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            BLURB FOR JUSTICE IS ALWAYS READY

          

        

      

    

    
      Will she accept…or walk away leaving him with nothing more than the memory of her touch?

      Jamal “Justice” Graham is an officer in the US Coast Guard. He thought his life was perfect until one rainy day when he meets Kassidy Barrow. He can’t get her out of his mind and sets out to pursue her.

      Kassidy flies under the radar, trying to please her parents and taking pride in her work at the library. When Justice comes into her life he exposes her to a side she didn’t think she would be experiencing in her life.

      His work, her family, and life get in the way and she tries to push him away. He’s a man who lives the USCG motto and Justice is Always Ready. She is the world to him and he doesn’t have any plans on letting her go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those who unselfishly serve their country for little to no respect. Thank you for all you do!
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      As the forty-seven foot MLB, Motor Lifeboat, skipped across the waves, the salt air and sea spray washed over him. Standing on the exposed bridge, a smile came to his face. Nodding at a crewmember, he glanced to the left. The morning sun glinted off something on the horizon.

      “Bring her left, Teak!” he shouted to the woman at the wheel inside the pilothouse. He could have done it, but she was driving for the moment.

      “Sure thing, Justice,” she shouted back.

      He instinctively adjusted his stance as the boat changed direction and increased in speed. Coastal patrols were a part of the job. This was his crew and they made him damn proud. Jamal “Justice” Isaiah Graham served as a Lieutenant in the United States Coast Guard, USCG.

      He came from a long line of men who’d served their country, no matter what the sacrifice. In fact, his own father had secured a place for his name on The Wall in DC, having been killed in action in Vietnam. He grew up listening to his grandfather, a World War II vet, telling stories of his experiences and ones passed down to him as well. Even his twin sister, Jasira, served in the Navy.

      As they neared a moored craft, all thoughts of family faded. He listened to Teak’s voice over the loudspeaker, asking for whoever was onboard to identify themselves. When no response reached them, Justice signaled for a boarding party to follow him. Teak radioed in their location and what they’d discovered.

      They didn’t always have the luxury of having one of the larger ships present when stumbling across a problem, so while today was a training drill, all of his crew was acting as if it were the real thing, an actual potential threat to the country they protected.

      Once the drill was over, he and his crew were once again skimming the water, all of them proud, knowing they’d done an exceptional job. Leaning against the rail, he tipped his face up. I can’t imagine my life without being out on the water.

      “Hey, Justice.”

      Opening his eyes, Justice looked to his left. His second-in-command stood there, Lieutenant Terra “Teak” Acre. He smiled and stood straight. A glance behind him identified Cruz at the helm.

      “What’s up? Great job driving today.”

      She flashed him a smile, her white teeth brilliant against her darker skin. “Can you drop me off at the museum today after work? I had to take my car in, and the guy said he’d leave it there for me.”

      “Sure, not a problem.” Pushing away from the rail, he navigated his way alongside her into the pilothouse. He took over and steered them safely back into port.

      The sky was dark and thunder rumbled through the area as he pulled up to the museum. As the first few big drops fell from the sky, Teak jumped out and waved her thanks before she dashed up the stairs. Justice waved to her and began to drive on. In his peripheral vision he noticed a woman carrying a load too big and awkward for her. He was tired and wanted to get to his apartment, but his manners and upbringing wouldn’t let him ignore her. Tossing the gearshift into park, Justice turned on the hazards and climbed out. The moment he shut the door behind him, the woman dropped what she carried.

      “Oh…oh…fudge!” she complained before dropping to a crouch and frantically gathering everything in the rain.

      Fudge? Didn’t know people said fudge anymore. Justice picked up some papers by the parking block he stood on. Striding over to her, he knelt down. “Here you go.”

      “Thank you,” she said looking up at him from beneath the brim of her Pepto-Bismol pink rain hat.

      His heart skipped a few beats when he stared into her eyes. A blend of gray with a hint of green swirled within the depths. Wow! “Let me get that for you,” he managed to mutter.

      Justice took the stacks of haphazardly gathered, and now damp, papers before getting to his feet. Carefully holding them, he reached out a hand to help her up. Her hand, although slightly wet, felt warm and soft against his skin and his heart pounded faster. The rain fell harder and the thunder rolled. As one they headed toward the door of the museum.

      “Thank you so much,” she said, gesturing for him to put the pile down on the information counter. “I should have taken more than one trip, but with the rain I didn’t want to, so then I had too much and… and I’m rambling like an idiot.”

      Justice watched a delighted flush tinge her nut-brown skin. “Glad I could help.”

      She stuck her hand out, a wide and innocent smile on her face. “Kassidy Barrow. It’s a pleasure.”

      He immediately reached for her hand. “Indeed it is. Justice Graham.” The urge to draw her in close nearly floored him. Kassidy wrinkled her nose and dropped his hand seconds before she sneezed.

      “Bless you.”

      “Thank you.” She sneezed again. “Excuse me.” With a wave over her shoulder she moved off down the hall.

      Justice faced the woman going through the wet pile they’d left on the information counter; there was a huge smile on her face. “Does she work here?” he asked.

      The woman with “Lucy” on her nametag shook her head. “No, sir. But she’s here a lot. Her mom’s the curator.”

      “Thank you.” He crossed his arms and looked off in the direction she’d vanished. There had been something about her, he couldn’t put a name to it yet but it was there.

      “Have a great day,” Lucy said, putting her attention back on the mess before her.

      “You too.”

      Spinning around, Justice headed out into the downpour. Kassidy Barrow. Her face was still with him as he slid his soaked body behind the wheel of his car, turned off the hazards, and drove away.

      “Until we meet again, Kassidy.”

      

      Kassidy didn’t stop sneezing until she reached her mother’s office. Once the door shut behind her she sank into the nearest chair and caught her breath. Dropping the hat on the floor, she shook her head in disgust.

      “Again with the sneezing. Figures it happens when a handsome man is around. Not that I should be surprised, that’s how my luck goes.” Getting up from the seat, she moved to her mom’s desk and searched for a pen and paper to leave her a note. Chewing on her lower lip, Kassidy chuckled. “He was all kinds of fine though.”

      She jotted the message and grabbed her hat and keys. Walking down the corridor, Kassidy smiled at staff members she passed. At the front, she noticed it still rained heavily, so Kassidy paused at the information desk.

      “Hey, Lucy,” she said, sitting on an empty chair and reaching for a stack of messy pamphlets.

      “Hey again, Kassidy. You headin’ out already?”

      Kassidy looked at her friend. Lucy had a bubbly personality, a beautiful smile, and the biggest brown eyes Kassidy had ever seen. The woman stood five-foot-nothing and was nothing but curves. Her short asymmetrical hairstyle highlighted her stunning brown face.

      “Just promised mom I’d drop off the pamphlets I still had in my car. But… I think I’ll wait out this storm.”

      “Good. I haven’t talked to you in a while. Now tell me more about that tall chocolate piece of fineness who was here.” She batted her eyes. “He wanted to know if you worked here.”

      “Really?” Kassidy smiled at that bit of news.

      “Who is he? A beau?”

      “No. I just met him today, Lucy. Don’t see men like him much anymore,” Kassidy said on a sigh. “Not much at all.”

      “Amen to that,” Lucy commented.

      Kassidy fell into helping out behind the counter easily. She’d done it many times before. So in tune with what she was doing, Kassidy jumped when Lucy nudged her.

      “What?”

      “Go. The rain’s stopped.”

      Lifting her head and glancing through the glass front, Kassidy realized Lucy was right. It had. “Thanks, Lucy. I totally missed that.”

      She chuckled. “I would too if I were dreaming of that chocolate covered hunk of a man.”

      Kassidy blushed but didn’t deny it. It was true, her mind had been on him. Justice Graham. With a wave to her friend, Kassidy headed out into the humid and muggy afternoon. The sky showed definite promise of delivering more rain so she didn’t tarry. Big fat drops began to fall seconds after she shut her car door.

      With a smile, Kassidy began driving through the coastal city of Quiet Harbor, North Carolina. She loved it here. This was her town. She’d been born and raised here. Turning onto her street, Kassidy sighed contentedly when she saw her house. It wasn’t all that big, but it had been her grandmother’s and was now all hers. The front walkway sat lined by mixed carpet phlox and scarlet flame phlox, welcoming visitors with their vibrant colors. Numerous other plants were in the front yard as well: hydrangeas, azaleas, climbing roses clung to the porch, and also wisteria.

      Parking in the drive, Kassidy grabbed her purse and ran for the protection of the porch. The air was filled with the scent of the rain and the fragrance of all the flowers that were in bloom. It was with a smile that Kassidy opened the door to her home.

      “I’m home,” she announced, unnecessarily for her dog already stood there waiting. “Hey, Libby,” she said patting her affectionately.

      Libby was a standard poodle; a retired show dog that now went to work with Kassidy most days. Libby, being a trained therapy dog, was used to help children learn to read better.

      “Sorry I didn’t take you today, but I spent most of the day running errands. I’ll take you with me tomorrow.”

      Kassidy let Libby out briefly then talked to her, telling her about her day as she made some dinner. “Oh, Libby, he was something else. There was such a quiet strength about him.”

      Justice Graham was on her mind as she cleaned up from dinner and took Libby for her nightly walk. I can’t get him out of my head.

      Kassidy’s dreams were filled with flashes of him. His deep sensual voice, the way his hand felt curved around hers and the ease in which he helped her to her feet. His dark eyes were still there when she woke. The ride to work was quiet. There was no more rain and the traffic didn’t seem as bad. Inside the library, Kassidy had just gotten Libby settled on her bed when her cell phone began to ring.

      “Man, thought I shut this off.” Casting a guilty glance around, Kassidy ignored Libby’s reproachful look and answered, “Hello?”

      “Hey, woman, good morning!”

      Lucy. “What’s up? And good morning to you, too.”

      “Just wanted to see if you felt like going out with me tonight.”

      “Dinner? Or are you talking out to the club?”

      “Bar. I want you to meet my boyfriend. He’s a bartender at Billy’s.”

      Billy’s? “I haven’t been out to a bar in a while. Sure, why not. What time?”

      “Eight-thirty work?”

      “Sounds good to me. I’ll see you there.”

      “Awesome. Thanks, Kassidy. See you then.” Lucy hung up and Kassidy turned off her phone.

      She kept busy. There were five reading groups scheduled throughout the day. It was more than usual and so Kassidy kept a close eye on Libby to see for the first sign of strain or stress. Libby handled it like a trooper. She did sleep on the ride home.

      Kassidy showered, dressed, and got directions to Billy’s. Leaving some treats down for Libby, Kassidy left with keys in hand. The bar seemed busy when she arrived. There were people hanging out on the deck, looking out over the ocean. Scanning the area, Kassidy smiled when her gaze picked out Lucy.

      “Hey there!” Lucy said as they briefly hugged.

      “So tell me why I haven’t met this man before?” Kassidy asked.

      Lucy’s dark skin flushed. “I wasn’t sure about introducing him to people.”

      Kassidy arched a brow. “Why?”

      “I want you to meet him,” Lucy hedged. “Come on.”

      Allowing herself to be tugged along, Kassidy questioned, “Do I at least get to know his name?”

      “Ethan.”

      Okay, she’s not giving me much here. “Ethan.” Tugging her hand, Kassidy stopped her friend. “Lucy. What gives? No last name?”

      “Ethan Amsel.”

      “Thank you. Now, let’s go get me introduced.”

      “Okay.”

      Arm in arm they walked inside the bar.

      

      Justice almost choked on the cool liquid sliding down his throat. Blinking a few times, he checked, then double-checked, to make sure it wasn’t his imagination. It wasn’t. Leaning against the bar, in tight black pants and a white halter-top stood none other than Kassidy. She had one heeled boot propped up, an elbow on the bar, and a bottle of beer dangling from her fingers as she spoke to the bartender.

      “Excuse me, guys,” he murmured as he took another drink and headed toward her. In the back of his mind he heard his friends commenting, but none of it registered. He had one thing in mind.

      Justice stepped up behind her, almost touching but not. He met the bartender’s gaze briefly, long enough to make his claim clear. Then he lowered his head, inhaled the intoxicating and alluring scent of dark amber with a hint of vanilla. Desire, lust, and something else flashed through him.

      “Good evening, Kassidy,” he whispered in her ear.

      She jumped with surprise and Justice groaned as he reached around her to help steady her drink.

      “Oh… oh… you scared me,” she stuttered, turning to face him.

      Justice forced himself not to give in and kiss her. Behave, man! It wasn’t easy. He couldn’t think of another woman who could banish all train of thought from his mind as this one could. Kassidy wore a bare minimum of makeup and his gaze lingered on her lips after her tongue snuck out to dampen them.

      “Sorry,” he apologized. Leaning against the bar he lost himself in her gray eyes. “Do you come here often?”

      Silence fell before they both laughed.

      “Wow,” she teased, “that’s a line I haven’t heard in a while.”

      “Didn’t mean for it to sound like that. Just I don’t recall seeing you in here before.”

      “I’ve not been. Just came to meet someone.”

      Possessiveness reared up within him. “Really?” he asked, well aware he sounded all growly.

      If Kassidy noticed the surly attitude, she made no mention of it. “Yes. Ethan, the bartender.”

      He snapped his gaze to the tall, dark-haired white man behind the bar. Observant blue eyes stared back at him. What the hell?

      “Ethan?” he asked again, looking between the two of them.

      “Yes. Lucy wanted me to meet her boyfriend.” Kassidy glanced over her shoulder and waved at Ethan. “He’s a very nice guy. I’m happy for them both,” she said when she met his gaze again.

      Relief swamped him. “So he’s not your man?”

      She stared at him, took a long, slow drink from the bottle. His body responded as he observed the way her lips curled around the mouth of the longneck.

      “Nope,” she finally responded.

      Justice leaned closer. “Anyone in here your man?”

      Kassidy finished eliminating the distance between them, their lips millimeters apart. “Not yet.”

      Her name was hollered over the noise, and she drew back. Justice could feel the blood pounding through his veins. A siren’s smile lifted her full, kissable lips.

      “Nice to see you again, Justice Graham. Goodbye.” She winked and slipped off through the crowd.

      He remained there and didn’t move. Fingers around his beer, Justice turned his head when a hand settled upon his shoulder. Another crewmember, Kelly Henderson.

      “Losing your touch?” Kelly teased.

      “Man, don’t make me hurt you. That woman right there is the future Mrs. Jamal Graham.”

      Kelly leaned his body against his, shoulder to shoulder, and turned his head in the direction Kassidy had gone. “Really? Hmm, well congrats. I think you may want to tell her that, ‘cause the way she left you standing here, I’m thinking she’s not aware of y’all’s marriage.”

      Shoving Kelly off him, Justice growled, “Stuff it, Kelly.” His friend just laughed harder.

      “How about this. I’ll help you by putting in a good word with her.”

      Justice took a swig of beer and frowned. “If?” Kelly was never that nice without a reason.

      “Get me a date with your sister.”

      “Want me to kill you, Henderson?” he asked in a low, barely controlled tone.

      “Come on, man. We may just be soul mates.”

      Justice took a deep breath. The hell I’m pimping out my sister. “You and my sister aren’t ever happening, Kelly. Ever.”

      “She doesn’t even know me.”

      “After seeing you on the pier one night, drunk, she has no wish to. And I won’t let my baby sister become one of your conquests, so back the fuck off!” There was no more humor in his voice.

      Kelly held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, I’ll let it go.”

      Justice stared at him before walking away. His temper had cooled by the time he’d relocated Kassidy. Before he knew what had happened, he found himself in front of her table. He recognized the woman with her from the museum and of course Ethan, who was curved against Lucy.

      He lost his train of thought when Kassidy’s amazing gaze flitted up to his. Her eyes widened slightly before she looked down at her hands.

      “Can I have a moment?” he asked, barely taking the time to acknowledge the two others at the table.

      Kassidy glanced to Lucy, and Justice was pleased to see the woman give an encouraging nod. He stepped back so Kassidy could stand.

      “Sure,” she said. “Be right back, Lucy.”

      Justice gestured with his beer then fell into step behind her. Wiping his hand off on his pant leg, he placed it on the small of her back to guide her. The heat from her skin singed his palm and he almost jerked it off. Silken chocolate is what her skin felt like. No words were traded as he led her out the door to the dock and they found space along the rail. Kassidy rested her arms on the flat wood while he faced her, using one arm to brace himself.

      “What can I do for you, Justice Graham?” she queried, pulling her gaze from him and staring out over the water.

      Justice reached out and used two fingers to bring her face around to his. “Get to know me,” he uttered.
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      Kassidy stared into the endless depths of the gaze belonging to the man. A man the likes of which she’d never met before. Her body shuddered from the two fingers he touched her face with. Her belly still flipped from when his hand had rested upon her back. Justice held her gaze without flinching.

      Is he for real? With all of these women he could pick from, why me?

      It wasn’t a hard stretch for her to superimpose this mouthwatering man into her dream of happily ever after. Her heart encouraged and her brain hesitated.

      “Kassidy?” he asked, breaking the silence between them.

      “What do I need to know about you, Justice?” Kassidy turned slightly so they were facing one another in the night; the lights from the bar kept the darkness somewhat at bay.

      “Everything.”

      She smiled. Kassidy faced back out over the water. “How about we start with what you do.” Her breath caught when his broad shoulder brushed hers as he mimicked her stance. Dropping her gaze, Kassidy stared at his hands, strong hands with long fingers. Hands designed to protect and love a woman.

      Wonder how’d they feel running along my skin as we made love.

      “I’m a lieutenant in the Coast Guard, home ported here in Quiet Harbor.”

      I can see him serving. She smiled again and spun the beer bottle in her hand. “Really? Have you gone to check out the Pea Island LSS?”

      He chuckled. “Yes. I’ve been to the Pea Island Life Saving Station Memorial many times. My great-grandfather served there. One of the reasons I joined the Coast Guard.”

      His great-grandfather. Her mind working overtime, Kassidy streamed through her knowledge. With a gasp she looked at him. “Calvin Running Wolf Graham is your great-grandfather?”

      He faced her. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Wow. That’s… I mean… I’m…” she sighed, “…I’m babbling like an idiot again.”

      “I think it’s adorable.”

      She flushed.

      “My turn. What do you do?”

      “I work at the library, the main one, and I spend a lot of my days with groups of kids helping them become more comfortable reading.”

      “Sounds very fulfilling.”

      “I love it. Do you have siblings?”

      “I have a sister, we’re twins.”

      “Oh, how cool. Is she in the Coast Guard too?”

      “No, she’s in the Navy.”

      “That’s awesome. You come from a serving family.”

      He nodded. “We sure do. My great-great-grandfather was a Buffalo Solider and was assigned to the Seventh Calvary right before Wounded Knee, so he was there.”

      “Oh my. That was such a tragedy.”

      “Yes,” Justice agreed. “His name was Sergeant Isaiah Graham. Calvin Running Wolf Graham was his son.”

      “Did Isaiah marry a Sioux woman?” Her love of history was totally piqued.

      “No. He got injured at Wounded Knee, lost an arm, retired and married a Comanche woman, Gentle Wind. They moved back to North Carolina. Once Calvin grew up he married a local woman named Sarah and they had a child. A boy they named Jamal Two Bears, in honor of Calvin’s brother who’d passed.”

      Kassidy allowed the rich timbre of his voice to flow over her. She hung on every word. “So, Jamal Two Bears Graham is your grandfather?”

      “Yes, and he served in the Navy during WWII. He met grandma, Martha Rose, and married her.” Justice paused for a moment, staring out over the water at something only he could see.

      She watched his face and saw the pain. Kassidy reached out her hand and laid it on his forearm. Beneath her touch, his muscle jumped and he looked at her. “You don’t have to say anymore. I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “No, it’s okay.” He dropped his gaze briefly to where her hand lay and a small smile filled his face. “Thank you though.”

      Kassidy didn’t ask what he thanked her for. Some things were best left alone.

      “Where was I? Oh, right. Grandpa Jamal and Martha Rose. Their eldest was my father, Justice Standing Bear. They had one more but she didn’t survive and neither did Martha Rose. Dad grew up and married mom, her name is Dinah. Grandpa lived with us, now with mom. Dad and mom had my sister, Jasira and I. Like I said before, we’re twins and she’s Navy, I’m the older of us. Dad was in the Army and went to Vietnam when we were little.” Justice drew a deep breath. “He never came home, was KIA.”

      Her fingers tightened on his arm in sadness. “I’m so sorry. Thank you for sharing that with me. So you were named for your father?”

      “No. My full name is Jamal Isaiah Graham. I took his name as my nickname to honor him, which is why people call me Justice.” He shrugged. “Now I’ve been rambling and have told you more than you could possibly want to know.”

      “Not at all. I would love to meet your family,” she said with all honesty.

      “Anytime,” he murmured.

      They stared at one another for a while until overhead thunder rumbled. Pulling her hand from his arm, Kassidy looked away. “We should get inside.”

      “Yes,” he agreed as the first drops of rain fell.

      Kassidy glanced at the timepiece on her wrist. Close to ten. She put her empty beer bottle in a glass recycling bin. Man, I was having a great time too.

      “Can I get you another?” he asked leaning in close to be heard over the chaos inside the bar.

      “Thank you, but no. I have to get going.”

      “It’s Friday night.” He pressed against her and Kassidy fought the urge to sink into him.

      “I work tomorrow morning.” Turning so they were facing one another she said, “Thank you for letting me get to know you, Justice.”

      Kassidy ducked around him and went to say goodbye to Lucy and Ethan. Walking to the front, she stepped out and jogged down the steps toward her car. Her gaze picked up Justice standing on the top step, framed by raindrops and light as he stared at her. Kassidy shuddered at the intensity in his stare. She waved briefly and drove off thinking of how it would be to kiss him.

      

      The sun shone down on him as he bounded up the steps. With a deep breath, Justice strode toward the automatic doors and entered the Quiet Harbor Main Public Library.

      Haven’t been in one of these for a while. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he walked past the front desk and looked at the signs trying to figure out where the children’s area was. He moved quietly and heard a young voice reading aloud.

      Peeking around the corner, Justice sighed in pleasure as his gaze landed on Kassidy. She sat on the floor with about ten kids in a circle. There was a dog stretched out beside the child reading, its head in the boy’s lap.

      Unnoticed, Justice stared at Kassidy. She wore a pair of buttercream capris and a white tank top. Her hair bounced with every movement she made. It was a beautiful blend of black, brown, and honey colored full out natural curl. He longed to sink his hands in it and devour her. Her skin had a radiance to it that even the fluorescent lights above couldn’t ruin.

      “Very good, Trey. Thank you for reading the last chapter,” Kassidy spoke as she rose smoothly to her feet and reached for the book. “I believe y’all’s parents are waiting, so go find them and don’t forget to check out a book to read this week. I’ll see all of y’all next week.”

      A small smile curved up his lips as they all stood and said, “Bye, Miss Barrow. Bye, Libby.”

      Must be Libby’s the dog.

      “You have a way with children,” he commented softly as she began picking up pillows.

      Kassidy jumped and looked at him. A huge smile filled her face. “Justice, you scared me. What are you doing here?”

      Gathering some of the pillows, he moved to where she piled hers and placed them there as well. “I came to see you.”

      “Well, here I am. I’m free for the next thirty minutes. Care to walk with me outside?”

      “I’d love to.” Like I’d not want to spend time with you, Kassidy.

      “Libs, let’s go,” Kassidy said.

      The dog moved to her side from where it had rested on the floor and Kassidy picked up the leash dangling from its collar. Justice followed her into the back where she waved at a few people and opened a door. Kassidy propped it open and released the dog before walking to a picnic table. Justice sat beside her and for a moment they remained silent.

      “Tell me something,” he said as Libby ran up with a ball in her mouth.

      “What do you wish to know?” She lobbed the ball and the dog took off.

      “What got you into this?”

      Kassidy sat forward, elbows on knees. “Well, let me see. I wanted to be a teacher, then realized I didn’t have the patience to deal with kids all day. So I began working here to help pay for college and I found I really enjoyed it.” She turned her head and stared at him, her eyes having a bit more green in them today. “When I got Libby, a friend suggested getting her certified as a Therapy Dog. So I did and now she comes with me a few days a week. I get to be around kids, but in short amounts. And they’re quiet when I see them.”

      He smiled. “Libby’s a poodle, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “She looks different from the ones you see on TV.”

      “Oh yeah. I don’t have the time to maintain that kind of clip on a dog. So I keep her shaved in a puppy clip, a short one, at that.”

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you. And what are you doing this lovely Saturday?”

      Justice took the ball and threw it for Libby. “I was hoping to get a date with this woman I met outside the museum.”

      A blush tinged her smooth cheeks as her gaze dropped to focus on the ground. He never looked away and soon she glanced up again.

      “I don’t know,” she hedged.

      Justice had no intention of giving up. He smiled. “Why not? In a relationship?” It was hard to breathe with that thought.

      “No,” Kassidy said.

      And just like that it was easier to breathe again.

      “Okay. Then what do I have to do to get your consent?” He watched Libby.

      “I just, I don’t date much,” she blurted out and he knew she was wishing she could take it all back.

      Keeping his gaze on the dog, Justice pursed his lips briefly. “How about a day in the park. I’ll bring lunch and you bring Libby.” He cut his gaze to her.

      The smile that filled her face told him he’d succeeded.

      “That would be wonderful.”

      She’s comfortable with her things around her. “Tomorrow work for you?”

      “That would be fine, but let me bring something.”

      The urge to kiss her lips raced through him and it took a lot to tear his gaze from them. “You are. You’re bringing yourself and Libby. Say, Harbour Park about two?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Justice got to his feet and stared down at her. “Wonderful. I’ll see you tomorrow, Kassidy.” He smiled and walked away, hands in his pockets and a jaunty whistle on his lips.
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      Sunday afternoon, Kassidy was nervous. Ever since Justice had left her yesterday, she continually ran his final phrase in her mind. What had she done to get his attention? He was a very handsome man. With a deep breath, Kassidy loaded Libby up in the car and headed toward Harbour Park.

      She arrived early and sat upon a bench while Libby lay beside her. The minutes ticked by and the two o’clock hour passed. Guess he got a better offer. At two-fifteen, Kassidy got to her feet and turned to head back to her car, heart heavy.

      “Like Daddy says, if it’s to work out, it’s gotta be written in the stars. And I guess it’s just not.” She rubbed Libby’s head. “I really liked him too. Come on, girl, let’s go home.”

      Kassidy walked to her car and just as she unlocked it, she heard someone yell her name.

      “Kassidy. Kassidy!”

      Glancing over her shoulder, she was shocked to see Justice running toward her. Kassidy turned and rested against the door. She licked her lips. Justice wore knee-length blue shorts, a red tee shirt, and tennis shoes. On his face were mirrored sunglasses. He waved and jogged up.

      “I’m so sorry, Kassidy,” he said. “We had a drill this morning and it went over.”

      “I thought you weren’t coming,” she told him, looking anywhere but at him.

      “I would have called, but we haven’t exchanged numbers yet. Hey, look at me.” Justice brought her face up to his where she discovered he’d removed his mirrored glasses. “Nothing would keep me from being here.”

      The amount of sincerity in his voice threw her. “So what happens now?”

      “I just have to grab the cooler and we can eat.”

      “You have the food?”

      “I told you, I had no intention of missing this date. Whaddya say, give a guy a second chance?”

      How can I say no to that? “Okay, let’s eat. Where’s your vehicle? I can help carry.” She took Libby back out.

      The smile he bestowed on her made her knees go weak. For a moment, Justice stared at her before reaching out and taking the hand without Libby’s leash in it. His thumb skimmed along the back of her hand and she sighed. How long has it been since I’ve just held hands with a guy?

      “I’m this way,” he uttered softly. They walked slowly, hand in hand, until he halted them by a shiny red Corvette. “Here we go,” Justice said, opening the trunk. “You carry the blanket.”

      Kassidy hung it over her arm and watched him effortlessly lift the cooler out. “Nice car,” she said.

      “Thank you, this is my baby.”

      Men and their cars. She smiled and waited for him to lock it. “Where to?” Kassidy questioned when he again had the cooler in his hands.

      “You pick the spot.”

      Kassidy chewed on her lower lip and nodded. “Okay.” She decided on a spot and once there, she spread out the blanket. “You said you had a drill, what’s that?”

      Justice set the cooler down and knelt beside it. He opened it and began pulling things out. “It was basically a dry run for boarding a ship.” He looked up at her and grinned. “Not half as interesting as spending time with you.”

      Her body flushed at his words. “I’m sure it was exciting.”

      “Sweetie, no man wants to move through smoke or tear gas with guns versus spending time with a beautiful woman.”

      “Uh huh. Is that a line you use often?” If only, Justice. If only.

      Justice handed her a plate and watched her sit. His gaze took on an oddly possessive look. “Not a line, Kassidy. Nothing but the God’s honest truth.”

      She shivered from the promise in his tone. Kassidy glanced over to where Libby lay in the shade to allow a moment to find her bearings. Justice still stared at her when she looked back at him. His dark gaze burned with fire until he sent her a disarming grin.

      “Hope you like chicken salad.”

      “I do,” she assured him.

      As they ate, he told her about his experience driving to South Dakota with his sister to help her move. Kassidy could easily feel the love he felt for his family in his words.

      “So next week I’m going out to visit her,” he said moving the plates and basket out from between them. “I miss her a lot. This is her final year, and I haven’t been out there since the move.”

      “What exactly is there for your sister to do in South Dakota? I mean not much oceanfront property up there.”

      He chuckled, a warm, dark, melted chocolate kind of sound. “She’s recruiting.”

      “Recruiting, okay.” Kassidy nodded while snagging the final cracker topped with chicken salad from her recently moved plate. She swallowed and moaned. “That was so good. Did you make this?”

      “I did,” he said with pride. “Mama always said I needed to know how to cook.”

      “Well, I can’t speak for your other dishes, but you did wonderfully with this one.” He smiled, flashing that charismatic grin. Kassidy swallowed hard and dropped her gaze. “So, how long are you visiting your sister for?”

      “Missing me already, Kassidy?” His question was low and intimate.

      Words fled. Her body temperature shot sky high. Kassidy could feel the flush heat her cheeks. Since she still stared down, her breath hitched when his strong hand settled beside her leg. His touch was gentle when he lifted her chin. He was close. So close. His dark gaze stared at her while his thumb gently teased the corner of her mouth.

      “I hope so. Because I’m already missing you.”

      Ah-choo!

      “Excuse me,” she said around another impending sneeze.

      Justice waited until she finished sneezing then that hand, that strong, callused hand, settled back along her jaw. His fingers moved slightly.

      “I hope you’re not telling me you’re allergic to me, Kassidy.”

      Sweet merciful heaven. She could hardly remember her own name.

      “Not allergic,” she stammered.

      He slid closer, enveloping her with the scent of the ocean. Her belly clenched with desires long forgotten.

      “Now that,” he drawled in a decadently dark tone, “is very good news.”

      Justice leaned in slow as if giving her the chance to stop him, his gaze unwavering while he neared. She inhaled sharply at the touch of his lips on hers. They were firm, warm, and she wanted more. Justice kept it light and it seemed before she had a chance to relish in the kiss, it was over. Kassidy blinked and met his gaze. His eyes were molten heat, the passion in them so intense she shuddered all over again.

      “Wow,” she breathed.

      “You got that right.” He brushed some curls behind her ear and kissed her again. Just as quick and just as potent. “Let’s take a walk.”

      “Yes.”

      They stood and seconds after she’d snapped Libby’s leash on, he captured her hand in his, intertwining their fingers. After walking in companionable silence for a while, Kassidy slanted her gaze at him.

      “What’s your question, Kassidy?”

      “You said your great-grandfather was part of your reason for joining the Coast Guard. What was the rest?”

      “Hmm. Well, I guess it would be the rest of the men in my family. He was such an inspiration to me, doing what they did, going through what they went through. I’ve always been in awe. Guess it was my way of emulating him. I’m proud of them all.” Justice looked at her. “You seem to know a bit about Pea Island; did an ancestor of yours serve there?”

      “No.” Kassidy shrugged. “Bottom line, I love history.”

      “Your dad teach history?”

      “No. He’s an astronomer. Most of our conversations are done with a telescope between us.” She gestured with the hand holding Libby’s leash. “But, I’ve no doubt I could navigate by the stars.”

      “Well, I’m impressed.”

      Kassidy laughed. “Yeah? Don’t be. I can’t sail a boat to save my life, so it’s highly unlikely that’s a scenario which would arise.”

      Justice tugged her hand and drew her in close. He wrapped his free arm around her waist, pressing her all up against his rock hard chest. His lips danced close to hers when he murmured, “I’ll teach you how to sail. And if we get lost, you bring us home.”

      That offer went so much deeper than sailing. Kassidy swallowed and licked her lips, loving how his eyes flared with masculine longing and followed the motion of her tongue. “You have a boat?”

      “I do. Will you let me take you sailing, Kassidy?”

      You can take me anywhere. “Thought you were leaving for South Dakota.”

      “That’s not permanent, baby.”

      Her thoughts were a jumbled mess. He smelled so virile. So male. So tasty. “How about we talk about it when you come…get back.”

      Justice’s eyes adopted a hooded sensuality that made her body react intensely and immediately. “Wonderful idea. Kinda like, I want to kiss you again.”

      She stared at his lips then back to his eyes. “Yes.” Kassidy almost forgot to breathe.

      He nibbled along her lower lip, unfurling spirals of heat within her belly. Then he did the same to her top lip. Kassidy felt her legs tremble.

      “Open for me, Kassidy.”

      She sighed in pleasure when he slid his tongue into her mouth. Justice didn’t slam through. No, he explored her. Savored her. Kassidy closed her eyes in pleasure. With the hand holding hers, he swept his thumb in tiny circles, while he moved the one against her back, brushing it along the waistband of her shorts. She could feel his hard length pressing into her. Kassidy dropped Libby’s leash and gripped his side, her hunger exploding almost out of control. Their tongues stroked along one another.

      She whimpered when he ended the kiss. His smoky gaze burned her.

      “You, Kassidy, almost killed me.”

      “I know the feeling,” she murmured trying to calm her pulse. Kassidy frowned and looked down.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I dropped her leash.”

      He chuckled and shrugged shamelessly when she glared at him. “What? I like knowing my kisses make you discombobulated.”

      That’s putting it mildly. Kassidy bent to get the leash, doing her best to ignore how close his crotch was. Mind out of the gutter and above the waist, Kas, she reprimanded herself. Standing straight, thankful Libby remained right there, Kassidy lifted her brows.

      “Discombobulated?”

      Sparkling white teeth flashed against his dark skin. “My sister thought I should learn bigger words. Gave me one of those word-a-day calendars.”

      “That was nice of her. How do you like it?”

      Justice obtained a sheepish look. “Well, I learned discombobulated.”

      She erupted with laughter. “Haven’t gotten past the first one?”

      He tugged on his shirt. “I’m making it last,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.

      “Oh, is that what we’re calling it?”

      “Better that than ‘paperweight.’” He winked.

      “Good point,” Kassidy agreed.

      They began walking again. Together they watched the sun begin to set and that was the only thing that let her know how long she’d been in the park. Justice still held her hand.

      “Thank you for a wonderful day, Justice. Unfortunately I have to get going.”

      “Thank you for giving me a second chance. Let me walk you to your car.”

      They gathered everything in moments and Kassidy couldn’t help but smile all over again when he reached for her hand. She continued to watch him out of the corner of her eye while they walked. At her car, Kassidy loaded up Libby and faced him.

      Justice trapped her between himself and the side of her car, one hand on either side of her. “Give me your number.”

      “Want to write it down?”

      His gaze dropped to her mouth briefly. “I’ll remember.”

      She rattled off her cell number, painfully aware of how his body felt against hers.

      “I have to tell you, Kassidy,” he pressed closer, and his lips skimmed along her jaw before he met her gaze again, “I can’t remember a more pleasurable day. Thank you.”

      Her brain wasn’t working. It took her a few moments to find the words. “I had a wonderful time, too.”

      He pulled out his phone and entered what she presumed to be her number. When her phone vibrated seconds later, she jumped. Pulling it out, she stared at him. “Do you want me to answer it?”

      He winked. “I bet you have one hell of a phone voice.”

      Kassidy snorted, then saved his number. “Have a safe trip and a fun one.”

      “I look forward to seeing you when I get home.”

      “Guess I better study up on my navigation skills.”

      Lips a hair’s breadth from hers he uttered, “I wouldn’t mind too terribly getting lost with you.” He kissed her until she melted into him. “Nope, not a’tall. Good night, my sweet Kassidy. Call me when you get home so I know you made it.”

      Electricity poured through her and was more than slightly distracting. So it took a minute for his low command to sink in. “What? Why am I calling you?”

      His eyes glinted with determination. “I’m a man, sweets. I want to make sure you make it home safe. So either your word you’ll call or I follow you and make sure for myself.”

      Kassidy swallowed at the possessive look he gave her, as well as the quality to his tone. “Okay, I’ll call. Drive carefully.”

      Justice held her door for her and brushed her cheek with his knuckles. He didn’t say a word, but he didn’t have to. Kassidy felt branded by the heat in his stare. Even when she and Libby entered the house her body still felt hypersensitive. Her phone was in her hand as she let Libby outside.

      Justice answered on the first ring. “Hello, my beautiful Kassidy.”

      Warmth flowed throughout her and she sighed contentedly at his words.
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      “Uh oh, this isn’t good. I know that look. Who is she?”

      Justice turned from the baggage carousel and grinned when he spotted the person the voice belonged to.

      “Runt!” he exclaimed affectionately and hauled her in close for a hug. “God, it’s so good to see you.”

      Jasira hugged him back just as fiercely. He was very close to his twin and had missed her immensely.

      “You, too.” She looked at him and smiled, her eyes sparkling with more than a hint of mischief. “Now dish. Who is she?”

      “Can’t a brother get his luggage first?”

      Jasira sighed loudly and dramatically. “That’s right. See I forgot, I thought I was being visited by my brother who actually has the ability to multitask. Apparently I am getting the officer, who can’t.” Another overdramatic sigh. “Fine, I’ll carry your bag. Wouldn’t want you to strain your brain.”

      He kicked her lightly in the ass. “Watch it, runt.”

      “Ohhh, see they have rules against abusing your power. Stop hitting a noncom.” She hefted the duffle effortlessly from the conveyor belt and shook it. “Did you bring me some of mama’s cookin’?”

      “Yeah,” he retorted drily. “I forewent clothing, packed yah a roast instead.” He grunted when she hit him square in the chest with the bag. Justice laughed, tossed it over his shoulder and dropped his other arm around her. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Missed you, too, big bro.”

      They walked out into the South Dakota morning.

      

      Justice had a great visit with his sister, but when his plane landed he was more than ready to be back home. One thing was on his mind. Well not thing, but object. A person. Ms. Kassidy. His Kassidy.

      He closed the door to his apartment and headed for the shower. Once he was clean, Justice walked through his kitchen in a pair of sweats and leaned against the counter. His cell phone sat on the clean Formica top. Taunting him. Mocking him. He wasn’t sure. Suddenly he was not as confident as he wanted to believe. Justice reached out and bit his lip while pressing the send button once he found the number he wanted.

      “Hello?” a tiny hushed female voice said.

      He frowned. “May I speak to Kassidy, please?”

      “No.”

      “Is she busy?”

      “Talking to Arlen.”

      Arlen. A man’s name. Justice scowled. “Could you tell her Justice called?”

      A deep sigh. “No. Then she’d know I was playing with her phone.”

      Young logic at its best. Justice had to smile at that one. “I can see your dilemma.”

      Another large sigh. “Yes. See, I should be sleepin’. But it started moving and I had to touch it.” The voice rose with excitement. “Shhh!”

      He lifted onto the counter, totally enchanted. “Right. Shhh, sorry.”

      “Can you see me? I’m hiding.”

      “Sorry, I can’t. Where are you hiding?”

      “Under the desk. Uh oh.”

      “What happened?”

      “Busted.” Her voice was so dejected.

      “Give me that phone, young lady, and get out from there.” Kassidy’s voice could be heard in the background.

      “I had fun hiding with you. Bye,” the child said.

      The “Who are you talking to?” overrode his own farewell.

      “Hello?” Kassidy’s sweet Southern tone slid like honey over him.

      “Hello, my beautiful Kassidy.”

      “Justice.”

      The way she purred his name made him think about another shower. Ice cold this time.

      “Did you miss me?”

      “Tell me Sari didn’t call you, did she?”

      “You’re not answering my question.”

      “Neither are you.”

      He chuckled. “No, she didn’t call. She just answered. Sari is it?”

      “Good. Yes, very cute and very disquisitive.”

      “Disquisitive?”

      “I’m sure it’s in your calendar.”

      Justice laughed and ran his hand over his short hair. “Probably is.” He paused. “Kassidy?”

      “I missed you,” she informed him.

      He smiled. “Glad to hear it. Who’s Arlen?”

      “Sari’s father.”

      Justice wanted more information than that, but he kept his mouth shut on the subject. “Are you free for supper?”

      “I am.”

      “Can I pick you up… say about five then?”

      “I’d like that. Casual?”

      “Casual. Unless, you’d like to dress up.”

      “Ohh, tempting, but I love my jeans.”

      After getting her address, Justice hung up, a huge smile on his face. At a few minutes before five he drove up the driveway to her house. It was beautiful. Justice immediately thought of his mother and how much she’d love the landscaping. Getting out, he jogged easily up the steps to the door and pressed the doorbell. He didn’t have to wait long before Kassidy opened it with a smile.

      “Hey, come on in. I’m almost ready.”

      He stepped in and swept his gaze around her house. Libby walked up to him, tail wagging, and he scratched her head. “No rush,” he said.

      Kassidy had on a pair of hip hugger jeans and a pale pink one-shouldered shirt. Her feet were bare and he saw pale pink polish on her toes as she walked past.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      Justice looked over the piano and the pictures on it. “Please. Anything is fine.” He looked at pictures of Kassidy throughout various stages of her life.

      “Here you go.” She handed him a glass of tea a few moments later.

      “Thank you. Who do we have here?” He gestured to the photos. Justice drank his tea as she pointed out parents, grandparents, friends, and more family. Before long they were on their way to dinner along the beach, and the talk continued to center around their families. He enjoyed watching the joy in her face when she spoke of hers.

      “How is your sister?” she asked him once they’d been seated at their table.

      “Doing great. We had a wonderful visit. Tell me about you, Kassidy. What have you been doing?”

      “Working and that’s it. Helping out at the museum when I can. My mom has been under the weather, so they’re shorthanded.”

      “Nothing serious, I hope.”

      “Not sure. They don’t seem fit to tell me.”

      He could hear the strain in her voice. Reaching for her hand he gave it a slight squeeze. “Would you like to leave?”

      “I’m good,” she said with a small shake of her head. “Besides, it’s not fair to let me smell this food and take me away.”

      He smiled. “Well, I’m nothing if not fair.”

      “That’s good to know.” Her eyes sparkled.

      They had a wonderful dinner and shared a Bananas Foster for dessert before strolling down the boardwalk, hand in hand. Justice loved her hand in his; it brought him a wonderful sense of completion.

      “Justice! Hey, Justice!” a voice hollered.

      Looking over his shoulder, he spotted Teak. Lifting his free hand in a wave, he said, “Hey, Teak. How’s it going?”

      “Good. Good.” She stopped beside them.

      Kassidy stiffened slightly at his side. He looked at Kassidy and hated the tenseness at the corner of her mouth.

      “Wonderful. Teak, I’d like you to meet, Ms. Kassidy Barrow. Kassidy, this is Lieutenant Terra Acre, better known as Teak. She’s my first mate.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Barrow,” Teak said with a smile.

      “And you.”

      Justice watched as the women continued to talk. Kassidy relaxed and his heart caught each and every time she smiled, even though it wasn’t at him.

      “Well,” Teak stated, “I don’t want to keep y’all. Kassidy, it was a pleasure meeting you. Justice, I’ll see you at work.”

      With a wave Teak walked off.

      “She’s nice,” Kassidy commented as they began walking again.

      “Yeah,” he agreed. Teak was great but she wasn’t the woman he wanted to be thinking about right now.

      They continued on for a while, more sightseeing and people watching than anything. He kept his hand securely around hers as they progressed along the boardwalk. Snatches of conversation and childish laughter blew by on the wind.

      She tugged him toward the rail and leaned against it. Resting along it himself, he stared down into her eyes. The setting sun brought a golden hue to her smooth skin and made the green flecks in her gray eyes shine brighter. His heart caught and it took a few seconds before he remembered to breathe.

      The breeze brought the intoxicating scent that he’d come to associate as Kassidy’samber with a hint of gentle vanilla. Big guileless eyes stared back at him and he knew he was lost.

      “Kassidy,” he murmured, leaning close and covering her mouth with his. The kiss was tender and thorough. He explored the depths of her warmth using long strokes. Her taste embedded itself further and further into his soul.

      She purred in the back of her throat and slid her tongue along his in response. Pulling her hand free from his, she wound her arms around his neck. The feel of her body pressed tight to his made the desire within him flare even more. He grew stiff within the confines of his pants and forced himself to end the kiss before it went any farther and he forgot they were in public.

      Her eyes had darkened and the lashes had lowered, giving her a hooded, seductive appearance. Full plump lips were slightly parted. He bit back a groan when the tip of her tongue slipped out and skimmed the seam of her mouth. More than anything he could recall in his life he wanted the woman in his arms. And for all intents and purposes it seemed glaringly obvious she wanted him as well. He closed his eyes and struggled for control.

      “I have to go, Justice.”

      Her soft-spoken words splashed over him with the same effect as cold water. He stiffened and stared down into her eyes again.

      “Something wrong?”

      She shook her head. “No, not at all. I just have a very busy day tomorrow.”

      He had no desire to let her go. However, staring into her eyes he could see signs of strain at the corners. Her mom’s been sick, man. She’s been working at the museum as well as the library. With a kind smile that hid his shame for the selfish thought he’d had, he brushed his lips lightly over hers.

      “Of course. Let me get you home.”

      They held hands back to his car although the walk was completed in silence. He held the door for her there, and again once they arrived back at her place. At the front door he stopped her from unlocking it and turned her to him. The outside light made her skin richer and reflected, much the same way the sun had, off the green flecks in her eyes.

      “Thank you for tonight, Justice. It was just what I needed.” She glanced past his shoulder.

      “My pleasure.” He wound a hand in her hair; the blended hues of her natural curls were soft against his skin. “I’m here if you need to talk, Kassidy.”

      Her gaze came up to study his face as a slight lift of one corner of her mouth gave him a grateful smile. She swallowed a few times before she sighed heavily.

      “Thank you.”

      He plucked her keys from her hand and unlocked the door. With deliberate slowness, giving her time to pull away, he leaned close and pressed their lips together before he covered her mouth with his. He devoured its infinite softness. When Kassidy whimpered and sank into him, he ended the exchange. Helping her to steady herself, he skimmed her lips with the pad of his thumb.

      “Good night, Kassidy. Sleep well.”

      “Night,” she muttered before slipping inside her house.

      He remained there until he heard her reengage the locks. Hands in pockets, he strolled back to his Vette, cast a final glance at the small house, then climbed in and headed home.
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      Kassidy smiled as she sat with one eye pressed to the finderscope on her dad’s reflecting telescope. Turning the knob, she waited for the celestial body to come into view.

      “So when do we get to meet this mystery man of yours?” her father’s graveled baritone asked.

      Tilting her head so she could see him where he sat at his refracting telescope, she chuckled. “What makes you think he’s a mystery man?”

      “Any man I haven’t met that you’re seeing is a mystery. Stop dodging the question. When do I get to meet him?”

      She picked up on the I versus the we. “Soon, daddy. Maybe we can all do dinner some night.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      She’d been on her way back down to peer through the telescope but stopped at the question. Turning on the stool, Kassidy faced her dad.

      “What makes you think there’s something wrong with him?”

      “The fact you’ve not introduced him to me… to us.”

      She understood. The last man she’d hesitated introducing them to had turned out to be a loser with a capital “L.” It was her daddy’s job to worry and he took that job very seriously.

      “He’s been really busy, dad. He’s a lieutenant in the Coast Guard and they’ve been running extra drills. I haven’t seen him for four days myself.”

      It was the truth. As was the fact she missed him more than she cared to admit. When he’d visited his sister in South Dakota that was different because he was out of state. Now he was in the same town and she still didn’t get to see him. That was difficult for her. They’d spoken on the phone but he was just getting off work and heading to bed. The one night they were planning on dinner together, he’d had to cancel. This weekend they had plans though and she fervently hoped they were able to keep them.

      “A lieutenant in the coast guard, huh? Well, we still want to meet him.” Her father’s voice refocused her attention.

      “Of course, daddy. Maybe this weekend I’ll bring him by.”

      “Good deal. Now fill me in on what else is going on with you.”

      With another smile, Kassidy peered through the eyepiece and stared at the quadrilateral of stars that formed the head of the constellation, Draco, the dragon. Tightening the focus, she zoomed in on Rastaban, Beta Draconis, which meant “head of the snake.”

      As time passed, Kassidy and her father talked and caught up. This was one of her favorite activitiesto stay up with her father and stargaze. Many a childhood night she’d crept out of her room and would join him. It was their time, shared between father and daughter. To this day both those past and now present moments were infinitely precious to her.

      The clock read four when she hugged her dad and headed home with Libby in tow. Kassidy woke around noon to the sound of her doorbell. Rolling out of bed with a frustrated groan, she padded to the door, rubbing her eyes.

      “Yea?” she demanded, jerking open the door.

      The UPS man stood there. “Sorry to wake you, Ms. Barrow, but we need a signature for this one.”

      She gave Steve a soft smile. He’d been her UPS man for a long time now. Silent, she reached for the brown board and signed her name. “No problem, Steve. Thanks.”

      “Have a great one.” He walked down her steps and easily climbed into his vehicle before he drove off.

      She sighed and stared down at the four boxes by her feet. Libby sniffed them briefly and headed back inside.

      “Couldn’t take one in with you?” she snipped as her dog’s tail disappeared.

      The dog snorted as if in response. Laughing, Kassidy lifted two of the smaller ones and took them through to the back porch then returned for the other two. She hefted the smaller of the two and used her foot to slide the larger one inside and through the house to the porch. Neither of them were light and she was breathing hard by the time she’d finished. But excitement ran through her. She’d been waiting on these.

      Boxes through to the back porch and door closed, she dressed in yard clothes, grabbed a utility knife and a glass of tea before returning to the packages. A moan of pleasure left the moment the iced brew slid down her throat. Crouching down she made short work of cutting open the boxes.

      Libby played ball with herself while Kassidy worked to set up her new stone birdbath and bird feeders. The ringing of the phone reached her while she moved the hose to fill the stone basin. Putting it down, she hurried into the house and grabbed the receiver.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, beautiful.”

      Justice.

      Her heart rate accelerated and she found she had a nervous smile on her face. Licking her lips, she pushed back through the screen door to sit on the top step of the porch.

      “Hi.”

      “Am I interrupting anything?”

      “Oh no. Not at all.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure. You sound a bit distracted.”

      “I was working out in the backyard.”

      “Want some company?” he asked.

      It took her a moment to realize she bore a silly grin on her face from his question. Even still, she nodded despite him being unable to witness it. “Are you done with work?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m heading for my car now.”

      “I’d love to see you. Come on over. Come to the back gate.”

      “See you in a bit, Kassidy.”

      “Bye, Justice.”

      The moment she pressed the End button, she squealed and stomped her feet upon the brick steps. From where she lay in the sun, Libby lifted her head, yawned and then went back to chewing on her ball.

      “Thanks for the support, Libs.”

      She worried her lip while debating going inside and changing into something prettier. With a shake of her head, Kassidy pushed up and headed back into the sun. I’m working in the yard. He knows this. I don’t need to get all prettified for him.

      She went in, returned the phone to its base, and did a few other things before she headed back out. Once there, she broke down the boxes and put them in the recycling bin. Picking up the hose, she proceeded to fill the basin, an act that didn’t take long at all. She started when a low whistle floated to her ears.

      Libby ran past her to the fence, her tail wagging a mile a minute. Staring over the top of the gate was none other than Justice. Her palms grew sweaty and there sat a large lump in her throat at the sight of him.

      He must have driven straight here to arrive so fast.

      “Justice,” she murmured, walking toward the gate.

      “Hello, beautiful.”
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