
Table of Contents

One Bed at the Motel | Chapter One | The Man Who Was Leaving

Chapter Two | Room Seven

Chapter Three | One Room, Two Strangers

Chapter Four | The Town That Remembers Everyone

Chapter Five | The Job That Falls Apart

Chapter Six | Staying Longer Than Planned

Chapter Seven | The Man Behind the Motel

Chapter Eight | The Truth About Ben

Chapter Nine | The Kiss They Can’t Ignore

Chapter Ten | The Morning After

Chapter Eleven | The Rumors of Willow Creek

Chapter Twelve | The Things We Don’t Say

Chapter Thirteen | The Choice

Chapter Fourteen | Making Room

Chapter Fifteen | What We Build

Chapter Sixteen | The Renovation

Chapter Seventeen | The Price of Staying

Chapter Eighteen | The Fight

Chapter Nineteen | The Life We Didn’t Plan

Chapter Twenty | The Things We Choose

Chapter Twenty-One | Opening Day

Chapter Twenty-Two | The Room Where It Started

Chapter Twenty-Three | One Year Later

Epilogue | One Bed

Note from the Author | Bruce Cherry

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

One Bed at the Motel


Chapter One

The Man Who Was Leaving
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Ben Parker had always been good at leaving.

Jobs. Apartments. Cities. Bad habits.

People who made him feel smaller than he was.

The trick wasn't leaving.

The trick was acting like it hadn't cost him anything.

The interstate stretched ahead beneath a pale afternoon sky, the asphalt shimmering in the summer heat. Behind him, the skyline he'd called home for almost five years shrank a little more with every mile until the buildings became nothing but gray shapes on the horizon.

He didn't look back.

That was the rule.

No dramatic final glance.

No wondering if he'd made a mistake.

No imagining himself turning the car around and driving back to the apartment where half his closet still stood empty because he'd never unpacked after Daniel asked for "a little space."

And definitely...

No thinking about the ring tucked inside the center console.

Ben reached for the radio instead.

Static crackled before a country station faded in. A singer with an easy drawl crooned about front porches, dirt roads, and finally finding his way home.

Ben let out a short laugh.

"Really?"

Apparently even the radio had opinions.

Home.

The word had become complicated.

For years he'd believed he'd found it.

A decent apartment.

A stable job.

A relationship everyone else admired.

Friends had started sending links to wedding venues before he and Daniel had even officially talked about getting engaged. Apparently everyone else thought the ending had already been written.

Ben had believed it too.

Until one Tuesday night over pasta neither of them finished.

Daniel hadn't cried.

Hadn't yelled.

Hadn't blamed him.

He'd simply looked tired.

"I think we want different things."

Four words.

Five years.

Over.

The breakup itself hadn't been the worst part.

The worst part was realizing Daniel looked relieved.

Like he'd already grieved the relationship weeks—or months—before saying the words out loud.

Ben had just been the last person invited to the funeral.

His fingers tightened around the steering wheel until his knuckles whitened.

Enough.

That life was behind him.

Ahead waited Willow Creek.

New job.

New apartment.

New routine.

No expectations.

No wedding plans.

No pretending to be someone who always compromised first.

Whether he believed any of that yet was another question entirely.

His GPS directed him off the interstate onto a quiet two-lane highway lined with open fields and scattered trees.

The farther he drove, the quieter everything became.

Traffic disappeared.

Cell service flickered.

Even the sky somehow looked bigger.

Willow Creek wasn't somewhere people accidentally found. It was somewhere they intentionally drove toward.

Population: just under ten thousand.

Normally that would've sounded like his personal nightmare.

Everyone knowing everyone.

Everyone noticing when someone new arrived.

Everyone asking questions.

Tonight...

It sounded peaceful.

Nobody here knew he'd spent the last month sleeping on his friend Eric's couch.

Nobody knew he'd stared at grocery store shelves for fifteen minutes because choosing pasta sauce suddenly felt impossible after buying groceries with someone else for five years.

Nobody knew coworkers had started speaking to him in careful, sympathetic voices.

Nobody knew he'd become the guy everyone pitied.

Out here...

He was just another stranger passing through.

The welcome sign appeared as the sun dipped below the trees.

WELCOME TO WILLOW CREEK

A GOOD PLACE TO STAY AWHILE

Ben slowed automatically.

"Awhile," he murmured.

Not forever.

Not home.

Just awhile.

Whoever wrote the sign understood commitment better than most people.

Despite himself, he smiled.

Darkness settled by the time he found the Harrison Motel.

He'd expected something forgettable.

One of those roadside places with burned-out lights and peeling paint where you tried not to touch anything without a towel.

Instead...

It looked cared for.

Old, yes.

The single-story building wrapped around a small courtyard where neatly trimmed shrubs and overflowing flower boxes softened the aging brick exterior. White curtains glowed warmly behind the windows.

Someone had swept the sidewalks recently.

Someone watered the flowers.

Someone cared.

Above the office, a neon sign buzzed.

HARRISON MOTEL

The H glowed proudly.

The remaining letters flickered like they were still debating whether to participate.

Ben laughed under his breath.

He liked it immediately.

That surprised him.

He killed the engine but didn't move.

This was it.

The first stop of whatever came next.

His stomach twisted.

Excitement should've felt different.

Instead...

He just felt exhausted.

Not sleepy.

Soul tired.

After a long breath, he grabbed his overnight bag and headed toward the office.

A brass bell rested on the front counter.

He rang it.

Nothing.

He tried again.

Still nothing.

"Don't waste your energy."

The voice came from somewhere behind him.

Ben turned.

The man hadn't been there a second earlier.

Tall.

Dark hair that looked permanently one hand away from being neat.

Gray T-shirt.

Jeans.

Work boots.

Nothing remarkable.

Except somehow...

Everything looked good on him.

He leaned casually against the office doorway, arms crossed.

"The bell gave up about three years ago," he said.

Ben looked back at it.

"So it's decorative?"

"Mostly."

"Seems dishonest."

"It keeps optimistic people busy."

A laugh escaped Ben before he could stop it.

The stranger noticed.

Not smugly.

Not flirtatiously.

Just enough to acknowledge he'd accomplished his goal.

"Checking in?" he asked.

"Yeah."

"Name?"

"Ben Parker."

The man stepped behind the computer, typed for a few seconds, then reached beneath the counter.

"Room Seven."

He set an old-fashioned brass key on the desk.

Not a plastic key card.

An actual key.

Ben picked it up, turning it over in his palm.

"I haven't seen one of these in years."

"They're harder to hack."

"They're also easier to lose."

The man tilted his head.

"I've learned people take better care of things that feel important."

Ben wasn't sure whether he meant the key.

Or something else.

"One night?" the man asked.

Ben hesitated.

"Yeah."

"Just passing through."

For a heartbeat the man studied him—not suspiciously, just thoughtfully.

"Most people are."

Something about the answer lingered.

Ben slipped the key into his pocket.

"You own this place?"

"My family does."

"Harrison Motel."

The man nodded.

"I'm Luke."

"Luke Harrison."

"That's usually where people put it together."

Ben smiled.

"I like pretending I solved the mystery."

Luke laughed quietly.

The sound was warm.

Unforced.

It transformed his face.

Ben found himself smiling back before he remembered he didn't know this man.

Luke gestured toward the courtyard.

"Room Seven is the last one on the left. Ice machine's outside. Coffee's free twenty-four hours."

Ben raised an eyebrow.

"Free motel coffee?"

"You sound skeptical."

"I've had motel coffee."

"So have I."

"And?"

Luke smiled.

"Ours won't make you question your life choices."

"I'll hold you to that."

"I hope you do."

For a second, neither of them moved.

The silence wasn't awkward.

Just unexpected.

Luke finally glanced toward the window.

Clouds had swallowed the last light.

"Storm's moving in."

Ben followed his gaze.

"You worried?"

Luke considered the question.

"No."

A beat.

"Probably."

Ben laughed again.

"You're terrible at reassurance."

"I've been told."

Luke opened the office door for him.

"Goodnight, Ben."

"Goodnight, Luke."

Ben stepped back into the cooling evening.

Rain scented the air before the first drop ever fell.

By the time he unlocked Room Seven, a soft drizzle had begun tapping against the roof.

The room was simple.

A neatly made bed.

A small wooden table beside the window.

Fresh towels folded with surprising care.

An old photograph of the motel hanging above the dresser.

Nothing luxurious.

Everything clean.

Everything intentional.

Ben set his bag beside the bed and listened as the rain grew heavier.

He'd told Luke he was just passing through.

He'd told himself the same thing.

For now...

He believed it.

Outside, thunder rolled across the valley.

Inside, for the first time in weeks, the silence didn't feel quite so lonely.
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Chapter Two

Room Seven
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The rain came down harder than Ben expected.

At first, it had been nothing more than a soft tapping against the window. The kind of sound that made a person want to curl up with a book, forget the world existed, and pretend tomorrow wasn’t waiting.

Then the wind arrived.

Within twenty minutes, the quiet little motel had disappeared behind a wall of rain and darkness. The parking lot lights flickered against the storm, casting shadows that moved across the curtains like something out of an old horror movie.

Ben stood near the window of Room Seven, watching the world outside vanish.

He had to admit something.

The room was better than he expected.

The furniture wasn’t new. The television looked like it had been there since the early 2000s. The carpet had probably witnessed enough questionable decisions to deserve its own autobiography.

But it was clean.

Not just clean in the way places were cleaned because someone had to do it.

Clean because someone cared.

There was a small wooden table near the window with a lamp that gave the room a warm, comfortable glow. Above the bed hung a framed photograph of the motel from years ago.

Ben stepped closer.

Same building.

Different life.

The old picture showed a place that looked almost cheerful. More cars filled the parking lot. Families stood outside their rooms. Kids ran through the courtyard while parents watched from folding chairs.

It didn’t look like a place people stopped at because they had nowhere else to go.

It looked like a place people wanted to be.

Ben wondered when that changed.

His phone buzzed from the nightstand.

For a second, his heart jumped.

A ridiculous reaction.

He already knew who it wouldn’t be.

Still, he crossed the room and picked it up.

No message from Daniel.

Just an email from his new employer confirming his start time Monday morning.

Ben stared at the screen.

A normal person probably would have felt excited.

A new job.

A fresh opportunity.

A chance to start over.

Instead, he felt like someone had handed him a blank piece of paper and told him to write a better ending than the one he had already created.

He locked the phone and set it down.

“Stop being dramatic,” he whispered.

The room offered no argument.

A loud crack of thunder shook the window.

Ben jumped.

“Okay,” he said to the empty room. “Maybe slightly dramatic.”

A smile tugged at his mouth.

It was strange.

He couldn’t remember the last time he had talked out loud when nobody else was around.

Maybe that was another thing he needed to learn.

How to be alone.

The power went out a little after midnight.

Ben was lying on top of the blankets, staring at the ceiling, when the room suddenly went completely dark.

The television disappeared.

The air conditioner shut off.

Even the tiny refrigerator stopped humming.

For several seconds, there was nothing but silence.

Then emergency lights flickered on in the hallway.

Ben sat up.

A minute later, someone knocked.

His first instinct was suspicion.

Not because he thought he was in danger.

Mostly because he had watched enough crime shows to know that opening doors after midnight was how people ended up becoming the first ten minutes of an episode.

“Ben?”

He relaxed.

Luke.

Ben opened the door.

Luke stood outside holding a flashlight. His hair was damp from the rain, and his shirt clung slightly to his shoulders.

“Sorry to bother you,” Luke said. “Just checking the rooms.”

“Everything okay?”

“Mostly.”

Ben raised an eyebrow.

“That answer usually means no.”

Luke glanced down the hallway.

“Power outage. It should be back soon.”

“Should?”

Luke sighed.

“The storm damaged a pipe in the back section.”

Ben looked past him.

“How bad?”

“Not terrible. But I need to move a couple guests until I can get it repaired.”

Ben nodded.

“Okay.”

Luke started to turn away, then hesitated.

“Your room is fine.”

“Good.”

A pause followed.

Ben noticed Luke looked like he was debating whether to say something.

“What?”

Luke looked back.

“Nothing.”

“That was definitely something.”

A small smile appeared.

“You’re observant.”

“I’m from the city. We learn survival skills.”

“Such as?”

“Knowing when someone is avoiding a conversation.”

Luke laughed quietly.

“Fair enough.”

He adjusted his grip on the flashlight.

“Get some sleep. I’ll handle it.”

Ben nodded.

Luke walked away.

Then stopped.

“Ben?”

“Yeah?”

“If you hear water running that shouldn’t be running...”

He waited.

“Don’t investigate.”

Ben stared at him.

“That is weirdly specific.”

“Trust me.”

Then Luke disappeared down the hallway.

Which, naturally, guaranteed Ben would think about nothing except what exactly he wasn’t supposed to investigate.

Twenty minutes later, he heard it.

Water.

Not a drip.

Not a small leak.

The unmistakable sound of water going somewhere it absolutely did not belong.

Ben stared at the ceiling.

“No.”

The sound continued.

He grabbed his shoes.

“Absolutely not.”

He opened the door.

The hallway was empty.

“I’m not investigating,” he whispered.

He took a step forward.

“I’m confirming.”

Another step.

“That’s different.”

The back hallway was darker than the rest of the motel. The storm pressed against the windows, making the whole place feel like it existed outside of time.

Ben followed the sound until he found Luke standing beside a utility door, water spreading across the floor around him.

Luke looked up.

Their eyes met.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Luke sighed.

“You investigated.”

“I confirmed.”

“You realize those are the same thing.”

“You gave suspicious instructions.”

Luke shook his head.

“That’s fair.”

Ben looked at the water.

“Can I help?”

“You’re a guest.”

“And you’re standing here alone fighting a pipe at midnight.”

“I’ve had worse nights.”

“That wasn’t really an answer.”

Luke studied him.

Something shifted in his expression.

Like Ben had surprised him.

“You always this stubborn?”

“Usually.”

Luke nodded slowly.

“Good to know.”

They spent the next fifteen minutes doing something neither of them expected.

They worked together.

Moving supplies.

Putting down towels.

Trying to keep a bad situation from becoming worse.

It was inconvenient.

It was messy.

It was completely ridiculous.

And somehow, Ben found himself laughing.

Actually laughing.

The sound surprised him.

Luke noticed.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re laughing.”

“I know.”

“Why?”

Ben shrugged.

“I honestly don’t know.”

And that was the truth.

Nothing about tonight made sense.

He was stuck in a motel during a storm with a man he had met hours ago.

His old life was somewhere behind him.

His future was uncertain.

Yet somehow, standing there with wet socks and a towel in his hands, he felt lighter than he had in weeks.

Luke noticed the smile but didn’t mention it.

He simply shook his head.

“Come on.”

“Where?”

“Back to your room.”

“I thought I was supposed to avoid water.”

Luke looked at him.

“That might be the best advice I’ve given you all night.”

The next morning, Ben woke to a knock.

For several seconds, he didn’t know where he was.

Then reality returned.

Willow Creek.

The motel.

The storm.

Luke.

He sat up.

“Yeah?”

“Ben?”

Luke.

Again.

Ben rubbed his face and opened the door.

Luke stood there holding two cups of coffee.

“Peace offering,” Luke said.

Ben accepted one.

“For what?”

“Last night.”

“You’re bribing me?”

“I’m apologizing.”

“Those are different things.”

“Coffee makes both work better.”

Ben looked down at the cup.

“Fair point.”

Luke glanced down the hallway.

“The storm did more damage than I thought.”

Ben’s stomach tightened.

“How bad?”

Luke hesitated.

“Bad enough that I need to move some guests while repairs are done.”

Ben immediately understood.

“Oh.”

Something uncomfortable crossed Luke’s face.

And for some reason, Ben hated seeing it.

“It’s okay,” Ben said quickly. “I’ll find another place.”

“You don’t have to.”

Ben looked up.

“What?”

Luke cleared his throat.

“I have another room available.”

“Great.”

“But...”

There it was.

That one word that always meant things were about to become complicated.

Ben waited.

Luke rubbed the back of his neck.

“The other rooms need repairs.”

“And?”

Luke glanced toward Room Seven.

Then back at Ben.

“There’s only one room left.”

Ben stared at him.

A strange feeling moved through his chest.

“No.”

Luke gave a small nod.

“Yeah.”

“Wait.”

“I know.”

Ben looked behind him at the room.

The room that was supposed to be temporary.

The room where he had planned to spend one night before moving on.

Except now it felt different.

“One room,” Ben said.

Luke nodded.

“One room.”

Ben looked down at the coffee in his hand.

Then back at Luke.

“And the bed?”

Luke exhaled.

“Yeah.”

Ben already knew.

“The bed.”

Luke gave him an apologetic smile.

“One bed.”

And somehow, that was how Ben Parker’s fresh start became a lot more complicated.
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Chapter Three

One Room, Two Strangers

[image: ]


Ben Parker had spent the last month rebuilding his life.

He had ended a relationship.

Packed up his apartment.

Found a new job.

Moved to a town where he knew absolutely nobody.

He had survived uncomfortable conversations, awkward goodbyes, and the painful realization that the future he thought he was walking toward had disappeared overnight.

He thought he was prepared for almost anything.

He was not prepared for standing in the doorway of Room Seven, holding a cup of coffee, while Luke Harrison calmly explained that they were about to share a bed.

A bed.

With a man he had known for less than twenty-four hours.

Ben glanced past Luke into the room.

Nothing had changed.

The small wooden table.

The outdated television.

The faded curtains.

The bed.

Except somehow, the bed looked much bigger than it had yesterday.

“Okay,” Ben said slowly.

Luke studied him.

“That’s not the reaction I expected.”

Ben looked back at him.

“What reaction did you expect?”

“I don’t know.”

Luke thought about it.

“Possibly panic.”

Ben nodded.

“That was definitely one of the options.”

A quiet laugh escaped Luke.

Ben noticed something about it.

Luke didn’t laugh loudly. He didn’t perform it. He didn’t seem like someone who laughed because he wanted attention.

It was just real.

A small sound that slipped out before he could stop it.

For some reason, Ben looked away first.

“So,” he said, clearing his throat. “What’s the plan?”

Luke leaned against the doorframe.

“I have a couch in the office.”

“No.”

Luke blinked.

“No?”

“You own the motel.”

“Yes.”

“You shouldn’t be sleeping in your office because I’m here.”

“I can handle one night on a couch.”

“That’s not what I said.”

Luke studied him.

“You always argue with people when they’re trying to help you?”

Ben opened his mouth.

Then stopped.

Because unfortunately, that was exactly the kind of thing Daniel used to say.

Not gently.

Not like a joke.

Like a flaw he needed to fix.

You never let anyone do anything for you.

Ben looked down at the coffee cup in his hand.

“Maybe.”

Luke’s expression softened.

“Fair enough.”

That was it.

No lecture.

No frustration.

No attempt to dig deeper.

Luke just accepted the answer.

Ben wasn’t sure what to do with that.

By noon, repairs had officially started.

Luke checked on the damaged rooms, spoke with the plumber, answered phone calls, and somehow still managed to make sure every guest had everything they needed.

Ben watched from the office doorway.

“You know you’re allowed to sit down, right?”

Luke glanced up from a stack of paperwork.

“I am sitting.”

“You’re sitting while doing five other things.”

“That still counts.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

Luke smiled.

“You’re very opinionated for someone who arrived yesterday.”

“I’m observant.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“And I was correct yesterday.”

Luke shook his head.

Ben smiled.

And that bothered him.

Not the smile.

The fact that it happened so easily.

For weeks, every emotion had felt like work. Like happiness was something he had to remember how to do.

With Luke, it just happened.

That was dangerous.

Because Ben knew better than anyone that temporary things could start feeling permanent if you wanted them badly enough.

That evening, Luke knocked on the door of Room Seven.

Ben opened it wearing sweatpants and an old T-shirt.

Luke’s eyes dropped for half a second before immediately moving away.

Fast.

Almost too fast.

Ben noticed.

Interesting.

“You can laugh,” Ben said.

Luke looked back.

“At what?”

“My glamorous vacation lifestyle.”

Luke glanced around the room.

“You mean sitting in a motel room eating takeout?”

“Exactly.”

“I’ve seen worse.”

“Really?”

Luke nodded.

“You should have seen my college apartment.”

Ben smiled.

“Now I’m curious.”

“You shouldn’t be.”

“That means I definitely am.”

Luke held up two containers.

“Dinner.”

Ben looked at the food.

“You bought me dinner?”

“I bought food.”

“For both of us?”

“Yes.”

“Because we’re sharing a room?”

Luke gave him a look.

“Because humans generally need to eat.”

Ben laughed.

“Right.”

They sat at the small table near the window.

For a while, they simply ate.

No pressure.

No uncomfortable silence that needed filling.

Just two people sharing a meal.

Ben couldn’t remember the last time that felt easy.

With Daniel, every conversation eventually became about the future.

Plans.

Expectations.

Where things were going.

With Luke, there was
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