wore a slight grin.

"I had a wonderful time. Thank you for the great dinner. You didn’t worry me. I liked hearing about your...your experiences."

They stood in the shadows of tall whispering trees. Most people had retired for the night so they were alone. The sound of lapping waves grew louder as the breeze picked up barely breaking the quiet of the night. Tara shivered. Mick took her in his arms for another kiss. She softened as their tongues explored. His passion took her breath away as his body warmed hers and his arms held her tight.

"It's late." She separated from him and ran her tongue over her swollen lower lip, drawing his gaze.

"Can I see you tomorrow?” He slowly brushed a stand of hair off her face.

Not afraid to ask me out again...right away. Guess he likes me.

[image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]"I'd love to. I'm going shopping...can't believe my clothes are all wrong. Want to come?"

"All I have are my military issued clothing. I need to buy some civvies for here."

[image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]"Perfect. Can you meet me in the lobby at ten?"

He smiled.

"Ten-hundred hours it is.”

She lifted her hand to rest on his cheek.

"Good night, then. Sweet dreams."

"Sweet dreams to you too. Sleep well, my angel," he said, [image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]touching her hair.

Her mind raced as she returned to her room. He’s a sweetheart. Get over the past...if you want him, take him. Be bold...for yourself. Forget about Lisa. Don’t mention her, no matter what.
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Chapter Three
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Mick joined Tara in front of Azure Beach where they caught the local bus into the tiny town of Charlotte Amalie. Tara noticed the flimsy quality of the buildings then remembered they didn’t have winter there, no need for super sturdy structures to withstand cold and snow. As they entered the town, the small, two story buildings, crushed together on narrow cobblestone streets, were open to the fresh air on one side. Several lean-to type structures sported brilliantly colored clothing made locally with Caribbean prints in gauzy cotton fabric.

The streets were not bustling since this was off-season for St. Thomas. Mick took her hand as they strolled along, peering into each store.

“Let’s peek in at them all, then pick a couple for shopping,” she suggested.

They passed a tiny watch shop, a clothing store, a liquor store, a local shop selling colorful skirts and men’s print shirts, then a souvenir shop, and an outlet store for a famous designer.

“I want to dress native,” Tara turned away from the outlet shop.

At the end of the street, they stopped.

“Okay...let’s see...hmmm....this one, that one and that one,” she said pointing to three stores.

She tugged lightly on his hand and he followed her into the first shop.

“You first. Any preferences?” Tara asked.

"Anything...as long as it isn’t green!"

“Shorts. Do you have good legs?" she asked, then blushed. "What I mean is, do you wear shorts a lot?"

"I wear shorts for running in the Marines. I can't judge my own legs. I know what good legs look like on a woman, but a man? You want to decide for me? Do I have good legs?” He chuckled, rolling up his pants legs.

“Mick! Stop!” She said, pulling on his arms. “Okay, okay, let’s assume you have good legs.”

“Great legs...if we’re assuming.”

She laughed.

[image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/186001_100002518484267_3631121_q.jpg][image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]Tara picked out some solid colored shorts in blue and beige, then she looked through the island print shirts.

"You'll wear anything I pick out?"

[image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/186001_100002518484267_3631121_q.jpg]"As long as it isn’t green!"

Tara selected five print shirts in blue and white and brown, orange and white.

"Take off your shirt," she commanded. He unbuttoned his shirt to reveal a white undershirt underneath. She gasped, realizing he was undressing.

"Oh my. I never...I didn't mean to ask you to...perhaps you should try these on in there," she suggested. [image: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/174480_1197435371_3502658_q.jpg]"No, no, you can leave that on...or...not, if you wish...I—"

"I'm not worried, there's no one else around right now," he said yanking his undershirt over his head.

Tara stared at his chest, her breath quickened. His chest was magnificent, flat, muscled, lightly covered with soft brown hair. She cleared her throat as she held the shirt for him to try on.

He pulled the shirt up over his shoulders then buttoned it up the front.

"Blue looks good on you. Try this.”

She stepped closer to him, her hand reached out to hand him the second shirt.

[image: Description: http://profile.ak.fbcdn.net/hprofile-ak-snc4/186001_100002518484267_3631121_q.jpg]“The brown matches your eyes...sort of." She noticed they were the color of liquid gold rimmed with a flicker of desire.

"I’ve been told that before, but don't get much of a chance to wear it." He took the shirt from her. _

"Now the shorts," she said, pulling her gaze away from his eyes to hand him a pair of khaki shorts. He reached for the button on his pants. Her hand stopped his.

"Not here, in there," she said, pointing to the curtain, "the dressing room."

He took the shorts from her then backed toward the dressing room.

"As you wish..." he replied.

She laughed.

"The store also wishes you wouldn't get undressed out here, Mick."

"It’d do us no good to get arrested before I take you on your boat ride, huh?" He slid the dressing room curtain open.

"Weaseling out of our bargain by getting arrested? If you think I'm going to let you off the hook so easy...you're mistaken!" She wagged her finger at him.

He came out of the dressing room. His legs were strong, straight, and powerful.

“Hmm...you do have good legs.”

He looked handsome in the new clothes, except for one thing.

"You’re buttoned up wrong," she said, unbuttoning the shirt. She stopped when it was completely open to rest her palms on his bare chest. Feeling the power of his muscles shortened her breath. He closed his fingers around her wrists, trapping her hands where they were. Her pulse galloped, heat crept up her chest as she stood there, looking at him for a moment before she recovered. When he released her wrists, she quickly buttoned the shirt up correctly.

"I think you should take this. It fits you perfectly...you look...great."

The compliment brought an answering smile.

"Thank you. Glad you approve." His gaze, mesmerized earlier by her eyes, fell to her lips.

Tara noticed a slight flush in his cheeks. "Okay. Let's take this, and this too. Now, for me. The shop across the way has women's stuff."

Mick paid for the merchandise, then left, holding her hand.

After looking through rack after rack of blouses, skirts and dresses, she pulled out a few and asked him to hold them. Three colorful dresses were tucked under her arm before she scooted into the dressing room.

Mick found a seat outside while he waited for the fashion show. Tara modeled a coral-colored, flowing island print dress with a revealing neckline. A look in the mirror made her gasp.

"There is something wrong here," she said, trying to pull the bodice up.

Turning her back to the mirror, she spied the problem. The dress was not fastened all the way up.

"Would you mind?" she asked, turning her back to him.

She wasn’t prepared for the sensation created by the brush of his warm fingers on her skin when he moved her hair aside. Mick took his time with the zipper, the lightness of his touch sent a shiver up her spine.

Oh, God, he must have felt that!

Hesitating after zipping up the dress, his fingers caressed the nape of her neck. Relaxing under the gentle touch, a soft sigh escaped Tara as she leaned back into him a little more. She felt his gaze travel down her chest to the swell of her breasts revealed by the neckline as he bent down to feather a few kisses on the back of her neck. She closed her eyes enjoying the heat his lips were creating inside her.

“That looks lovely on you,” an older woman commented.

“Get a room,” a man whispered, chuckling, to Mick loud enough for Tara to hear.

Tara’s eyes popped open, her face flushed. Slightly shaken by her warm response to his touch, she snapped back to attention, moving away from him. “Thank you,” she said, to the woman.

"Let me see how it looks," Mick said.

Tara twirled around, almost doing a pirouette.

“Wow.” His eyes widened as his gaze roved over her body.

"I guess you like it," she said. "I'll take it."

The dressing room curtain slid open to reveal her sporting a gauzy blouse with a skirt in green to complement her eyes.

"Is it okay if I wear green?" She asked, chuckling.

Mick grinned.

"I need a bathing suit, too. I forgot to bring mine." Two suits caught her eye, but when she turned around he offered her a tiny bikini.

"You're joking? It’s tiny! I’m not wearing this or modeling any of these. You'll have to wait until we're on the beach...or in the boat."

“That’s no fun.” He faked an exaggerated frown, making her giggle.

Tara cocked an eyebrow at him.

“Of course if you’d rather not wear any of them on the boat, or on the beach, you’ll get no objection from me,” he whispered to her with a sly smile.

"I'll wear yours, if you wear mine?"

Tara held up a skimpy Speed-O suit for men in blue.

"Deal," he replied taking the suit from her. "I told you, as long as it wasn't green, I was up for your choices."

Tara paled. "I was only kidding. A joke. You don't have to wear that...because I'm sure as hell not wearing this. Two-piece suits show plenty..." she said, putting the bikini back on the rack, her ear picking up his chuckle.

She headed to the dressing room, stopping to face him.

"You're not afraid of anything, are you?"

"Nothing physical."

"Getting arrested for indecent exposure on the beach in St. Thomas...is high on my list of fears. The bikini you picked out would barely cover...I’d be out of...it’s too small. I prefer to expose myself indecently, in private." She tossed her hair then disappeared into the dressing room to the sound of his laughter.

When she came out, she had the aqua suit in her hand. She returned the lavender suit to the rack.

They selected a pair of trunks for Mick in aqua to match Tara’s suit, paid, then left the store.

Walking down the street, Tara spotted a tiny shop she didn’t see the first time...a perfume shop. She grabbed Mick’s hand.

“Ooh! Let’s go in here. I need more Lily.”

She went to the counter to ask for Lily by Mme. Lejeune in lotion. The woman behind the counter looked from Tara to Mick and back, then smiled.

“Certainly, Madame. You wear this? Your husband is a lucky man to have such a beautiful wife. This lily of the valley is a very popular scent among the best women,” she said, bending down behind the counter.

Tara blushed.

“Oh, he’s not my...”

Mick put his hand on her arm and shook his head, smiling.

“What size would you like?” Tara chewed her lip.

“Just the small size...I guess...it’s so expensive.”

“Oh, but a woman never pays for her perfume. Her man...” The sales woman glanced at Mick.

Mick pulled his wallet out.

“I’ll take the biggest size, please.”

“But it’s so expensive.” Tara placed her hand on his arm to stop him.

“Nothing’s too good for my wife, besides, I love it on you.” He sidled up to her to kiss her neck.

“Of course, Monsieur. Such a loving husband, you are very lucky, Madame.” The saleswoman pulled out tissue paper.

Tara stood still as Mick, standing behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist while the saleswoman wrote up the purchase.

“I don’t know how to...you didn’t have to do that...thank you...so much. I don’t know how I can repay you,” she whispered.

“I’ll think of something.” He shot her a wicked grin.

She took his hand as they returned to the bus.

“I’m starving. They serve sandwiches in the bar at the resort. Come on...let me buy you lunch.”

“Only if you put that bathing suit on so we can take sandwiches to the beach.”

“Deal!”

They rode in silence on the bus, holding hands while taking in the beauty of the island. As the small bus twisted around sharp curves, narrowly missing cars coming in the other direction, Tara gripped Mick’s hand tighter.

They passed simple one-story houses with brilliant magenta frangipani growing outside. Mick pointed out an iguana, at least two feet long, stretched-out sunning itself on the trunk of a palm tree. Dressed in lightweight casual clothes, men and women strolled leisurely, no rushing around in this tropical climate. For every hairpin turn the bus made, they caught a glimpse of the dazzling aqua sea, shining in the sun, inviting them to jump in and paddle around with the colorful fish.

At the resort, they left the bus to amble into the bar. Tara looked around and
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