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This book is dedicated to the countless men and women who have devoted their lives to education.




Dear Reader,



Thank you for once again entrusting me to take you on a romantic journey. I do hope you will be intrigued by my brainy, beautiful heroine, Naomi Clarke, a tenured professor, and Brice Lawrence, the man who makes her forget her lesson plans!



When these two meet for the first time on the balmy beaches of the Bahamas, neither suspects that their little vacation fling will not only put them together in bed, butwell, youll have to find out for yourself.



Do let me know what you think. Id love to hear from you. Drop me a line at dhassistant@gmail.com.



Until next time,



Donna



Chapter One

Come on, Naomi, live a little, Alexis said as they browsed the swimsuit selections in the Neiman Marcus department store. Go for a bikini. She held up a fire-engine-red two-piece that was really no more than a few strings knotted together.

You have got to be kidding! Naomi sputtered, shoving the strings back at Alexis.

Alexis couldnt contain her laughter. Girl, relax. I know thats not your style, but were going on vacation. We wont know a soul. It wouldnt hurt for you to let that bun down and flaunt yourself a little bit. Maybe catch the eye of some fine island man. She winked. Cause thats what I plan to do. She rifled through the swimsuit rack.

So I guess its over between you and Gary.

Alexis waved her hand in dismissal. Gary was much too boring. All he ever wanted to do was watch CNN. Can you imagine?

Whats wrong with that? At least you know where he is and what hes doing, she said, her tone dipping down to that place she didnt want to go.

Alexis sighed and turned to her friend. She knew all too well where the bitterness stemmed from. Nay, what Trevor did to you was despicable. And I hope he rots in hell for hurting you the way what he did. But its been two years. She paused and took Naomi by the shoulders. You need to let it go so that you can be okay, sweetie. All you do is work and you need more than that. Your life can be more than your students and grading papers and going to meetings.

Naomi pressed her lips together and looked at her friend. Alexiss soft features and inviting brown eyes were the pictures of concern. She knew Alexis was right. But she wasnt like Alexis. She couldnt bounce from one man to the next. Shed always been reserved and shy when it came to relationships. Sure, shed enjoyed the attention of men just like any other heterosexual woman, but her conservative nature never really allowed her to let go. Although shed always been a workaholic and driven, and not the party type, when shed met Trevor, a professor at Morehouse University during an educators conference in D.C., a lot of that changed. He wooed her into opening that door that shed always kept shut. Shed stepped out from behind her books and research papers to become a partner in a relationship. What a mistake. So when it was over she did what was familiar and comfortable: she buried herself in her work, only deeper this time.

Naomis expression eased. She shook off the images of the past with a toss of her head. I let you talk me into this trip, didnt I? she teased, moving out of Alexiss hold as she reached for a swimsuit. She held up a one-piece lemon yellow suit with cutouts on the sides. She smiled triumphantly.

Alexis angled her head left then right. Hmm. Okay. Not bad. Kinda cute.

Gee thanks. She laughed lightly. Two years is a long time to be alone, she silently admitted as they continued shopping. But shed rather be alone than to be hurt like that again. She was going on this trip because Alexis had all but twisted her arm and her relentless badgering finally broke her down. Hmm, two weeks on a sunny island was probably what she needed.



By the time Naomi returned home from their all-out shopping spree, her feet were on fire. She kicked off her shoes and her feet sighed in contentment. She flexed her toes. Alexis must have dragged her to every outlet in the malltwice. She laughed lightly thinking about her friend. Alexis Montgomery was a piece of work, but she wouldnt trade her in for anything.

Naomi went upstairs to her bedroom. She loved her bedroom. It was her haven and shed taken special care in decorating it. When she walked into her bedroom all the rest of the world disappeared.

The walls were a soft cream color and in opposite corners were floor to ceiling curios lined with first edition books. The bay window opened onto her backyard below and the garden that she tended with care. The cool walls held several pieces of African art that shed purchased from a small gallery in Sag Harbor. The inlaid wood floors were only partially covered by an antique rug in cream and bronze.

But her bed was her centerpiece. Queen-size, four-poster with sheer draping that hung dramatically from the tops of the posts. Shed spent a fortune on her mattress that was like lying down in heaven. A matching six-dresser drawer, a double door armoire and a cozy club chair rounded out the furnishings. Small speakers were tucked into strategic spots to pipe in her music when the mood hit her. Recessed lighting offered the perfect ambiance for any time of the day or night. Plants, rather than drapes, hung in abundance in her windows, giving the room a sometimes tropical, but calming feel.

Naomi drew in a long breath of satisfaction and began to feel the aura of her room begin to work its magic. She dumped the bags on the bed and started unpacking them. As she viewed the brightly colored outfits, the strappy sandals and glittery jewelry and even a few purchases from Victorias Secret, she grew more and more pleased and excited. A bubble of anticipation fluttered in her stomach, and she knew that with Alexis she was going to have a great time, like it or not!

She began taking tags off and sorting through the clothing when she noticed the flashing light on her phone. She walked around the queen-size bed to the end table and pressed the flashing message light.

The first call was obviously a wrong number as the caller was talking in a completely different language. The next was from her mortgage company reminding her that she was eligible for refinancing. The next call stopped her cold.

Naomi. Its Trevor. I

She pressed Erase before she could hear another word. This was the third call from him in the past month and shed erased all the other calls as well. How dare he, she fumed. She should have changed her number when they broke up but she never expected to hear from him again. She hadnt said anything to Alexis about the calls. But she definitely planned to talk with her about it while they were awayget her perspective.

She pressed the heel of her palm to her forehead and turned in a slow circle of frustration. She felt violated in a way, as crazy as that might sound. But his call invaded her one sanctuary.

Aggggh! She stomped over to her walk-in closet, pulled out her suitcase and began packing her clothes. At that moment she wished she was on her way to the airport, instead of the coming weekend. She shoved the clothes in the bag.

Yes, a trip with her best friend for two carefree weeks in Antigua was exactly what she needed.



Trevor Lloyd was more than a little disappointed that hed been, once again, unable to reach Naomi. Hed tried several times by phone, left messages and she hadnt returned any of his calls.

He got up from the brown second-hand couch and walked to the window. The sun was beginning to set and in this muted light the blight on this urban neighbourhood was dulled. A far cry from the five bedroom, two-story Tudor he once owned.

Trevor shoved his hands into the pockets of his hand-tailored slacksone of the few things he hadnt given up from his old life. He drew in a long breath.

How had he gotten heretwo steps above bottom? Hed been a respected professor, an upstanding member of his community, a sought-out lecturer, financially secure and hed had someone whod loved him.

He turned away from the telltale reflection in the window. It was all gone now and he had no one to blame but himself. But he was back and determined to reclaim his place on all fronts and in Naomi Clarkes heart.

Can I refill your drink, maam?

Naomi peered above her dark sunglasses. A waiter stood above her balancing a silver-toned tray on his palm, his dark, shiny face in sharp contrast to his brilliant white jacket. She glanced to her right side. Her daiquiri glass was empty. She lifted it and pushed it toward the waiter. Thank you, yes.

Virgin again, maam? he asked with a smile that Naomi translated as condescending.

Her gaze faltered. Her full, glossy lips pinched ever so slightly. Yes, she murmured, and pushed her sunglasses back up along the bridge of her pert nose.

She adjusted her sheer tangerine-colored wrap across her lap and folded her long fingers on top. Did he have to say virgin so loud?

She shifted her body on the blue-and-white-striped lounge chair and crossed her ankles. She glanced toward the pooland when she drew in a breath of sheer shock and pleasure, all the air stuck in the center of her chest. He emerged from the pool and pushed up onto the deck, the muscles in his arms bulging and glistening. The water clung to him as if it didnt want to let him go, even as he took a towel and wiped the droplets from his face and broad shoulders.

Naomi commanded herself to breathe before her head started to spin from lack of oxygen.

Brice couldnt believe his luck. It was her. Stretched out like a Nubian goddess. Hed noticed her when shed arrived at the hotel the prior afternoon. Then, she was disguised in a two-piece skirt suit. Her dark black hair was pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck, forcing her cheekbones to stand out against her warm brown complexion, and giving her expression an exotic appearance.

Shed crossed the lobby with the assurance of someone used to exerting her authority, and walked directly to the check-in desk. Alone. Hed looked for her later that evening in the lobby, the bar, the restaurant and even out on the beach. It was almost as if hed imagined her. Until now.

He draped his towel around his neck. This time he wasnt going to let her get away. He started off in her direction, but slowed when he watched the exchange between her and the waiter. She practically shoved the glass at him, and the tight purse of her lips didnt invite conversation. Maybe he needed to set his sights elsewhere, after all. He walked toward the bar instead.

Naomi watched him change directions and her heart sunk. She was sure that the gorgeous man that shed noticed since yesterday was actually heading in her way. Wishful thinking. Even if he did decide to introduce himself, shed probably make a mess of it. Relationships werent her strong suit. She was an academic, a nerd, a brainiac, a one-time child prodigy turned genius, with a doctorate and two masters degrees. Whose favorite pastime was reading a good book. Her intellect generally put most men off, which effectively limited her dating prospects.

Getting away and taking a vacation far from her normal life was her best friend Alexiss idea. They were supposed to travel together, but at the last minute Alexis had to cancel, due to her mothers illness. So here she was, alone, like a fish out of water and not a clue what to do next. If she wasnt as passionate about money as she was about books, she would have cancelled the trip. But the no refund policy stopped her cold.

Your drink, maam.

The condescending waiter was back. Thank you, she murmured.

He gave a slight nod of his bald, shiny head and walked away.

Naomi took off her sunglasses and set them on the table next to her and picked up her drink and sipped from the straw. She took a long, slow look around her.

Everywhere that she turned people were having a ball. Couples toyed with and teased each other, small groups held impromptu parties and stray singles seemed to quickly find a partner.

Her brows pulled together. Why was this so difficult for her? Why was it always so hard for her to loosen up, relax and enjoy herself?

The truth was, shed never had time. From the time her parents realized that they had a baby genius, they scraped and saved to put her in every kind of class they could afford: piano, violin, dance, math, science. But then her father had a heart attack when she was fifteen, and he was totally incapacitated. Naomis classes came to a grinding halt. She took on a job after school, took care of her younger brother, Paul, and helped her mother around the house. Her entertainment became the world of books.

When it was time for college, Naomi put that out of her head. It wasnt an option for her. Her parents had exhausted their savings taking care of her father, and she was vehement about not leaving them, even when her parents insisted that she go. It was her guidance counselor, Ms. Adams, who convinced Naomi that to waste her intelligence would be a crying shame. Throughout her high school years, shed been more than a stellar student and was slated to be valedictorian, graduating a year early.

She would be the first in her family to go to college, Ms. Adams had insisted. Dont waste your gift, shed urged. After much cajoling and insistence from her parents, Naomi let go of the reins on her dreams and with Ms. Adamss help began filling out applications. By the time she was halfway through her senior year, she had her pick of universities and the scholarship money shed needed.

Naomi chose Spelman so that she could stay close to home. Then she was admitted to Columbia University in New York for her two graduate degrees in English and Contemporary Literature and her doctorate in African-American Studies.

Now, at thirty-four, she was a tenured professor at Atlanta College, on track to become dean. She had a house, a car, a fulfilling careerbut, as Billy Dee William said in Mahogany, its nothing without someone to share it with.

Are the drinks that bad?

Naomi blinked and looked up, shielding her eyes from the glare of the sun with the curve of her hand. It was him!

She nearly spilled her drink.

She ran her tongue across her lips. Brice tracked the sensual movement and wondered if it was as sweet as it looked.

II dont know what you mean, she finally managed to say.

Youre frowning. Is the drink that bad, he repeated.

The sun blazed behind him, casting him in a magnificent glow that created an almost surreal image.

Oh. Her light laugh fluttered and stumbled in her throat. Just thinking.

Antigua isnt the place for deep thoughts. Mind if I sit down? He indicated the empty chair beside her with a lift of his chin.

Im sure its fine. Dont act too eager. Play it cool.

He lowered his long, lean body onto the chair and stretched out. Naomi tried to swallow over the hard, dry knot that rose in her throat as she glanced down at the bulge in his swim trunks and the tight muscular thighs. A line of perspiration broke out along her hairline. She uncrossed and recrossed her legs. Breathe.

As I was saying, Antigua isnt a place for deep thought. Youre supposed to be having fun. He turned his head to look at her and immediately had to order his body to back down and stay under control. He dropped his towel across his lap.

Up close, she was more tantalizing than hed first thought. The warm brown of her skin, tinted by the rays of the sun, was as appealing as an appetizer before the main course. Her face looked as if it had been carved by a sculptors expert hand: wide, dark eyes, prominent cheekbones reminiscent of the ancestors, and silky black hair. Her long neck led down to the rise of heaven. Her breasts were perfect, full and round, not too much, and not too little, her chest tapering down to tight abs, all balanced on dancers legs. Her body could put the Sports Illustrated swimsuit cover model to shame. That dowdy outfit she had on the day before definitely hid her assets. This was one hot sister, from the top of her beautiful head down to the tips of her pink-polished toes.

Naomi was amazed at the length of his lashes and how they framed his dark eyes, the smoothness of his milk chocolate skin and full lips that seemed eager to offer a smile or a sensual kiss. She forced her mind away from his mouth and what he hid beneath the towel.

What makes you think Im not having fun? she asked, bringing them both crashing back to reality.

His eyes glided slowly across her face. A hint of a smile curved his mouth. Are you?

Her gaze was glued to his lips when he spoke, tracing the outline of them, their fullness and the way they matched perfectly with the hard lines of his face.

The raucous laughter of a group of partygoers passing in front of them snapped her back to attention.

Im having a ball. She put the straw between her lips and sucked deeply.

He chuckled. My name is Brice.

His voice was like a gentle rumble before a storm, she thought.

Naomi.

Pleasure to meet you, Naomi.

Her heart was pounding so furiously at this point, that she was certain he could hear it.

Are you here with friends?

If she said no, would that paint her as desperate, she worried. But if she said yes, where would she drum up these friends?

Im on vacation, she managed to finally shoot out.

Brice knew a cold shoulder when he felt one. It was obviously a mistake. He should have listened to his gut in the first place and stayed away. He pushed up from his seat. Well, enjoy your vacation, Naomi.

Before she could think of anything to say to stop him, he was walking away. Naomi slumped back against the chair and sighed. That went swimmingly, she thought, her spirits sinking. She may as well paint a note on her forehead saying stay away.

She reached for her sunglasses and put them back on to hide the disappointment in her eyes. This was only her first day and she was turning men away already. She had nine more to go. Would the rest of her time in paradise be just as miserable?



Brice stole a parting glance at Naomi from across his left shoulder. That was a mistake, he thought, while he watched her return to her haughty pose, throwing up the barrier and her dark glasses. He shook his head and strode toward the hotel lobby, then took the elevator to his room. He had no one but himself to blame for the annoyance he felt. But he could certainly blame Naomi for the uncomfortable tightness in his groin. He should have paid attention to his gut instinct and kept his distance from the ice queen. There were plenty of lovely, available women on the island who would welcome his company. But the truth was, hed been on the island for a week and not one of these bathing beauties had caught his eye. Until Naomi. He wasnt the type of guy to be so easily dissuaded. His philosophy had always been only take no for an answer when you have exhausted all possibilities. He hadnt even put up the good fight yet. He smiled to himself. Ms. Naomi, Im going turn that ice into liquid fire.





Chapter Two

So tell me, tell me. How was your first day? Alexis asked.

Before we get to me, how is your mom?

Alexis blew out a sigh. Shes doing better. But she really put a scare into me this time. COPD is no joke but she refuses to stop smoking. Just makes me crazy. They had to intubate her this time to get her lungs working. Girl, it was crazy. She should be coming home by the end of the week. Im getting a home attendant for her. Hopefully, they can keep an eye on her.

Naomi harrumphed. Alexiss mother, Sylvia, was a chronic smoker and over the past few years it had begun to really take its toll. This wasnt her first trip to the hospital and if she didnt do something about her habit, it wouldnt be the last. She worried about Sylvia, and particularly about Alexis. As much as Alexis may fuss about her mother, she adored her. Sylvia had been a single mom who sacrificed to make sure that Alexis had whatever she needed and Alexis never forgot that.

Well, you just tell her to behave herself and that Im thinking of her.

I will. So, now back to you. How is it going?

Naomi hugged the phone between her cheek and shoulder while she took off her sandals and put them in the closet. Could be worse, I suppose.

Oh, Nay, what happened? You didnt introduce yourself as doctor and act like your usual self did you?

Whats that supposed to mean? She smoothed the bedcovering and sat down.

You know exactly what I mean. Distant and above it all.

Youre wrong for that, Lexi, she said, feigning hurt.

Did you at least try to meet anyone?

She thought about the gorgeous man named Brice who kept invading her thoughts and then her space, and what a disaster that turned out to be. Finally, she spilled it all to Alexis. She could almost see her friend shaking her head with disappointment.

Girl, what am I going to do with you? Dont you remember anything that I told you?

Naomi sighed. Lexi its useless. Im not like you. Im not a party girl. Id just as soon teach my class naked than flirt with a perfect stranger.

Alexis moaned. Naomi Clarke was clearly the African-American version of Dr. Brennan on the television show Bones. They were both unbelievably brilliant, beautiful and totally naive about the ways of the regular world. Rather than give in to feelings, they would prefer to rationalize everything away. It was both endearing and frustrating.

Shed lost count of the number of times that she set Naomi up with a date that Nay turned into an inquisition or a telethon about the state of the world, people, politics, religion, education. You name it and Naomi Clarke could talk to you about it. On and on and on. Besides her bedazzling the men with her sheer volume of knowledge, Naomi had this standoffish air about her.

The sad part was, she was the complete opposite once you got to know her. But she rarely gave anyone the chance. The only man who could even come close to holding a conversation with her were some of the other professors on campus. But that relationship choice was a definite no-no to the college administration.

Nay, do me one favor?

What? she asked halfheartedly.

Why dont you spend the rest of the week pretending to be someone completely different?

I dont know what youre talking about.

Alexis groaned. Playacting. Role playing. Didnt you ever play pretend when you were a kid?

Naomi frowned in concentration. No. I dont think so.

If this was anyone other than Naomi, Alexis would swear that she was lying. Listen, this is what I want you to do



Naomi took her time dressing for dinner. Shed spent most of the afternoon sitting on the balcony of her room, rereading Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison, and watching with envy the lighthearted frivolity on the beach below. Why she couldnt unwind she wondered for the umpteenth time. She didnt party as Alexis would say, although that girl made it a point to hook her up with every eligible bachelor she could find, and drag her to every night spot in Atlanta that played music, served drinks and had men. Those were Alexiss only criteria.

But Naomi wanted more than a good-time man. She wanted someone with a brain, ambition. Someone who didnt care that she didnt know the latest hit on the radio or that she loved movies with subtitlesand spent Saturday afternoons following new Thai, Japanese or African recipes or rereading books that she loved. And he wouldnt care that she was probably the only black woman in Atlanta with no rhythm. None of those things would matter, because he would simply adore her for who she was, quirks and all.

She peered into the mirror of the dressing table and applied a light covering of lip gloss. Maybe she should take Alexiss advice, she briefly mused. Sighing, she placed the tube on the dresser top and stared at her reflection. She could almost see Alexis sitting on her shoulder, and she could hear her whispering, live a little.

Naomi drew in a long breath of resolve, squared her shoulders and unbuttoned the top two buttons of her sleeveless cotton blouse, exposing a lush hint of cleavage. Frowning, she quickly fastened one button, picked up her purse and headed out for the evening, intent on enjoying herself, one way or the other. And if Brice should just so happen to give her another chance, she was going to take it!



Brice was seated at the outdoor bar adjacent to the beachfront restaurant when he caught a flash of something soft and flowing in his peripheral vision. He turned in the direction of the movement and a knot formed and released in his belly.

He watched Naomi move like a heavenly body toward the front of the restaurant.

Was she dining alone? With friends? A man? He finished off his rum punch, hopped down off the three-legged stool and told the bartender to add the drink to his room tab. He left a tip and hurried toward the restaurant before he totally lost sight of her.

The spacious restaurant was set on the beach, enclosed on all sides with netting, with a thatched roof that had hurricane lamps hanging from its rafters. Circular tables covered in white linen dotted the planked floors in a horseshoe, leaving the center for dancing. The waiters all wore stiff white jackets and black slacks. The waitresses wore all black, with white aprons. Calypso music, mixed with a little R & B, played against the sound of the waves that rolled against the shore and the seagulls that cawed in the distance.

When he got to the restaurants hostess and the check-in podium he saw that Naomi was being taken to her seat. He peered over heads and shoulders to see if anyone was joining her. The waitress gave her one menu. He smiled.

How many tonight, sir?

Brice blinked at the much-too-young-looking hostess. Oh, uh, just one.

Someone will seat you in a moment, she said with a musical lilt to her voice.

Thank you. He stepped to the side and let the couple behind him move up while he kept an eye on Naomi.

Right this way, sir, another young woman said, coming up to his side.

He followed her to the opposite side of the room from where Naomi sat. She handed him a menu and asked if she could get him a drink.

Thanks. Yes. A rum punch.

Right away.

Brice settled back against the rattan chair and surreptitiously studied Naomi from behind the protection of his menu.

A waiter approached Naomis table and placed a pitcher of water in front of her. He filled her glass while he spoke. When Brice saw her soft smile and the way her lips moved in thanks, heard the sound of her laughter at something that was said to her, he instantly knew that hed been silly to have cast such a harsh judgment on her. It was his ego talking.

The waitress returned with his drink. Are you ready to order, sir?

He looked up at the round, pleasant face. He crooked his finger to draw her closer.

See that young lady over there in the yellow? He raised his chin in Naomis direction.

Yes, sir.

He went into his wallet, and took out a twenty-dollar bill. Thats for you. He stuck it in her apron pocket. I need you to go over there and gently ask her if she would be interested in having a guest at her table for dinner.

The young lady smiled. Of course. She walked across the room and approached Naomi. They talked briefly for a moment and then Naomi glanced around the room and her gaze landed on Brice.

Her eyes widened in surprise and excitement. She smiled and he could see her nodding her head. He was halfway across the room before the waitress could reach him.

He stood above her, feeling like a pimple-faced teen at his first high school dance. Can we start again?

His voice moved through her like a wave of heat. She inhaled deeply to try to still the rapid beating of her heart.

Id like that, she said softly.

He pulled out a chair and sat down. Brice Lawrence.

Naomi Clarke.

The waitress returned and took Brices and Naomis dinner order. They both selected seared salmon and began with the house salad.

So, you already told me that you were here on vacation.

She lowered her eyes in embarrassment and tugged on her bottom lip with her teeth. Sometimes I can sound a little curt. Its not my intention.

He waved off her apology. Forget it. I was being oversensitive. Must be too much sun. He chuckled and was rewarded with her smile. How long will you be staying?

Two weeks. What about you?

That works out perfectly. So am I, or close to it. But I plan on enjoying my entire summer. After I leave here Im off to Cancn, then Im meeting friends in San Francisco.

Naomi thought about Alexiss counsel, what shed said about just throwing caution to the wind and relaxing. She was on vacation. She would never have to see him again if things didnt work out.

The waitress approached and asked if she could refill any drinks. Naomi asked what Brice was drinking.

Ill have one of those, she said. Her heart hammered in her chest.

One rum punch coming right up.

Where are you from? Naomi asked, trying to get herself together.

I live in New York. What about you?

Uh, Florida. Where did that come from?

Really?

Did he know she was lying? Yes. Is that strange?

No, he shrugged it off. I just dont think Florida when I see a beautiful woman like yourself. And no, thats not a line. I just think retirement capital when Florida comes to mind. He leaned a bit forward. Obviously I have to readjust my thinking.

Her cheeks heated with pleasure. Being a woman of many, many words, she was at a total loss.

The music changed from calypso to something soft and slow. Several couples moved onto the dance floor.

Would you like to dance?

OhIcouldnt

Sure you could. He stood up and took her hand and gently pulled her to her feet. He rested his palm at that low dip in her back and led her onto the floor. When he found a good spot he turned her into his arms, and she nearly gasped when the full length of her body pressed up against his. For a moment her head grew light and the room seemed to shift, until he steadied her in his embrace. She felt as if shed lost total control of her limbs. They wouldnt move.

Relax, he whispered, holding her tenderly, not too close but close enough for him to feel her warmth, the beat of her heart and the slight tremors that ran up and down her body and tingled his fingertips.

He smelled so incredibly good, Naomi thought, and felt herself drifting easily into his embrace, miraculously following his lead without stepping on his feet.

So, Ms. Naomi, he said, breathing into her hair. How about if, in the time we have left on the island, we get to know each other?

She titled her head back and looked up into his eyes. Id like that very much.

After all, she was a woman from Florida and after this island jaunt shed never see him again.
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