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Chapter 1

 Kobie

The clock is ticking so slowly I wonder if the batteries have
worn out in the clock over my desk. But then I give myself a shake,
remembering that the clock is one of those old high school kinds
and is plugged into the wall from behind it. Tonight, it’s so quiet
in the registration office, that I’ve nearly drifted off to sleep
about five times, and that’s with
the trashy novel that I’m reading. Nobody comes
by the motel office at this time of night. Even when we have an
event going on in town. And by no means do we have anything going
on in town. Clarkstown could not be any quieter. It’s
too quiet.

And just
when I catch myself drifting off again, I see a car pull up. I
expect to see either the usual man with a ten-gallon hat on, with
his female pick for the next hour, or a bum from the shady area up
the street, coming in for his weekly bath. But what I see makes my
hackles stand on end. A man, dressed in a suit, drunk. He’s not
from these parts. He’s with another, not as drunken man, helping
said nicely dressed man, out of the car. The other guy is wearing a
Fedora, but I can hear his Texan twang from here, as they approach
the registration window.

“Can I help you?” I ask politely, noting that they both smell
like they’ve been at the cheap bar up the street.

“Yeah.” The Fedora-wearing man says. “You got any rooms
available?”

“Just one.” I state, knowing that the others are occupied by
the usual suspects. Some pay weekly, some hourly.

Fedora
looks at his drunken friend and smirks. “Fine, but this is all I
got.” He says, handing me a one-hundred-dollar bill, which could
buy him a stake in the whole damn property. I hand him a key with a
plastic number for a keyring and tell him that there are fresh
towels in the unit, even though I know that there aren’t. Nicely
dressed man has great eyes and hair, and I bat my eyelashes at him
despite his evident drunkenness. He’s barely hanging on to his
partner in crime.

I decide
to keep the hundred, since Nicely Dressed looks like he’s going to
yack all over the carpet in the unit, anyway. That’ll make for an
eventful morning as I do my rounds. Fedora all but carries Nicely
Dressed out of the room, with his nice shoes scraping across the
concrete sidewalk leading to the units next to me. Part of me wants
to follow them out, just to be nosey, and see what their deal is,
but I think better of it, since Nicely Dressed could barf at any
moment.

Once
they’re settled in, I grab my broom, and start unnecessarily
sweeping around the concrete tiles, trying to listen in on their
conversation. The walls are paper thin, and the windows don’t close
properly, so eavesdropping isn’t a huge feat. It seems to me like
Nicely Dressed simmers down some, as Fedora fires up the
coffeemaker and feeds his friend some fresh brew. Those coffee
packets are new, that I can vouch for, and after I dust the
lanterns and wash the office windows, I can hear them plain as day
from outside.

Nicely
Dressed is nearly sober after a while, and I can hear him talking
seriously to someone, on the phone, maybe a lawyer, maybe his wife,
who knows. I didn’t get close enough earlier to decipher a wedding
band. Nicely Dressed doesn’t have a Texan twang, so I try to
imagine that he’s some exotic businessman from some foreign
country, even though he sounds American. Sure, it’s sad, what I do.
But this is my life. My mama died when I was way younger, and my
daddy died just about five years ago, leaving me this little
motel.

It’s not
much, but it’s been here for years, and I don’t have the heart or
the finances to fix it up or leave it. This is also my home. It’s
the only place I’ve ever known. Mama and daddy raised me here.
Sure, I went to college to do something else with my life, I
studied business and learned to do all sorts of things, but once I
graduated and mama died, and then daddy went shortly thereafter,
aside from my college debt, there wasn’t much left for me. For
starters, I had this crazy business venture idea that I went for,
but I got burned in the end by one of my investors.

So here
I am, keeping house at a run-down motel, by myself. No help. No
family. Sure sounds sad, doesn’t it? Well, it’s not. It’s the life,
actually. I meet all kinds of…bums…hookers…businessmen looking to
cheat on their wives on their lunch hour. But all these stories
I’ve compiled into a great novel. Some day I hope to publish it.
One of my old high school teachers is editing it for me right now,
and then I plan on submitting it to some agents. We’ll see what
happens. It’s a true story, but it’s better than that. The stories
I hear are way better than fiction.

I’m
writing notes down, using the coach lamps for lighting, as I listen
in on what’s happening behind the semi-closed doors in the complex.
One room is seeing some mattress action. I hear the hooker who came
with the usual local, scream, feeling her release for the third
time. Another room is where the town drunk is, sleeping another one
off. And yet another room, with a Mexican family, looking to hunker
down overnight. I think they’re fleeing the country, and if they
are, then this would be the place for them to rest their
heads.

The last
unit, next to Nicely Dressed and Fedora, is mine. Sure, I had the
little apartment over the registration office to myself for a
while, but then I had to rent it out when I got swindled out of my
investment money less than a year ago. This place doesn’t bring in
much money. Sometimes the days bring in more than the nights do,
since cheating men tend to slip me an extra fifty to keep my mouth
shut around town. Sure, I don’t see anyone, and I never squeal,
which is probably why I have so many repeat customers.

I’m
nothing to look at, either. Sure, I’m not overweight or anything,
since I do all the keeping around here. And I cook my own meals,
too. But I always wear a hat, and I keep my long hair braided
underneath it. My daddy used to always say that I was beautiful,
but then, he told my mama that, too, even though that was the
truth. He always said that I took after her. Makeup has never been
my thing, even in college. And my attire is nothing but rags and
homespun things that my mama sewed for me years ago. I’ve never
thrown out so much as a skirt that she made.

The
office closes at ten o’clock, so I lock up for the night, and head
over to my unit. I fix myself something good to eat, write for an
hour or so, and then turn on the television. My alarm is set for
seven o’clock, so I can do my paperwork and get ready to clean the
units once they’re vacant. And as I drift off to sleep, listening
to the moaning from the hooker, and the squealing of tires from a
nearby speeder, I wonder how different things could have been, had
I been dealt a better hand in life. I don’t blame anyone except
myself, mind, and I do have hopes and dreams that this book will
take off some day, but until then I work my tail off honestly, and
that’s alright by me and God.

When
morning arrives, I walk down to the office and start my morning
routine, noticing that the unit that Nicely Dressed and Fedora were
in is already vacant, so I head in there and get started cleaning.
As I scrub the toilet and make the bed, I see something dark brown
in color sticking out from the inside cushion of the tattered seat
by the door. “Well, I’ll be damned.” I say, as I pull out a man’s
wallet.

The man
is Terence Daniels, says his driver’s licence. A business card says
that he’s the CEO of some fancy company headquartered in Louisiana.
The leather billfold is empty, but his credit cards are aplenty.
And I figure he must have drunk the remaining bills, considering
how wasted he was last night. I tuck the wallet inside my back
pants pocket and finish cleaning, noting that neither of the men
showered. And as I lock up the unit and head down to the office, I
make plans to call Nicely Dressed and let him know that his wallet
was found here.

Now, I
know what you’re thinking. That with my financial position, that
this should be seen as a golden opportunity, but I don’t play that
way. No way. I’m an honest person. Just because I was burned before
doesn’t make it right. I’m sure some day the Lord will find a way
to pay me off for my suffering, and I know that there was a lesson
to be learned there, too. And believe me, I learned it. And as I
dial the number to connect with the owner of the wallet, I realize
that this man has also learned a thing or two about being in
business.

“Oh, thank you so much for calling…err…?” he trails off,
letting me fill in the blank.

“Kobie. Kobie Franklin, Mister Daniels.”

“Oh, please. Just call me Terence.”

“Sure. Terence. Do y’all want me to pop this in a Fedex
envelope and courier it to you?”

He
sighs, considering that for a moment. “No, but thanks for offering.
I’d sooner drive back down and pick it up personally.”

“That’s sure a long drive from Louisiana.”

“It is. But the last thing I need is to lose that wallet. It’s
a long story, but I’ve been having my share of troubles
lately.”

“Well, I could get it insured. Save you a trip back. I don’t
mind.” I offer, wondering what this guy’s deal is. Why on earth
would you want to drive all the way back here, when you just left,
and you can get your wallet back with overnight delivery from
Fedex?

“I appreciate it, but if you can just hang on to it all the
same.” Terence says tentatively. “I’ll give you five hundred
dollars if you can guard it with your life.”

“That’s not necessary. I’ve got it right here and I’m not
going anywhere.”

“Thanks so much. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“I’ll be here.”

 



***

 


The next
day, I’m deep into my afternoon soap opera when I see a real
expensive car pull up, and I know that it’s Terence. Especially
since the Louisiana licence plate gives it away.

“Terence?” I ask, as he walks in. He looks even fancier than
he did the last time I saw him. Money sure cleans a man up
nice.

“Kobie?” he checks, and I remember that he was so drunk, he
likely doesn’t even remember seeing me last night.

“That’s me.”

Terence
looks around. “You having a slow day?” His dark hair is slicked
back loosely, and it’s cut short all around, giving him a real
doctor-like appearance. He’s got perfect, straight, white teeth,
big blue eyes, and a body that suggests that he spends a good
portion of time at the gym. Either that or he’s got one in his
office. He’d never be a patron in an establishment like this,
that’s for sure. He wasn’t kidding. Last night was about something
darker than just a place to lay his head down.

“Somewhat.” I admit, handing him his wallet. As expected, he
looks inside, making sure that everything is in order. Of course it
is. Like I said, my daddy raised me right.

He pulls
a wad of cash out of his back pocket and hands it to me. I raise my
hand. “No, sir. Like I said. That isn’t necessary.”

“It’s the least that I can do…Kobie…is it?”

“Sure is. But like I said, I had no ill intent with it. You
don’t have to pay me off.”

“You could have easily cleaned me out and sold my I.D. on the
internet.” He gestures to his car. “I’m a rich man. You could have
taken me for everything I have.”

I
swallow, looking him up and down. “That’s not the way I was raised,
Terence.”

He
searches my eyes, which are hidden under the bill of my baseball
cap. Our eyes lock for a moment, and then he’s distracted by a
framed photo sitting on the desk. It’s a picture of me and my daddy
when I was just a kid. We’d just put an addition on this place, and
he was so darn proud, because I helped him. “This your
dad?”

“Sure is.” I nod. “God rest his soul.”

He
purses his lips. He’s quiet for a moment, in thought. After a beat,
he speaks levelly. “How long has he been gone?”

“About five years now.” I say honestly. “He left this place to
me.”

“My dad also left me his business.”

“Your dad’s with the Lord, too?”

“Yes. Just a…short while ago.”

I place
my hand over his. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Our eyes
lock again. “Thank you.” He says levelly.

“Your mama still alive?”

He nods.
“Yes. She’s…in the hospital right now…but she’ll be fine.” He looks
at the picture again, and then back at me. “What about
yours?”

“No, sir.” I shake my head. “My mama died long before my daddy
did.”

Terence
draws in a deep breath, looking around, almost regretfully. “And
this…this is what you have left?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Gosh.” He shakes his head. “Is there…is there any way that I
can help you out?”

“What are you suggesting? Giving me money or something?” I
ask, my voice laced with contempt.

“Well…yes.” He nods, his tone says that I should know exactly
what he means.

“I’m sorry, Terence, but I’m no charity case, I’m afraid. My
daddy left me this place, and sure, I went into some twisted
business venture recently that set me back, but I’ve got plans. I
can make it on my own, I’m an educated person, I just…need some
time.”

“What plans do you have?”

I tell
him about my book, and he smiles, intrigued. “You
write?”

“I do. Every night.”

I give
him the premise of the story. “It’s with an editor…well…the first
book is, anyway. It’s going to be a series.”

“You have a second book?” he’s impressed.

“It’s started, yes. Evidently, series sell way better, and
that’s perfect, since something new happens here every
day.”

“Do you make any of it up?”

“No, sir.” I chuckle.

He licks
his lips, smiling. “This may sound twisted, but I’m really
interested in reading some of this.”

“I wrote about you.” I add, enjoying the smile on his face
because of me.

“You did?” Now he’s just plain tickled. “Can I…read some of
it?”

“Sure.” I nod. “Come with me.” I set the plastic ‘I’ll be back
in…’ sign on the door for thirty minutes, and lock up, leading
Terence to my unit. “Just…what kind of business are you in,
anyway?” I ask, making conversation as we walk to my
place.

“I’m in the beverage industry.” He answers simply.

“You got an office in Texas?” I ask, being nosey.

“No, not yet. But maybe some day.”

I unlock
my door and let him in first. My unit is the nicest, of course, not
appearing at all like the others. I’ve even got fresh flowers on
the table in a fancy vase my mama left me. “This place is nice.” He
comments, looking at the cream bedspread and matching pillows. “Do
you eat here and everything?”

“Yes, sir, I do. I’ve got a hotplate over there.” I indicate,
pointing to the small baseboard cabinet on the wall. “And a
minifridge, too. It’s just me, and I don’t eat much.”

I go
over to the notebook on the table and open it for him. “I’ve got a
laptop in the office that I’ll transfer it to one day, just like
the first manuscript, but for now, it works for me to just write it
all down as I go.” I explain, pulling my hat off my head, fluffing
my hair. My braid is half out after cleaning the units this
morning, so I pull it out and grab the brush off the nightstand,
while Terence peruses my work. “Can I offer you a drink or
something? It’s mighty hot out there today.”

“Sure.” He says, and I notice he makes a double-take at
me.

I make
him my famous lemon concoction that is a recipe that I’ve used for
years, along with others. Mama and I used to make up drinks when I
was a kid, and feed them to daddy. I hand him it, and he takes a
sip of the drink on ice, doing yet another double-take. “What is
this?”

“It’s my own recipe. Fresh lemons, and a whole bunch of other
stuff.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve got a few of them.” Then it hits me. “Oh,
yeah…you’re in the beverage industry, so you probably appreciate
this kind of stuff, don’t you.”

“I do.” He says, nodding, sipping more. “This is goddamn
fantastic.”

“Stop.” I wave.

“I’m serious. This…this should be sold in stores it’s so
good.”

“Sure.” I scoff.

“Why don’t you make me another one? One of your other
recipes?”

This
asshole is just teasing me. He wants to give me money and I won’t
take it, so this is how he’s going to clear his conscience; by
offering me money for this stupid drink that my mama and I made up,
or else he’s going to tell me that my manuscript is the next
goddamn ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’. I’m no fool. I can sense a rat when
I see one. “Terence, just…take your wallet and head home, okay? I’m
not trying to be rude, but like I said, I’m not a charity
case.”

His face
turns serious. “You’re taking this all wrong, Kobie.”

I like
how he says my name. Without the Texan twang, it sounds sexy. “Oh
yeah? How have I got it all wrong, huh? I don’t take the five
hundred dollars, but now you want to pay me off because of my
drinks and my book? Come on, Terence, I may live in a shack, but
I’m not a fool.”

I’ve
finished brushing my hair, sitting on the edge of my bed, while
he’s five feet away from me, sitting at the table. His dress pants
drape perfectly, like they were custom-made for him, and I’m
sitting in a pair of jeans and a homespun blouse; white with a
v-neck and frills. I discard my apron, laying it on the side of the
bed, and he just looks at me. Then it hits me. He’s looking at me
like he…like he likes me…like he’s attracted to me. Got to admit,
he’s the sexiest thing that has ever walked into the likes of this
place. I can see the outline of his pecks through his linen shirt,
and if it weren’t for him patronizing me right now, I’d be batting
my eyelashes at him like I was last night.

“I’d never call you a fool, Kobie.” He says softly, searching
my eyes, staring at my long brown hair that’s pooled over my belly,
framing my breasts. “I mean it. Look, I know that you don’t know me
from Adam, but I never walk away from something special. That drink
is goddamn delicious. So delicious that I want to bring some home
to my brother, who does sales for our company. I’m absolutely
serious. I’d never lie.”

His eyes
are like dinner plates. He’s right. I don’t know him from Adam, and
I’ve been burned before. Not falling for it again. “Terence, I
appreciate the compliments and all, but I got screwed over
recently, and I’m not up for going through that again. It’s bad
enough that I’m submitting my manuscript to agents, but luckily,
that won’t cost me a dime. Hell, even my editor is doing the job as
a favor.”

“How did you get screwed over?” he asks, genuinely concerned.
He rakes a hand through his hair, relaxing, like we’ve known each
other for years.

“It was a business venture.” I explain, setting my hairbrush
back on my nightstand. I sit down and adjust my blouse. “I wanted
to do some upgrades to this place. Fix it up. Make it better. I
don’t know if you realize, but this place has been known as the
local fleabag motel for years. My daddy was trying to fix it up
before he died, but it all fell apart.” I lick my lips. “Anyway,
the guy turned out to be bogus. I gave him my life savings, like an
idiot, and he bailed. I’d hire an attorney to fight for the money,
but you can see that I don’t have it. So now I’m back to square
one. I just hope that this book pays off, and then I can invest in
this place myself, without falling for some staged
coup.”

“How much did you lose?”

“Twenty thousand. It’s the money that daddy had saved up for
this place.”

“Kobie, that’s like pocket change for me.” He says soberly. “I
can give that to you. You give me the recipe for this drink, and
I’ll give you that. Actually, I’ll double it. Triple
it.”

I’m
insulted. “Why the hell do you want to give me this, huh? What is
your problem?”

He looks at me like he’s about to tell me the true meaning of
life, and nods. “You’re young. You’re…stunning. You’re honest. And you’re
clearly talented and a hard-worker. Those are qualities I’ve only
ever seen in one other person.”

This guy
is so full of shit. But I play along. “Who was that?”

He loses
eye contact. “It doesn’t matter. She’s not part of my life
anymore.” He looks at my manuscript, and I watch his eyes scan the
pages. He smiles and I’m curious, so I rise, take a few steps, and
stand next to him, wondering what passage he’s reading. Grabbing
the extra chair, I sit next to him, and we both scan the page. He
aids me by placing his index finger on the sentences that he’s
reading. “You know, this is really good. Like, Harlequin romance
good.”

“You’re in the beverage industry.” I tut. “What do you know
about literature?”

He looks
at me and frowns. “Fair enough. But I’m a guy who doesn’t read,
unless it’s a periodical or a business plan, and this has grabbed
my attention, so that says a lot.”

I allow
myself a glance at his full lips, as I breathe in his aftershave.
He smells almost like a Texan boy with his woody scent. He’d look
great in a Stetson, especially if he were on a Stallion. They don’t
make men like this outside of Texas, and none of the Texan boys
ever look at me the way that he’s looking at me right now. His eyes
go to my lips, and he leans in, incrementally, slowly, and it feels
like he’s a magnet, pulling me to him. I allow myself to lean in,
knowing how long it’s been since I’ve felt anything for a man. The
warmth from his skin alone is enough to set my heart
pounding.

His smooth lips touch mine, his fingers graze the hair at the
side of my face, draping it over my ear, as his mouth opens, and I
feel his tongue softly sweep the inside of my mouth, connecting
with my tongue, making my heart pitter-patter and my thighs dampen
instantly. As my hands find his hair, I find my fingers skating
through it, feeling the silkiness of it, and his hands travel
through my long locks, pulling me closer to him, grasping the hair
at the nape of my neck. I can feel the blood in my veins singing
from his touch. A touch I’ve never felt before…not in a long
time. Too long.

His lips
leave mine for a moment, but his eyes stay glued to
mine.

…and then he says something that no man has ever said to me
before in my life.


Chapter 2

 Terence

Slightly
hungover, I wake up, from the celebration yesterday, that went well
into the night. Jacob, my brother, and I, are free and clear,
owning our father’s business outright. No more worrying about some
stupid, asinine clause, where we have to marry and start a family
first before keeping our father’s business. Nothing. Since Jacob
and I are getting along again, and the proof is in the pudding,
according to dad’s lawyer, we can have the business that dad left
us in his unfortunate death, with no strings attached. The bar tab
was paid for by the business, as a write off, and Jacob was more
than happy to oblige the cute female bartender, in proving that
fact.

As I
turn over in bed, I hear my phone ringing from the pocket of my
dress pants, which are laying on the floor. I rise, feeling my head
pound softly, and answer it, clearing my throat first.

“Terence Daniels here.”

The
woman on the other end tells me that she has my wallet, and it’s
the motel that Layton and I stayed in, in Texas, when I was up to
my ass in deep shit. I think for a moment and realize that since my
luck has taken a turn, that I better not take this news sitting
down. I tell her that I’ll hop in my car and head on down there
right quick, back to Texas, as much as I’d rather set that memory
aside. After hanging up to her, promising that I’ll pay her off
dearly for keeping my wallet safe, I put a call in to my brother
Jacob. He answers on the fourth ring, sounding much worse than
me.

“Hey, little brother.” I chuckle. “You sound like I
feel.”

“That was a good time last night.” He replies.

“Yeah? Did you end up taking that waitress home?”

“No.” he grunts, and I can hear him stretching from the phone.
“I would have loved to. Man, she was good-looking, but you know how
women like that are. She knows that I’ve got money, and she’s a
bartender. It’s so cliché I couldn’t go through with it, as much as
every bone in my body was telling me to.”

“Every bone or just the one?” I tease.

“You’re sick.” He chuckles. “What’s up? You want to go into
the office for a while?”

“Na, I’ve got to head back to Texas.” I scoff. “Seems I forgot
my wallet while I was there. I’ve got a five-hundred-dollar
retainer for the young lady who’s guarding it with her
life.”

“Shit. Yeah, that’s smart, man. Don’t trust her to send it
back to you. You’re better off picking it up
personally.”

“Exactly.”

“Okay, Terence. I’ll keep shop here for today. You let me know
when you’re back, so we can go through some shit at the
office.”

“Will do.”

“Safe driving.”

“Thanks.”

Hours
later, when I pull up to the same motel, I shut the engine off, and
walk inside, feeling slight hesitation at the foggy memory
returning, from my last stay. Only this time I’m sober, showered,
and my head is on much straighter. I’m introduced to Kobie, the
girl who called me yesterday, letting me know about said wallet,
which is returned safe and sound, with not so much as a card out of
place inside. I make a mental note to check my bank and credit card
balances with my phone the second that I leave, but based on how
good-natured Kobie is, my mind is at ease.

She’s a
gentle person, but with an edge, that tells me that she’s no fool,
and I believe her. To run a place like this, she’d have to have a
strong streak in her, based on some of the riff raff that come
through here, myself included. She says nothing about the condition
that I was in the last time she saw me, despite the fact that I
can’t place her at all, because of said condition. The conversation
that ensues is unexpected. Kobie is without a father, too, and
she’s also running the business that her father left her. Before I
know it, she’s leading me into her quarters, where she’s going to
show me the manuscript that she’s working on.

I don’t know how
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