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      For Hazel,

      You were such a good little kitty.

      I’ll miss my writing partner. ❤️

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        It’s strange how drinking cups of water seems impossible, but 8 cups of coffee go down like a chubby kid on a see-saw..

        Unknown
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      Few jobs are more depressing than sitting in a dank office behind the counter of an old motel in the middle of the night. Unless it's the end of the world, and you’re watching over the motel your dead aunt left you as your only source of survival. Then it's even more miserable. But add to that a former police dog as your constant companion and a bossy housekeeper to keep you company, and it’s a recipe for ruin. But they somehow made it work despite the challenges at the world’s end. 

      Except that Darrell’s dog, Bruno, didn't like bad weather or specific people and continuously whined under his breath and scooted closer to the desk as dead tree limbs shook outside the lobby window causing dark shadows to quake across the motel’s nearly abandoned parking lot.

      "It's just the wind…you big baby. Stop your grumbling, Bruno," Darrell Riley, the owner, said. He glanced over the rim of his cheaters and watched dead leaves and debris snatched up on a passing breeze and carried off by a stronger gust of wind. Even the motel’s neon-lit sign that read Crescent Motel flickered with force, making a buzzing sound. "Don't you do that now! I don't want the hassle of a power outage. I’d get all wet restarting the generator." Darrell looked over at Bruno lying on his pallet behind the desk while he smoothed his bushy mustache. The German Shepherd laid his head between his paws again while darting his big brown eyes back at him and then again at the scary branches swaying like the arms of a monster. "It's just a random little storm. It's not even raining yet. Just relax. And no accidents. Save that for the bad guys, or Nance will have you mop floors."

      Bruno glanced at him because he’d never graced the floor with a puddle. But also because he didn't seem convinced of either Nance making him mop it or that the storm outside wasn’t made of monsters about to get them both.

      "Can I go back to reading the paper now? Thank you. At least someone’s still printing the darn thing." Darrell adjusted the front desk lamp just over the newsprint. He flicked his eyes back under the rim of his glasses to pick up where he'd left off in the Apocalypse Gazette and reread the headline:

      

      MONSANTIS GUILTY OF MONO-CROPPING THE WORLD'S FOOD SUPPLY TO DEATH – NOT SURPRISINGLY, THE WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION CONCLUDED THE INVESTIGATION INTO MONSANTIS' BEST WORST PRACTICES IN THE PRODUCTION OF NEARLY ALL THE WORLD'S SUPPLY OF WHEAT, CORN, AND SOY PRODUCTS. THE OVERUSE OF ANTIBIOTIC CHEMICALS CAUSED A SUPER MUTATED BACTERIA THAT WIPED OUT ALL MONO-CROPS AND SIGNIFICANTLY IMPACTED EVERY SEED WITH HOPES OF GERMINATION FROM NOW INTO ETERNITY. SCIENTISTS ARE STILL WORKING AROUND THE CLOCK TO SOLVE THE GLOBAL PLANT PANDEMIC THAT STARTED SEVEN YEARS AGO, CAUSING GLOBAL STARVATION, WITH NO SIGNIFICANT BREAKTHROUGHS TO DATE. THANKS TO…"

      

      "Shh," Darrell said as Bruno began a low grumble again. But when he looked up, it wasn't the branches swaying their arms that made the dog upset again, but a man running under the Porte cortège just before a deluge started. When the doorbell chimed, Bruno lifted his head off the ground and sniffed at the stranger. Darrell folded and put his newspaper to the side and said, "Good evening. Looks like you just made it before the rain started. That's some storm coming."

      The bald man swiped away the rain from his forehead and stomped a little on the mat to rid himself of the accumulated drops. He carried a backpack over one shoulder and took it off, setting the pack in front of him on the floor. "Yes, it's starting to come down out there, and I hear it will not stop for days. I'm assuming you have a room to rent for the night. I want to make it out of here before the worst of it begins in the morning, but I’m beat and need to sleep first before my trip."

      "Well, that depends on your form of payment. Whatcha got?"

      A corner of the man's mouth tweaked up in a smile while he unzipped his pack out of sight below the counter.

      Darrell couldn’t see what he was digging for but began his list of most needed items for payment anyway. "We need soap, shampoo, and razors. Please, no more toothbrushes. Deodorant would be nice. Also, any kind of prescription contacts or glasses. Of course, any pantry items are always welcome. You don't have macaroni and cheese boxes, ramen noodles, or Oreos? Those will get you one whole night. And don't try to pay me with money. Some fool tried that last week. He brought in a bunch of Benjamins. I mean, seriously, we all know the reality now."

      But the man didn't say anything yet. Instead, he kept his head down and continued to rummage something out of his bag, which made Darrell nervous. This wouldn’t be the first time he was held at gunpoint in the middle of the night, but he hoped he wouldn’t get that privilege again tonight. Because of that thought, he glanced over at Bruno just to be sure. But his trusty companion had his tongue lolling out of his mouth with several drool strings stretching a mile to the tile floor. He stared at the new guest, anticipating what he might have in his pack. What Bruno wasn't doing was freaking out…which was the best sign ever for a former police dog who used to sniff out explosives or ammunition. When Bruno freaked out…that meant danger, and it was late in the evening, and it was raining, and Darrell didn't want to put up with trouble so late in the day.

      Then the man pulled out a small oblong package and slapped it on the counter. The packaging was matte dark brown, blunted at both ends, and seemed to conform to the flat countertop.

      Darrell stared at it. Glanced quickly up at the man, who stood there smiling at him like it was some kind of joke.

      Then he glimpsed at the package again. It couldn't be… "What the heck is that?" Darrell said, without hinting at what he thought it was.

      "It's what you think it is."

      Darrell swallowed, kept his hands to himself, and said, "Yeah…but is it what I smell it is? That's what I want to know?"

      The man nodded, still grinning, "It is."

      Darrell looked past the man to the lobby windows and beyond as if he was about to make a drug deal and hoped that no one was watching the exchange through the rainy darkness. Then he reached one hand out and squeezed the package. Between his thumb and index finger, the pinch felt like he was grinding bits of lightweight gravel. It was somehow therapeutic. His eyes lit up, and he squeezed the package a little more…kneading the contents with his fingertips and then his whole hand. Then, he let out a breath. Could it really be? He looked up at the man who patiently waited. "Are you alone? Is there anyone with you?"

      The man shook his head. "It's just me. One night. That's all I need."

      Darrell pulled the package across the countertop, unfolded the crimped edges, and rolled open the bundle. When the full force of the ground coffee bean aroma hit him, he closed his eyes and slowly shook his head. The memories flooded in. The early morning routines. The double mocha latte, the americanos, the straight black, the flat white, the caramel macchiato…the drip Italian roast…

      "Brings you back, doesn't it?" the man said.

      "Oh, man..." Darrell opened his eyes quickly and refolded the package, taking care to squeeze out the air. "I'm not even going to ask you where you got this. It's none of my business." He placed his fingertips on the giant ledger like a giant spider and pressed down. He spun the record book around quickly for the man to sign. He handed him a pen, unlocked the storage closet behind him, tossed the payment inside, and relocked the door before anyone caught a glimpse of what was sitting on his desk. "Checkout’s at noon. No exceptions. Room 34 is clean and ready to go. No smoking in the rooms. No pets. No bartering in your room for services. And…as always BYOTP…bring your own toilet paper." Darrell dangled the single key from the Crescent Motel's half-moon keychain.

      The man eyed him, smiled, picked up his backpack, swung one strap over his shoulder, and then swiped the key from proffered Darrell's hand.

      The man tipped his head and said, "Thanks, I'll have to make a run for it through the rain."

      Darrell spun the ledger around again quickly as the man headed toward the swinging glass door, "Hey, and welcome to the Crescent Motel, Mr.…. Jay Houston."

      “Thank you,” said Jay.

      Then Darrell watched the man hurry through the torrent, across the sodden parking lot to room 34, where he coincidentally had parked his red car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter two

          

        

      

    

    
      Nance looped a smock over her gray-streaked bob. Then she slung the ties around her waist, tied a bow in the front like a robot, and then waited in the office for Darrell and Bruno to show up like she did every morning since before the apocalypse. Except for this morning, Nance had to fight through the wind and pelting rain on her way. Her clean smock was spotted with raindrops when she reached the side door. Their routine, a partnership of coworkers left over after the world's end, was cemented long ago. With a journalism degree, Darrell was just out of college and had inherited the old motel from his dying aunt. It was Nance that knew Bess Riley best all those years ago. Bess was a chain smoker and would often trade rooms for cartons of cigarettes back in the day. That was a luxury then, albeit a bad one. But at the world's end, bartering was a necessity now, and Bess didn't last long after the plant pandemic started. The Crescent Motel was her life. She had no children, so her nephew claimed the throne after she died. Nance came with the Crescent Motel, just like its furniture, failed windows, and cracks in the ceilings. She’d been with the motel from the start as a young girl right out of high school. 

      Since Darrell took over, Nance used to make coffee when she arrived. Still, the supply had dwindled to nothing after the first year beyond the apocalypse. Then it was tea, but now they were left with a full glass of warm water just to get the machines moving at the start of the day. Without some replacement, the ritual would cease, and too much had ended over the past five years. So, they improvised and continued substituting one thing for another until they were left with the simple basics. After drinking her glass of water, she scanned the ledger for new guests that might have checked in overnight. She added them to her list of rooms to clean and then wiped down the front countertop, swept the floor, checked out Bruno's pallet, quickly dusted the fake plastic ivy on the side table, and fluffed the pillows on the chairs in the lobby.

      Then the door chimed. "Good morning, Bruno. Hello Darrell. I see we have a new guest in Room 34. The first new one in a few days. What? What's that look on your face? What's going on?"

      Darrell's eyes were wide open, and he waved her past the counter and unlocked the door to the back storage room without stopping at the desk. "Check it out," he said with an open hand to the utility table where they stored all payments until exchange day for fuel for the generator and other edible supplies.

      "Again…what is that, Darrell? What am I looking at?"

      "Guest 34's payment for one night." He pointed his hand at the package.

      "Is it like a drug? You're going to have to be more specific."

      "Are you kidding me? Can you not smell that from here? I've been smelling it all night and live in the back building."

      "No way. Coffee? For real? I haven't seen one of those in years. Where'd he get that?

      Darrell shrugged. "I don't know. I didn't ask. I don't want to know."

      She reached for the package.

      "Uh-huh. No one touches that. We have to see if we can trade it for a bag of rice, beans, or something better that will last for a while. As it is… we're down to those glowing neon orange cheese crackers, and I know you're getting sick of those. Coffee's like gold now."

      "Big Macs are like gold now. Come on. One cup each. There's at least a pound in there. No one's going to miss a couple of tablespoons."

      Darrell shook his head. "We'll smell like it all day. Our pores will reek of the stuff, and someone will notice the jittery caffeine high."

      "It's not like it's illegal."

      "No. But you know how the rest of the guests are. I've been thinking about this all night because the storm also kept me awake. Hell, I considered sleeping with the stuff. It makes me nervous about having it on the premises. Someone would break in for that if they knew."

      "I wonder if he's got more."

      He snapped his fingers and pointed one at her. "See… that's exactly where my mind went too. It won't stop. Trust me. You just learned about it, and now your mind’s scheming."

      She cocked an eyebrow at him. "My mind doesn't scheme anymore. I'm sixty-two. Do what you want but don't tell anyone else. That'll draw the wrong kind of folks. And we don't need any more trouble. Things are finally calm around here after the candy bar incident. Never thought we'd get through the supply and sugar highs and the crashes." She shook her head.

      He nodded his in rapid succession as she neared the door. 

      "Are you sure you haven't had any? You're acting kinda funny."

      "No. I swear. It's just sitting there in all its coffeeness. I so want a cup. Just one."

      She looped her arm around his and hauled him back into the office. "Come on. Friends don't let friends worship empty coffee mugs." She locked the door behind him and handed him the keys. "I've got fourteen rooms to clean before the day ends. Are you going to get through this on your own? Or do I have to check on you throughout the day?"

      "Yes. Of course… I'll get through it," Darrell said, his eyes still wide.

      "Good." She waved the air with her hand. "Here comes one of them now. Don't open that door again. It smells too good in here. If anyone asks, tell them it's one of those smelly candles. I'll check back later."

      The front office door chimed, and she smiled at the guest coming inside as she left Darrell and Bruno on their own with the contraband. Then she ran through the rain, went into the maid's utility room, loaded her cart with cleaning supplies, and started down the row of rooms keeping the cart close to the side of the building and out of the spray. And by the time she reached room 34, it was well past noon, and he missed checkout time. But the funny thing was, the new resident's car was still parked right outside the door. Maybe he'd overslept? She wouldn't blame him. The storm made her sleepy, too. "Dah," Nance said. "He's going to make me ruin my schedule." She didn't see the do not disturb sign on the outside knob, so she knocked on the door and rechecked her ledger for the guest's name. "Mr. Houston, house cleaning." While the wind whipped at her sleeves, no one answered. So, she tried it again, and when there was still no answer, she turned the knob and found it locked. Pounding on the door once more, thinking he didn't hear her over the storm and shouted, "Mr. Houston. Housekeeping!" Nothing. Huffing out a breath, Nance pulled her keys from her pocket and unlocked the door. But what she found on the other side made her gasp.

      Mr. Houston was either passed out or dead because all she saw of him was his bare feet sticking out on the floor between the beds.

      Nance glanced at the office and saw that a guest
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