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  Chapter 1


I’m sitting at Lewis Diner waiting for Nora. I’ve got exactly one hour before I’m supposed to meet Mac at his shed and I stare nervously at the clock over the ancient mirror that runs along the back of the soda fountain, worried that she’s blowing me off.  
I haven’t heard anything from her since helping her clear out the books at the library, so it was a nice surprise to get a text asking if I wanted to grab lunch. The little bell on the door behind me rings and I turn around to see her walking towards me. She’s wearing a short summer dress that shows off her legs and I try not to stare like a creep.
‘Hey,’ she says, a brilliant smile curling her soft pink lips. ‘Sorry this took so long.’
‘No worries,’ I say as I pat the rickety stool next to me and slide the sticky plastic menu across the worn linoleum countertop. ‘How did the fundraiser go?’
‘Great,’ she says as she sits down and arranges herself, placing her bag on the stool next to her and smoothing her dress over her lap. ‘We sold about fifty percent of the books and I donated the rest. I’ve been wanting to do a purge since I took over, but it’s just so much work. I really appreciate your help.’
‘It was fun,’ I say and she looks at the menu, twirling a strand of blonde hair around her finger as she studies it carefully. There are a couple of other people here, but we’re the only ones at the counter and it feels nice sitting here with her. I glance at the people in the booths to see if it’s anyone I recognize, but they look like tourists and I return my attention to Nora.
‘So, what’s good?’
‘You haven’t been to Lewis Diner before?’ I ask, genuinely surprised. I figured that everyone who lives in Cape James would’ve eaten here at least once. It mostly attracts the blue collar crowd, but the prices are good and the AC is always turned up to the meat locker setting, which is nice during the sweltering summers.
‘No,’ she says, flushing. ‘Is that bad?’
‘It’s no big deal, I’m just giving you a hard time,’ I say as I lean closer and the scent of her flowery perfume drifts over me. ‘I’ll let you in on a little secret. It’s all terrible.’
She laughs and I love the sound of it. Her body relaxes noticeably and she rests her forearms on the counter as Mr. Denton comes over to take our order.
‘You know, it's awful, I’ve been here two years and I still barely have any friends,’ she confides once we're alone again.
‘This place is tough,’ I say. ‘My mom was from up north and never really fit in either. The people here automatically make assumptions about you simply because you’re born somewhere else.’
‘Yeah, that’s what it is,’ she says with a sad expression and I feel really bad for her. She chews her lip and I can tell there's something else on her mind besides complaining about her current social situation. ‘This is my first hurricane and I’m scared. I don’t know what to expect.’
‘Well, I haven’t been through one in a while, but from what I remember, you just sit around in the dark for a few hours and play cards or something.’
‘That actually sounds like fun,’ she says with a laugh and Mr Denton shoves two plates of pure grease in front of us. Nora looks at it warily and picks up a french fry between her fingers like it's going to bite her before shoving it between her pink lips.
‘You can stay at my place if you want, it’s like a fortress.’ I offer before I realize that my invitation might be taken the wrong way and make a quick addendum. ‘I’ve got a spare bedroom.’
‘Really?’ she asks as she shoves another french fry into her mouth, clearly over her earlier hesitation. ‘You don’t mind?’
‘No, we’ll have fun, I promise,’ I say, meaning it. ‘When I was a kid, we’d spend hurricanes playing games or watching old movies- at least until the power went out.’ Her brow furrows and I worry that I’ve made her even more nervous.
‘Yeah, I'm kinda scared,’ she says as her eyes widen. ‘I’m considering heading inland and getting a hotel.’
‘It’ll probably be fine, I mean that was years ago and I’m sure they’ve made improvements to the power grid by now,’ I say and she looks slightly less frightened. I really want her to come over, but I don’t want to push too hard since she barely knows me.
‘I’ve got a cat, is it ok if I bring her?’ She asks and I shrug.
‘Your cat can have her own room if she wants,’ I reply and Nora slaps my arm as we dig into the world’s greasiest food and talk about storms, cats and books.






  
  Chapter 2


‘These early season hurricanes are the fucking worst, man,’ Mac says as we cruise down the highway towards the pier. He’s got the boat hooked up to the back of his work truck and we’re going out to the beds to make sure the nets are secure. I look at the sky and can’t believe that a hurricane is expected to make landfall tomorrow. It’s a beautiful day and I’m not just saying that because of what happened with Jen last night. 
Well, maybe I am.
‘I haven’t been through a hurricane in years,’ I say as I drum my fingers on the door. The window is open and the hot air blows across my face as I squint into the distance. 
‘Yeah, the last one that hit us was a few years back. The wind wasn’t too bad, but a few of daddy’s friends lost a big chunk of their crop from the rip currents. This time we should be good. The beds are away from the channels and the enclosures are way more durable now than they used to be,’ Mac’s rambling and I can tell that he’s nervous. He’s only recently taken over the operation from his dad, who’s having some health issues and if things go wrong, the entire mess is going to fall on his shoulders.
The rest of the ride is spent in silence and we arrive at the pier about ten minutes later. Mac backs the boat into the water and goes to park the truck while I throw the supplies into the boat. In the morning, this place is chaotic with all the watermen heading out, but right now it’s quiet and I see a large crane glide over the still water, looking for a good spot to land to find something to eat.
I’ve given a lot of thought to my new financial situation, but I’m not ready to pack it all in and retire. Mac needs my help and I like doing this- it’s hard work, but at the end of the day I feel like I’ve accomplished something. 
‘Let’s go,’ Mac’s back from parking the truck and we push the boat out and hop in. He rips the engine and we’re off, gliding through the water and out towards the familiar beds. The scenery this time of the day is totally different than what I’m used to and the bright sunlight beats down mercilessly on my head.
Once we reach the beds, I drop the small anchor and pull on my waders, joining Mac as he inspects the enclosures. Each one is full and even though they’re in good shape, if the hurricane comes through during low tide, it could rip the nets to shreds and disperse the clams through the bay.
‘Shit, could you hand me some of those ties,’ Mac says and I wade back to the boat to grab a few dozen zip ties. It’s back breaking work and now I understand why we usually go out early. The heat is brutal and by the time we’re finally done with the Cherrystone beds, I’m sweating like a pig.
‘Let me buy you a beer, man,’ Mac says as we dump off the equipment at the shed. 
‘Sounds nice.’ I don’t have any plans and I don’t really feel like sitting around the house by myself all night. The bar is mostly empty and we greet the bartender and take a seat. 
‘Y’all ready for the hurrikin’?’ The middle aged man behind the bar asks and Mac exhales and shakes his head. 
‘Never ready, just hope it blows out into the Atlantic,’ he says as he taps his glass against mine and I look at the television, wondering where everyone is. Usually by this time of the evening, this place is packed but right now I can hear crickets.
‘Most of ‘em have jumped ship,’ Mac says, almost as if he can read my mind.
‘Is it looking that bad?’ I ask. The hurricane is currently only a category 3 and I can’t imagine it gaining too much strength since the water’s still relatively cool.
‘Yeah, well the winds won’t be too strong, but it looks like it’s coming straight up the bay, so likely a lot of flooding,’ Mac responds as he digs his meaty hand into the bowl of shelled peanuts. This is one of those adult conversations I always remember my dad having with other guys: weather, crops, prices. That’s what grown men talk about and it’s weird that it’s taken me so long to participate in what seems to be a rite of passage.
‘Here’s hoping it blows offshore,’ I say as I hold up my glass. 
‘You got that right, man.’ He takes a drink, then slams his glass down on the counter and lets out a low belch. ‘Almost forgot, Tricia’s in town. Think you could take her off our hands during the hurricane?’
‘What? She didn’t say anything to me.’ I’m honestly hurt that she didn’t call but I don’t want Mac to see how upset I am.
‘She gets like this, you know, ghosting guys once they get too serious- that’s what Layla tells me anyway. It would be a huge favor if you could take her in, though. Daddy doesn’t appreciate her particular charms and we’re camping in the big house for the storm.’
I think about Nora and I'm not sure if it's a good idea but I feel like I can't say no.
‘Sure, tell her to send me a message. I've got plenty of room.’






  
  Chapter 3


The old farmhouse has storm shutters and I’ve spent most of the morning closing and securing them and clearing out the junk in the yard. I went over to Gummy’s house earlier to do the same thing and she said she was going into town to stay with one of her friends. She invited me, but I told her that I was expecting company.  
For a few hours it looked like the hurricane was going to head out to the Atlantic Ocean, but now the forecasts are calling for it to barrel straight up the bay, which could be a total disaster. I’m mostly ready and Nora’s coming over in an hour so I want to make sure everything’s in place since no one knows how bad this thing’s going to be.
My phone starts buzzing in my pocket and I smile when I see who it is and answer.
‘Hey Tricia,’ I say, my heart skipping a beat, even though I'm annoyed that she didn't let me know she was around.
‘Morning Bobby,’ she pauses, then exhales. ‘Umm, do you mind if I spend the hurricane at your place? Mac and Layla and the kids are going to his dad's house and that man does not like me.’
‘Sure, uh,’ I don’t know how to tell her that I’m already expecting company. ‘That sounds like fun.’
‘Ok, I’ll be there in an hour. Can’t wait to see you,’ The way she says that makes my skin pimple. I can't describe the way she makes me feel, but I know I've never felt that way before, even with Jen.
‘Yeah, uh…,’ I start and she hangs up before I get the chance to tell her about Nora. I don’t know why I’m so concerned. Nora’s just a friend and Tricia’s made it pretty clear that she doesn’t want anything serious with me. 
Around noon, I see a compact Japanese car pull into my driveway and exhale. It’s Nora and I go out to help her with her things. 
‘Did you pack enough stuff?’ I ask as I pull a massive suitcase out of her trunk and carry it to the house. She retrieves the cat carrier from the back seat and laughs. 
‘Sorry, I had to bring litter and food for Donut and I didn’t know what else I’d need so I just brought everything,’ she says as we make our way inside and I set the heavy suitcase down on the worn kitchen floor. Clouds have already started to roll in and I take a look outside.
‘I’ll move your car, ok? I don’t want one of these trees falling on it,’ I say as she hands me the keys. The old oaks that line the driveway were planted a hundred years ago and they’ve managed to stay upright so far, but I don’t want to take any chances. As I park her car near the open field that runs across the back of the property, I see Tricia’s SUV pulling in and wave her over.
‘Hey Bobby,’ she says as she hops out of the Jeep and tosses me her backpack. ‘Thanks for having me over.’ She gives me that smile that sends shivers through my body and gets on her toes to kiss me before we start walking towards the house.
‘So, uh, someone else is here- I hope you don’t mind,’ I say, not sure why it sounds like an apology.
‘Oh, really?’ She says, coming to a halt and crossing her arms. ‘Who is she?’
‘A friend who needed a place to stay. You’ll be nice, right?’ I ask, cocking my eyebrow as she rolls her eyes impetuously before stomping off in front of me.
I’m so annoyed with her right now, but can’t keep my eyes off her round ass and long legs as she continues ahead of me to the front door. I race to catch up and shrug apologetically as Nora looks at Tricia, then me.
‘Nora, this is Tricia, she's my uh…’
‘Fuck buddy,’ Tricia finishes my sentence and Nora looks mildly scandalized.
‘We’re good friends.’ I add. I’m honestly annoyed, but I don’t want to let Tricia see how much stuff like that bothers me, so I brush it off. ‘Tricia, this is Nora.’
‘Oh! I didn’t realize…I mean I can just go back to my apartment if the two of you want to be alone.’ Nora looks completely flustered and I really wish Tricia would learn to sugar coat things. 
‘No, it's fine,’ Tricia says. ‘Bobby would probably spend the whole storm trying to get in my pants if we were alone anyway.’
‘Jesus, Tricia.’ Now it's my turn to get flustered and I drop her back on the kitchen table. The room is silent for a few more minutes and I wait for the fireworks to start, but everything seems fairly calm so far.
‘This your first time too?’ Tricia asks Nora and the other woman nods.
‘Yeah, I was scared to ride it out alone and Bobby told me that I could stay here,’ Nora lets out a nervous laugh and Tricia pulls her into a hug.
‘Don’t worry, we’re gonna have a good time. I promise,’ Tricia gives me a sly wink and I motion for Nora to follow me upstairs. I’ve cleaned out most of the rooms, but my mom’s old studio is the only one that I’ve left alone. I open the door and Nora puts down Donut and looks around. 
She’s wearing a pretty sundress and the hem of the skirt brushes enticingly against her tan thighs and I try not to stare at the way her small nipples press insistently against the thin material. A few beams of light break through the shutters and I turn on the small lamp next to the day bed. Nora opens Donut’s cage and the ginger cat races off and hides under a chair in the corner.
‘Wow, this is amazing,’ she breathes and I’m glad that she can appreciate it. My mom studied visual arts for years and had created a large collection of folk art, most of which has been sitting here gathering dust. It’s exactly the way it was when I was a kid and as Nora walks towards one of the shelves and pulls out a book on decoy carving, I feel a chill race through me.
‘I need to change the sheets, but you should be comfy in here. It was my mom’s studio,’ I say as I go into the hall closet and grab some clean sheets. ‘It’s normally much brighter, but I had to close the shutters.’
‘This is great, Bobby,’ I really appreciate you letting me come over. She smiles and my skin prickles as her dark blue eyes stare at me from over the edge of the book. I look away, smoothing the sheets and she slides her finger across the spines of the other books on the shelf. ‘Some of these look really rare. Was your mom an academic?’
It’s weird, but I never really thought about it. I knew that she loved art and that when she was alive, she would spend her free time interviewing local artisans, but I didn’t really think about what she did with that information.
‘Wow, is this her?’ Nora asks as she picks up a photo of me and her and my dad. ‘She was beautiful.’
‘I think Dad threw out most of the family photos after she died. This room seems to have just been abandoned,’ I say. ‘That’s probably one of the last pictures I actually have of her.’
Nora hands me the frame and I look at it, remembering exactly when and where it was taken. Mom wanted to talk to some woman who wove baskets with sea straw somewhere in North Carolina and she convinced Dad to go with us. They turned it into a family trip and this was taken at a scenic lookout in one of the small towns dotting the coast. Dad looks miserable, but he was always willing to go along with whatever Mom wanted.
‘Anyway,’ I start, not wanting to think about it. ‘It’s all yours. Settle in and we’ll see you downstairs.’
An hour or so later, the clouds start rolling in and the sun disappears. Tricia and Nora have been chatting in the kitchen and Donut’s totally disappeared somewhere upstairs. I head outside to make sure the cars are parked far enough away from the trees and power lines. Everything looks as good as it’s going to get and I text Jen to make sure she’s alright.
I’m fine, thanks for checking in. Just wish the damn thing was over already.
I understand exactly what she’s saying. The worst part of stuff like this is the anticipation and not knowing how bad it’s going to be. I tell her to stay safe and hope that I can see her again later in the week.
‘So, what’s the plan?’ I ask as I walk back into the kitchen and pour myself a glass of water.
‘You’re the hurricane expert here,’ Tricia says with a laugh as I take a look at the new forecasts on my phone. It’s looking slightly better, with the storm expected to head up the Atlantic coast, but nothing’s certain and I put my phone away as Donut jumps onto the table and I scratch her head as she purrs like a jackhammer.
‘We had a cat at the monastery for rodent control, but he would never let me do this,’ I say as I slide my finger across the cat’s cheek and she presses her head against my hand.
‘Donut’s a cuddlebug,’ Nora says with a laugh. ‘She likes to curl up into a ball right against my stomach and basically holds me in place all night.’
‘I love cats,’ Tricia says as Donut moseys over to her for a head scratch and turns the purrs up to eleven. ‘So, Nora- what do you do?’
‘I work at the library. I’ve been there for about two years now,’ Nora says as she takes a sip of coffee and strokes Donut, the cat obviously appreciating the sudden surge in attention. ‘What about you?’
Tricia laughs and shrugs and looks at me. ‘I’m a dancer,’ she says and Nora’s curiosity is piqued.
‘Really? Ballet or modern?’ Nora asks and I leave this to Tricia and Donut decides to jump into my lap and I hear the rain start, pounding down on the metal kitchen roof as the room gets quiet.
‘It’s more modern,’ Tricia says and I can tell that she’s embarrassed. It’s never seemed to bother her before, but something about Nora is making her cagey and I hope that their initial friendliness doesn’t turn sour.
‘Who wants something to drink?’ I ask, hoping to break the sudden tension and Nora raises her hand and I retrieve a few sodas from the fridge and throw a bag of pretzels on the old kitchen table, then look through the kitchen drawers for a deck of cards.
‘Fancy,’ Tricia says with a laugh as she breaks into the bag of pretzels and grabs a handful.
‘Hey, no one can accuse me of being a bad host,’ I say as I sit down and start shuffling the cards. ‘What’s a game we all know?’
‘Go fish?’ Nora says and I burst into laughter. She shoots me a confused look and I apologize.
‘Sorry, I just haven’t played that in a while,’ I say as I shuffle the cards a few more times. ‘There’s a huge jar of change in my dad’s office. We could play poker.’ The wind suddenly picks up and I see a flash of panic on Nora’s face. ‘Don’t worry, it’s just the outer arms, it’ll pick up and slow down all night and after an hour, you won’t even notice it.’
‘Thanks,’ Nora says as she grabs Donut and strokes her. ‘I’ve never played poker, but I wouldn’t mind learning.’
‘Ok, I’ll grab the change.’ I say as I turn to go upstairs. ‘I might need a refresher too.’






  
  Chapter 4


An hour later, most of the change is piled in front of Nora, who was either lying about having never played before or just has incredible luck. Tricia looks pissed as she tosses in her last quarter and calls it. 
‘It’s not my night,’ she mumbles as she runs her fingers through her thick red hair and the lights flicker. I was hoping the power would stay on for the duration of the storm, but when the room suddenly goes dark, I realize that we’re not going to be so lucky.
‘Fuck,’ Tricia says and I’m not sure if it’s from the power going out or the fact that she just lost the last of her money. ‘I’m usually so good at poker. I don’t know what’s going on.’
I get up and grab the lantern from the kitchen counter and flip it on, casting the room in an ethereal glow and try to calm Nora down as the wind and rain intensify. My phone is fully charged and I take a look at the weather app to see where the hurricane is now. It looks like it’s going to head off the coast, but the outer arms are still going to pass over us and we have at least another few hours before it rolls out.
‘Let’s go to the living room. I’ll light the fire and we can work out the terms of a loan so we can keep playing,’ I say as the three of us stand up and stretch. We’ve been sitting here for an hour already and it’s getting late.
Tricia grasps Nora’s hand and drags her into the living room as I get some more food from the fridge and shift the change onto the low coffee table in front of the sofa. The space is stuck firmly in 1985 and I take a moment to thank my dad for getting rid of the nasty orange shag carpeting we used to have. I throw a couple of pillows on the floor and the girls get settled as I turn my attention to the fireplace.
The living room is tighter and the sound of the wind less noticeable. Each part of the house was built separately and this is the original homestead that my great-something grandparents lived in when they got the farm. It was a simple one room building constructed with logs, but it’s still the sturdiest part of the house.
I toss a few pieces of wood into the fireplace, then some dryer lint and kindling from the old box on the end of the mantle, remembering how my dad used to do this on stormy nights. The tiny flame begins to grow almost as soon as I light it and the space is cast in a cozy glow as I hear Tricia dip her hand into the bucket of coins and grab another stack for herself.
‘Hey!’ I scold as I sit across from her, my back to the warmth emanating from the fireplace. It’s not cold, but the heat feels good and the mood in the room has shifted, the storm outside forgotten.
‘Look, it’s either this or me sitting around stressing about the storm and you don’t want that,’ her blue eyes hold mine and I shrug. The light from the fire bathes the room in a warm glow and I feel good, hoping that the mood extends through the rest of the evening.
‘Fine, but I’ll be expecting repayment,’ I say suggestively, almost forgetting that we’re not alone as Nora clears her throat.
‘Are we going to play or are you two just going to go at it right here in front of me.’
‘Sorry,’ I say as I run my hand through my hair and try to push the dirty thoughts out of my mind. ‘I’ll deal, uh, aces wild and ten cents to play.’ I shuffle through my change and toss a dime into the center of the table.
‘I’m in and I’ll raise twenty five cents,’ Nora says as she glances at her cards and I still can’t tell when she’s bluffing. Her gaze shifts to Tricia, who digs through her pile of change and bites her lip, unsure if she wants to keep going or not.
‘Ummm,’ she looks at her cards nervously, then looks at me, then throws in the ante as she cuts her eyes at Nora. ‘I’m in.’
The storm continues to roar outside and it looks like Tricia’s luck is shifting as she wins the next dozen hands and Nora’s pile of coins begins to dwindle. 
‘Ugh,’ Nora grunts as she tosses her cards onto the table and pouts. ‘What the hell?’
Tricia pulls her winnings towards her and Nora looks at me and smiles. ‘Could I get a loan?’ She says sweetly, fluttering her long eyelashes and I laugh.
‘The bank’s closed. Maybe Miss Moneybags over there could front you,’ I say. I’m pretty much even, but the change bucket is almost empty and I really can’t help her out.
‘I’ll give you some money,’ Tricia says, her eyes reflecting the flames from the fire as she smiles smugly, the thrill of winning obviously going to her head. ‘I’m gonna want something though.’
‘Ok,’ Nora huffs and I realize that this game has suddenly gotten way more interesting. ‘What do you want?’
Tricia looks at me and winks and as she begins stacking the coins into neat little piles, a wicked smile curls her lips.
‘I want you to give me a kiss,’ Tricia says and my blood freezes. I glance at Nora, who lowers her long eyelashes teasingly as she looks at me.
‘I can give you some coins,’ I say as I shoot Tricia a dirty look and start stacking up what I’ve got left.
‘No, it’s fine. I can do that,’ Nora says. ‘How much do I get?’
Her eyes are sparkling and Tricia thinks for a minute. ‘I’ll give you a dollar, but I don’t want a peck. I want a real kiss.’
‘Jesus, Tricia,’ I groan, not wanting Nora to feel like she’s obligated to do something she doesn’t want to.
‘I don’t mind. I mean, it’s not the first time I’ve kissed a girl,’ Nora says as she leans towards Tricia. I can feel my heart racing as I watch them and swallow, trying to play down how turned on I am by this entire situation.
When their lips meet, I feel like my heart stops beating and I’m worried that I’m breathing too loud or that when I swallow they can hear me. My main concern right now is that if I do or say anything, they’re going to stop and as my cock presses insistently against my jeans, I realize that I definitely want them to keep going.
Nora’s eyes are closed as she tilts her head and her pink lips pull apart Tricia’s and I see her tongue slide across the other woman’s lower lip. Tricia leans in, responding by opening her mouth and allowing Nora inside. My head feels like it’s going to explode and I try to stay completely still, like any movement is going to disrupt what’s happening in front of me.
A few seconds later it ends and Nora leans back, her eyes wide and her pupils dilated and I can tell that she enjoyed it, even though she’s trying to play it off.
‘Ok,’ she says as she clears her throat and shifts a few of her pennies around on the tabletop nervously. ‘Was that good enough?’
‘It’ll do,’ Tricia says with a smirk and she slides a pile of coins towards the other woman and we start playing again. I can’t stop thinking about that fucking kiss and it’s affecting my playing and before long, my pile of coins is down to almost nothing and I shake the last of the bucket onto the table. Nora’s doing better now and Tricia looks at me and shakes her head.
‘I can give you a loan,’ she says as she bites her lip and smiles. The wind’s died down slightly and I look at my phone to see where the storm’s at. It looks like the system is moving out, but a few of the stronger bands are still incoming and I need to keep them distracted, so I shrug.
‘What do you want?’ I ask. I’m pretty sure there’s another jar of change in my dad’s office, but asking for credit is way more fun.
‘Well, I’ve already kissed you, so that wouldn’t work,’ she says as she thinks.
‘He hasn’t kissed me,’ Nora says and I look down at her pile of change, then at Tricia. ‘I could give him a loan. You wouldn’t mind, would you?’
‘Not at all,’ Tricia says with a grin.
‘Are you sure?’ I ask, concerned that this could turn into a disaster.
‘You’re a good kisser,’ she purrs as she leans closer to me and I can feel her breath dance across my cheek. ‘Besides, you know I don’t mind sharing.’
Her words send a jolt through me and I look at Nora and shrug. 
When her lips meet mine, it feels so good. She’s sweet and warm and lightly insistent and as she cups my cheek in her hand, I’m so turned on that I’m worried that I’m not going to be able to control myself if it goes on much longer. I pull away first and notice a look of disappointment in Nora’s eyes.
‘That was cute,’ Tricia says as she smiles and I feel myself getting flustered as Nora halves her pile and pushes the coins towards me. The game continues, but I feel like we’re winding down as it gets late and Nora yawns as Donut jumps onto her lap and she strokes the cat absentmindedly.
‘So, how much longer do you think it’s going to last,’ she asks and I look at my phone again. It’s almost ten and most of the storm is offshore at this point. 
‘I think we survived,’ I say. ‘But I’m not sure how bad the roads are so it might be a good idea to stay.’ 
Nora doesn’t look too upset about my proposition and Donut decides to grace me with her presence, settling on my lap as her outrageous purrs escalate.
‘I think she likes you,’ Nora says with a giggle as she pulls herself onto the sofa and I stroke Donut’s head for a few seconds before getting a random swipe. There’s no scratch, but Donut runs off and I consider myself lucky. 
Tricia joins the other woman, leaning her head onto Nora’s shoulder and I’m genuinely surprised at how well they’re getting along. They seem like complete opposites, but Tricia lays down on her lap as Nora strokes her red hair and Tricia closes her eyes.
‘That feels good,’ Tricia murmurs as Nora looks at me and smiles. A gust of wind rattles one of the shutters and Donut runs back into her hiding place as I pull myself into my dad’s old lounger and lean back, enjoying the warmth of the fire and the company.
‘I’m glad you came over. It would’ve sucked sitting here by myself,’ I say. Nora lets out a low laugh and slides her fingernail across Tricia’s lip. Tricia slaps away her hand and bites at her lip furiously as she attempts to get the sensation to go away. 
‘Thanks for having us, Bobby. I would’ve been terrified if I had to sit in my apartment alone,’ Nora murmurs, her attention fixed on Tricia as her fingers drift lower, idly tracing the line of Tricia’s neck, then sliding across her nipple.
Tricia lets it happen and I watch, mesmerized as a light moan escapes her lips and Nora smiles at me before sliding her hand under Tricia’s shirt, cupping her breast. Tricia rolls onto her back as Nora pulls up the fabric and fingers the tiny hoop running through the puckered pink flesh.
‘Did this hurt?’ Nora asks as she moves the piercing between her fingers and Tricia gasps.
‘Like hell,’ Tricia says as she lets out another moan and rubs her thighs together. ‘But it was worth it.’
I can’t take my eyes off of them and my heart is pounding in my ears as Nora leans over and lightly kisses Tricia’s lips before pulling down the other woman’s shirt and letting out another yawn.
‘I’m really tired,’ she says as she helps Tricia off her lap and stands. ‘I’ll see you two in the morning.’
As Nora grabs Donut and walks out, Tricia rolls over onto her stomach and winks. ‘I think I’m ready for bed, too.’






  
  Chapter 5


‘Anyway, thanks so much for having me over,’ Nora says, her eyes sparkling as she leans forward to brush her lips against my cheek. I grab her suitcase, letting her deal with Donut the demon cat, and as she drives off, I’m weirdly sad that the whole thing is over. 
I walk back inside and start some coffee, then scroll through my messages. Jen sent me one letting me know that she’s ok and Mac wants to go out to check the clams this afternoon. I tell him that I’ll head to the pier around noon, that should give me enough time to check out Gummy’s house and get everything back to the way it was.
‘Morning!’ Tricia says as she glides into the kitchen and looks through the window at the clear blue sky. ‘Did Nora leave already?’
‘Yeah, she had to go to the library to make sure there wasn’t any damage,’ I say, holding back a yawn as I grab a couple of mugs from the cabinet above the sink. Tricia didn’t really feel like sleeping and that meant that I didn’t get much sleep either, but I’m not complaining.
‘I had fun last night,’ Tricia says, pressing her lips against the back of my neck as a rash of chills race through me.
‘Me too,’ I say as I turn around and pull her close. I’m really trying not to get attached to her, but I can’t help it. ‘So, what are you doing today?’
‘I guess I’ll head back over to Layla’s to make sure she's ok,’ she murmurs as her lips find mine. ‘But maybe you could give me a little going away present first.’
I can’t think of anything I want more and help her onto the kitchen counter and spread her legs. She’s not wearing panties and my fingers slide between her thighs, pushing into the wet flesh between them. Her eyes widen and her breaths come faster as I slide my finger over her clit and feel myself getting harder.
‘I wouldn’t mind doing this every morning,’ I murmur involuntarily and her body immediately tenses as she squeezes her thighs together and jumps off the counter. I have no idea what happened and take a step towards her as she backs away and stares at me. ‘What?’
She pushes her fingers through her hair and chews her plump lower lip as she turns to leave the kitchen. I gently grab her arm, wanting to get some sort of explanation about why she’s acting so cagey.
‘What did I say, Tricia?’ I like what we have, but as much as I love the sex, I’m at the point in my life where I’m looking for something real, not just random fucking when there's nothing else to do.
‘I just…I need to go now,’ she says as she wrenches her arm from my grip and storms out, stomping up the stairs as I try to figure out what I did wrong. A few minutes later she runs down and leaves, slamming the door behind her without a goodbye and I realize that I’ve had it. I don’t need this and if she really sees this as just a good time, I’m ok with letting her go.
Despite my determination not to stress about it, I mope around the house for another hour clearing up the debris and trying to put everything back in place. At noon, I drive to the pier to meet Mac and check on the beds.
The line of boats is longer than usual and we wait patiently for our turn as everyone goes out to inspect the damage. Once we’re cruising through the water, I immediately notice changes from the storm. The marshy coastline is constantly shifting and when major storms like this one blow through, the movement is fairly obvious.
‘This isn’t great, but it could’ve been so much worse,’ Mac says. ‘Looks like maybe a fifteen percent loss overall, but I think shifting them further away from the channel really helped.’ We finalize the inspection and tromp through the stinky mud towards the boat.
‘Would you mind if I take a couple of days off next week?’ I ask. I could use a break and the lawyer in Boston has been bugging me to come finish up the paperwork from my grandfather’s will.
‘Yeah, no problem,’ he says as he slaps me on the back and we haul ourselves into the boat. ‘Will two days be enough? Not sure if I can spare you more than that.’
‘Unless something major happens, that should be plenty,’ I say as he rips the motor and we speed back to shore.






  
  Chapter 6


It’s Monday afternoon and I’m craving some bread so I head into town to check in on Jen. She’s got a customer at the counter, but I can smell a batch of loaves in the oven and the scent overwhelms me. I wait patiently as the woman Jen’s helping asks questions about every single pastry in the display case and Jen looks like she’s going to lose it. 
‘Thanks for coming!’ Jen says with an eye roll as the woman leaves ten minutes later with a single muffin. I approach the counter and lean onto it, giving her my biggest, dopiest grin.
‘I hear you have amazing bread. Could you tell me more about it?’ I say and she laughs.
‘That woman comes in here every day and wants a full rundown,’ she leans onto the counter and I can feel her breath brush across my cheek as she talks. ‘How are you?’
‘Not bad,’ I say as I brush a few strands of hair away from her forehead and move closer, pushing my lips against hers. ‘I missed you.’
‘Me too,’ she says as the door opens behind me and we both stand bolt upright. I walk towards the end of the counter and study one of the cookies in the case like it’s the most interesting thing in the world. I have a reason besides the bread for coming here and I’m hoping that Jen will be willing to go to Boston with me to see the lawyer. 
‘Thanks for stopping by,’ Jen says with a smile and I’m glad that this woman was a bit more decisive than the last one. Once she’s out of sight, Jen returns her attention to me. ‘Now, how can I help you?’
She lifts up the counter to let me into the large back area and takes off her pink apron, throwing it over a chair as she grabs my hand and pulls me towards her.
‘I had a lot of fun the other night,’ she says with a wicked smile. ‘Think we could do it again sometime?’
Her lips brush against mine and I feel myself melt as she pushes her body against me and her tongue slides into my mouth. We stay like that for a few more minutes and I force myself to take a step back, inhaling as I try to calm down.
‘Yeah, I mean, uh…I have to go to Boston for a few days. Do you want to come? I got a nice hotel and it could be fun,’ I say as I stare into her dark eyes and she looks away.
‘I’d love to, but I’m not sure if I can leave for that long, I mean with Kevin and the shop, I’m swamped,’ she leans against the counter and crosses her arms, staring at me. ‘Is it about your inheritance?’
‘How did you know about that?’ I ask sharply and she bites her full lower lip as she crosses her arms defensively. I feel bad about snapping at her and immediately apologize.
‘Everyone knows everything here, Bobby. Did you forget where you’re at?’ She’s right, nothing that happens here stays secret and gossip tends to take on a life of its own, escaping the confines of reality and becoming almost mythical.
‘Jesus,’ I mumble. I wasn’t exactly trying to hide that information, but the last thing I need is strangers coming out of the woodwork to ask me for money.
‘Bill Jr’s been telling everyone and his wife, Lisa, has been asking around about you for the past week. You really didn’t know?’ She asks and I run my hand through my hair as I stare at the cars driving down the street. Besides Mac, I mostly keep to myself and people here prefer talking behind your back instead of directly to you.
‘No.’ I’m suddenly feeling confined and realize that getting away for a few days would be really nice. ‘Are you sure you can’t just take a day or two. I can’t leave Mac that long anyway and I’m planning on going up and coming straight back once I take a look at the apartment in the city.’
‘I really wish I could, sorry,’ she says with an apologetic smile as someone else enters the shop and she shifts her attention to them.






  
  Chapter 7


‘I’m driving to Boston tomorrow. Want to come?’ I ask as Nora stacks a few books on top of each other, then places them on the squeaky metal cart. It’s almost closing time at the library and I decided to stop in to see how she’s doing. I really don’t want to go alone and Nora’s my last option. 
‘I don’t know,’ she says and I’m fairly certain the answer is going to be a no. ‘Let me check.’
She sits down at her computer and starts typing and I can’t help but think about what happened during the hurricane and the fact that she seems really chill about it.
‘God, I’ve got so many vacation days, it’s insane. I haven’t taken a break since I moved here,’ she says and my heart skips a beat. It would be nice to have someone with me for support even though I have no idea what to expect. I haven’t been to a city as big as Boston since I was a kid and as much as I hate to admit it, I’m nervous.
‘Let’s do it,’ she says with an impish grin and a ripple of excitement races through me.
It’s the crack of dawn, but I want to make the ten hour drive in one push, so I pull up to Nora’s building and run up to the front door and ring her buzzer. After a few minutes, She greets me downstairs and I toss her bag in the trunk as she gets settled into the passenger seat.
‘I’m used to being up early, so it’s fine if you want to nap,’ I say and she smiles and nods, clearly not a morning person. A few minutes later I look over and she’s curled into a ball, snoring softly and I’m so happy that she decided to come along.
The long stretches of highway remind me of my trip back home, only this time I have no clue what to expect. Almost two hours in, Nora snorts and I look at her as her eyes flutter open and she experiences that brief and intense moment of having no clue where the hell she is.
‘Oh God, how long did I sleep?’ She asks as she yawns and stretches her arms over her head. 
‘Not too long,’ I reply as we cross the Delaware line and a long stretch of flat road looms ahead. The car is doing well and we stop for gas before cutting through the southeastern corner of Pennsylvania.
‘I went to school a few hours north of here,’ Nora says and I’m surprised. ‘My friends and I used to go into Philly on the weekend.’
‘Where did you grow up?’ I ask, realizing that I know almost nothing about her. 
‘Western Pennsylvania, in a place that’s not too different from Cape James. Only less beaches and more dumbasses,’ she says with a snort.
‘I always thought you were from somewhere out west,’ I say as I rest my elbow on the door and glance at her. She doesn’t have much of an accent and even though she’s not a snob, she always feels slightly aloof, like she knows something that you’ll never figure out.
‘I get that a lot,’ she says as she stares out the window and we merge onto the Garden State Parkway. ‘I’m not sure why though.’
‘I don’t know, I mean, you seem so different from everyone else, like you’re above all of the stupid shit that people in Cape James get involved with,’ I say, not really sure what I mean.
‘I think I come off as cold when I'm just shy,’ she says and I get where she's coming from. ‘My family was dirt poor and I worked really hard to do well in school. I ended up getting a scholarship to one of those snobby all girls liberal arts schools just outside of Philly.’
‘Really?’ I ask, mildly surprised. ‘What was that like? I mean, I didn't realize those still existed.’
‘They do and I don’t regret my choice, but I feel like I have a more difficult time adjusting to certain situations because of it,’ she says as she focuses on the road ahead. ‘I like the people in Cape James, but I really don’t have anything in common with any of them, you know?’
‘I get it, believe me,’ I laugh as I slow down to pay the toll. ‘When I first got back, it was like being in a parallel universe. I never would’ve hung out with Mac when I was growing up, but he’s a really good guy. Sometimes people can surprise you.’
‘You’re right, I need to relax, not take everything so seriously. Honestly, the night of the hurricane was the most fun I’ve had in a long time. It was nice to just let loose and not give a shit,’ she says with a giggle and I flash back to what happened with her and Tricia and feel myself start to get hot.
‘Yeah, I had fun too,’ I laugh nervously as she slaps my arm and the road zooms past as we make our way north.






  
  Chapter 8


As we pull into the circular driveway that's lined with white classical statues and bushes that are shaped like huge balls, I double check the address. This is the fanciest place I’ve ever been and Nora’s eyes are wide open as she drinks it in. 
We’re getting here later than I thought we would after hitting some traffic around New York, so we’ll plan on heading to the lawyer’s office first thing in the morning. If all goes well, we should be able to leave Boston late tomorrow morning and be back in Cape James around midnight.
‘I booked two rooms,’ I say as I put the car in park and turn to look at her. Even though we got pretty close during the hurricane, I don’t want her to feel any pressure to do anything she’s not ready for.
‘Thanks, Bobby. I really appreciate that.’ She gives me a grateful smile and I get out, handing the valet the keys once we have our bags.
‘Take care of her, alright?’ I say and he drives off with a laugh and a wave. I can tell that Nora’s impressed by the hotel and as we approach the check in, I look around. The decor is fussy and elegant, with gold accents and heavy brocade curtains framing the tall windows. Plush red carpet leads us towards the front desk and I finally understand what it means to feel like a fish out of water.
The guy behind the counter is friendly enough and once I have the room keys, I hand one to Nora and we walk towards the elevator. ‘Want to get dinner? It’s late, but I think there’s a restaurant in the lobby; maybe we could get a burger or something.’
‘Sure, but I don't think they have burgers here,’ she says with a sparkle in her eye. I’ll freshen up and meet you downstairs in twenty minutes, ok?’ I nod and let myself into my room. It’s nicer than anywhere I’ve ever stayed before and I walk through the space a few times, fingering the ornate furnishings and checking out the amenities before realizing that I need to get downstairs.
Nora is waiting for me and she’s wearing a pretty floral dress that plunges in the front and shows off her tits. I’m not the only guy looking at her and when I get close, I give her a kiss on the cheek. She doesn’t pull away and I see her flush lightly at the attention.
‘You look amazing,’ I say honestly, feeling slightly awkward in my old jeans and t-shirt until she takes my hand and drags me to the hostess station.
‘Two for dinner,’ Nora says confidently and the woman standing there gives me a judgemental look.
‘Do you have reservations?’ 
‘No,’ Nora says and the hostess looks at the available seats before signalling for us to follow her. Everyone else here is wearing a suit and I feel like a complete slob as she motions for me to sit and pulls Nora’s chair out for her. After she leaves, our waiter approaches and hands us each a menu.
The gentle clanking of cutlery and glassware combined with hushed conversations reminds me of dinnertime in the abbey. Only now, it's going to cost me a small fortune and I have no idea what to expect.
‘The specials tonight are Beef Wellington and freshly caught Maine lobster. Would you like something to start? Drinks perhaps?’ Our server is a middle aged man who keeps his hands clasped behind his back and does an impressive job of not staring at me judgmentally. ‘We have a curated selection of beer, wine and liquor. If there’s a cocktail you would like to request, I’m sure our bartender would be more than able to prepare it.’ The waiter arches his eyebrows as he waits and Nora plows ahead.
‘He’ll have a beer and I’ll take a glass of red wine. What do you have from France?’ Nora asks as the waiter smiles.
‘The nineteen-ninety Chateau Rothschild is delicate, with strong hints of rose. We also have a fantastic dark red from Burgundy if you’re looking for something more serious.’ 
‘I’ll take a glass of the burgundy. Thank you,’ she says and he nods and walks away.
I’m so fucking glad she’s here.
‘God, I could get used to this,’ she says with a smile as she scans the menu, then stares at me under her long lashes. ‘So, how do you feel about duck?’ Two hours later, we’re full and when the waiter brings over the bill, I feel like I’m going to have a heart attack.
‘Could we charge it to our room?’ Nora asks and I sign and leave a big tip.
‘It was good, but I don’t know if it was that good,’ I say and she bursts into laughter as we stand. The rest of the patrons are gone and the remaining staff wave as we leave.
‘You only live once, right?’ She says and I shrug as I motion for her to enter the elevator first. ‘So, was this a date?’
‘I don’t know,’ I murmur as the elevator door slides shut behind us and I lean in for a kiss. She doesn’t push me away and time stands still as I push my tongue between her lips and enjoy the moment before the elevator dings and I remember where we’re at.
‘After you,’ I say as we get off and walk slowly towards our rooms.
‘I had a really good time today, Bobby. Thanks,’ she says with a smile and gives me another peck on the lips. I want to ask her to come inside, but I chicken out at the last minute and watch as she walks to her room and lets herself in.
Once I’m inside, I kick off my shoes, flop down on the bed and turn on the television. After flipping through a few channels, I realize that there’s nothing I want to watch and turn it off, picking up my phone and scrolling through it mindlessly until a message from Jen pops onto the screen.
Hey, would you mind if I come up tomorrow? Mom said she could watch Kevin and if I don’t get out of here, I think I’ll go crazy!!
There’s a knock on the door and I get up to open it. Nora is leaning against the doorframe in a flimsy silk robe and she gives me a smile.
‘I don’t really feel like being alone right now,’ she murmurs and I open the door wider, allowing her to enter. She walks towards the center of the room and sits demurely on the edge of the bed, then looks at me expectantly, her blond hair falling over her shoulders as she stares at me. 
‘Uh, well, I can sleep on the floor if you want to stay here,’ I say. The idea isn’t exactly appealing, but I’m not sure what she’s looking for.
‘No, I thought…,’ she starts and chews on her lip. ‘Sorry, I’m really bad at this. Tricia said that the two of you weren’t really together and I thought maybe…’ Her voice trails off again and a nervous laugh escapes her throat as her eyes fix on me and she stands up.
She pulls the string holding the robe together and it falls open. Beneath the silky fabric, she’s wearing a thin nightgown that barely covers her body and I can see her tight pink nipples through the nearly sheer material. She takes a step towards me, sliding her finger down my cheek as she smiles and I wrap my hands around her waist as I lean forward to kiss her.
She’s just brushed her teeth and I can taste the minty toothpaste as I slide my tongue into her mouth. Her body is taut and thin and as she shrugs off the robe, her kiss grows more insistent.
The room is deathly silent and I pause for a second as I catch my breath, trying to calm down as I look at her and smile. 
‘You’re sure you want to do this?’ I ask, not wanting her to feel like she owes me anything. ‘We can take this slow if you want.’
‘I want you,’ she breathes as her fingers find the buttons on my fly, clumsily unfastening them as she kisses me again. I feel like she’s nervous and I grab her arms and pull her away, looking into her eyes as I brush a few strands of hair away from her forehead.
‘Let’s just talk for a while first,’ I say and she nods as she sits back down on my bed and exhales sharply.
‘I’m not nervous,’ she says with a light laugh and I crawl onto the bed and hold out my arm, motioning for her to join me. ‘Ok, maybe a little bit.’
‘I completely understand,’ I say as she nestles into my arm and I kiss the top of her blonde head. ‘I’ll tell you a secret, but don’t make fun of me, promise?’ She nods and I continue. ‘I was a virgin until about a month ago.’
‘Really?’ She asks with a laugh. ‘I mean, I guess that makes sense, but you didn’t do it before you went to the monastery?’
‘Nope. I dated, but nothing ever happened and after my mom died, I just kind of lost it, you know? All I could think about was becoming a monk and anything that detracted from that goal became irrelevant to my life.’
‘It’s noble, I guess,’ she says as her finger traces the line of my peck. ‘Having a goal like that and working towards it.’
‘It wasn’t. I was just being an asshole,’ I say and she laughs as she looks at me and smiles.
‘So, who was your first?’ She asks and her finger drifts lower as my body responds. I cross my legs and hope she doesn’t notice.
‘Tricia, actually,’ I say, somewhat uncomfortably.
‘Was it good?’ Nora asks and I shrug.
‘Yeah, I mean, it probably wasn’t very good for her,’ I say as I remember how quickly the whole thing was over. ‘I think I’ve gotten better though.’
‘That’s nice to know,’ Nora says as she cocks her eyebrow and looks into my eyes. When her lips meet mine, it feels good, like when we kissed the night of the hurricane, and she rests her hand on my chest. She pushes herself up and away, keeping her eyes locked onto me as her fingers find my fly again and she begins unbuttoning my jeans, this time, more confidently.
‘So what was it like the first time?’ She asks and I don’t know where she’s going with this, but as she tugs my jeans down and wraps her fingers around my cock, I realize that I don’t really care.
‘I mean, it felt good,’ I say as she lowers her head and wraps her soft pink lips around my already stiff cock. Her tongue slides across the tip and she cups my balls in her hand, squeezing softly as she takes more of me into her mouth. I reach out and stroke her hair as the suction of her mouth increases and she moves away with a pop, straddling my thighs as she pulls off the flimsy nightgown and tosses it across the room.
‘My friends and I used to practice giving blow jobs to bananas,’ she says with a laugh. ‘It was a huge shock when I actually did it in real life.’
Her voice is light and my gaze drifts over her taut body, lingering on her perfectly round tits that defy gravity and the tiny pink nipples pointing directly at me. She leans over, kissing me lightly, pressing my dick against my stomach as her nipples brush against my chest.
‘I always thought that I was only into girls,’ she murmurs as her lips linger on mine and her hot breath brushes against my cheek. ‘But I changed my mind.’
‘What happened?’ I ask as I cup one of her tits in my hand and remember how casual she was when she kissed Tricia.
‘Nothing specific,’ she says as she glides her wet pussy across my shaft. ‘I still like women, I just also really like cock. Why not both, right?’
She’s teasing me and it feels so good, but I’ve decided that I’ve been patient enough and roll her over, covering her neck and breasts with kisses before burying myself inside of her sweet slit. She’s tight and wet and each thrust is like a conversation with the divine as she writhes beneath me.
As she wraps her legs around my hips and pulls me close, I slow down, kissing her softly as she arches her back against the mattress. I start moving faster and her cries fill the room. I’m suddenly worried that the neighbors can hear and that they’re going to call the front desk and we’ll get kicked out and I pause.
‘What’s wrong?’ Nora asks and I shake my head and pull her onto her knees, spreading her ass apart. She’s so wet and I kick off my jeans and peel off my shirt, then slide my fingers through her soft folds as she arches her back and I lean over to kiss the soft, sweet skin that pushes out. She smells so good and I think about the first time I saw her and how badly I wanted her then.
‘That feels nice,’ she says, her voice catching in her throat as my tongue finds her clit, teasing her for a few minutes before I push myself inside of her, holding onto her hips as I thrust, trying not to get overwhelmed by how tight she is.
I suddenly don’t care about the neighbors or the guy at the front desk or the lawyer or any of it, I just want to fuck her, to give her pleasure and to get it in return. Her body clenches around me and she lets out a loud moan as she quivers and looks at me.
‘Come on my tits,’ she says, her voice low and I push her onto her back, staring at her perfect body as she pinches her nipples and I let go, covering her breasts in my creamy cum.
I collapse onto the bed beside her and let out a loud groan as she uses my discarded t-shirt to wipe herself off. It felt so good and she leans over to kiss me, her cool tongue sliding between my lips as I bask in the sensation of being with her and what just happened.
‘I wanted to do this sooner, but I couldn’t tell if you were interested,’ she purrs and I pull her into my arms, stroking her soft hair as she lets out a satisfied sigh.
‘Remember when you came over to my grandmother’s house?’ I ask and she nods. ‘This is embarrassing, but I jerked off in the shower thinking about you afterwards.’
‘Really? No!’ She sits up, her eyes wide and I’m worried that she’s pissed, but when a smile tugs at the corner of her lips, I realize I’m off the hook. ‘I’m… that’s kind of flattering, I guess.’
‘So you don’t mind if I do it again?’ I ask as she kisses me and slides her hand down my chest.
‘I don’t think you’ll need to,’ she replies, wrapping her fingers around me, clearly ready for another round.






  
  Chapter 9


When I roll over to look at my phone and see Jen’s message staring back at me, I’m not sure what to do. Nora is snoring softly beside me and I pause with my finger hovering over the keyboard, trying to figure out how to respond. She seemed fine with Tricia, but the circumstances were different and I don’t want her to feel like I’m pushing her aside. 
We’re heading back tonight, but if you want to come for a few hours, that’s up to you.
I send the message and see that she’s typing, then she pauses and nothing. I hope I didn't come off like a jerk, but it seems like a lot of hassle for a few hours plus a long drive back once we’re done with everything.
Nora rolls over and moans and when her eyes spring open and focus on me, a smile curls her lips and she giggles.
‘I had fun last night,’ she says as she gives me a kiss on the cheek, then pulls herself out of bed. She walks to the bathroom and I get a good look at her round ass as she casually strolls naked across the large room. Everything about her is so perfect and I can’t imagine what she sees in a guy like me. She should be going after a teacher or a lawyer or someone with money.
Then it hits me that I do have money and a tiny seed of doubt plants itself in my mind as I remember how comfortable she was in the restaurant last night. Jen told me that everyone knew about the inheritance- does Nora know too? I shake my head in an attempt to physically dislodge my suspicion, but now that it’s there, I’m finding it difficult to think about anything else. 
Will it always be like this from now on? 
‘So,’ she says as she meanders back to the bed, her tight tits bouncing enticingly as she flops down next to me and rests on her elbows. ‘Want to get some breakfast?’
‘Sure, what do you have in mind?’ I ask and she traces her finger across my chest, then slides it beneath the sheet and gives me a wicked smile, her blue eyes sparkling as I get the hint.
An hour later we’re dressed and showered and my head is spinning. I take another look at my phone and see flight details. It looks like Jen meant it when she said that she wanted to come and I’m really excited about seeing her.
Now I just have to figure out how to break it to Nora.
‘Um,’ I start as I shove my dirty clothes into my bag. ‘A friend is flying up to meet us in a few hours. Are you alright with that?’
‘Yeah, sure. This is your trip,’ she says with a smile as she gives me a kiss and relief floods through me. 
The plan is to head to the lawyers office to sign the papers and get the keys to check out the apartment here. I’ll visit the beach house later in the summer when I can get some more time off.
‘Ok, good. Jen’s flight arrives around ten, so we can pick her up after the lawyer and before going to the house,’ I say and Nora gives me a look.
‘Wait. Jen?’ She scrunches her face and my stomach sinks. ‘Do you mean Jen Culver?’
‘Yeah, do you know her?’
‘Yes,’ Nora says with a roll of her eyes and I can’t believe this is happening.The last thing I wanted on this trip was drama and I don’t want to get involved in whatever happened between the two of them. 
Fuck.
‘She’s a friend from high school,’ I say, unable to imagine what Jen could’ve done; she’s always been friendly to outsiders. ‘What, uh,’ I swallow and take a breath, really hoping that it’s all just a stupid misunderstanding. ‘What happened?’
‘I don’t know, she was upset about some change to the kid’s reading schedule. She likes to bring her son and said that she wouldn’t be able to come if I changed the time. She got a bunch of the other parents upset and they started telling the board that they wanted my resignation. It was really weird because we didn’t have any issues before and were friendly, at least I thought we were.’ Nora looks down at the ground, chewing on her lip as she tells me this and I wonder if maybe Jen was taking frustration about her personal life out on Nora.
‘Was there anything else? That really doesn’t sound like something she’d do.’ I say and Nora narrows her eyes. ‘I’m not trying to defend her, but maybe it was just a misunderstanding.’
‘I don’t think so, but look, I promise that I’ll behave if she can act civil,’ Nora says unconvincingly and I exhale, hoping that she’s telling the truth.
I try not to dwell too much on what Nora told me. That sounds really out of character for Jen and I’m hoping that it was confusion or miscommunication or something else that’s easily explainable. I’ve got other stuff to deal with right now and the nagging doubt about Nora’s intentions is gnawing away at me unnecessarily.
We leave the hotel and I give the ticket to the valet and when the Oldsmobile pulls up, we hop in and head towards the lawyer’s office. It’s only a few minutes drive, but finding parking takes forever and I realize that we should’ve just left the car at the hotel and walked.
The office is located in a highrise and when we walk into the lobby, Nora grabs my hand and squeezes excitedly. I give my name to the security guard and he takes us to the elevator and pushes a button for the top floor. My ears pop as we go higher and when the door opens, I can’t believe what I’m seeing.
Floor to ceiling windows overlook the city and I feel nauseous as I get close and stare at the tiny buildings, people and cars below me. 
‘Can I help you?’ The receptionist asks and I give her my name and she tells me to wait. Nora sits beside me and I’m suddenly nervous.
‘So, are you excited?’ Nora asks and I nod, unsure about what to say. There’s no way I can explain the range of emotions I’m feeling right now. ‘Your life’s going to be totally different from now on, you know that, right?’ Nora whispers and the statement strikes me as odd.
‘Mr Stockwell will see you now,’ the receptionist says, interrupting my thoughts and I look at Nora. She stands with me, but I motion for her to stay.
‘I think I’ll go in by myself,’ I explain and she gives me a weak smile. I don’t know what’s going to happen in there and I don’t want her to know the full extent of what I’m about to inherit, just in case.
‘Ok, sure,’ she says and I can feel my heart racing as I walk through the long corridor and into the office at the end. A middle aged man with dark hair and a standard issue square jaw is seated behind the heavy wooden desk and when I enter, he stands and extends his hand.
‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Hatton. I’m Steve Turner, the lawyer and executor of your grandfather’s estate. You can call me Steve,’ he says with a light Boston accent and I shake his hand, noting the complete difference between his office and Bill’s. I don’t see law books anywhere and the space is clean and bright and aggressively modern.
‘Good to meet you, too,’ I respond and sit down, waiting for him to start. He types a few things into his computer, then reaches into a drawer and pulls out a large file that he sets on the desk in front of him before returning his attention to me.
‘First of all, I knew your grandfather quite well. We played golf together and he’s probably the only guy I ever met who improved with age,’ he laughs and I let out a chuckle, even though I have no idea why that’s funny. ‘Anyway, he was quite adamant that the bulk of his and your grandmother’s estate go to you.’ Steve pauses like he’s expecting me to respond, but I don’t really know what to say.
‘It’s crazy, I…I mean I don’t even remember the guy, I don’t think he and my mother saw eye to eye on a lot of things.’ It feels like a confession, even though their relationship had nothing to do with me and the lawyer couldn’t care less.
‘He loved your mother and he loved you, Mr Hatton,’ Steve reaches into his drawer again and pulls out an envelope that he hands to me. ‘He wanted me to give you this.’
The envelope is cream colored and the paper thicker than what I’m used to, I turn it over and see my name in finely written cursive. Something about it triggers a memory and I fold the letter in half and place it in my back pocket to read later.
‘Now to the estate,’ Steve says as he opens the file in front of him.
An hour and thirty signatures later, I’m walking back down the hall, two sets of keys in my pocket and my head spinning at what the lawyer told me. 
‘How did it go?’ Nora asks, hopping up with a smile as soon as she sees me and I try to act casual.
‘Pretty good, let’s go pick up Jen,’ I say and notice a sour expression on her face.






  
  Chapter 10


The airport is crowded, but I spot Jen almost immediately as she comes through the arrival gate. She gives me a hug and the glare she shoots Nora tells me everything I need to know about her feelings for the other woman. 
‘I need to go to the bathroom,’ Nora says as she leans closer and gives me a peck on the cheek. Jen glares daggers at us and as we watch Nora cross the busy floor, I can tell that the rest of this trip is going to be a nightmare.
‘Jen, I get that you don’t like her, but maybe try to put whatever’s going on aside and let’s have fun, ok?’ I say, trying to calm her down even though I can tell she’s worked herself up.
‘Bobby, she’s good friends with Lisa Williams. She probably knows all about the inheritance,’ Jen whispers and I hate that she’s confirming my suspicions. 
I think about the odd timing of her call earlier in the week and the fact that she was suddenly interested again and try to push the doubts away. I hate everything about this and wish I could just go back to the way things were before the money and the houses and all of the bullshit surrounding it. Then I remember that I met Nora before I had any of it and try to ignore what Jen’s telling me, hoping like hell that it’s just jealousy and not something more serious.
‘I’ll make up my own mind, Jen, but I appreciate your concern.’ I shut her down, not needing this drama right now and when Nora rejoins us, I try not to think about what Jen said, but it all fits together a little too perfectly for me to feel comfortable.
‘Let’s get going,’ I say and we walk in stilted silence to my car. Nora lets Jen sit up front and as we head back to the city, the atmosphere is frigid.
‘How was the flight?’ I ask and Jen shrugs as she tunes the radio, looking for a station as I maneuver the huge vehicle through the morning traffic.
‘Alright. Just a little over an hour so I can’t complain,’ she says and looks in the rearview mirror at Nora. ‘How did the meeting with the lawyer go?’
‘Good. I just want to go by and check out the house and then we’ll head back south. I have no idea what I’m going to do with it yet and it’s been empty for a few years now so I hope it’s still in good shape.’ My nerves are getting the better of me as I ramble and try to ignore the tension in the car.
I get off the highway at the right exit and we drive through the historical area, cruising slowly as we look for the address written on the piece of paper Steve gave me. The streets are confusing and the numbering system is weird, but we eventually find it. The old brick townhouse is only a few blocks from a prestigious university and I pull into the short driveway and park, unable to believe that this is the place.
Suddenly Nora's phone rings and she waves us off, taking it as Jen accompanies me to the heavy front door. The temperature outside is warming up and I feel myself start to sweat, but I’m not sure if it’s from the heat or the general tension surrounding me.
‘Did you think about what I said?’ Jen asks as I push the key into the lock and twist. I’m feeling annoyed and even though I’m really happy to see her, I don’t want to get pulled into whatever weird drama is playing itself out between the two of them.
‘Can we talk about this later?’ I ask as we walk into a large foyer that’s bright and airy despite the heavy curtains over the windows. The security alarm beeps and I input the code before it goes off, then take a look around me.
I was expecting some small shity apartment but this place is old, likely built a few hundred years ago, and is filled with paintings and antique furniture. There’s a slight dank smell from being closed up so long, but the place appears to be in surprisingly good condition. I stare at the portraits on the wall and slide my finger across the dusty surface of a heavy wood sideboard.
‘Jesus,’ Jen breathes, her issues with Nora seemingly forgotten as we take a look around. It's like the place has been preserved in a time capsule and as I wind through the front rooms, something about it feels familiar.
The living room that branches off from the main hallway has a high ceiling and I stare at the exposed wood beams and the skylights that allow the natural light to flow in. Specks of dust float around us but being here feels good and I exhale as a memory comes rushing back.
‘I’ve been here before,’ I mumble to myself. ‘This fireplace, I remember it. I was with Mom and my grandmother wanted me to come to her but I was scared.’
I look at the mantle and see a photo of me when I was six, then another from a few years later. It feels surreal that these people followed my life and I barely knew that they existed. I suddenly feel sad and wish I had known them better.
‘I remember this one because Mike Carlson and I had just gotten into a fistfight over one of his Pokemon cards,’ I say as I pick up the photo and Jen laughs.
‘I remember that too,’ she says and I'm so happy that she's here with me. Even though she didn’t know my grandparents, she knew my mom and I feel like she can help me process what’s going on. The front door opens and I hear footsteps coming down the hall.
‘Wow,’ Nora says as she walks inside and freezes. ‘This place is incredible.’
She takes a few steps towards the sideboard in the living room and picks up a vase, staring at it for a few moments before looking at the base, then carefully setting it down. Jen glares at me, shaking her head and it’s almost like I can hear what she’s thinking.
‘It’s like a museum,’ Nora breathes as she stares at one of the portraits of an eighteenth century woman. The style is simple, but something about the eyes draws me in and I join her, staring at it as I wonder who this person was. Was she a relative or were my grandparents simply collectors? Sadness fills me as I realize that I’ve lost the chance to find out.
‘I’m going upstairs,’ I say as I look at Jen and Nora, letting them know that I want to be alone. This entire situation is affecting me more than I thought it would and I need some time to process it. I motion for them to stay and ascend the wide staircase that leads to the upstairs bedrooms.
There’s a long hall with doors on either side and the wide planked wooden floors creak as I walk softly, worried that I’m going to stir up the ghosts of the past if I’m too loud. On the right is a large bedroom with a bed in the center. Windows face the street and the small yard in the back and I walk towards one of the dressers that has more framed photos sitting on it.
I pick up one of an attractive middle aged couple with a little girl and assume that it’s my grandparents with my mom. They’re at the beach, standing on the sand wearing sweaters and pants. My mom is probably ten or eleven and smiling broadly as she holds a wooden boat with a fabric sail. My grandfather rests his hand on her shoulder and they all look so happy.
I tuck it under my arm and look over the rest. It’s mostly people I don’t recognize, likely older family members that are long gone and I leave my grandparent’s room and walk across the hall and into the room of a young woman. I glance at the shelves of books lining the walls and slide my fingers across the spines. They’re mostly art books, but a few fiction books pepper the collection as well and I pull one out, smile when I recognize the title and grab a tote bag that’s hanging on a nearby wall.
I know I’ll be back, but I feel compelled to take a few more photos and when I see the small wooden boat my mom was holding, I grab that, too. It almost feels like theft, but it’s all mine and I want to replace the things dad threw away. I carry the objects out and walk down the hall, quickly inspecting the other rooms before going back down the stairs.






  
  Chapter 11


It’s early afternoon by the time we leave the city. Even though I’d really like to spend more time here, I promised Mac that I’d be back to work in the morning and I don’t want to leave him hanging. I’d hoped we’d beat the traffic out of Boston, but we almost immediately run into an accident that slows us down and I hope this isn’t an indication of how the rest of the trip is going to go. 
Jen and Nora have barely said three words to each other and each time one talks, it’s like I can feel the other one rolling her eyes. They’re acting like petulant children and after a few hours of traffic and intense sarcasm, I realize that I’ve had enough.
‘Ok,’ I say as I slam on the breaks and pull onto the shoulder, putting the car in park and looking at Nora through the rearview mirror. ‘What the hell is going on with you two? I don’t know if I can deal with this for another six hours.’
The car is silent and Jen looks at me, then exhales before turning around to stare at Nora. ‘You know my opinion already, Bobby.’
‘Nora,’ I say, ready to lay this whole thing out on the table. ‘Jen thinks that you’re a gold digger, that you’re only interested in me because I’ve recently come into money.’
‘What?’ I can see the outrage on Nora’s face as the traffic roars past us. This isn’t a great place to have this discussion and my stomach growls as I realize that I’m starving.
‘We need to talk about this and I’m hungry. Is Waffle Hut ok?’ I ask and they both answer me with silence and I curse under my breath as I drive a few more miles and pull off at the next exit. The parking lot at the restaurant is empty and I get out, leaving them behind. If they want to join me, they’re more than welcome, but I’m not going to force the issue.
‘Evening, hun.’ A middle aged woman behind the counter with streaks of grey in her dark hair greets me and I sit down at the counter, pulling the greasy menu towards me. ‘What can I get you?’
‘I’ll take a short stack, bacon and a cup of coffee,’ I respond with a smile, happy to be out of the car and away from the annoying bullshit inside. I really like both of them, but I can’t understand why they’re acting this way. I don’t think Nora’s after me just for my money and Jen’s always been so sweet with everyone else, I can’t believe that she’s that upset over a stupid kid’s reading hour. 
I feel something in my back pocket and remember the letter that the lawyer gave me. I pull it out and carefully open the sealed envelope, unfolding the sheet of heavy cream paper inside. The text is written in an elegant script and I close my eyes for a few seconds before reading the last words my grandfather had for me.
Dear Robert,

If you’re reading this, I’ve likely passed on. I know that I wasn’t the best grandfather to you. This is something that I deeply regret. 

Your mother was the most important person in the world to me and I thought that I would have more time to make things right, to apologize for the pain I caused her.

Please know that both your grandmother and I loved you dearly and hope that our gift will be received in the spirit in which it was given.

Never forget that any day could be your last, and live your life accordingly,

With all my love,
Chandler Hines

I hear the door open behind me and fold the letter, shoving it back into the envelope as I keep my eyes focused firmly on the cook, watching as he flips my pancakes on the griddle. It smells good and I finally give in and look at the person who takes a seat next to me.
‘Where’s Jen,’ I ask, worried that she’s never going to talk to me again.
‘She stayed in the car,’ Nora says as she takes my hand in hers. ‘She said she needed to pump.’
‘Huh?’ I have no clue what Nora’s talking about, then it hits me. ‘Oh, yeah, ok.’
‘Look, Bobby, I don’t know where she’s getting the idea that I’m a gold digger,’ Nora says and I can see her eyes getting wet. ‘I really like you and I had heard something about the inheritance, but it’s got nothing to do with my feelings for you.’
I stare into her clear eyes as the waitress slides the coffee in front of me, then look away as I grab a few creamers. The thick cream swirls into the dark liquid and I grab a small spoon, stirring it in completely before taking a sip and exhaling.  
‘I want to believe you, Nora. I like you, too and what happened last night was really nice, but the timing of all of this is weird, you know.’ The words come spilling out and I can tell that Nora is hurt. I would be, too, if I was in her position, but I think about my grandfather’s letter and decide to let it go. ‘Look, let’s just see what happens, ok?’
The door opens again and a frustrated Jen joins us, plopping down on the other side of me as she waves the waitress over and orders.
‘Are you ok?’ I ask, worried that she’s going to start tossing accusations at Nora and I don’t want to hear it.
‘My pump broke,’ she mumbles and grabs a piece of my bacon. ‘Anyway, I want to apologize for what I said earlier.’ She exhales and leans onto her elbow, her dark hair falling over her shoulders as she looks at Nora. ‘It wasn’t fair and I’ve just been under a lot of pressure lately and when I realized that you and Bobby were getting close, I was jealous.’
‘I appreciate that,’ Nora says as she grabs Jen’s hand and smiles.
‘Ok, so we’re all good?’ I ask as their food arrives and I’m already feeling better. The waitress refills my coffee and we sit around for another twenty minutes or so, shooting the shit and I hope that the rest of the trip will be uneventful. We’ve got another six hours to go and I’m already exhausted.
‘I’ll sit in the back,’ Jen says and Nora hops into the passenger seat and I start the Oldsmobile. It rumbles to life and I back out, heading towards the on ramp and easing into traffic as we head south.
‘Did you get the pump working?’ Nora asks Jen as she looks into the back seat.
‘No,’ Jen says, frustration wrapping around her words as she curses. ‘This thing’s a piece of shit. It’s alright, I can wait till I get back home.’
‘How’s your, uh, what was it?’ I ask, hoping to keep the conversation going.
‘Mastitis.’ Jen says. ‘It was better, but I’m worried it’s going to flare up again if I can’t get this fucking milk out.’
‘I can stop somewhere if you want,’ I say as I look around and realize that there’s absolutely nothing on this stretch of the road. It’s getting late and I really want to get this drive over with, but if Jen needs me to stop, I’m more than willing to do it. ‘There’s probably a discount store around here somewhere.’
Nora pulls out her phone and does a search and the closest one is a few hours away to the west. We ride in silence for a while longer as the traffic thins out and the sun sinks lower over the horizon. 
‘Maybe I can help you,’ Nora says suddenly as she rolls over the back of the bench seat and plops down next to Jen. I watch as she leans over and whispers into the other woman's ear.
‘No fucking way,’ Jen says resolutely.
‘It’s no big deal,’ Nora whispers loudly as I try to keep my eyes on the road.
‘I’m ok, but thanks for offering,’ Jen says, her voice low as we all sit in silence for a few more minutes. When I look in the rear view mirror again, Nora has her lips pressed against Jen’s and I'm so distracted that I almost run off the road. I’m trying not to think about it and as we merge onto the bypass, I look into the rearview mirror and see Nora’s hand under Jen’s shirt.
It’s none of my business, but I can’t help looking again and this time, Jen’s breast is exposed and Nora is latched on to her nipple, sucking as Jen strokes her blonde hair. I’m so fucking hard that it’s difficult to keep my foot on the accelerator so I turn on the cruise control and move to the right lane as a fresh set of moans escapes Jen’s lips.
‘Everything ok back there?’ I ask like I have no idea what’s going on.
‘Yeah, we’re great,’ Jen says and I see that Nora has her fingers inside Jen’s pants, stroking her and I’m absolutely losing it. I swerve suddenly and Nora’s head pops up and she stares at me.
‘God, Bobby, could you keep your eyes on the road? I want to get back home in one piece.’
‘Ok, sorry, it’s just that, you know, this is really distracting,’ I stutter and plant both hands on the wheel as Nora moves to Jen’s other breast and Jen watches me with a smile curling her lips.
‘Jealous?’ Jen asks and I laugh and shake my head. The setting sun casts a golden light over the road and a few minutes later, I see Nora kiss Jen again, then whisper something into her ear as they both break into a fit of giggles. Nora pulls herself over the front seat and settles next to me, giving me a look that I can’t quite comprehend.
‘It’s good to see that the two of you are getting along better now,’ I say as Nora scoots closer and slides her hand up my thigh.
‘The whole thing was a misunderstanding and Jen apologized,’ Nora says as she kisses my earlobe and unbuttons my jeans.
‘What are you doing?’ I ask and she laughs.
‘Giving you some attention too,’ she murmurs as she pulls my cock out of my jeans and swallows me. Jen leans over the front seat to watch and I try to keep my mind on the road as I hit the back of Nora’s throat.
‘Fuck,’ I moan as Nora’s mouth does amazing things and I can feel myself on the verge of losing it. Her hand firmly strokes me and a few minutes later, I explode into her mouth, my body tingling as I try to figure out what brought this on.
‘I told her to do it,’ Jen says smugly as she leans into the back seat and Nora sits up, wiping a droplet of cum from her lips as she bursts into laughter.
‘I told Jen I’d never done this in a car before and she dared me,’ Nora says and I wonder when they had this conversation.It’s crazy that only a few hours ago they were at each other's throats, but now they’re acting like best friends. 
I’ll never understand women.
We get back to Cape James around midnight and I drop Jen off at her house. Nora’s next and I pull up to her building and she leans over to give me a kiss.
‘Want me to walk you in?’ I ask, really sad to see her go.
‘I’m fine, Donut can protect me,’ she says. I watch as she lets herself inside, then gives me a wave.
It’s really late and I’m only going to get a few hours of sleep, but I look at my phone one more time before nodding off and see a message from Tricia and shake my head.
I just got fired. Mind if I come stay with you for a few days?


      ***
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  Also by Tate Bull




[image: image-placeholder]
The Shake Up: The Complete Series
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D84R7X2J

I moved home to take care of my Dad. After he died, I stayed.

Now I'm running his bar and learning to embrace the life I tried to leave behind. When Cindy comes back into my life, I can't believe that she's interested- really interested. The only problem is that she's still married, to one of the biggest jerks I've ever met.

My waitress Sara is jealous of Cindy and when Polly, the new barmaid starts working, my hands are full. Fortunately it's something we're all enjoying.
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Harem Rules
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DNCP97TC

My life was incredible- I traveled the world, seeing and doing things most people could only dream about.

Everything changed when my best friend asked for my help and I agreed to move to the middle of nowhere and run his family business. My career was on hold and I was counting down the days until I could move on, then I met three women who turned my world upside down.

Darcy is perfect and really into me, but completely off limits as far as I'm concerned. Jessie, the local bartender, is ready to pick up the slack, but when she tells me a secret about my co-worker, Cara, I realize that my new life is about to get wilder than I ever imagined.
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