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Chapter One

 


Melly Lytle watched the man approach
the doors, stop, and turn around for the third time. This time he
straightened his shoulders, took a deep breath, and shoved the door
open. He held a dog of golden retriever ancestry but with strong
mastiff characteristics tightly against his massive
chest.

The dog whimpered, its furry head
resting on an equally immense shoulder. At first Melly thought the
mutt was medium sized, but once the man came abreast of her, she
realized her mistake. This canine resembled a Shetland pony. The
man's magnificent frame caused the dog to appear much smaller than
he actually was.

“May I help you?” she asked
him softly. He wore military fatigues and had the look of a Marine.
Melly’s stomach sank, because she could think of few reasons why a
Marine would be here with his dog.

The Marine looked away, blinked, and
she watched him fight to gain control. Reining in his emotions took
very little time. He sucked in a deep breath, let it out in a
whoosh and looked her in the eyes.

“I'm Captain Mitchel
Monahan of the United States Marine Corps, ma'am and I ship out
tonight for Kuwait.” Captain Monahan spoke in a calm, firm voice.
He heaved in another breath and continued. “This is
Bentley.”

The Marine's entire body trembled, an
action that caused his pet to nestle closer. Melly watched the
mutt's wet nose press against the Captain's neck and a pink tongue
whip out as though to comfort him.

“Hello, Bentley.” Melly
offered a hand for the dog to sniff. Hoping she wasn't right about
the Marine’s reason for visiting, with his
dog. But her sinking stomach
lurched.

He fought for control again, and won
again. His muscles tightened around Bentley, but he didn’t look
away. “I leave tonight, ma'am and I can't take him with me.” His
whisper cut her heart into tiny fragments.

“What about family?” she
asked quickly. “Surely you have someone who can keep him while
you're away, Captain.”

He shook his head. “All my friends
have been deployed and I don't have family.” Another deep breath
whooshed out and then back into his lungs. She had to lean forward
to hear his next comment.

“Bentley's my only
family.”

Swallowing to relieve the tightness in
her throat and blinking back tears, Melly groped for a reassuring
comment. Nothing came. Nausea clawed as she thought of the
sacrifice the Marine was making. How could she comfort
him?

The man pressed his face against his
pet, breathed deeply then thrust the dog at her. He must have
changed his mind midway through the action because he then placed
Bentley on the floor. Melly breathed a small sigh of relief. If she
had had to catch the dog, they’d have both ended up toppling
over.

Bentley's leash trailed beside him and
Captain Monahan stooped to swipe up the leather. He shoved the
leash in her hand and quickly left the room, only to return a
moment later with a pet bed that would accommodate the mutt’s size.
A huge bag of dog food rested on the bed and a box holding toys
also accompanied what might be all of Bentley's worldly
possessions.

The man dropped on a knee and took the
dog's head in his jumbo-sized hands. They stared at one another
before he pulled Bentley close for a last hug.

He jumped to his feet, then thrust a
card, check, and completed shelter papers into her hand. He patted
his pet on the head, and blinked away the moisture in his
eyes.

Melly watched, heartsick and helpless
as he left, blinking rapidly. His left shoulder bounced off the
door frame he didn’t quite clear in the first attempt. Those same
shoulders that nearly spanned the doorway he exited.

*****

“Hello?” Lainy Morrison
answered the phone with only part of her brain. She'd just found
the bug responsible for messing up her newest program and needed to
correct the problem, only to have to answer the summons of the
ringing nuisance.

“Lainy?” Her sister, Melly?
The voice sounded strange, not quite her sister’s, but
close.

“Melly?” she asked, not
quite certain who had interrupted her debugging process.

“It's me. Lainy, I need a
huge favor.” Melly’s words tumbled together in a jumbled
mess.

Lainy pulled the phone from her ear
and stared at it, wondering if the device could tell her why her
sister sounded so ... odd.

When the worthless receiver failed to
comply she positioned it back to her ear and answered, “Of course
I'll help if I can; what do you need?”

“Lainy,” Melly whimpered in the most pathetic voice she'd ever
heard. Something else sounded in the background, a moaning of
sorts.

“Mel, are you hurt? Is
everything okay?”

“Yes, no, I don't know,”
her sister helpfully answered.

“Hello. Could you please tell me what's going on?”

“Lainy, have you ever seen
a Marine almost cry?” Melly’s voice was abrupt.

Quelling the urge to look at her
receiver again, Lainy blinked instead. “Um, Mel, I don't think I
know any Marines besides Granddad, and I’ve never seen him cry, so
I'd have to say, no, I haven't.”

“I just met a Marine who
was devastated, Lainy. Not crying, but close enough. And do you
know why?”

Suppressing a sigh, Lainy
figured this explanation was going to take until next Tuesday. “No,
Melly, I don't know why, but I really wish you'd tell me.
Quickly.”

There was silence for a moment, and
Lainy hoped she hadn't inadvertently hurt her sister’s feelings.
She had very few social graces and rarely said the right thing.
Which might be why she was the quiet one in her family.

“Lainy, I saw a man today
who has to give up his dog so he can fly to some God forsaken
country to fight for our freedom.” Melly’s voice was intense and
somber.

Lainy closed her eyes, feeling the
pang of regret pierce her heart at her disregard for her sister's
behavior. “I'm sorry, Mel,” she whispered, not knowing how to make
amends, but upset that she'd probably hurt her sister, again, after
some poor Marine had to give up his pet.

“No, Lainy, I'm sorry for
being such a pain. It was just really hard to watch this enormous
man come in, holding this equally gigantic dog, and he was so
heartbroken. Lainy, I can't keep this dog here for an entire year,
and who knows when this guy will come back, if ever.”

“No, sometimes their time
is extended, isn't it?” Lainy wanted to help, but wasn’t certain
how.

“Lainy, will you take him?
You've got room and you've wanted a dog for a while. He's
definitely big enough to do watchdog stuff and he's friendly and
sweet. I don't think he'll be a problem. And the Marine left a dog
bed, a huge bag of food, and all his toys.” The sadness in Melly's
voice, coupled with her own knowledge that she needed to do
something for those fighting for her, made Lainy's decision easy.
Before she hadn’t known what she could do to help, but now that she
did, it was time to step up and do her part, no matter how
small.

“Of course I'll take him,
Melly,” she answered, feeling at peace once she'd agreed. This was
the right thing to do. But her heart sank at the thought of
contacting some man she didn’t know. In fact, she thought she might
be sick.

“His owner left a card with
his name and e-mail address, so you could let him know you've got
Bentley. Oh, Lainy, you'll make his day.” The relief, joy, and
gratitude in her sister's voice also sent those emotions surging
through her, once the sickness subsided. She rarely did anything to
elicit such feelings, so while unfamiliar, she was appreciative of
the experience.

“I'm glad I can help.” What
did one say to a Marine? Great, how was she supposed to figure this
out?

“You know I'd take him in a
heartbeat, but we've already got three dogs.”

“And four kids, three cats,
two hamsters, a gazillion fish, and a horny lizard. Yes, I know
there's no way you could do it, Melly, and I really don't mind. I'm
happy to help this guy,” Lainy answered. Did she have to write him?
Maybe she could snail mail him. That took a long time.
Not fair, a warning
voice dinged at her.

“Actually, we've got eight
hamsters now. Oh, Lainy, I'm so happy you can help. Do you want to
come get Bentley, or would you rather I drop him off?”

“I can come and get him.
Who knows what he'll find in your van to choke on.” Lainy kept the
smile in her voice so her sister would know she teased.

“You know, you're not too
far off on that, actually. You're the best, Lainy. Thank you,” her
sister gushed.

“I'll be by in a few
minutes, okay?” Lainy wistfully glanced at her computer screen. So
much for debugging this latest program, but then again, she'd have
company when she returned. She couldn't imagine life with a dog,
but thought it would be pretty good. Companionship and perhaps even
a protector if she needed one.

She refused to think about the e-mail
she’d have to write to some unknown man. That would clench her
stomach into further knots.


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Captain Mitchel Monahan sat wearily
down at his computer, trying to brush the sand off the desk and the
computer and his face. It was hot and sandy outside. Hot and sandy
inside – a desolate, alien place.

He hadn't checked e-mail since he'd
arrived, and figured he'd better. There was no telling how many
messages from work he'd have, and since his computer was old, he
hated to clog it. The laptop had been threatening to die on him, so
he tried to handle the machine with care.

Neilson had done him a huge favor by
hooking him up so he’d be able to check e-mail with his own
computer. Technically, they were supposed to use the military
provided computers, however, since they were always in use,
Neilson, who worked with him at home, had managed to finagle wires
and routers to make it work that he could use his own
equipment.

Signing onto the server he waited for
the messages to download. When they did after some time, he clicked
through them until he reached a name he didn't recognize. Except
for the subject heading. Intrigued, but uneasy at the news this
particular e-mail brought, he clicked on the message and began to
read, dreading that he was about to meet Bentley's new
owner.

 

To:
m_monahan@yahoo.com

From:
l_morrison@gmail.com

Subject: I've got
Bentley!

Dear Captain
Monahan,

My name is Lainy Morrison
and I'm a sister of Melly Lytle, the woman who you gave Bentley to
today at the animal shelter. She hated that you had to give up your
dog and I'm afraid we can't fathom someone not having family.
(We've got 800 relatives - and that's only here in town.) She also
couldn't let Bentley go to another home when he's all you
have.

So, she asked me to take
him in while you're overseas. I'm happy to keep him until you
return. I'm grateful I can do this for you. When was the last time
someone thanked you for what you do for us? I hope this makes your
service time a little more bearable. I'm happy to offer this small
gesture of appreciation.

Bentley would like you to
know he's checked out every corner of my house and is disappointed
you're not here, but he did find an old cookie I must have dropped
and made do with that. He seems easily appeased. :-)

We are doing well
together. May I send you pictures? If this would be difficult for
you, I won't. On the other hand, if it would help to ease you, I'm
happy to do so. (I have a new digital camera I've been itching to
try out and Bentley is quite photogenic, and terribly patient -
thank goodness.)

Please return
safely.

Sincerely,

Lainy Morrison

 

Mitch leaned back in his seat and
appreciated how the weight on his shoulders magically lifted.
Bentley was safe and with a woman who was willing to share the time
they spent apart. With the first grin he'd worn in weeks, he set
about replying to this most welcome e-mail.



 

 

Chapter Three

 

To:
L_Morrison@gmail.com

From:
M_Monahan@yahoo.com

Subject: THANK
YOU

Dear Ms.
Morrison,

How can I express my
thanks and gratitude for your very precious gift? I don't know any
other way than to simply say, “Thank you! From the very bottom of
my heart.” Bentley is very important to me and the hardest thing
I've ever done in my life was to take him to that
shelter.

Only, a wonderful woman,
well two wonderful women, stepped in and made it such that I
wouldn't lose my best pal. I would very much appreciate if you
would send pictures. Most of my friends are also here, so we will
not be exchanging pictures. There is nothing here any of us would
want to capture on film, anyway. Just sand and heat. And there's no
water anywhere near the sand, so it's not the fun kind.

Please, send pictures. I
don't even mind if you send pictures of all 800 of your relatives.
I like pictures. Especially with captions.

As to your question of
whether I've been thanked for my service, yes, actually I have.
When one wears a United States of America military uniform,
especially since the September 11th attacks, there is much respect
and gratitude given to us. The American people aren't as likely to
take their freedom and safety for granted now, and they are far
more appreciative of those of us who serve our country. But I thank
you for your contribution. Wholeheartedly. (is that a
word?)

Thank you so much for
taking Bentley for me. Words can't express my thanks. I know I
already said that, but you've lifted a great burden from my
shoulders and I'm very grateful to you.

Yours,

Sincerely,

Capt. Mitch
Monahan

P.S. Bentley will tackle
anyone who has root beer, so you might want to be careful about
that.

P.S.S. Thank
you!

*****

Lainy finished reading the e-mail from
Bentley's dad and smiled as she took in yet another thank you.
Sending the first e-mail hadn’t been as bad as she’d thought. That
was good. Looking down at the faithful friend lying silently at her
feet she said, “I think your dad misses you, buddy.”

Bentley raised his head and tapped his
tail a few times before slumping back onto the floor. Lainy smiled
and patted him for the effort, which elicited her a few more tail
taps.

She clicked through her pictures file
and selected a few she thought Mitch Monahan might like. There were
a couple of shots of Bentley that looked like he was laughing, and
she wanted to send them. There was also one where his whole face
seemed to droop, and he looked sad and lonely. She had already
captioned it, “Miss you, Dad.” She had every intention of sending
that one, too.

With a few clicks of the mouse, she
zipped the pictures and then attached them. In the end she only
sent two, since she didn't know how much memory his computer had.
Lainy figured he'd probably be able to use a military computer, but
somehow believed he used his own.

After attaching the pictures, she
began hitting keys, trying to remember everything she had attempted
to store in her brain to tell him. Bentley did so many funny
things, and she wanted to remember them all so she could tell
Mitchel.

 

To:
m_monahan@yahoo.com

From:
l_morrison@gmail.com

Subject: Bentley, the
squirrel chaser

Attachments

Dear Captain
Monahan,

Did you know Bentley has
this thing about chasing squirrels? My yard is now squirrel free.
Bentley takes squirrel chasing very seriously and I believe is
contemplating securing the neighbors’ yards as well. (Which is okay
because they're all related to me anyhow.) He has also taken an
intense dislike to my Great-Aunt Tilly's cat. Now, don't get me
wrong, I'm doubtful even my aunt likes this cat, and definitely no
one else does. And we're all animal lovers. Perhaps more on The
Terror, which is his name because he's obnoxious, later. Just let
it be known that the Terror no longer comes calling at my house,
and I have Bentley to thank.

My family has a vacation
planned for this weekend. A bunch of us own several cabins (well,
800 people dictates this, of course, but fortunately, only about
30-60 people show at a time) along a lake near here and we all go
up during the summer. Does Bentley swim? Being a Marine rather than
a Navy dog, I wasn't certain, and if he doesn't I probably need to
know this in advance.

That way when we get
thrown into the lake, (and trust me, we will! - HEY does Bentley
bite?! This could be good, VERY good! Brothers are awful....) I
need to know whether I'll have to bail a sodden dog out of the lake
along with myself. I'm telling you, brothers are wicked and none of
us four girls escape their demonic teasing. One of my sisters,
Dory, was pregnant last year, and still ended up in the lake. They
were gentle about it, but she got the requisite dunking. And of
course, her useless husband thought it was funny. (He's useless
because he threw me in last year, first thing. I had barely arrived
and in I went, glasses, purse, and all. Man I hope Bentley bites!)
:-)

Well, we're both yawning.
Bentley keeps us on a tight schedule. There are squirrels out
there, you know. We have thus avoided the root beer thing, but I
bought a case of the stuff to take to the lake with us. I'm so
handing root beer out when the boys are near the water! (Hee
hee!)

Goodnight.

Bentley sent some of his
favorite pictures, hope you enjoy them.

Lainy M.

 

Still chuckling over her
root beer comment, Mitch clicked on her attachments and opened a
picture of Bentley. His dog looked awfully sad, droopy-like, and
his heart clenched when he read the caption. Miss you, Dad. Smiling at the
caption and the picture together, Mitch sent up yet another
thankful prayer for this woman who had unselfishly opened her home
to his dog. And who was willing to share his only family member’s
life with him.

The next picture showed
Bentley looking just like he remembered his pet. Happy and goofy,
and like he smiled at the camera, or maybe the person behind the
camera. The caption on this one read, Got
root beer?

Laughing out loud, Mitch hit the
command to print the pictures. So he only had regular paper, and
not photo paper. These were better than what he currently had.
Which was nothing. He caught himself caressing his dog on paper and
stopped but as he stared down at Bentley, he was very, very
grateful for a selfless, unknown woman far away.



 

 

Chapter Four

 

To:
L_Morrison@gmail.com

From:
M_Monahan@yahoo.com

Subject: Thanks for the
pictures

Attachment

Dear Lainy,

I got the pictures you
sent. Actually printed them out. Bentley brightens my tent. (You
laugh, but there's just enough room for a cot and a footlocker. I
share this tent with ten other officers and there’s another one due
in at any time. Where we’ll put him, I don’t know. And I can't even
complain because most of the guys are in open walled barracks, with
many more beds.)

How many brothers and
sisters do you have? You mentioned four girls, and the boys, so
that makes how many in your immediate family? I'm assuming your
parents contributed to the 800 relatives number. <big grin>
I've sent you a picture of my company. Can you guess which one is
me? And no fair asking Bentley to help. Or your sister!

They're calling for
another sand storm, so I need to protect the computer. This thing
wasn't working right before I landed, but sand in the drives isn't
helping, of course.

Goodnight and have fun at
the lake. Oh, Bentley does know how to swim, and he doesn’t bite as
far as I know. He really enjoys the water, so you may have more
trouble coaxing him OUT of the water than into it. And he really
likes kids, too, so if you've got a herd of nieces and nephews,
that's where he'll hang out. And if you feel the need to throw your
brothers in the lake, Bentley will help, for root beer.

Yours,

Mitch (Bentley's Dad - I'd
never thought of that before, but it's exactly how I
feel.)

*****

To:
m_monahan@yahoo.com

From:
l_morrison@gmail.com

Subject: Bentley the root
beer tosser!

Attachment

Hello Mitch,

Bentley would say hello,
but you totally called it. He's having so much fun with the herd of
nieces and nephews (the entire family loved that description, it's
quite apt) that I don't see him much during the day. He sleeps all
night just like the kids. They LOVE him and so do their parents,
because he won't let them do anything he thinks is
unsuitable.

So far the root beer trick
has tossed five of my brothers into the lake. (Just two more to go!
By brothers that’s brothers-in-law, too.) Bentley is quite happy to
oblige. I may need to purchase another case of this stuff. I'm
happy to report I haven't gotten tossed yet, because my sisters and
sisters-in-law and the herd have discovered what fun it is to watch
Bentley pitch the men into the lake that none of us have gotten
likewise. Bentley has totally earned his keep. (Root beer every
night for the rest of the summer for him!)

I have four brothers and
three brothers-in-law, three sisters and three sisters-in-law. Plus
my folks, a couple of the in-law’s folks, my grandparents, some of
the in-law grandparents and a few people I don't know. (Just
kidding!) So, we're about 50 people here. (My folks won’t be here
for long, they have another commitment. They’re just up for the
day.)

Oh, Bentley wants you to
buy him a boat when you come home. He really, really likes feeling
the wind in his ears and face. He's the cool dog, you know. The
envy of all his friends. (There's at least ten other dogs here, and
Bentley has made friends with all of them.)

I've got a pile of
pictures to send you, but I'll send them via snail mail, can you
give me your snail mail address? The kids drew pictures of Bentley
and the lake for you, too. They all seemed to especially enjoy
seeing their fathers go into the water, so you'll notice a common
theme in the drawings. Bentley is the Mighty Dog, because he's far
bigger than the other dogs here. He's also the Root Beer Dog, for
obvious reasons. Most of the kids have learned to drink root beer
away from him. Also for obvious reasons.

Oh, I received your
company picture and circled the most likely candidate. Neither
Bentley nor my sister helped me. You'll have to tell me how well I
did. :-)

Yours,

Lainy

 

Mitch, seated thousands of miles away,
could feel her exuberance and amusement across the distance. Since
he was here, and there was little to cheer him, he reveled in her
emotions. Joy mingled with sorrow at his lack of those same
feelings. Of course he was a Marine, and his service meant she and
her family could gather together for some fun. At least he got
pictures.

He clicked on the picture she'd
attached and watched as his company took form on the screen before
him. When he saw who she'd circled, he howled with laughter. She'd
deliberately, he was certain, chosen the oldest, meanest looking
guy in the company. Of course. Old Waldo had been with the Marines
for thirty-five years plus and was as loyal as they came, but he
was also the ugliest, too. Laughing out loud, Mitch couldn't help
but shake his head at her sense of humor. It was only then that he
noticed another mark on the picture. There was a small X placed
directly above his head. Mitch sobered.

How had she managed that? She’d
figured him out. He could tease her that she'd cheated and asked
Bentley. But something warmed inside him at knowing she'd managed
to find him in an entire Marine company.



 

 

Chapter Five

 

To:
L_Morrison@gmail.com

From:
M_Monahan@yahoo.com

Subject: It's
hot....

Attachment

Hello Lainy,

I'm grateful you and your
family and Bentley have a lake to cool off in. It's hot and sandy
here and did I mention hot? The temperature hovered around one
hundred twenty seven today. That's a relief from yesterday when it
hit one hundred thirty one degrees. Showers don't help, because the
water is tepid at best. There's no such thing as a cold shower
here, at least on the base I'm at.

I'm looking forward to the
pictures, as I'd like to see Bentley in action. The first time he
went for someone holding a root beer, he wasn’t fully grown yet.
Which was good, and my friend who he tried to tackle is on the
left, in the back, third in. Yeah, the biggest guy in our company.
Al saw him coming and braced and has a great sense of humor, so
there were no problems. But then I opened a can a few days later,
and wasn't expecting Bentley-the-demon-root-beer-dog and ended up
on my backside. Which Bentley thought was funny.

After a few experiments,
which my buddies helped conduct, we discovered brand doesn't
matter, Bentley just likes root beer. And he'll take anyone,
including Al, or me, down to steal the stuff. I'm glad you found a
practical use for this tendency of his.

I received your family
picture but can't get you back, since the oldest, meanest looking
person in the picture looks like a great grandparent and I know
you're not there yet. And, I don't have Bentley to help me.
<very big grin> I think I'll persevere, though. I'm a Marine,
after all. <big grin> I also circled the person I think you
are in the family picture.

We're expecting yet
another sand storm, so I need to make this fast. This computer is
dying on me. Too much sand in the hard drive now, so I have to be
careful with it. The base computers aren’t in much better shape and
are always occupied and used hard, even with all the sand in
them.

All for now, it's time to
secure everything again.

Yours,

Mitch

 

Lainy opened the attachment and saw
her family picture download. Mitch had circled her sister Laurie,
who was quite pregnant. Lainy laughed. She figured he was getting
her back for choosing the oldest guy in his company. She hoped he'd
gotten a laugh, and expected he had, since he'd offered her one.
She'd put in a caption when she sent her family picture, which had
included Bentley, that he had the advantage since he could safely
discount half the people in the picture, as they were
male.

She looked closer at the photo and
finding herself, found a little squiggle mark next to her face in
the picture. Scrolling down to the bottom of the picture, he'd left
a caption.

You weren't hard to find.
You told me in an earlier e-mail how your brothers threw you into
the lake glasses, purse and all, so I just had to find the young
woman with glasses to know who you were. Easy!

Lainy sighed. Of course she was easy
to find. Just look for the nerd and there she was. The quiet one.
The brainy one. The socially inept one. The geek. She left the
computer and stared in the mirror, almost tripping over Bentley in
her haste.

Bentley’s dad was one of the biggest
men in his company, and in her opinion, the handsomest. With his
square jaw and dark, liquid brown eyes, and those lips that begged
to be kissed, she'd had no trouble picking him out. He radiated a
humanness that appealed to her. A Marine who loved his dog so much
was an incredible man, indeed. She'd simply looked for the sweetest
eyes. When it had been a tossup between him or his friend, Al, a
huge African American man in the back row, intuition had led her to
the smaller man.

And there went her fantasies about him
coming home and thinking her the most amazing creature ever.
Because when she looked in the mirror, she saw a nerd. A Marine
attracted to a nerd? Not going to happen. Her stomach tightened.
She’d have to talk to him, and that wasn’t going to happen,
either.

What had she overheard at a high
school dance all those years ago? “Lainy Morrison is too
intelligent to date. Talking with her is fine, sometimes, but
dating, no way.”

A cheerleader had added her own
comments. “Well, she’s so tall and has so much hair.” Another
cheerleader had chimed in then, of course. “And she wears glasses,
I mean, come on.”

The star football player in the group
had another comment. “Yeah, that means she’s intelligent, remember?
Men don't date smart women.”

Lainy had slunk home that evening in
despair, knowing her sisters were the beauties in the family and
her, the ugly duckling. The clever ugly duckling.

Her two relationship experiences since
then had been unmitigated disasters and furthered her belief that
she wasn’t life partner material. Unlike the rest of her
family.

Lainy’s gut clenched as the painful
memories swirled around her. Brushing them aside, she reflected
instead on her successes. The excellent study habits she’d earned
had taken her through college and graduate school with little
effort. She’d possessed profitable patents by her freshman year of
college.

Sighing, Lainy turned back to the
computer and closed the picture. She had an e-mail to write. She
also needed to sound happy and upbeat, because she figured Mitch
had enough sadness, and she wasn't willing to add to his
burden.

Rereading his last paragraph, she
realized she might lose communication with him if his computer
died. Sand would not aid the hard drives ability to work properly.
Hope rose inside her as she glanced at her parts table.

A table that had mysteriously been
rearranged – the part she reached for had been leaning against the
wall yesterday, but now teetered on the edge. She had a bad habit
of rearranging things sometimes though, with no memory of the
activity. Spotting other parts, she assembled what she needed and
set to work.

Building a computer was not difficult
and building one to resist sand proved to be a challenge she
couldn't resist. It might not be the prettiest laptop, but she
wasn't looking for pretty anyway. The man was a Marine. He'd
probably prefer function and practicality over looks in his
computers. She purposefully didn’t think about what he’d prefer in
women.

Lainy forgot about sending an e-mail
for a few hours, so immersed with her computer building project.
She did glance at Bentley when he whined loud enough. She’d lost
all track of time. Not unusual for her. She let him outside and
then noticed the computer screen blinking at her.

Seating herself in front of her
laptop, which she was really itching to take apart now and see
inside, she instead typed a message to Mitch.

 

To:
m_monahan@yahoo.com

From:
l_morrison@gmail.com

Subject: No
fair

Attachment

Hello Mitch,

Greetings from Hershey,
Pennsylvania. The air is heavy today with the smell of chocolate,
but I can't hear the park. We actually live outside the town in a
small village nearby. Population 1300. So we're not very big and
yes, everyone knows everyone and all their business. Which is sort
of nice, because over half the town would know my business anyway,
since they're related to me and my mom likes to talk. Your base is
probably bigger than my town, which you probably are familiar with,
since you live near here while not overseas.

Bentley is outside,
ridding the yard of all squirrels and Aunt Tilly's obnoxious cat.
He had to badger me to get my attention. This is probably why I've
not been a dog owner before. (Thanks for loaning me your dog, by
the way, now I know I can do this.)

I get caught up in
projects and there goes everything else. As you saw by the glasses,
I'm sort of the family nerd. I love electronics of any type. So, I
spend my days inventing. I hold several patents, which provides my
income, therefore I'm free to continue inventing new things.
(Inventing is a necessity for me... :-) Bentley has adapted quite
well and knows when to get my attention, and how. Which is good.
Even dogs need potty breaks and to squirrel chase.

My sisters are planning to
do a kids play group and they all said they'd bring their dogs,
too, so Bentley is invited. He's quite excited. They go to a
playground in town and the kids love to run, so Bentley will fit
right in. (I'm sure there are squirrels there, too!)

I've only sent one
picture, from the lake. You can see the lake in the background and
to the right is one of the cabins. Bentley and I are front and
center. He'd just taken a dip in the lake, which is why he looks
like a drowned rat, I mean dog. :-D I, however, did not take any
unexpected dips so I'm still dry, except where Bentley shook water
on me once I managed to coax him out of the lake. Come to think of
it, I might look a little drowned, myself. We had a great time.
:-)

My grandmom organized a
package for you, so I hope you have a good cart or something there
to take it to your quarters. She took an instant liking to Bentley
and he to her, and thinks you need fattening up, even though one
can't tell from your company picture. I printed it out to show the
family, and I'm pretty certain she took it. Or my granddad. He was
a Marine, too, which makes you the current favorite. :-D None of my
brothers were interested in the military. Which saddened him, I
think. But you've changed all that.

They've offered to Bentley
sit any time, and they're only two houses down, which he's figured
out and now goes visiting. (There's a huge box of dog treats on
their counter these days. If he's fat when you come home, I think
they're going to be the ones to blame.) :-)

He's scratching at the
door, the Squirrel Chaser's duty is done so he's ready for a rest
again. Looking out, there's not a squirrel in sight. Nor any
bunnies, birds, or cats. Hhmm. I'm certain he left a few
butterflies. :-)

Ah, a knock on the door.
Eight of the herd, wanting to know if Bentley can come out and
play. Guess who wasn't so tired after all? He's out herding, now. I
can hear their laughter and I wish I could bottle it up and send to
you. They're having a great time.

My yard connects with my
aunt's which connects with my grandparents, so they have quite a
bit of space to run. (I can see all this from the window by my
desk.) Oh, there Granddad caught sight of them and in they're
filing. Bentley just got a pat on the head and if I'm not mistaken,
a dog bone. Good thing he's getting so much exercise. The kids will
pick lemonade or iced tea and all the cookies they can eat before
they'll tear up the yards again.

Well, all for now. Hoping
this finds you well, if sandy and hot! Not too hot here, only in
the eighties, but we've had quite a lot of rain. Not much sun, just
rain. A bit gloomy, but we'll take that over sand and heat, I
think. There is a bit of sun today, which is why the kids are out
en masse. Bentley will be tired tonight when he gets home. (The
herd is wonderful!)

Yours,

Lainy

 

Mitch opened the attachment and gazed
at the woman for a long while before turning his attention to his
dog. Bentley did look like a drowned rat, with his laughing dog
face on, and Mitch was relieved to see how happy the mutt looked.
Of course, if Lainy Morrison had her arm around him like that, he'd
be happy, too. His attention shifted back to her.

Masses of long, curly dark hair
tumbled from her head, nearly obliterating her face. He liked the
intelligence and laughter in her blue-green eyes. Her glasses,
trendy dark plastic frames, couldn't disguise their beauty. Her
skin was pale and he thought she was tall and thin.

He wanted to meet her in person. Her
e-mails were the only bright spot in his days. Mitch longed to be
at his computer when he wasn’t and often reread previous e-mails.
After the promptings of his tent mates, he’d tacked up every single
picture she'd sent. Mitch still eagerly anticipated her snail mail
packet. He swallowed, thinking of her family sending him, some
unknown Marine, a package. The other guys received them, but he'd
never thought the privilege would be his.

Thoughtfully, he tapped out
a response to her, wishing he could meet her, again. He figured he'd have to make
do with e-mails for a long time, however. So, he put everything
into that correspondence, wanting her to know he was grateful for
everything she did for him.

“Hey, Monahan, there's a
package for you,” one of the other officers entering the room said
and with a shot of pleasure, Mitch rocketed to his feet.

It didn't take him long to clear the
distance between him and that carton. To prolong his happiness in
receiving a package, he carried it across the base and into his
quarters before opening the box. Might have even gloated a little
over being the man carrying a package across base.

With reverence, he dug pictures, real
pictures on glossy paper, from the depths. There were many of
Bentley and he savored each that had Lainy in them, too. He saw
immediately she wasn't possessed of a thin figure after
all.

Instead, Lainy Morrison hid an
amazingly female form. Her legs and arms were lean, but her breasts
didn't look small in the bathing suit she wore. Her bottom didn't
look anything other than curvy. Feeling his body begin to respond,
Mitch hastily set the picture aside for further perusal and maybe a
little drooling later.

He found the pictures her nieces and
nephews had drawn and laughed through all of them. Each depicted a
man and a large brown dog pitching into a blue blob he was certain
must be the lake. All the men held a can the kids had painstakingly
printed Root Beer on. The men's mouths were all depicted with an
“o” as though surprised by their unexpected plunge.

He could feel the glee and happiness
in the pictures and stroked each one, grateful for this family who
thought of him. Feeling much wonderment that he hadn't known these
people a month ago, but they still touched his heart in such a
short span of time.

He'd not had a family for long and
swallowed the lump in his throat. Not only had this wonderful,
amazing woman taken in his dog, she also freely shared something
else that meant a lot to him; her family.

For a man who'd been raised without
one, people who loved and cared about you and shared in your
experiences meant everything. No child had ever drawn a picture for
him. No one had ever sent a packet of pictures before. No one had
ever cared about his day, or his thoughts, or where he’d been for a
long time.

He had friends, but many of
them had families of their own. Each of them had adopted him, and
he tended to have a place to go for the holidays, but he'd never
truly felt a part of the gathering. He’d always been more of an
observer, wishing to be a part of the family unit, yet not knowing
how. Perhaps he'd just needed to meet a family 800 strong who
without question knew how to be a family. Experienced. Professionals.

Smiling at his stupidness, Mitch set
the precious crayoned pictures aside and reached into the box. His
hand encountered a plastic package and perplexed, he removed the
item to stare in bemusement. With a thrill, he pried the lid off
the disposable container and caught a tantalizing whiff of sugar
and spice.

An array of rainbow colored iced sugar
cookies flowed inside the package and Mitch selected a green one
with blue stars and yellow sprinkles. Biting into the treat,
cinnamon and an unidentified spice tempted his taste buds and he
wolfed the first one down before sampling a red one with white
stars and blue sprinkles.

No one had ever sent him cookies
before. And certainly not these delectable, wonderful treats. There
was a piece of paper stuffed into the corner so he tugged it out.
He opened the page with icing covered fingers.

 

Dear Mitchel,

We wanted to send you some
of Grandmom's chocolate chip cookies, but were afraid they'd melt
in the heat. So, we thought these sugar cookies made by Dory's
mother-in-law would suffice. She's an expert at baking, cookie
making being a favorite of hers, obviously, and was thrilled we
decided to send some of her cookies to you. (You'll probably get
regular shipments now, so we hope you enjoy these.)

If you have a preference,
please let us know. One of the relatives, or one of the relatives
relatives is certain to bake them to perfection, so we'll round
some up for you. Don't be shy. We're good at this.

We've got a cousin who's
in the military and he sends in an order about once a month. Of
course, he knows what each person's specialty is, but you don't
yet, so you'll have to let me or Lainy know. Or any of the rellys
(relatives) who'll send you packages. Any of us will be happy to
arrange the shipment.

With love,

Melly Lytle (Lainy's
sister, and the woman you met at the animal shelter)

P.S. We've been able to
hook up twenty-five other pets of military personnel who've been
deployed with the relatives and we've got plenty more rellys who'll
be happy to take in anything. (Seriously, anything) So, if you hear
of anyone who needs a home for their pet, we're available and ready
to help.

 

His heart clenched. An emotion he
could barely identify because he’d only encountered it once before
rose up to greet him. This sense of family was unfamiliar and odd,
but he could get used to the sensation. Still he was a Marine and
that meant he'd be out in the front line of battle. Marines
couldn't afford emotionalism while at the front.

He could, would, and did appreciate
everything this incredible, magnificent family did for him, but
he'd keep himself in check. Growing weepy because of such
kindnesses wouldn't benefit this wonderful, adoptive family. But
him collecting his senses and settling himself to fight to keep
these people safe was his job and one he'd do with zeal. He'd
always loved being a Marine, and now he had even more incentive to
do his job right. To perform well. To exceed
expectations.

He ambled over to his computer, hoping
the blasted thing wouldn't die
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