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Chapter 1








E
 verything
 changed
 when
 Mom
 died.

That thought intermittently cycles through my mind as the bus winds through Camden and as we hit Ashland and approach Cape James, I wish there was a way to force out the nagging reminder and move on. I always knew that her death was the catalyst for the series of choices I made, but I never really reckoned with the fact that one event could take a wrecking ball to my future and leave me sitting on a slow moving bus heading back to the place I tried so hard to escape.

Ten years have passed since I left it all behind and I assumed that everything would be exactly the way I left it.

It isn’t.

The cheap sterile strip malls with discount chain stores that line the highway are unwelcome intruders and as we turn towards the small downtown area of Cape James, I hope that the shops and restaurants I remember haven’t been driven out of business.

We make a hard right at the stoplight and my stomach sinks. The brief burst of excitement I was experiencing has passed and now I’m filled with anxiety, afraid that I’ve ruined my life and at twenty eight, it’s too late to start over again.

We creak to a stop in front of the only restaurant on main street and I grab my duffel bag, throwing it over my shoulder as I thank the driver and squint into the blindingly bright sun.

‘Got any other luggage?’ he asks as I make my way down the stairs.

‘This is it,’ I say, waving as he shuts the door behind me and releases the brake, pulling away in a haze of smoke that fills my lungs. I cough it out, then take a look around.

It’s four-thirty on a Tuesday afternoon and the boarded up shops look sadder than I remember. The payphone at the end of the street is still there and I grab the receiver, holding it up to my ear as I fish some change out of my pocket to make a call. I realize that the line is dead.

I pump the switch a few times but give up when I don't hear a tone and slam the receiver back down on the cradle in frustration.

The old Lewis Diner is the only place open and I grab my baseball cap out of my bag and put it on before making my way down the broken sidewalk and opening the door, the small bell affixed to the handle clanging like my own personal welcome committee.

The dirty linoleum counter is coated with a thin layer of grease and the fluorescent lights flicker above me in the poorly lit space. When I was a kid, my dad would take me here for a milkshake as a reward for bringing home a good report card, but now the place is completely empty and I don’t hear a peep from the back.

‘Hello!’ I call out and an old guy appears through the swinging doors, wiping his hands as he moves closer.

‘How can I help you, son?’ His name is on the tip of my tongue and if I can remember what it is, I’m pretty sure he’ll be more likely to help me out. People around here aren’t fond of strangers and right now, I feel about as strange as you can get.

‘Do you have a phone I can use? The payphone out front isn’t working and I need to call someone to pick me up.’ I try on the drawl that I packed away when I left, hoping the elongated vowels and languid tone will make him more comfortable.

‘Don’t you kids all have those portable phones now?’ he asks as he adjusts his glasses and takes a closer look at me, eyeing me suspiciously as he leans on the soda fountain that’s seen better days. He’s tall and thin and wearing clothes that look like they haven’t been laundered in a few weeks. The skin on his face sags and it’s hard to tell how old he is, but after a few seconds a spark of recognition ignites and he gives me a warm smile.

‘Wait a minute. Are you Dick Hatton’s boy?’

‘Yes sir, Richard Hatton is, uh… was my father.’ Saying those words feels so strange. In my mind, Dad’s sitting at the kitchen table, reading the paper and bitching about his lot in life, not buried six feet under in the town cemetery.

‘I thought you went off to become a priest or something?’ The man scratches his head as he thinks and I drop my bag to the ground, realizing that I’m going to be here for a while.

‘I was a novitiate monk.’

‘Oh yeah, that’s right- always thought that was a strange thing for a boy your age. What are you doing back here?’

I don’t feel like getting into it and shrug off his question. ‘Things change, I guess. Do you mind if I use your phone? I need to make a call.’

‘Yeah sure, of course.’ He pulls an old rotary phone out from under the counter and places it in front of me.’ If you want anything to eat let me know. I'll be in the kitchen.’














Chapter 2








‘B
 obby!’
 I’m
 finishing
 up
 a Coke that Mr. Denton insisted on giving me as my grandmother bursts through the front door, setting off the bell and pulling me into her flabby arms for a suffocating bear hug.

‘Hi, uh, Gummy.’ I feel weird calling her that- it’s what a five year old kid would say, not an almost thirty year old man, but I don’t know what else to call her. She plops onto the stool next to me, her gaudy paste jewelry earrings flapping around her head as she talks a mile a minute and I try to keep up with what she’s telling me.

‘What in the devil’s name are you doing here?’ She asks, taking a deep breath before turning and screaming past my ear. ‘Arthur, get out here and get this boy something to eat, he’s skin and bones.’

I hear someone shout something incomprehensible from the back and smile despite myself. After ten years of contemplative silence, my grandmother’s unique brand of chaos is strangely comforting.

‘Are you doing that vow of silence or whatever those people call it?’ she shakes her head and calls out for Mr Denton again before giving up and dragging me out.

‘I should leave some money for the Coke,’ I say as I grab my duffel bag and follow her through the front door and towards her ancient truck.

‘Screw that man. He still owes me twenty dollars from when he ran out of change last week and told me he’d pay me back the next day,’ she says as she huffs and puffs towards the truck door and swings it open for me. ‘I’ll make you something at home, you’re as thin as a needle. What did they feed you in that godforsaken place?’

I slam the door shut behind me and look for the nonexistent seatbelt as Gummy tosses her huge purse next to me and pulls herself into the driver seat. She arranges herself on the two pillows that she’s always used so she can see over the wheel and turns the key in the ignition, the classic truck roaring to life as she presses down on the gas pedal with the tip of her toes and we jerk out of the parking space and towards the edge of town.

‘Well, I never thought I’d see you again, Bobby. It is so nice having you back. Do you have a place to stay?’ I’m pretty sure she hasn’t breathed since she’s seen me and I let her keep going. My dad always said that if she wasn’t talking, my grandmother would probably just drop dead.


I get it now.


‘I don’t really have any plans yet,’ I manage to say as I take in the scenery that flies past us.

The flat, open landscape is so different from the forested hillside of upstate New York and I glance over the tall pines that line the road, inhaling the scent that causes so many memories to come flooding back; driving along this same route with my parents, back when things were good and driving by myself when everything went wrong.

‘... and of course, you know that bitch Malvina Thomas is still trying to get your daddy’s farm, but I’ve been fighting her off and now that you’re back, she’s got no claim to that land.’

‘What?’ I ask. My father had inherited two hundred acres that hug the marshy shoreline of the Chesapeake Bay. Before I left, he had mentioned selling it and moving into town, but we stopped talking and I figured it was none of my business.

‘Malvina Thomas, you know- that… woman
 who lives down the road. She’s tryna say that your daddy, rest his sweet soul, promised it to her before he died.’ Gummy maneuvers the huge truck onto the dirt road that leads to her house and speeds along the pothole-filled stretch like she’s trying to outrun the police.

‘Well he talked about selling it, so maybe he did…’

‘Are you crazy, boy?’ She asks as we slam to a stop in front of the old farmhouse that I remember so well.

I still can’t believe that I’m back here.

‘Your father would be spinning in his grave if he thought that woman had a chance at taking what rightfully belongs to you.’ Gummy walks onto the creaky porch ahead of me. ‘You know, this reminds me of when your daddy used to come back from that college up north and I’d pick him up in town for his breaks, then bring him home and he would have this attitude like his shit didn’t stink for days afterwards,’ her voice trails off as she enters the house and I follow her inside.

‘Really?’ I ask. Dad never stopped talking about the ivy league university he went to or the fact that he deserved better than the life he ended up with, but at this moment, it's fairly easy to imagine what he went through when he came home.

Maybe now we finally have something in common.

‘Yes, baby. He was always in such a mood, just wanted to go to his bedroom and sulk and talk about how much better it was there.’ I walk into the old house and the memories hit me like a freight train as my foot hits the creaky board in the dining room and I’m reminded of the time I spent here. ‘I finally told him to just stay up there if he likes it so much and he did, but then of course he came back when your granddaddy got sick.’

I watch as she shuffles into the kitchen, her one sided conversation shifting to some neighbor that just died and I look around for a few minutes, reacquainting myself with the familiar space. A loud crash in the kitchen jerks me back into the present.

‘Are you alright?’ I ask as I rush in and see an industrial sized can of green beans on the floor.

‘Yes, honey. I’m fine,’ my grandmother says, picking up the can and placing it on the counter, letting out a loud groan as she straightens her back. ‘I’m making a casserole for dinner. Why don’t you go upstairs and get some rest- you’ve had a long day.’

‘Thanks for everything, Gummy,’ I say as I give her a weak smile and head up to the room I used to stay in when I was a kid. It hasn’t changed. The tiny bed reminds me of the one in my cell and I smile, tossing my bag on the dresser before kicking off my shoes and laying down.

I’ve got ten dollars to my name and no real training other than prayer, meditation and years of baking bread. As I sit in the tiny bedroom with the single window overlooking the lush green fields, I wonder if I’ve fucked myself over so badly that I’ll never be able to recover.

When I was a kid, Mom and Dad would send me here on the weekends and I’d help around the farm with odds and ends, fixing the chicken coop or pulling weeds from around the flowers that Gummy was always so proud of.

There’s a light brown water stain in the corner of the ceiling and I wonder how long it’s been there. This place could use some repairs and I’m dreading going to Dad’s house and seeing the disaster it’s become. It started deteriorating after Mom died and since Dad was alone, he probably let it go to hell.

My mind drifts and my consciousness lets go, releasing me from the tangle of doubts that have been my constant companion since I got on the bus yesterday morning.

‘Bobby!’ I wince as I hear my name being shouted from somewhere in the distance and jerk awake. I sincerely miss the silence that was the main appeal of life in the monastery. Yelling doesn’t feel natural, so I get up and walk towards the door, leaving my new cell and heading down the dark narrow stairs that lead into the kitchen.

‘Oh, there you are, baby,’ Gummy says as she grabs the truck keys from the dining room table.‘I’m going out for my book club. There’s a casserole in the fridge if you’re hungry. I already told Little Jim MacAllister that you’re back home and he said that Mac’s got some work for you on the boat if you’re interested. His number’s over there on the fridge.’

I wince as she says that and again when she reaches out to roughly pinch my cheek. I feel like I’ve morphed back into that lonely five year old kid and it doesn’t feel great.

‘If you need to go out, the keys to your grandaddy’s Oldsmobile are in the cupboard. I’ll be back around nine and we’ll talk some more then, ok?’ she says firmly and I nod as I watch her storm through the front door, a highly localized tornado sent to disrupt everything she encounters.

I laugh at that. I mean, I love her- she’s the only family I’ve got left, but today has been exhausting and the only thing I want to do right now is to get back on the bus and return to the abbey, to beg forgiveness and ask them to take me back.

Unfortunately, that’s never going to happen.

I pull open the heavy fridge door and grab the casserole that Gummy made earlier. It’s something with green beans and chicken and a few other ingredients that I can’t quite figure out. I see the note with Mac’s number and read it as I set down the heavy glass dish.


Bobby- call Mac MacAllister. He’s got work for you. Kisses, Gummy
 .

His number is beneath the message and as my stomach growls insistently, I decide to tackle one thing at a time. I throw a plate of the green mystery food into the microwave and nuke it, watching the dish spin around as I attempt to re-center myself and one of the familiar blessings worms its way into my thoughts.


Benedic, Domine, nos et haec tua dona quae de tua largitate sumus sumpturi, per Christum Dominum nostrum. Amen.


I’m jolted out of my trance when the timer dings and I transfer the scalding bowl to the table and sit down, picking at it for a minute before digging in. It doesn’t taste as bad as it looks and I clean the plate, leaning back in my chair, my eyes fixed on the horizon and the setting sun in the distance. The silence is reassuring and I enjoy it for a few more minutes before picking up the piece of paper and dialing the number on the phone hanging next to the kitchen door.

‘Yeah?’ A gruff voice answers and I assume it’s Mac. We went to school together but were never close. He thought I was a dork and I tried to keep away from the redneck contingent as much as possible. I’m nervous and decide to start with the basics.

‘Hey, Mac, this is Bobby Hatton.’

‘Bobby! How are you man?’ He sounds friendly and I relax. ‘Mrs Hatton called daddy and told him you were back in town,’ his thick drawl wraps around his scratchy smoker’s voice and I tell him that yes, I am back in town.

‘She said you might be lookin’ for some work. I got a boat going out in the morning if you’re interested.’ His lazy accent causes the words to all run together and it takes me a few seconds to get the gist of what he's saying.

‘Yeah, just something short term until I get my shit together… if you’ve got a place for me.’ I reply, imagining my father’s corpse doing somersaults right now. This is not the life he wanted for me, but this is what reality looks like and I cringe when I realize that he was right about everything.

‘This is perfect timing. My counter had to go to rehab and I’ve got a spot open for the next few months if you want to fill in,’ he says.

‘Ok, yeah, I don’t know what that is, but I’ll give it a shot.’ I thank him and hang up, dreading the thought of working on the water, but realizing that I don’t really have a choice.














Chapter 3








T
 he
 alarm
 sounds
 at
 4am and I roll over, smashing my hand down on the ancient bakelite button as I sit up and rub my eyes. As a novice, I would normally wake up at 4am for prayers, then make bread for the brethren. That scent is embedded in my mind and I remember the way the dough felt between my fingers as I kneaded it every morning.

I fumble with the old lamp by the bed and turn it on. The harsh light doesn’t do me any favors and I let out a miserable groan as I stare through the window for any hint of the sun breaking over the horizon.

In Cape James there are basically two options for work: farming or fishing. The people who are lucky enough to own some land are usually farmers, the rest work on the water. My family were always farmers, but now it looks like I’m going to fish.

I pull on a pair of worn out jeans and a t-shirt, grateful that at least it’s late spring and I won’t freeze to death. After splashing some water on my face, I stumble downstairs and make some instant coffee, chugging it down before grabbing the keys to my grandfather’s Oldsmobile and heading out the front door into the early morning darkness.

Sounds of life surround me as crickets and cicadas cry out and flies of various types buzz around my head. The sulfurous stench of the nearby marsh is ripe and drifts along on the calm breeze as I breathe it in. I’m surprised that the old cruiser still works and crank it on before backing out of the driveway, trying to remember how to get to Mac’s shed.

Mac is actually James MacAllister III. His father was Little Jim and his grandfather was Big Jim, so they ran out of nicknames and instead of calling him James, decided on Mac. The naming conventions of the southern states is a fascinating topic and something about which my father had strong opinions that he enjoyed sharing when he had a few too many drinks.

There’s nothing on the radio and I give up after a few minutes, preferring the roar of the engine to the noise coming out of the speakers as I cruise along the deserted back roads. The only people up at this hour are the ones heading to the pier or the sheds and I try to remember if I should take a right or a left at the stop sign at the end of the road.

I go left and about ten minutes later, I see a flurry of activity as guys lug around rakes, baskets and traps and the smell of rotting seafood assaults my senses, even through the closed windows. I park away from the action in the dirt lot and lock the car before shoving my keys in my pocket and making my way towards the dozen or so workers preparing the boats for the daily grind.

‘Bobby!’ I hear someone call my name and turn to locate the voice. Walking towards me is a big, rough looking guy with a huge grin plastered on his lips as he holds out his hand and I feel an odd rush of warmth consume me.

‘Mac.’ I say as I give him a firm shake and greet him with a smile. ‘It’s good to see you, man.’

‘Same. I never thought you’d be back here. Didn’t you join the FBI or somethin’?’

I’m not sure where he got that one and shake my head as he exhales a thick cloud of smoke and I try not to cough. Mac was a year ahead of me in school, but he looks twenty years older and as we walk towards the shed, broken oyster shells crunch beneath my feet.

‘No, I was planning to take monastic vows, but it didn’t really work out.’ I try to explain, but he gives me a blank look. ‘You know, like a monk.’

‘Oh, yeah…’ he mumbles and I realize that he’s still confused so I change the subject and motion towards the chaos in front of me. ‘This is all yours now?’

‘Yeah, man- daddy retired a few years ago and left me with this mess. Got an offer on the whole shebang earlier in the year that could leave me set, but they wanted to move the operation so I told ‘em no deal. Mornings like this make me regret it now.’

‘Yeah, definitely.’ I have no idea what to say. ‘So, uh, what do you need me to do? I should probably warn you that I’ve never even gone fishing before.’

‘That’s no problem, man. I got you on the clam boat with Jose and his crew. You’ll be dealing with the clam count, so just make sure the numbers look right and everything should be fine.’ Mac says as he tosses the butt of his cigarette to the ground and smashes it out with his rubber boot. ‘Head over there and grab a pair of waders, you’re gonna need ‘em.’

He cackles as he lumbers away and I walk in the direction he pointed and ask for Jose. When I find him, I introduce myself and ask where I can find some boots.

‘Over there behind the traps, but hurry up- we’re leaving in five and if you’re not in the truck, you’re getting left behind.’ Jose gives me a big smile and I do as I’m told, trying not to get overwhelmed by the general chaos in the background as I find some waders that fit. I toss my sneakers in the corner and jog back out, Jose motioning for me to join him in the cab as he starts up the old truck.

It’s still dark, but I can see hints of pink and purple at the edge of the sky as we head towards the public pier. Something about that calms me and I exhale as I drag my fingers through my hair and let the breeze from the open window baptize me.

‘So where you from?’ Jose asks and I shrug.

‘Here, but I’ve been away for a while.’

‘Huh,’ he grunts and I try to think of something else to say as we cruise down the back road.

‘I think Mac wants you to do the count. You're basically just like counting clams, bro. It's not that hard.’

‘Ok, sure. Just tell me what to do and I’ll take care of it,’ I say hoping that I’m not stepping on anyone’s toes. I don’t exactly have many options right now and if I screw this up, I’m not sure if I’ll be able to find something else. Jose seems nice, but doesn’t say much after that and I focus my attention on the ranchero music blasting from the speakers as we pull into the pitted road next to the pier.

We get the boat into the water and the other two guys push us off as Jose starts the engine and we pull away from the boat ramp and towards the neck of the creek. Mac follows behind us in one of the larger boats and I wave as he passes by, hoping this whole thing won’t be a total disaster.

By the time we get to the nursery, the sun is peeking over the horizon and Jose anchors the boat and jumps out into the shallow water, carefully avoiding an area that has a net surrounding it.

‘Come over here,’ he shouts and I follow him to where he’s standing. He leans over and scoops up a handful of tiny clams and shows them to me. ‘These are the seeds, they stay here for a few weeks, then we transfer them to either the Little Neck or Cherrystone enclosures. We’ll be harvesting forty bags of Little Necks today, so just keep an eye on that and make sure we grab enough and that the bags look consistent.’

‘Okay, I think I can handle that,’ I say as I watch Jose direct the other two guys in Spanish. As the morning progresses, I start to get the hang of the work and feel a sense of satisfaction as the pile of bags grows and I don’t make a total ass of myself.














Chapter 4








‘G
 ood
 job
 today,
 man.’
 Mac says as he waves off Jose and the other guys once we’ve finished lugging the heavy bags of clams off the truck and into the shed for processing. It’s almost two and I’m exhausted. He pulls out a wad of cash and peels off a couple of hundreds, handing them over with an apologetic grin. ‘We’ll figure out an hourly rate, but you saved my ass today.’

Money still seems like a foreign concept and I shove the bills into my pocket, feeling guilty for some inexplicable reason and try to change the subject.

‘Thanks. I haven’t worked like that since I graded potatoes for that old farmer down near Chilton. Wilkins or something, right?’

‘Fuck, I remember him.’ Mac takes a pull off his cigarette and scrunches his face up as his voice goes up an octave and he does a perfect impression of the old fucker. ‘Get over here boy, does this look like a fully grade-A tater to you?’

I’m dying laughing as Mac drops his cigarette to the ground and leans against his truck. ‘I gotta go home and help Layla with the kids, but do you wanna come out to Someplace Else for a beer later tonight?’

Someplace Else is the local watering hole. I was too young to go before I left and my dad swore he’d never step foot inside that particular establishment again after the owner called him a prick, so the place always seemed completely off limits.

‘Yeah sure,’ I reply with a shrug. ‘I could use a shower and a nap first anyway. What time?’

‘Maybe around seven,’ he says as he sticks out his hand for a shake. ‘I’ll see you then.’

‘Bobby!’ Gummy’s nagging is already starting to grate on me and even though I appreciate the fact that she’s taken me in, I think I’m ready to see if Dad’s place is fit for habitation. ‘Could you come in here for a second?’

‘Yeah, just a minute. I’ll be right there,’ I shout as I hear voices in her sitting room. It’s probably one of her purple haired friends, so I take my time, kicking off my dirty shoes and grabbing a Coke from the fridge before making my way into the heart of the house.

As I casually stroll into the old fashioned sitting room, my gaze locks onto her visitor and I feel my heart come to a complete stop.

‘Bobby, this is Nora, from the town library,’ Gummy pauses for a second and I stare at the woman like I’m an idiot. I realize that I haven’t been around many women in the last decade, but she’s objectively one of the most beautiful ones I’ve ever met. Her straight blonde hair is tied into a loose ponytail at the nape of her neck and her thin sundress drapes enticingly over her tight body as she sits primly in one of Gummy’s faded floral chairs.

‘Hi, Bobby. Nice to meet you,’ she says with a sparkle in her brown eyes. Her voice is soft and light like a cool breeze and I could stare at her all day. I suddenly feel awkward and run my fingers through my hair as I clear my throat and try to focus on anything else.

‘Nora came over to see if I’d be able to volunteer next week for the annual library book sale,’ my grandmother says with a determined gleam in her eye. I know what she’s trying to do and I can feel my cheeks burning. ‘I told her that I was busy with the Rotary auxiliary, but that my grandson had nothing else to do and would love to help.’

‘Yeah, I mean, sure…. I can help if you want.’ I’m flustered and filthy and annoyed and I wish that this was not happening right here and right now.

‘Thank you. I appreciate any help I can get,’ Nora says with a bright smile as she stands up and sticks out her hand. I take it in mine, relishing how soft and small it feels in my grip.

‘I don’t have a phone yet, but you can call Gu… uh my grandmother and tell her what time you want me there.’ This entire situation is so awkward and even though I want to spend every waking minute of the rest of my life getting to know Nora better, I wish that this could wait until I wasn’t coated in a thick layer of marsh mud.

‘Sure, I’ll do that and it was nice to meet you,’ she says with a quick wave and she giggles nervously as Gummy gets up and shows her to the door. My heart is racing as I watch her leave and Gummy turns to give me a smile. ‘She’s a cute little thing, isn’t she?’

‘God, Gummy… uh,’ I grunt in frustration. ‘Can I call you something else? I’m not a kid anymore and it’s kinda embarrassing to say that word in front of other people.’

‘What do you want to call me?’ She asks with a frown. I’m worried I’ve upset her with my outburst and immediately apologize.

‘I’m sorry, it’s just weird, you know?’

‘No, I don’t know. I’ll always be your Gummy,’ she says as she reaches out and pinches my cheek. ‘But when we’re around other people, you can call me Charlene if it makes you feel more comfortable.’

‘Ok, fine.’ That feels like a fair compromise and I reach out to give her a hug and she pulls away with a snort and a laugh.

‘You better get a shower first. I love you, baby, but I’m not touching you when you’re filthier than a muskrat.’ She starts muttering something about the Rotary club as she shuffles off and into the kitchen.

I run upstairs, suddenly feeling energized and grab my only other set of clothes, then turn on the faucet and wait for the water to heat up. It feels so good on my skin as I wash off the black grime and watch it swirl into the drain. Nora flashes through my mind and I’m suddenly hot.

We barely spoke, but just thinking about the way she looked at me makes me want to melt. I imagine sliding my finger across her soft shoulder, hooking it in the strap of her pink sundress and pulling it down. The erotic thoughts compound and before I realize it, I’m rock hard and feel the need to stroke myself.

The sensation is incredible and I brace myself against the wall, the fantasy moving to the part where the fabric falls away from her tight little body and just as I get to the good stuff, the water turns frigid and I scream, immediately going soft and fumbling to turn the faucet off. An intense feeling of guilt consumes me and even though I’m no longer living a life of denial, I worry that I’ll never be able to separate myself from it completely.














Chapter 5








T
 he
 old
 brick
 and
 wood house has been almost completely claimed by a thick layer of English ivy. My mom brought the original clippings from her parents' place in Massachusetts and planted it before I was born- that’s what my dad always told me, at least. I peer through the glass pane in the door and realize that everything is exactly how he left it, basically how my mom left it and as I turn the key in the lock and force the door open, the memories hit me like a slap across my face.

I had secretly hoped that the place would be empty, that someone had come through and cleared out the stacks of books my dad hoarded or the delicate folk art pieces that my mom had so carefully collected over the years. It’s all still there, a reminder of who these people were and the last remnants of their existence.

News of my dad’s death hadn’t been a huge shock. Gummy kept me updated with her rambling letters for years and told me in detail about his lung cancer, chemo and final days at hospice. He was a prolific smoker and remained that way until he died, but it still hurt when the news arrived and I realized that I would never see him again.

Mourning was generally frowned upon, but the abbot was ultimately human and understood that no one was exempt from sorrow. He told me to take some time for myself for contemplation. When I knelt in front of the crucifix in the humble chapel, it was the first time I ever felt the type of emptiness that could eat away at your soul.

Doubts about my decision had always been nagging and insistent, but I assumed that they were a normal part of the process of taking my vows- that I should question my decision. The problem was that these doubts were becoming more frequent and overwhelming.

My final vows were only months away. At that point there would be no turning back and as I knelt in front of Christ, tears filled my eyes, but not from the thought of the exquisite salvation he offered mankind.

I was crying for my dad.

I push all of that out of my mind as I walk towards the bright kitchen that my mom loved so much. A few of the cabinets are open and I realize that her dishes are still inside, just coated with a thin layer of dust. I take out one of the delicate porcelain plates, tracing the rosebud pattern with my finger before replacing it and letting out a loud sigh. It’s all still there and I go through every drawer, cabinet and closet, completely oblivious to the time.

When I notice the sun setting outside, I turn to go, securing the door behind me as I decide to return tomorrow to get the place habitable again.

***
I hear my name as I enter the dank watering hole and see Mac waiting for me at the bar, surrounded by people I could possibly know but don’t immediately recognize.

‘Get your ass over here, Bobby.’

He waves and I walk over, loud country music blaring from the ancient speakers mounted over the bar and my misery growing more intense with every passing second. I never enjoyed socializing that much before I left, now it feels overwhelming. I suck up my discomfort and shake Mac’s hand as he motions towards the small group of people he’s with.

‘Y'all remember Bobby Hatton, right?’ he shouts and the guys all nod and I scan their faces, hoping for some clue as to who they are. One immediately sticks out and I’m surprised to see him hanging out with this group.

‘Travis, what’s going on?’ I give the shy looking ginger a half hug and pat him on the back before pulling away. The rest of their names eventually come back to me and Mac hands me a beer.

‘Bobby’s working for me now, can you believe it?’ Mac is already plastered and I take a sip of the weak lager. The stout we made at the abbey was way better, but it feels good to dull my senses and I let the warmth of familiarity pass through me. We all chat for a few minutes before the other guys get distracted by the game on the TV over the bar and Travis turns to talk to me.

‘It’s good to see you again. I’m surprised you came back to this dump,’ a laugh escapes his lips and I can tell he’s not exactly thrilled about being here either. He and I were friends in high school, but by the time I graduated, I mostly kept to myself and the two of us drifted apart.

‘Yeah, I’m feeling the same way right now.’ I take another sip, then push the glass away. ‘I thought you were going to college near Richmond.’

‘That didn’t really work out,’ he says as he adjusts his baseball cap. Travis was a good friend and I wanted more for him than this. ‘Dad needed help on the farm so I came back.’

‘Things don’t always work out the way you plan, do they?’ I ask and he shrugs.

‘It’s weird, I was just talking about you with Jen the other day,’ he says and my heart skips a beat.

‘Jen Culver? She’s still in town?’ I ask, trying not to look as excited as I feel. Jen was the closest thing I ever had to a girlfriend and I had assumed that she would be as far away from here as she could get.

‘Yeah, she got married but something happened and she came back a few months ago. She’s working at her mom’s bakery now, I can give you her number if you want,’ he says with that slow coastal drawl that spreads every word into at least three syllables. ‘I’m sure she’d love to hear from you.’

‘Well, uh- I don’t have a phone yet,’ I make a mental note to take care of that tomorrow as soon as I get off work.

‘I’ll send her a text now and let her know you’re back,’ Travis says as he leans over his phone and types out the message. My mind fills with doubts. Do I want to see her? Neither of us are the same person and it didn’t exactly end well.

‘No!’ I spurt out. ‘I’ll go see her tomorrow. She'll be working in the afternoon, right?’

‘Yeah, I think they close around three or four, something like that,’ he puts down his phone and takes another drink and our conversation shifts into more neutral territory as the evening winds down.














Chapter 6








W
 hen
 the
 alarm
 goes
 off this morning, I spring out of bed, get dressed and pull out of the driveway by 4:10. I’m feeling good today, the prospect of seeing Jen again spurring me on as I cruise down the road, drinking my instant coffee and screaming along with the classic rock station.

Work goes fast and Mac shoves another hundred into my palm as I say goodbye, turning down an offer of dinner with his family and promising to take him up on it next week. I speed back to Gummy’s house, sprinting inside for a quick shower before getting dressed and giving her a kiss on the cheek as I grab a couple of cookies from the baking sheet.

‘Where you going, baby?’ she calls out as I rush towards the door.

‘To see a friend. I’ll be back by dinner.’

‘Ok, honey, I’m making pork chops. Be careful.’ Her voice fades away as I hop into the old car and head out. It’s getting late and I hope I haven’t missed my chance. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about Jen since last night and hope that maybe that spark we once shared is still there.

We never dated, but we spent a lot of time together and she was the first girl I kissed. I still remember it, sitting on the beach, the vast expanse of stars above us like a tapestry, leaning closer and going for it. She seemed to like it, but everything changed over the next few weeks and it was never the same between us after that.

The open sign for Kim’s Cupboard is still up and I feel my heart jump as I see a dark haired woman inside wiping down the counters. I briefly consider turning back, but suck it up, get out of the car and cross the broken sidewalk, my pulse racing as I get closer.

I take a deep breath before opening the door and trying to look casual as I walk inside.

‘Sorry, we’re closed for the day,’ the woman says and I can’t believe that it’s actually Jen standing in front of me. She’s older, but still as beautiful as the last time I saw her and when she exhales and looks up, I wait for the spark of recognition, the sign that she’s as excited to see me as I am her.

‘I said…’ she looks up, her dark eyes locking onto mine and a slow smile curls her lips as she recognizes me. ‘Bobby!’

She throws down the rag and lifts up the counter, coming closer with a huge grin as she pulls me into her arms. It feels so good, almost like the past decade hasn’t happened and we’re back on the beach, under the stars and everything is possible.

‘When… where, uh…’ she stares at me with those dark eyes and I feel my heart start doing somersaults. She’s still as gorgeous as she was when I saw her last, maybe even more so and as she takes a step back, I can’t help but drink in her soft curves and full breasts.

‘I thought you were gone, Bobby,’ she says, her voice soft as her expression shifts and sadness fills her eyes. ‘Why did you come back?’

‘I…’ I don’t know what to say. Over the course of a few seconds, she went from being excited to see me to looking upset. ‘I just got back a few days ago and Travis told me you’d be here.’

The air conditioner cycles on and I don’t know what else to say to her.

‘No, it’s good to see you, I just…’ she stutters and I’m so confused.

‘I can leave if you’re busy,’ I say and I hear the door open behind me and someone walks in, interrupting the awkward reunion. Jen looks at the woman and smiles.

‘I’m sorry, but we’re closed for today. Could you come back tomorrow?’ Jen gives the woman a friendly wave and once we’re alone again, she walks towards me, locking the door and turning the sign to closed. ‘No, I’m not busy, I… I just can’t do this right now, Bobby. I’m sorry.’

She unlocks the door and opens it and I can’t believe that this is happening.

‘Ok, well, uh… it was good seeing you again,’ I say, my heart breaking into a thousand pieces as I wave and she chews her lip as she watches me go.

‘Maybe another time, ok?’ she says and I notice that her lower lip is quivering and I feel like something else is going on, but the last thing I want to do is upset her more. I walk out, hearing the door lock behind me as I walk towards the car and ease inside, forcing myself not to look back as I drive away.

I don’t know where to go, so I head towards the packing shed. I’m more upset than I want to admit and Mac’s the only person I feel like I can talk to. His truck is parked outside so I get out of the Olds and head into his office.

‘Bobby,’ he says when he sees me walk in. ‘You’ve got the weekend off, man. Relax.’ He lets out a barrel chested laugh as he picks up his pack of cigarettes and offers one to me. I shake my head and he lights one up and leans back in his squeaky office chair as I take a seat across the desk from him. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Ughh,’ I let out a groan and rest my head in my hands, frustration building up inside of me as I wonder how I’ve fucked up my life so badly and have nothing to show for it. ‘I don’t know, everything I guess.’

‘I don’t know what to tell you. Life fucking blows- you just have to suck it up and do what you can to make it less miserable,’ he takes a long drag, seemingly just fine with the lot he was given. ‘I guess you didn’t have as many problems when you were a monk or whatever.’

‘No, just different problems,’ I say as I pinch the bridge of my nose and try to let it go, but when I open my eyes and stare at him, I realize that none of my problems are going anywhere. I’ll end up like my dad- bitter, alone and heartbroken, with no one to blame but myself.

‘Look, I don’t know what happened to you today, but the dinner invitation is still open. Layla’s got her cousin from Raleigh here visiting and she’s pretty cute. Maybe she could take your mind off of whatever’s going on,’ he says with a wink. ‘You know what I mean?’

I know exactly what he means, but I’m not interested in hooking up with some random chick and if his wife is the same Layla I knew in high school, I’m pretty sure that her cousin and I will have nothing in common anyway. After a few seconds, I realize that I don’t feel like spending my Friday night with Gummy so I nod.

‘Sounds good. What time is dinner?’ I ask and he looks at the ancient clock on the wall.

‘I’m just about done here. Let’s head over to my place and we’ll have a couple of beers before we start the grill. How does that sound?’ He stubs out his cigarette and stands up, dusting himself off as he puts a few papers into a nearby filing cabinet.

‘Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.’

It’s weird how much I mean that.














Chapter 7








I
 follow
 Mac
 through
 the winding back roads and down a long dirt driveway with a double wide trailer at the end. There’s a large house nearby and I assume that’s where Little Jim lives,

‘Welcome to Casa Mac, come on in,’ Mac drawls as he motions for me to follow him inside.

The place is roomier than it looks on the outside and the floor is littered with toys. I hear a loud squeal and a little girl rushes out, throwing her arms around Mac’s leg. Mac lifts her up and gives her a big kiss, then points at me.

‘That’s Bobby. Can you say hi?’

‘Hi Bobby,’ the little girl says before burying her head in her dad’s chest.

‘Tell him your name…’ Mac says as he kisses the girl’s fine blonde hair. She peeks at me, Mac’s shit eating grin plastered on her face as she debates if she wants to introduce herself.

‘I’m Taylor,’ she says before burying her blonde head in his chest again.

‘Nice to meet you, Taylor,’ I say. I don’t have much experience with kids and am not sure if she expects me to say something else.

‘Where’s your momma?’ Mac asks and Taylor points to the back of the small house. ‘Ok, baby, go tell her daddy’s home and he’s brought someone with him so she'd better not come out nekkid.’ Mac puts Taylor down and she does what she’s told, racing towards the back of the house as Mac shakes his head and laughs. ‘Want a beer?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ I say and he grabs a six pack from the fridge and motions for me to follow him through the sliding glass door. We emerge onto an ostentatiously large wooden deck that faces the big house and I can make out the gentle waves of the Chesapeake Bay behind the thin row of pines on the other side.

‘Daddy keeps saying he wants to swap houses, but we haven’t gotten around to it yet. Pretty soon, we’re gonna run out of space if Layla keeps popping them babies out,’ Mac lets out a laugh and tosses me a beer, then lights up a smoke and plops his large frame down into one of the chairs at the table.

I open the beer and take a sip, then stare at the surrounding fields and trees and push everything out of my mind. Mac is a good guy and I appreciate that he’s trying to help me out.

‘Thanks for this, I don’t know what happened back there,’ I say, feeling like I need to explain myself.

‘It’s fine. I get like that at least once a week. If you’re not asking yourself how the fuck you ended up the way you did, you’re doing something wrong,’ he says with a loud laugh and even though what he said makes zero sense, I get it.

I hear the door slide open behind me and Mac smiles broadly as he ashes out his cigarette and holds his arms open.

‘Layla, you remember Bobby Hackett,’ he says as Layla hands over the tiny baby she was holding and Mac rests it on his shoulder, making it look like the most natural thing in the world.

‘Of course I do,’ Layla says warmly. ‘How you doing, Bobby? It’s good to see you again.’

‘Hi Layla, nice to see you,’ I only have a vague memory of her, but she was always nice and I give her a wave. She turns to Mac and lowers her voice. ‘Did you get the steaks from Arlo’s?’

‘Yeah, they’re on the bottom shelf of the fridge,’ he says as he lets out a huge belch and Layla shoots him the dirtiest look I’ve ever seen in my life.

‘James MacAllister, you are a disgusting pig,’ she says, wrinkling her nose before heading back inside.

‘Yeah, but you still love me don’t you, sweetie pie?’ It’s obviously a rhetorical question since she completely ignores him. ‘Hey, tell Tricia to get her ass out here and say hi to Bobby.’ Layla slams the door shut behind her and I’m not certain that she heard Mac.

We’re talking about what’s going on next week when I hear the door open and close behind me. A tall, stunning beautiful woman walks out in a pair of ratty shorts, her long legs on full display as she heads in our direction. Her auburn hair is pulled into a messy bun and loose tendrils frame her pretty face. Her blue eyes are perfectly lined and her long lashes flutter flirtatiously when she turns to face me.

‘Hi, I'm Tricia,’ she says as she pulls out the chair next to me and makes herself comfortable before stretching out her tanned legs and resting her bare feet on the table.

‘Tricia, get your goddamned nasty feet off the table,’ Mac shouts playfully and she gives him the finger, winking as she returns her attention to me. Layla summons Mac from the kitchen and he swears under his breath before finishing the rest of his beer and getting up to join her, baby still draped over his shoulder, leaving Tricia and I alone.

‘Want one?’ I ask, pointing at the six pack, unsure about what to say. She’s indescribably hot, but in such an aggressive way that I feel like I need to mention it, unfortunately I can’t figure out exactly how to do that without sounding like a creep so I try to turn my attention elsewhere.

‘No, thanks. I don’t drink,’ she says with a wave of her hand and my gaze shifts toward her tan thigh, drifting up as my heart races and I hate that she’s making me feel like this.

‘So, Layla told me you’re a priest or something,’ she says, smacking her gum as she tilts her head and eyes me suspiciously.

‘I was a brother at the St Benedict Abbey in New York,’ I say, and her reaction makes me feel like I’m speaking a foreign language. ‘I was a monk, but I decided to leave before taking my final vows.’ Saying it still feels so strange, almost like I’ve invalidated ten years of my life.

‘Wow, are those the guys that shave their heads and don’t talk?’ Her eyes are wide and I’m not sure if she’s teasing me or if she’s actually curious.

‘Well we didn’t shave our heads, that’s more of a medieval European thing. The silence was a choice,’ I take a sip of beer and work out the phrasing in my mind: words should never be wasted on idle conversation. ‘We only spoke about important things, like work or scripture, but no general chatting about stupid stuff.’

‘Wasn’t that hard? I mean, I love just talking about my day or the weather or whatever- it’s relaxing,’ she says, smiling at me in awe as I try to explain.

‘It wasn’t difficult, especially once I got used to the idea. It forced us to focus and I really didn’t mind that part so much,’ I try to laugh it off and try not to stare at her tits under the thin white t-shirt she’s wearing without a bra.

‘How long were you there?’ she asks, arching her back slightly when she notices me staring and I turn my attention to the door, wondering where the hell Mac is.

‘Almost ten years. I was about to take my final vows, but decided that life wasn’t for me.’ It’s the simplest explanation I can think of and I hope she leaves it there. I finish off the beer and grab another can, cracking it open and taking a long drink. It’s weak but I can feel myself getting tipsy and realize that I want to get drunk, to lose control and see what it’s like. ‘Do you live here now?’

‘No, I’m just here for a few days helping Tricia out with the baby. Mac’s always working and she’s going batshit crazy from the stress.’

The conversation stalls and I don’t know what to say. She’s really hot and I want to get to know her better, but I was never good at talking to women and we just sit there awkwardly, staring at each other as the sun sets and I swat at a few mosquitos.

‘Tricia, can you come in here!’ Layla’s voice calls out and Tricia rolls her eyes before getting up and stomping inside. I take another sip of beer as Mac slams the sliding door behind him and comes out, whistling, with a plate of steaks and a big grin on his face.

‘Man, you made the right call with that monk thing. Women are crazy,’ he says as he turns on the gas and pumps the pilot light a few times to start the flame. I laugh at his joke, watching as he fine tunes it. After a few minutes, he throws on the steaks, a satisfying sizzle filling the air as I take it all in, something close to calmness spreading through my mind.














Chapter 8








‘B
 obby,
 you
 don’t
 look
 great. Maybe Tricia could drive you home.’ I’ve been here almost three hours. My stomach is full and my head is swimming. Mac’s slurring his words, too and I look at Tricia, who shrugs.

‘I don’t mind,’ Tricia says and I try to stand, but my body is absolutely not cooperating. She grabs my hand and pulls me out of the seat and the momentum causes me to fall against her and I burst into embarrassed laughter.

‘Sorry,’ I say as I grab her shoulder then jerk my hand away. ‘Sorry again.’

‘It’s fine,’ she says with a smile as she reaches into my jeans pocket and fishes around for the keys, her eyes locked on mine as she exaggerates the search and brushes against my cock. I’m not sure if it was on purpose or not but it felt really good. When she locates the keychain, she pulls her hand out and dangles it in front of me. ‘Ready?’

‘Yeah, I guess,’ I’m feeling so good right now and turn to face Mac. ‘Thanks for dinner. I had fun.’

‘Any time,’ he says with a wink.

I stumble after Tricia and we walk through the yard, the already damp grass making the bottom of my jeans wet as my gaze lingers on her round ass, enjoying the way her body moves as she leads me to the old car. She opens the door for me and I slide into the passenger seat, my head spinning as she walks around the front of the car and gets in.

‘How old is this thing?’ She asks and I try to remember the year.

‘I think it’s an ‘85, so almost forty years. It’s a classic,’ I mumble and she laughs as she turns the key and it roars to life, the dials all spinning up before settling back to where they belong.

‘A girlfriend of mine had a car just like this and we loved it. The thing was a tank,’ she says as she rests her arm on the back of the bench seat and backs out of the driveway. The road is empty and we lurch forward.

‘So where do you work?’ I ask. Even though she’s not really my type, whatever that is, she seems okay and I like talking to her. She doesn’t appear to give a shit about anything and I can appreciate that.

‘I’m a stripper,’ she says matter of factly and my head starts to spin; I don’t know if it’s from her revelation or the beer, but at least she’s being honest about it.

‘Wow, really?’

‘Yep. It’s the best job I ever had,’ she says. ‘I make my own hours and the money is unbelievable. I mean, it’s not what I plan to do forever, but I’m saving up a ton of money for nursing school. I should be able to graduate without any debt.’

‘Huh.’ I don’t know how to respond.

‘I get it,’ she says and that earlier awkwardness returns.

‘What?’

‘Guys like you don’t want anything to do with me when they realize what I do and I get it. You seemed nice, so I thought you wouldn’t care, but I was probably wrong.’

‘No, I- just, uh…’

‘No, it’s fine.’ We spend the next few minutes riding in silence and I stare at her again, a thousand questions filling my mind.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude, it’s just that I’ve spent the last decade with a bunch of dudes so I’m really bad around women. I don’t know what to say, I’m always staring at their tits and I come off like a creep, so it’s really not you…’ I’m rambling but I look over at her and she’s laughing.

‘You’re cute, you know that?’

‘Really?’ I ask.

‘Yeah. Even though you’re a good looking guy, you’re not a dick about it. I like that,’ her voice trails off as we slow to a stop at the intersection and she puts the car in park, then stares at me like she’s expecting something.

‘What?’

‘I want you to kiss me,’ she says and I feel completely flustered. My inexperience in this area is unparallelled and I can only imagine what she’s going to think of me when she realizes how bad I am at it.

‘I don’t, uh…’ I start and she slides closer across the bench seat, her eyes locked on mine as her lips part slightly and my heart starts to race. It’s all too soon and I’m not ready, but when she presses her mouth against mine, everything else in my life dissipates and she’s the only thing in this world that exists.

She’s wearing sweet tasting lip gloss and a laugh escapes her throat as she tilts her head and pushes her tongue into my mouth. After a few seconds, she leans back and stares at me, a look of confusion on her face.

‘You haven’t been with a woman before, have you?’

I’m mortified. I want to get out of the car and run across the field and disappear forever, but that’s not an option right now and her hot gaze is tearing into me, expecting an answer.

‘No.’

‘Jesus,’ she breathes as she slides her fingernail down my scruffy cheek and chews on her lip. ‘That’s so goddamn cute.’

I don’t know how to respond to that, but there’s no need as her lips meet mine and she kisses me again. This time it’s more intense and my body responds as I shift in my seat and she pulls herself onto her knees, then grabs my hand and molds it around her breast.

‘Do you have a place we can go?’ She breathes and I nod as I squeeze, my cock so hard that I have to shift in my seat.

‘Yeah, now?’

‘No, next week,’ her voice is breathy as she teases me and a pair of headlights approach behind us as she slides back into the driver’s seat and puts the car in drive. ‘Which way?’

I don’t know why I didn’t just take her to the Sleep Inn Motor Lodge or one of the other sleazy fisherman hotels, but as we pull up to my father’s house, I realize that this is where it’s going to happen and the various ghosts that haunt the place are just going to have to deal with it.

‘Nice house,’ she says as we get out of the car and she kisses me again. Her hand drifts down my chest and stomach and when it comes to rest on my cock, I'm worried I'm going to lose it.

The air is still and damp and I'm sweating so bad that it's embarrassing but she doesn't seem to care and when her fingers start releasing the buttons on my jeans, I can't believe this is actually happening.

‘So, if you've never been kissed before, you've probably never had a girl suck your cock before either, right?’ Her voice is barely above a whisper and I shake my head, swallowing as her hand snakes into my boxers and her fingers curl around me.

‘Does this feel good?’ She asks as she strokes me and I don't know how to respond. It feels better than anything I've ever experienced before and when she lowers herself onto her knees in the wet grass in front of me, I have a feeling it's about to get even better.

‘Yeah, it feels good.’ My mouth is dry and I swallow as she pulls my jeans down and slides her tongue across the tip of my cock then takes me between her full lips and into her hot mouth.

‘Oh God,’ I groan and she giggles. ‘What?’ I ask defensively, worried that I've done something wrong.

‘Nothing,’ she says before taking me deeper and I think back to the deal I made with God when I got to the abbey. I was always horny, just fucking inexplicably thinking about sex all the time. Even though I’d never been with a girl, I imagined what it was like, spent hours daydreaming when I should’ve been focused on liturgy imagining this exact scenario, but the reality of it is so much better than my wildest fantasies.

I hit the back of her throat and my body seizes slightly and I moan.

I got through that phase by allowing myself to jerk off, but I wouldn’t let myself come. It seemed like a fair deal, the Bible only said that I shouldn’t spill my seed. It was a technicality, I know, but whatever happened in my sleep wasn’t my fault and almost every morning, I’d wake up with sticky sheets.

‘Do you, uh…’ I start. She’s sucking the life out of me and I clench my fists before pulling her hair away from her neck and wrapping it around my fist. ‘Do you want to go inside?’














Chapter 9








T
 he
 electricity
 is
 still
 functioning and as I flip on the lights, I thank Gummy silently for keeping the place in decent shape, even though I’m sure this isn’t what she had in mind when she did it.

‘This house is so damn adorable, Bobby. It’s where you grew up?’ Tricia’s looking around and I hope that I didn’t screw myself over by moving the proceedings inside.

‘Yeah,’ I say, walking into the kitchen and grabbing a couple of glasses. My beer buzz has moved into a more functional phase and I really need some water. I let the faucet run for a few seconds as I flush out the pump, then fill the glasses and offer one to Tricia.

‘Thanks,’ she says with a smile and as she takes a sip, I remember what those lips felt like wrapped around me and I shiver, ready to get back to what we started. She puts the glass on the counter and shoves her hands into the pockets of her jean shorts and stares at me expectantly.

‘What?’ I ask, laughing as I fill up the glass again and chug it down.

‘Nothing, I don’t know… it’s just that I didn’t plan on this happening tonight. It’s strange how that works, you know?’

I finish the water and slam the glass down on the counter before leaning close and kissing her again, cupping her soft cheeks in my hands and enjoying the way that she tastes and smells and feels.

‘Yeah,’ I say, pulling away again as she smiles and my heart pounds in my chest. I don’t know what happens next and hate myself for being so inexperienced. ‘So, what now?’

‘Well, I mean, do you want to fuck me?’

‘God, yes,’ I say, laughing at the absurdity of the statement. ‘I mean, I’d be crazy not to, right?’

‘I’ve never been with a virgin before,’ she says and I suddenly realize that she’s probably been with a ton of guys. Do I need a condom?
 I don’t know and I’m not even sure how to ask. My dick is pushing insistently against the leg of my jeans and I need this to happen now.

‘Maybe I’ll be some sort of sex savant or something…’ I say with a laugh as she chews on her lip and grins at my lame joke. ‘Honestly, I’m probably going to be really bad, but we can laugh about it later, right?’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ she says and her lips are pressed against mine again, her tongue sliding into my mouth as her head tilts and she pushes her hips against me, grinding softly as my head empties of everything except her and the way she’s making me feel right now.

‘Can I see your tits?’ I mumble and she throws her head back with a loud laugh.

‘Sure, I mean, you were going to see them anyway, but if you’re in a rush, I don’t mind,’ she says as she takes a step away and turns around, then lifts her t-shirt over her head, peeling it away from her body in one smooth motion before tossing it onto the counter. She turns to face me, her auburn hair cascading down her bare back as she cups her breasts in her hands and turns to face me.

My heart is racing. Aside from a few nudie mags when I was a kid, I’ve never seen a naked woman and as she stares at me lustily, I realize that my mouth is hanging open and I probably look like some sort of mouth breathing idiot.

Her tits fit in the palms of her hands, the puffy flesh spilling over her grip as she does a little dance and each twist of her hips is making me harder than I thought was possible. As she slowly lowers her hands and gives me a look at her rosy nipples, I feel like it was definitely worth the wait. Her breasts aren’t huge, but perky and round and something primeval inside of me roars to life as I imagine taking one of the tight nubs between my lips and sucking.

‘What’s that?’ I ask as I notice two black balls on either side of the pink puckered skin.

‘My nipple’s pierced,’ she says as she grabs my hand and pulls it towards the fleshy mound. ‘Touch it.’

I squeeze her breast lightly, then slide my shaking finger over her nipple, watching it pucker before twisting the barbell lightly and causing her to gasp.

‘That feels good,’ she breathes and I can’t hold off any longer. I need to fuck her, to feel what it’s like to bury myself inside of her and I feel like I’ll probably go insane if I can’t.

‘Want to go upstairs?’ I ask, swallowing as my eyes stay glued to her.

‘Yes,’ she replies and I grab her hand, pulling her up the steep stairs, her tits bouncing enticingly with each step, and into the guest room. I turn on the lamp beside the bed and watch as she surveys her surroundings for a few seconds. ‘This is nice.’

‘Not as nice as you,’ I say and she rolls her eyes with a loud laugh.

‘Jesus, that’s bad,’ I feel embarrassed until she presses her lips against mine again and I wrap my hands around her waist, kissing her before she pushes me back onto the bed and starts working on my jeans. She tugs them down, my rock hard dick popping out as she pulls off my shoes and I wriggle out of my shirt.

‘Ok, this isn’t bad,’ she says, cocking her eyebrow as she gets a better look at me and I feel like a piece of meat at the butcher shop. She undoes her shorts, letting them fall to the ground and I could lay on the bed staring at her for the rest of eternity. She’s slim, but everything fits together perfectly and my eyes rest on the fringe of pink skin peeking out from the apex of her thighs and I feel lightheaded.

When she climbs on top of me, I grab her breasts, twisting the barbel and getting the same gasp as before. ‘You like that?’ I ask and she smiles.

‘I like it a lot. It feels even better when you suck on it,’ she purrs and my head feels light as I roll her over, kissing her lips and her neck and taking the tight pink nub between my lips and biting it lightly.

‘Mmmmm, that’s nice,’ she says but with her accent it sounds like nahss
 and my heart is pounding uncontrollably. She grabs my hand, pushing it between her legs and into the wet flesh inside. Her breaths are coming faster and as I slide my fingers further up, her body convulses.

‘You alright?’ I ask and she laughs as she runs her fingers through my hair and kisses the top of my head.

‘Yeah, that was my clit, but we’ll get to that later,’ her voice is breathy and light and she kisses me before pushing me onto my back and taking my cock into her mouth again.

Her back is arched and I can see her ass as she stares at me and takes me deeper, sucking more intensely with every movement of her head. When I don’t think I can take any more, she pulls away, her nipples brushing against my chest as she moves back to my lips and kisses me, her hand gripping my wet shaft as she guides me into her pussy.

‘Jesus,’ I moan as I penetrate her, the feeling like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Now I understand what I’ve been missing all these years, why kings would be willing to sacrifice their crown for a woman and why most men could never willingly choose a life of sexual deprivation.

‘Does it feel good?’ She asks as I push deeper, revelling in the feeling of the tight, wet hole that feels like it’s pulling me deeper inside with every motion.

‘Yes,’ I don’t know what else to say and it somehow feels insufficient, but my mind isn’t functioning and as she presses her body against mine, her movements slow and confident, I wish that I could stay buried inside her forever.

‘Good,’ she murmurs. ‘What about this?’ She sits up, bringing my hand to her tits as she starts to move faster and the feeling changes completely.

‘Yeah, oh fuck…’ I’m holding off but it’s more difficult than anything I’ve ever done.

‘You can come inside me if you want, I’m on the pill,’ she whispers. When I hear those words, it’s like a trigger being pulled and I explode like a volcano inside of her. The release is mind numbing and I feel like I’m emptying buckets of cum into her body as I convulse and she lets out a giggle as she continues to move and my balls feel completely drained.

‘Did you like it?’ She asks and I mumble something. ‘Good, it’ll be better next time, I promise.’

She yawns and collapses onto the bed next to me and I pull her into my arms, nuzzling her neck as she relaxes and presses her ass into me. I pull a sheet over us, never wanting to let her go as I fall into a deep and dreamless sleep.














Chapter 10








I
 wake
 with
 a
 start.

I’m alone in the bed and wonder if what happened last night was a dream.

‘Tricia?’ I call out, but there’s no response and I get dressed and go downstairs, looking for any sign of her. When I’m about to give up, I notice a note on the table and smile as I read it.


Had fun last night. Call me when you finally get that phone. Tricia xoxo


At least she wasn’t totally scared off and as I get into the car and drive to Gummy’s house, a huge grin is plastered on my face that refuses to go away. I whistle as I get out and walk up the stairs, letting myself inside then going into the kitchen where Gummy is waiting, scrolling through her phone and drinking a cup of coffee.

‘Bobby, that Culver girl called last night and wanted to know if you were around.’

‘Who? Jen? What did you tell her?’ My heart is racing and I wonder what she wants. She seemed pretty uninterested yesterday and after what happened with Tricia last night, I’m not sure if I want to waste my time chasing after her.

‘That you were out. She told me to tell you to come by the bakery this afternoon, that she was so sorry about what happened- whatever that means.’ Gummy raises her eyebrow and motions towards the coffee. ‘Want some?’

‘Ok, uh… no, thanks.’

‘Also, your daddy’s estate lawyer needs to talk to you about the house and your momma’s inheritance sometime next week.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask, unaware of any inheritance. Dad had pissed everything away except for the house and even though my mom came from a good New England family, I never heard about any money.

‘Well, your grandaddy on your momma’s side died after you went away and left quite a bit to you, but your daddy was holding it in a trust or something,’ Gummy waves her hand dismissively. ‘The lawyer knows more about it than I do- you’ll need to talk to him.’

She starts mumbling about Malvina Thomas again and I tune out, my mind focusing on everything that's happened. Things are starting to turn around and I’m beginning to think that maybe I made the right decision after all.














The Best Places on the Internet









D
 on't
 forget
 to
 check
 out these groups for Romance for Men & Haremlit recs and more



Romance for Men (Reddit, Discord & Goodreads)


https://linktr.ee/romanceformen



Dukes of Harem FB Group


https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem



r/Harem Subreddit


https://www.reddit.com/r/Harem/



My Website


https://tate-bull.com
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Cruise Control


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DW64MHPZ





I have everything I've ever wanted, but something is missing.


My wife and I dreamed of operating a charter yacht for years. We scrimped and saved and managed to finally achieve our goal, then she left and my life shattered into a million pieces.

Now I'm working to keep the operation alive and as a last resort decide to take on a new passenger. Sadie Spencer is an A-List actress who's looking to escape an abusive marriage and has nowhere else to go. My first mate, Jill, is a die hard fan, but quickly learns that the fantasy is a miles away from reality.


Can I keep my dream alive, or will everything crash and burn when Sadie turns her sights on me?




***
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Deep Dive


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DKQV51PY





My existence was dull and predictable. I got up every morning to go to work and came home every night to my house in the suburbs. Everything turned upside down when my wife told me that she wanted a divorce and was ready to move on from our marriage and the life we had built together.




I decided to sell everything and take a chance on the other side of the world. That's how I met Kelly and Naomi, the gorgeous owners of a small resort on a remote island. After a rough start, I realize that Naomi is interested in being more than friends and Kelly is eager to watch our new relationship unfold.




Deep Dive is a high heat harem series about a guy who leaves everything behind and finds the life he really wants.
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