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      Dear Service Member,

      I hope that this message finds you well. It’s such a small token of my appreciation for all that you and those who serve beside you do, but it’s all I can send from the home front.

      I’m writing to you from Baton Rouge, Louisiana. I’m an author. While that may seem like such a meaningless profession to some, to me it’s so fulfilling. I create elaborate romance stories for readers around the world who pick up my books and get lost within the pages. The fact that I can create a brief respite from the stresses of the world for those who read my written words and involve them in my stories and characters is so rewarding.

      Though not nearly as rewarding as what you do.

      I’m sorry, I’m rambling.

      I simply wanted to send you this cup of coffee (or tea, hot chocolate, iced coffee, etc.) to show that I’m thinking of all of you back home. Your service and sacrifice is noted and appreciated. At least by me.

      I sincerely appreciate the sacrifices you make in leaving those you love behind to serve and protect our country and our freedoms. It’s because of you, and those who came before you, that I’m able to chase my dreams and live my life free in a country I love.

      I’ll send this off now, but again, thank you for your service.

      With Gratitude and Love,

      Maloree Arceneaux

      Baton Rouge, Louisiana

      Just as I’m hitting “Send” on the message and sending another Java for a Joe, my personal assistant, Jamee, pops her head into my office. “Mal, do you have those chapters done? I know you’ve been busting ass and I can get started on reading through them if they’re ready for me.” Her reminder is not really needed, but I do appreciate the way she keeps me on task.

      I nod just as she asks, “Do you think you’ll make your deadline? It’s fast approaching. But we both know you thrive in chaos and deadlines bring about your best writing.”

      Turning in my chair to face her, I pop my back and stretch my arms high above my head. Moaning as it alleviates some of the tension residing there, not nearly all since I’ve been deep in the throes of writing for about three hours. I grunt though I smirk as I respond. “I have chapters one through twelve done. They’re not edited, so they’ll be rough. That’s why I pay you to read my mess and flag the ridiculous errors I make. But I did finish twelve just now. I’m halfway done. Or I think I am… who knows though. I’m not steering this train; I’m just riding it.” She looks at me and I see her eyes lock on the screen of my laptop behind my chair.

      Her brows raise and she smiles knowingly. “That’s not the book. You just sent more coffee to the troops?”

      I grin sheepishly. “I did. I hit five thousand words and decided to send a coffee on a quick little break. It’s something I can do and the thankful messages I get every week show me that the gesture is appreciated. Most of them thank me for the coffees, though it’s really me who’s thanking them.” I kick off the floor with my toe and spin around as my computer makes a whooshing sound to show the transaction has gone through. As I face Jamee again, I respond, “It’s a two-buck cup of coffee. It’s nothing for me to send that, yet they thank me as if I’m sending them cases of chocolate molten lava cake. It’s a great feeling and I’m happy to do it.” I spin back around to make certain that the transaction did indeed go through and smile when I see it did.

      Jamee leans over my shoulder, encroaching on my personal space, to glance at my screen. “Send me the link again. I keep saying I need to do this and then I get caught up in working for you and forget. You’re a slave driver!”

      Laughing at her, I wave my hand behind me. “Yeah, I’m so harsh. I think not. But I’ll send you the link. And then, I need to get back to work.

      “This book is not going to write itself.” I forward her the link and wave my hand near her face, “Shoo.”

      She chuckles as I hear her head for the door. “Hey, do you need a top off on your coffee or are you still good?”

      Looking down, I see my empty mug. “I need more. You know java fuels my soul and keeps the words flowing. I’m only at about six cups so far today. You’re slacking.”

      Swooping in, she reaches over me and grabs my cup as I once again start to type. The words just come. I barely hear her mutter, “Uh huh. You drink too much coffee, boss.”

      I grunt careful not to get distracted from the words trying to leave my brain through my fingertips, “Nah. No such thing.” And once again immerse myself in my story.

      A few hours later, I’m brought out of the zone as Jamee rolls away from her desk in the corner of the room. I blink to try to focus on my desk instead of the hazy computer screen. Once my eyes are clear, I glance over at my personal assistant. She’s grinning at me. “The words are flowing, huh? They must be talking up a storm in there.” She taps her temple. “I’ve called your name like five times and the phone even rang… you never moved. I don’t think you even blinked.”

      Looking at the bottom left of my laptop screen, I blink to make certain I’m seeing correctly. Then, I laugh and look back at Jamee. “Yeah, apparently.  I’ve written over nine thousand words in the past… Um, how long was I in the zone?”

      Jamee laughs and whistles. “About three and a half hours. Damn, nine thousand words?! Seriously?! You’re a freaking beast, Mal.”

      Stretching, I moan as my back cracks and my muscles get some welcome relief. Rolling my neck, I chuckle. “Yeah, they seem to be super chatty today. If they keep this up, I’ll finish early and have no problem meeting my deadline.”

      Nodding, she stands up as she looks at the large clock displayed above the fireplace mantle. “Good, I’m going to head out then. I’ve read through chapters one through twelve and marked the few things that popped out at me. I’ll do another read through tomorrow. I also scheduled everything on your socials through next Sunday and went through your e-mail. There are a few messages I put in the folder that you need to personally respond to, but I responded to the rest. Your agent wants to have lunch next week and you have a signing in New York scheduled for the end of the month. Our plane tickets and hotel have been booked and the info is in the travel folder as well as on your calendar. It should have also synced to your phone.

      And don’t forget you agreed to read Room on the Broom to the kids at the library this weekend for the kickoff of fall. I’ll remind you tomorrow, but I don’t want you to get lost in the story and it slip your mind.”

      I laugh as I listen to her roll through everything she did today. “Shit. I did forget. Are you coming along to that?”

      Jamee is an amazing assistant. I have no idea what I’d do without her. She handles everything so I can focus on the thing I’m good at… writing.

      She says I’m a beast. Uh, no.

      She’s a godsend!

      Without her, I’d be lost.

      She chuckles. “I know you did. And of course I’m coming. What else would I do? I’m single and boring and have no life and no romantic prospects. I’m totally lame.”

      Grinning at her, I joke, “Shut up. Boring you are not… I mean, you have freaking purple hair. That is definitely not what I’d call boring. We’re both just… um… busy.

      “What would I do without you, Jamee?”

      She reaches out, grabbing my coffee cup as she walks by my desk, and turns back as she reaches the door. “Yeah, we’re busy. Totally thinking we need to join Match.com or some shit. For a romance writer and her badass assistant, we are total posers!”

      Laughing at her own joke, she salutes me as she reaches the door to my kitchen before she winks and says, “As far as what you’d do without me, that’s easy. You’d wither away from a lack of caffeine and food… never remember where you’re supposed to be… and have your kidneys shut down from forgetting to pee!”

      With a grunt, I grab a crumpled piece of paper from my desktop and throw it at her, knowing damn well three is no way on earth I can throw that far. “Shut up, smartass!”

      She laughs as she disappears into the kitchen and calls over her shoulder. “By the way, you haven’t peed in like three and a half hours!”

      Dammit! She’s right!

      My bladder is about to explode.

      With another chuckle, I quickly head to relieve my bladder, doing the penguin walk so I don’t leave a puddle on the wooden floor. Then, I can decide what to put into my loudly grumbling stomach.

      Oops. I guess I forgot to eat today again.

      Jamee leaves soon after and says she’ll be back in the morning. She says she’ll bring me a pumpkin pie latte and a pumpkin scone from CC’s as a treat for my kicking ass today.

      I really would forget to eat, and I do forget to do important things like use the restroom when I’m writing.

      Thank God for Jamee!
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      I’m sprawled out on the couch in my living room watching Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban for the billionth time on the Roku. My Saints lounge pants are oversized and comfy and my hair is piled messily on top of my head when I hear my laptop ping from my office with a new message. I checked my personal account earlier and forgot to shut the computer down after I showered and got comfortable.

      Oh well, it’ll be ok for now.

      I can turn it off before I head upstairs for the night. I saved everything from today and backed it up on my external hard-drive and in Dropbox.

      Grabbing my iPad off the arm of the couch where I’m currently sprawled with my fur baby Minerva, I unlock it and open my messages in my real, personal account... three new e-mails.

      The first is an advertisement for a new furniture store in town that I quickly delete. The second is a coupon for a free appetizer at my favorite restaurant, so I drop it into the folder I designate for that stuff. The third is an e-mail from Java for a Joe. The subject reads, “A Service Member would like to thank you for sending them a Java for a Joe.”

      Clicking on it, I open the message.

      “Maloree, I appreciate your sincerity and the gift of a good cup of coffee. Thank you for taking the time from your thriving writing career (I Googled you when I saw that you were a writer) to think about us. It’s a very nice gesture and makes us feel a little closer to home. I’ve served for almost seven years already and the past five have pretty much been spent over here in the ‘Stan away from my family and friends.

      I know a bit about Louisiana since I call Mississippi home and it’s where I was born and raised. Serving my country is my pleasure and receiving thanks this way from people like you reinforces why I do what I do.

      Thank you for the Java for a Joe. To you it’s a simple gesture but to us it shows that, though we’re not at home, we’re not forgotten and that our service is remembered and appreciated. Gestures like this really make our days and warm our hearts. (Though the temperature is enough to warm anyone.)

      My coffee is iced, of course, since it’s pushing 110 degrees outside today, but the caffeine gives a needed boost and it’s so much better than the crap we’re served in the Chow Hall.

      Perhaps I’ll buy one of your books for my e-reader to read in my downtime.

      Thank you again,

      Sgt. Cord Hoffman”

      At the bottom of the message is a line that says, “Sgt. Hoffman would like to be Pen Pals,” and it gives his e-mail address. I’ve received the request a time or two and I always take a few minutes to send them an e-mail. None have ever responded but sending them a reply is the least I can do and it only takes a few minutes.

      Thinking about what I want to say, I open a new e-mail from my author e-mail account. I can’t be too careful with my personal information.

      I don’t know him and I am a public figure.

      “Dear Sgt. Hoffman,

      Thank you for the message of thanks for the cup of java. It really is my pleasure. It always surprises me when I receive messages like this thanking me because I’m sending you the coffee to thank you!

      But, thank you. These messages make me smile and really brighten my day. Or in this case, my night.

      You’re practically my neighbor. I’ve spent a lot of time in Mississippi in my life time. My family used to have a condo in Biloxi when I was growing up. Unfortunately, Hurricane Katrina turned it into match sticks but we have fond memories of it.

      I won’t take up too much of your time but if you are serious about reading my books, please let me know and I’m happy to gift them to you or even to send them to you in paperback form. Though I’d imagine they’d take quite awhile to reach you.

      Thank you again and stay safe over there.

      With Gratitude and Love,

      Maloree Arceneaux”

      I read over the message a couple of times and when I’m satisfied that it sounds okay, I hit “Send.”

      Minerva climbs on to my chest and I scoot down to lie flat on the couch and watch the rest of my movie as she purrs and nuzzles against my chin.

      When the credits eventually roll, I want to get up but she’s so comfortable on my chest that I don’t want to disturb her, so grabbing the blanket off the back of the couch instead, I drape it over myself and settle back with the sounds of purring in my ear and allow the whir of the fan to lull me to sleep.
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      It’s hot as the underside of my balls out here today. The sand is flying in the dust storm and its rapid firing against my face.

      Thank God for my sunglasses.

      At least they’re protecting my eyes from the miniscule projectiles pelting me everywhere.

      I love the Army.

      I really do.

      I love my job as a SOCM Medic. I love what we’re over here doing, and I love that something I’m able to do while serving, and sometimes saving a life, is helping others live free back home.

      But this damn sand hurtling into my face all the time is not something I love.

      We’re in the desert so it’s always hot but add in the extreme heat, which means we’re sweating our asses off, then the flying sand that feels like needles pummeling everything it touches…

      Yeah… not loving that shit.

      Jonesy calls out to me, “Yo, Hoffman, want to head to the MWR building after mission? They are supposed to be streaming the Cowboys game.”

      Turning quickly, I glare at him. “Why the hell would I want to go watch a Cowboys game, Jonesy?!”

      Laughing, he tosses a worn football at me. Instinct has me reaching out and grabbing it before it slams into my chest. He calls out, “Well, I guess they figure they won’t waste the electricity and resources by playing the Saints games.”

      Flipping him off, I grunt. “My Saints would whip your sad Cowboys ass!”

      He makes a big show of doubling over and laughing before wiping under his glasses like he’s wiping tears. “You wish, Hoffman! You wish. Aren’t they three and six this season?! My boys are six and two!” He screams, flinging his glasses to the sand. “Goddammit! I got sand in my fucking eye! Ouch! Mother fuc…”

      I can’t hold back my laughter. Though, that shit hurts like the devil, so I feel for him. Chortling at him as he groans in pain, I holler. “Don’t rub it, asshole! Come on, we need to flush your eyes out. See what you get… God don’t like ugly!”

      He flips me off as he groans. “Shut the hell up and help me get to the tent, fucker. If I’m blind I can’t save your ass, remember that!”

      With another chuckle, I jog over to him. Reaching down, I grab his discarded aviator sunglasses and clap him on the shoulder. “Damn Texas boys can’t handle a little sand.”

      Grunting, he grumbles at me. “Shit, no one can handle this shit in their eyes. And a little sand… we’re in the fucking desert, asshole.”

      Nodding though he can’t see me, I reach around him to open the door and lead him into the room before helping help him onto one of the empty roll beds. “Sit here. Be right back. Let me grab my eye wash and a clean rag. Don’t rub your eye! I’m giving you shit, but you know you really can scratch your cornea or go blind if you rub your eye. Hands on the bed, keep your eye closed, and don’t move your eye. Hell, don’t move at all!”

      I leave Jonesy cussing on the bed as I collect what I need and head back to his bunk. “Okay, I’m about to flush it out. Keep your hands on the bed. Don’t try to rub your eyes. I know you will, that’s instinct, but do not do it. Be a good patient and keep them flush on the bed. This’ll probably hurt.”

      He nods and leans his head back. Sadly, this is not his first sand in the eye, and with both of our tours having another three or so months out here, it won’t be the last time either. Perk of working in the desert… sand everywhere. And I do mean everywhere. Makes me never want to head to a beach again.

      Thirty minutes later, our mission is over, and I find myself walking across base and heading into the MWR building behind Jonesy. I have no interest in the Cowboys game, but I also don’t really want to hang out by myself tonight. It gets lonely out here and with no special someone back home, and well, these guys keep me company. I give them a hard time, but they keep me sane. We try to keep each other sane.

      The game is already on and it’s not in real time, but it’s still nice to have these little luxuries.

      Who knew something as simple as watching an NFL game from a world away would lift spirits so much!?

      Even if it IS the Cowboys.

      Jonesy grabs a water one of the other guys tosses at him and calls out to me, “Come on, Hoffman. Take a seat and observe what a real NFL team looks like.”

      Chuckling, I call back, “Where’s the real team at? All I see are the Cowboys and everyone knows they suck.”

      He throws a bag of chips at me and mutters, “Says the New Orleans Saints fan! You need a paper bag to cover that mug?”

      It’s all good-natured grumbling.

      The truth is that none of us really care about any of this shit. But it’s nice to joke and taunt each other. The friendly rivalry is fun… and normal.

      Reminds me of tailgate parties and backyard football games back home.

      I watch for about an hour and holler at the screen along with everyone else, before getting restless and deciding to head over to see if we have any Internet so I can send my momma a message.

      It’s been a couple of weeks and e-mail is a lot easier to send her than writing a letter. Letters take an insane amount of time to be delivered. She’ll be wondering where I am. Hell, I might even be able to video call her for a bit if the signal is decent enough. The sand is flying outside though, so I won’t know until I get there if the trip will be futile.

      Pulling the bill of my cap down, I shield the top of my face as good as I can from the flying sand and slip my glasses on to protect my eyes before opening the door and stepping out into the unfathomable heat.

      It’s so hot. Not like hot back home.

      No, this hot is the kind that bakes you from the inside out while crisping your skin like chicken forgotten on a too hot grill in the middle of summer.

      This is dangerous heat.

      But thankfully we’re all pretty acclimated to it. Not that it makes it suck any less.

      The walk takes about five minutes, and by the time I get there, I’m grateful for the sleeves protecting my arms though the heat is oppressive and angry.

      Once under the alcove and slightly protected from the bulk of the raging wind and sand, I dust off as best I can. Sighing because that’s as good as it’s going to get, I open the door, immediately heading over to the row of computers on the wall to see if I can get anything out today. Luck is with me and I’m able to sign into my e-mail account. My gaze reads through a few of the Subjects and dismisses them before settling on one that jumps out at me. “Thank you for your message Sgt. Hoffman.” and the sender says “Maloree Arceneaux”.

      My hand clicks the mouse and the arrow hovers over the message.

      The author wrote me back? I requested the pen pal feature but never thought she’d write me back.

      Did SHE really write me back or is this a cut and paste message from an assistant?

      She’s famous… and busy… there’s no way she actually wrote me back, right?!

      Shrugging and expecting a form letter message, my brows arch as I read the short, yet sweet, message from her.

      Well, damn. I think she really did write this.

      I’m re-reading the message for the fourth time when I see the link in her signature on the e-mail. It says her name and author. Looking around quickly, I see no one paying any attention to me. I click the link. It takes forever, but it finally accepts the command.

      My breath catches as the Home page on her website fully loads. A beautiful, blonde woman with golden brown eyes stares at me from the computer screen. She’s slightly smiling and looking flirtatiously over her shoulder at the camera. Her eyes are twinkling as if she’s holding in a laugh and her face is smooth and utterly flawless. Leaning in, I scrutinize her photo.

      Well hello, Maloree Arceneaux.

      Damn, you’re gorgeous!

      This is who sent me the coffee and note?

      I read her biography and laugh at some of the cheeky quips she’s included.

      She was born and raised in Baton Rouge, Louisiana and has written over eighty books in the past nine years. Her first book was an international bestseller in nine countries, and her third book landed her one of the highest recorded publishing contracts in recent years.

      She’s a cat lover and loves to cook and garden.

      There’s no mention of a husband or children.

      That fact makes my heart race.

      What the hell, Cord? Are you so hard up for a woman that the first pretty one that comes across your screen causes a reaction?

      Hell no. It’s not that.

      She’s gorgeous, though, and the message was sweet and personal.

      And famous… don’t forget famous…

      And probably rich to boot.

      Yeah, no shot there.

      Shaking off the insane and out of the blue thoughts, I go back to the message and hit reply but don’t close out the page with her photo on it.

      I think about my reply. Hell, maybe she was just being nice with her e-mail and won’t even read this one.

      Whatever.

      I can at least respond since she took the time out of her life to accept my pen pal request.

      Shrugging, I start typing.

      “Ms. Arceneaux,

      Thank you for your e-mail. I’m a little surprised that you sent it to be honest. I saw the Subject and assumed it was a form response or an assistant had written it.

      I thank you for taking the time out of your budding career (Google is my friend) to write to a soldier serving overseas. I am blown away that someone as busy and successful as you took the time to write someone like me a letter.

      I’m not kissing ass and I’m not sucking up; I am really just surprised.

      Sorry to hear about your family’s condo in Biloxi. My grandmother’s house was on the beach road in Pass Christian and was completely destroyed in Katrina’s wrath. She also lost her childhood house with Hurricane Camille, so hurricanes are not something she enjoys.

      But she went back and rebuilt her home, right back on the beach road. She loves it there and I loved going as often as I could when I was a kid.

      I’m actually from Magnolia, Mississippi. It’s a pretty small town. My family is there and when I go home, well, that’s where I go.

      I’ve been in the military for almost seven years. I enlisted before I graduated high school because I’ve always known that I wanted to serve. I’m a SOCM Medic with the Army and I love it. It’s really rewarding to be on the front lines though it’s not an easy job.

      For a few years, I was stationed at Fort Bragg. But I’ve served several tours over here in the ‘Stan. (That’s Afghanistan in civilian terms.)

      It’s really something. The heat and sand are brutal. (I thought I knew heat being from the Deep South, But I was not prepared.) I do enjoy what I do though.

      I’m sure you know what it’s like to feel like you’re doing what you were meant to do. You write, and according to Google, you write well if your reviews are any indication.

      I feel like that with being a Special Ops Medic, too. Sometimes whether a fellow soldier lives or dies is in my hands and it’s up to me. Everything hinges on how fast I can work, and if I have the time, training, and necessities to make it happen.

      I’m sure you don’t want to be bored with my everyday existence, but I wanted to reply to your e-mail and thank you for taking the time to write to me. I know you must be extremely busy.

      Contact from the Homefront is few and far between over here, so every little thing means a lot.

      If you are serious about sending me some books, I would love that. Whatever you think I’d enjoy, though I’ll be honest, I’m not really into romance. I have no one back home that I’m missing, and I have never read a romance book outside of high school English class when we were forced to read Romeo and Juliet. Though that is more of a tragedy than an actual romance.

      I’d love to read one of yours though. Thank you for the offer.

      It’s almost black out here, so I’ll shoot this off. And once again,

      Thank you for the message. You really made my day.

      Sgt. Cord Hoffman”

      After making sure that the e-mail sent, I look once more at Maloree Arceneaux’s photo before closing the browser and shooting my momma a quick e-mail before logging out of everything and heading back to my bunk for the night.

      An hour later, I’m lying in bed, staring at the ceiling when I hear Jonesy climb in to his bunk next to me. Turning my head, I look at him. He grins, “Cowboys won.”

      I grunt. “Uh huh.”

      He laughs and props his hands behind his head while he looks at the cracked ceiling. “Where did you head off to?”

      I smirk as I remember Maloree’s face and her nice surprise message. “Went to check my e-mail and sent my momma a quick one to check in.”

      My voice must give something away because Jonesy’s head turns toward me, and his brows rise. “That all?”

      Frowning, I flop back against the cot. “Yeah, pretty much. I did have an e-mail from my pen pal request for Java for a Joe. It was a nice letter. She’s an author… from Louisiana.”

      I hear Jonesy move in the bed and glance over. He’s leaning
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