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            NOTE FROM AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      When I began my exciting journey into the world of indie publishing, I had no idea where it would take me. Now, three and a half years later, I can honestly say I’ve grown tremendously as an author, and I look forward to many more years of sharing the stories and characters that reside in my mind. Since my first published book, I’ve taken part in several writing contests and anthologies, some of which were never published for one reason or another. I decided to gather them all into one collection and Scattered Moments in Time was created. The followers of my books and series will find I’ve expanded my writing and gone out of my comfort zone for several of the essays and short stories. Such as life, not everything has a happy ending. I hope you can accept how some of these were written, as the characters took me in directions out of my norm. They come from the heart and may have you feeling emotions you didn’t expect. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      

      
        
        Sincerely,

        Samantha
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            UNCONDITIONAL: LOVE LIKE A DOG

          

        

      

    

    
      Humans. They sure are funny creatures. Instead of just using their mouths to eat food from their plates, they use silver things. They do their business in those white, oversized water bowls instead of drinking from them. While my kind has fur, they cover themselves with what they call clothes. When they meet, they shake hands instead of sniffing each other. I mean, really, how are they supposed to know if someone is a friend or foe without sniffing them?

      My name is Jinx. While many of the dogs in my neighborhood are purebreds, my human tells everyone I’m a Heinz-57 dog. I didn’t know what that meant at first, but apparently, it’s because my mom, dad, and grandparents weren’t worried about each other’s pedigree. They didn’t think one breed was better than another and chose their mates without bias. My vet—I shudder just thinking of him because he likes to give me shots in my rear end—believes I am part Labrador Retriever, part Staffordshire Terrier, and part something-he-can’t-quite-figure-out. But my human thinks I’m a one-hundred-percent mush-ball. I’ve never met another mush-ball, so I don’t know if I look like one. Maybe someday I’ll see a picture of one or meet a mush-ball at the dog park. I hope I’m not the only one.

      Hang on a second. I need to stretch a bit. Ahhh, downward dog . . . aaaaand . . . upward dog. Much better. I’ve noticed you humans have copied our stretches for yourselves. Good thinking. It gets the blood circulating and the kinks out. Okay, now rotate. Once. Twice. And lay back down in the sunbeam shining through the living room window. Perfect.

      All right, where was I? Oh, that’s right, the dog park. It’s a great place to go socialize and catch up on some gossip and chase a few tennis balls. So many dogs to sniff with so little time. My human, Debbie, takes me there a few times during the week, and we always have a lot of fun. She plays fetch with me for a bit before talking with her own kind while I strut my stuff for the lady dogs, hoping to hook up with one. I haven’t gotten lucky yet, but I’ll keep trying. There’s this poodle named Fifi I’ve got my eye on, but she seems more interested in a bulldog named Butch. A nice guy, that Butch, but I honestly don’t know what Fifi sees in him.

      What’s that? You want to learn more about Debbie? Why, she’s the greatest human in the world! She rescued me from jail and gave me a good home.

      What? Yes, yes, I was in jail, but it wasn’t my fault. At least, I don’t think it was. I was very little back then, so my memory is a bit fuzzy. What I do remember is when my siblings and I were a few weeks old and no longer relying on our mom for food, humans came to our home to adopt us. Mom said it was okay because we were old enough to find our forever homes and the humans would become our new families. That’s the way things were done.

      But the human who adopted me wasn’t very nice. I tried to do everything right, but if I had an accident or did something I didn’t know I wasn’t allowed to do, I got yelled at. I was also home a lot by myself, and it was so lonely. I know Mom said it would be okay, but it didn’t feel okay. One day, my human took me on a car ride and brought me to the jail. He told the people there that he didn’t want me anymore. They didn’t understand why, but they took me in anyway. I was so scared, but the humans in jail were very nice to me. They petted me, took me for walks, and fed me well. But every night, they went home, and the other dogs and I were left in our rooms. It was dark and frightening. Some of the other dogs cried, while a few were angry and growled. I prayed I wouldn’t have to stay there long.

      Wait! Did you hear that? No, never mind. For a moment there, I thought I heard the ice cream man. I love the ice cream man. All the kids in the neighborhood get a treat from him, and I get anything that falls to the ground. That is, if I’m fast enough.

      Anyway, back to what I was talking about. I think I was in jail a little over a week, although it felt longer in dog years, before Debbie walked through the door one day. Whenever humans came to look at us all week, I tried to appear playful, friendly, and happy, hoping one of them would adopt me like a few other dogs, but that day I wasn’t feeling very playful or friendly or happy. Actually, I was very depressed. I didn’t want to be there anymore, but I didn’t know when I’d be allowed to leave. When Debbie stopped in front of my room, she tilted her head and stared at me. I didn’t have much hope she would want me, so I stayed curled up in a ball in the far corner. But then, to my surprise, she didn’t move on . . . oh, no, not at all. She . . . oh, my goodness, she squatted down and said hello to me. Me! She wanted to meet me!

      My tail started wagging all on its own. I picked my head up, hoping beyond hope that this wasn’t a dream. And then, oh my, she called me over. Slowly, I stood and took a few shy steps toward her.

      “Hey, little guy,” she said softly. “Come here. I won’t hurt you. You’re a handsome boy.”

      Handsome? Everyone else had called me cute, but she called me handsome! I was in love with her for that word alone. When I got close to the barrier keeping us apart, she reached through the bars and scratched my ears. It felt wonderful! I sniffed her hand before licking it. She was a good human—I knew it in my heart.

      One of the jailers came over to us. “That’s Jinx. He’s such a sweet boy, but his owner didn’t have time for him. He’s neutered and up-to-date on all his shots, but he needs some house training.”

      My head dropped in embarrassment because I knew that meant I had accidents in the house. I really tried to hold it, but sometimes poop happens.

      “I think he’s perfect. Can I fill out the adoption papers now?”

      Oh, well . . . wait, what? Adoption papers? That meant she wanted me. Oh, joy! I barked at her, “Thank you, thank you! You won’t regret it! I’ll be the best friend I can be!”

      And that’s how Debbie Shaw became my human eight months ago. I’m so lucky she rescued me, and she tells me every day how glad she is that she found me. But sometimes, I get the impression I’m not enough for her. Don’t get me wrong, I couldn’t ask for a better human, but why settle for one when you can have two, right? At the park, I meet so many dogs who have two or more humans at home who love them and each other. I want that for Debbie and me. I’ve been keeping my eye out for the perfect mate for her, and I think I finally found him.

      His name is Jackson Phelps, and he’s our new neighbor. While he doesn’t live with any dogs—or cats, perish the thought—he really likes animals, especially me. Debbie and I met him on a walk around the neighborhood last week. He was retrieving his mail from the box at the end of his drive, and as we approached, he smiled and introduced himself. Before he petted me, he held out his hand so I could get a couple of sniffs in. That’s the sign of a good human. We dogs can get very antsy if people try to bypass the sniff test. Anyway, his scent was top-notch, so I let him pet me.

      Oh, heck, who am I kidding? I liked him so much that I rolled over for a belly rub. Jackson gives awesome belly rubs, but that’s not the reason I think he’s a good mate for Debbie—although it’s a plus. I think they’re good for each other because their scents complement each other. It’s like kibbles and bits or peanut butter and bacon.

      Don’t give me that look. Peanut butter with bacon is just as good, if not better, than filet mignon, which I’ve only had once, but it was so yummy. But don’t knock my favorite treat until you try it. Next time you cook bacon, dip it in some peanut butter. You’ll love it—trust me on this.

      Anyway, as I was saying, Debbie and Jackson are perfect for each other.

      Whoops! It’s time! I hear the mailman. I know other dogs bark and growl at the mailman, but I like him. He brings me a biscuit every Friday. I wish he’d bring one every day, but Debbie says I’d get fat if that happened. Gotta stay looking good for the ladies at the dog park. Woof.

      Sorry, got off track.

      When I hear the mailman, I know it’s time to take Debbie for a walk because that’s when Jackson will come out of his house to get his own mail. See where I’m going with this? Uh-huh, I thought you would.

      Come on, let’s get Debbie. She’s in her home office, where she works all day. I’m lucky she works from home because I can hang out with her. She tells people she’s an author, which means she makes up stories. At least, that’s what I think it means.

      I nudge her thigh with my nose. “Woof.”

      Glancing down, she says, “Hey, handsome.” That’s me, in case you were wondering. “Is it time for our walk already?”

      What would she do without me telling her what time it was? “Woof.”

      “All right. Let me just save today’s work on the computer, and we are out of here.”

      Yes! We’ll be right on schedule. Yesterday, she was working hard and kept telling me to wait a minute. I tried to hurry her along, but by the time we headed out the door, it was too late. Jackson had been going for a car ride and was already pulling out of his driveway.

      Funny thing about humans and car rides. They don’t drive with the windows down often unless there’s a dog in the car with them. Don’t they know how good it feels to have the wind in your hair as you inhale all those great smells?

      I stand perfectly still, except for my bouncing butt, while Debbie attaches a leash to my collar. I’m not a fan of either, although they are in my favorite color, blue. Debbie says it’s the law, though, so I obey it. Don’t want to end up back in jail or get my human in trouble with the fuzz.

      “Grr. Grrrufff.” Oops, sorry about that. When we stepped outside, I saw Mrs. Peabody’s cat, Clarence, taking the shortcut across our yard again. I wouldn’t mind if he weren’t so stuck up, thinking he was better than me.

      Ah, perfect! Jackson is coming out his front door. Okay, I have to get the timing just right. A few sniffs here. A leg lift there. And...

      “Hi, Jackson. It seems we’re on the same clock every day, meeting out here.”

      “It’s beginning to be the highlight of my day.” Squatting down to greet me, he smiles up at Debbie. Yup, I really think he likes her. Oh yeah, right there. Gosh, I love it when he scratches that spot right above my tail. It’s one of the few places I can’t reach on my own. “How’s the writing going?”

      “Great. I should finish the final chapter today, and then I’ll read through it again before sending it to my editor. How about you? Busy today?”

      Jackson’s a cartoonist. He must be a really good one, too, because I heard Debbie tell her friends that his comic strip is in hundreds of newspapers every day. Too bad I can’t read.

      “Well, we have something in common now. My agent set up a book deal for me. So, I’ll do two or three strips a day for the next few months until we have enough to publish.”

      “Oh, my gosh, that’s great! I love reading your strip every day, so I expect you to sign my copy when I buy it.”

      Jackson stands. “I think I can spare a free copy for my favorite neighbor. And I’ll definitely sign it for you. On one condition.”

      Here it comes. Come on, Jackson, ask her if she’ll be your mate.

      “What condition?” Debbie sounds wary, but she’s still smiling.

      “If you’ll have dinner with me?”

      Wait? What? Dinner? That’s it? Come on, Jackson. I thought...oh well, it’s a start, I guess. And, all right! Debbie said yes!

      “Great. If you don’t mind eating at my place, I’m a pretty good cook. And you can bring Jinx along. No point in him staying home alone.”

      Told you he was a good guy. “Woof.”

      Debbie laughs. “I think it’s okay with him. What time should I come over, and what can I bring?”

      Peanut butter and bacon?

      “Um, how about something for dessert? Say around six?”

      Darn it. Dessert means sweet stuff, and Debbie doesn’t let me have it, which is why I have to be quick when the kids drop their ice cream.

      “Sounds perfect. We’ll see you then. Come on, Jinx. Let’s go get your business taken care of.”

      A few eons later, Debbie and I are at Jackson’s front door with the brownies she baked after our walk. They smell good, but Debbie smells even better. She groomed herself up and sprayed on her special “going-out” scent. It’s pretty, just like her, and I hope Jackson appreciates it.

      After she rings the doorbell, he opens the door. “Hey, right on time. Wow, you look fantastic. You should wear dresses more often.”

      Debbie blushes. “Thanks. That’s the downside of working at home. You tend to get lazy and spend the day in loungewear. So whenever I get a chance to get dressed up, I like putting on a skirt or dress. You look nice too.”

      And he does. Jackson obviously did some grooming of his own. He smells good too—kind of like...steak?

      “I know what you mean.” He clears his throat. I think he’s a little nervous, but I’m not sure why. It’s just me and Debbie, and we’re not a threat. “Not me looking nice. I meant being lazy. I know what that’s like. Here, let me take that from you. Come on into the kitchen. Would you like a glass of wine? Or I have beer, soda, or iced tea?”

      “Wine sounds great.”

      Pushing past Jackson, I start sniffing around the place. You can tell a lot about a human by how his home smells and...oh, my goodness. Is that? Could it be? Filet mignon? It is! Yes! Yes! Yes! Oh, happy day!

      Okay, Jinx. Calm down, dude. Time to be on your best behavior, and when the time is right, give them the sad, puppy-dog look Debbie can’t resist. And maybe, just maybe, you’ll get a taste of that yummy stuff.

      After sniffing every square inch of the place, I’m convinced more than ever that Jackson is the perfect mate for Debbie. Trotting into the kitchen...oh, heavenly smells...I lay down on the floor at Debbie’s feet. They spend the next few hours talking, eating, and laughing. I didn’t hear everything they said because I dozed off several times—and apparently, my snoring got loud a time or two from a few comments Jackson made. I was slightly insulted for a second until he admitted he was a snorer too. A man who admits his faults and pokes fun at himself so the dog doesn’t feel bad? Gotta love him.

      I lift my head as Jackson says he’s been the human for several dogs over the years, and his most recent one, Cleo, had sadly crossed over to the Rainbow Bridge a few months before he moved into this new house. Debbie and I both extend our sympathy to him. Debbie’s is verbal, but I decide to make mine more subtle and rest my chin on his foot. He reaches down and scratches my head, but doesn’t ask me to move. “I’ve been thinking it’s time to go adopt another one. The house is so quiet without one. Maybe you and Jinx could visit the shelter with me tomorrow and see if any dogs there are a good fit. What do you say?”

      Say yes, Debbie!

      “There’s a great no-kill shelter nearby. It’s where I found Jinx. I’d love to help you find a new dog, but is it a good idea to bring him along?”

      “Well, since we’ll probably join you on your daily walks, I’d like to make sure he approves of the one we pick out.”

      Smart man.

      “Okay,” Debbie agrees, to my delight. “Oh, look at the time. I really should be going, but first, let me help you clean up.”

      They both stand as I stretch under the table. “No worries. I’ve got it. All that’s left are just the coffee cups and plates. Can I give this to Jinx?”

      What? Give Jinx what? Oh, please, let it be steak!

      Debbie laughs. “Sure. And after that, he’ll be your friend for life.”

      Squatting down, Jackson calls me over, and of course, I make a beeline for him. I can see the small, juicy piece of meat in his hand, and as much as I want to lunge for it, Debbie taught me good manners. I sit and lift a paw to Jackson, not waiting for him to ask for it. He chuckles, shakes my paw, and holds out the steak for me. Gingerly, I take it from his hand, and as the flavors hit my mouth, I can’t help swallowing it in one bite. I really should learn how to savor my food, but when it comes to filet mignon, I doubt I’ll ever be able to do it.

      While I lick my chops, I follow the two of them to the front door. I stare up as they stand on the front steps, suddenly shy around each other. A moment of silence passes between them before they seem to slowly gravitate toward each other and...yes! Wahoo! They’re giving each other kisses! I love giving kisses!

      Um...Debbie? Jackson?

      Hmmm, maybe I’d better give them a moment and check the area for any pesky squirrels. It looks like the beginning of a long and beautiful love story. And you can thank yours truly for making it happen.

      Woof.
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            A WARRIOR’S HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      Thud-thump.

      No. Please, God, this can’t be happening.

      Thud-thump.

      All around him, the silence roared. Men were dead and dying, but he couldn’t hear a sound due to the last blast that’d come too close for him to avoid. The attack had come from out of nowhere. Jokes and laughter had been replaced by screams, barked orders, and moans of pain. Arguments over which teams were going to be in the World Series this year had changed to shouts for a medic. A routine patrol had turned into something far worse than sweating in the unbearable heat.

      Five months left on his last tour in Afghanistan. Five more months until he could retire into civilian life. Five more months until the birth of his first child.

      His wife and he had been trying for four years without success, but for Christmas, she’d sent him a care package. Inside had been the normal food, toiletries, magazines, and books. A few gag gifts had been included, so when he was unwrapping the last one, he hadn’t expected to find a pair of baby booties. Confusion had turned to shock. Shock had turned to elation, and then at the top of his lungs, he’d bellowed, “I’m going to be a father!”

      Thud-thump.

      Shouts of congratulations had filled their barracks, in addition to back-slapping and whistles. His captain had grabbed his arm, dragging him outside before taking off at a run. Using his rank and the good news, the man had gotten him to the front of the line of soldiers waiting to Skype back home. It had still been another half hour before he’d ended up face-to-face on the monitor with his wife. She’d been waiting for over two weeks for him to receive the package and open the contents. At her appointment three days earlier, she’d found out they were going to have a boy. The two of them had spent his total allotted time laughing, crying, and telling the other how their hearts were filled with love and joy.

      Thud-thump.

      That same heart now was fighting to continue beating—to remain alive. He couldn’t feel anything below his waist, but the thumping in his chest, which was slowing down with each contraction, he was all too aware of. Looking to his left through the smoke and chaos, he saw his captain had already expired. With obvious head injuries, he doubted the man ever knew they’d come under attack, with RPGs raining down on them from the enemy. Others had been thrown violently or torn apart, and the uninjured and walking wounded were doing their best to administer care and battle the insurgents at the same time.

      He was dying. He knew it and there was nothing anyone would be able to do to change the inevitable. Anderson, the medic, knelt beside him. He still couldn’t hear and had no idea what the man was saying even though he
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