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Part 1


Chapter 1


Everything 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 out 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


‘Bobby!’ 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


The 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


‘Good 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 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


The 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


When 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 few bills 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 Hatton,’ 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 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


‘Bobby, 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


The 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. Her auburn hair cascades 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 puckered pink 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.


Part 2


Chapter 1


‘No, over there. The boxes labelled sale go by the door, the boxes labelled donate go in the back,’ Nora’s losing her mind right now as stacks of books cover every available surface in the small library. There’s not much open space to begin with and the boxes are adding even more confusion to an already frustrating process.

‘Where are the donate boxes going ultimately? Maybe I can put them in my car just to get them out of the way,’ I suggest and she crosses her arms and shakes her head. I can’t believe that there are still books on the shelves at this point and part of me thinks that they’re starting to procreate.

‘Good idea,’ she says and after I lug a few of the boxes out to the Oldsmobile, I start to feel like we’re making some progress. The library is closed for the day and even though this was only supposed to take an hour, it’s almost seven and I’m starving.

‘You’re not from this area, are you?’ I ask as she hands me a couple of large reference books.

‘Is it that obvious?’ She must get that question a lot and I shrug. ‘I moved here after college. There was an ad on one of the librarian job boards and I was ready to make a fresh start in a new place.’

Nora slides her fingers down the spines of the dozen or so books sitting on top of a low shelf, then shifts her gaze to me.

‘What about you? You’re clearly a local, but your grandmother said you’ve been gone for a long time.’ Her voice is light and easy and when she smiles, I feel a jolt of electricity race through me.

‘Yeah,’ I say as I carefully place the reference books in the sale box and wipe the dust off my hands. ‘I was a novice in the Trappist order in the Abbey of St Benedict.’

‘Wow,’ she says, her eyes wide as she thinks about it for a few beats. ‘When I was little, I wanted to become a nun.’

‘Really?’

‘Well, I think every girl who saw The Sound of Music did, it’s like a rite of passage,’ she laughs softly and brushes her fine blonde hair away from her shoulder before moving her attention to the next pile of books. ‘I really appreciate you doing this. Five other people volunteered, but you’re the only one who actually showed up.’

‘It’s weird, I used to come here all the time when I was a kid and the place seemed so big, but I guess it’s not really.’ I don’t know what I’m trying to say, but she nods like she understands.

‘I get it, the magic tends to disappear when you get older, but I’ll always feel the most comfortable in libraries. They’re almost like sacred spaces to me.’ She trails off as she surveys the stacks of books surrounding us and I understand what she means. We continue sorting and I carry another box out to my car before returning and joining her at the impossibly high stack next to the circulation desk.

‘So, how long have you been in Cape James?’ I ask, trying to reignite the conversation.

‘Two years total,’ she says as she squats down to sort through some of the paperbacks. ‘You probably remember Jane, uh, Mrs Tandy- I’m her replacement.’

‘Oh yeah,’ a memory of coming here with my mom and being introduced to the oldest person I’d ever met resurfaces and it’s amazing how sharp and detailed it is. I was eight and needed to find a few books for the school reading challenge that Mom always made me participate in. It was part of our summer ritual. ‘She only retired two years ago?’

‘Yeah- she was something,’ Nora says with a laugh and I join in.

‘She had this arbitrary limit on the number of books you could check out,’ I say as the memories come flooding back; the old woman with a raspy voice, strangely piercing gaze and white hair pulled back into a tight bun staring at me over the checkout counter and lecturing me about responsibility. ‘Like one time you’d come to check stuff out and it would be five books, then the next time it would be two.’

‘That annoyed me so much,’ Nora says as she turns to look at me, then hands over a few more books. ‘Free pile.’ I toss the ratty paperbacks on the stack and Nora stands up, wiping her hands on her jeans and giving me a brilliant smile. ‘I think that’s it for now.’

‘Not too bad,’ I say, looking at my watch. I thought I’d be here longer and my stomach growls insistently as I imagine how good a burger from Lewis Diner would taste right now. ‘Want to get something to eat?’

She grabs her phone and takes a look, then scrunches her face. ‘Could I get a rain check? I have a continuing ed course that I need to finish before the weekend and tonight’s the last chance I’ll have to do it.’

‘No problem,’ I say, mildly disappointed. She’s really nice and I’d like to get to know her better. ‘We’ll do it some other time.’ I watch as she walks behind the circulation desk and grabs her bag, pulling it over her shoulder before logging out of her terminal and switching off the lights.

We walk through the heavy doors and she secures them behind us, glancing around to make sure everything is in order before we stroll to her car in silence. The cicadas are reaching a crescendo in the trees around us and the sound is almost deafening.

‘I’ll drop the books off at the thrift store tomorrow after work,’ I say as Nora opens her car door and we stand there for a few seconds enjoying the cool breeze of the late evening.

‘Thanks, Bobby, I really appreciate all of your help, and I’m serious about grabbing dinner- maybe we can do it this weekend if you’re not busy,’ she says as she raises her eyebrow and smiles.

‘Absolutely. You have my number, just let me know when you’re free,’ I say, closing her door once she’s inside and waving as she drives off. I shove my hands in my pockets and walk towards the diner, hoping Mr Denton hasn’t decided to close early.


Chapter 2


I’ve gotten used to working on the water. The early mornings aren’t a huge deal for me and I like Mac, Jose and the rest of the crew. I'm still surprised about how well Mac and I get along, but he's been an amazing friend and at this point, I'd do anything for him.

‘Tricia’s back in town this weekend, you want to come over for a cookout?’ I’m riding with Mac to the pier and just thinking about his sister-in-law is enough for my extremities to go numb. The morning after we fucked, Layla came to pick her up. She had to go back to Raleigh for the week and we haven’t really had a chance to talk.

‘Yeah,’ I say, trying not to sound as excited as I feel.

‘Has she, uh…,’ Mac starts as he lights up a cigarette and rolls down the window. ‘You know what she does, right?’

‘She told me,’ I reply, not in the mood to talk about it right now. Honestly, I'm bothered by it, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to start telling her how to live her life.

‘Layla can’t figure out why she’s still doing it. She’s a smart girl, but for some reason she’s convinced that stripping’s the only way she’s going to be able to make enough to pay for nursing school.’ Mac exhales and stares at me for a second. ‘She’s not like a skank or anything and I love her to death, but I don’t want to see you get hurt, you know?’

‘I appreciate that, man.’ I’m happy that we’re at the pier and that this discussion is over. My logical mind is telling me that I should stay as far away from Tricia as possible, that she’s trouble, but everything about her just feels so right.

‘We’re seeding the empty enclosures today, so grab the rake from the truck bed. You and Jose are in charge of that.’ Mac yells out as I head towards the boat and help Jose lug the buckets of seed clams from the truck. I wave at Mac as his crew speeds off to empty the dozens of crab traps scattered around the perimeter of the creek.

Summer is almost here and the warm breeze blows across my face as we skim through the water and towards the clam beds. Inventory is based on demand and Mac got a huge order for Cherrystones last week so we moved a chunk of the Little Necks to the Cherrystone beds.

‘Fuck,’ I hear Jose shout as he inspects the nets around the seed enclosures. ‘Looks like something got tangled up in here last night. Could you grab one of the six foot nets?’

I look through the pile of supplies on the small boat and find what he’s asking for, then wade through the knee high water to bring it to him. There’s a massive hole in the current netting and it takes us about thirty minutes to successfully untangle it. By that time, the tide is rolling out and we get a good look at the damage.

‘Shit, that’s a lot of seedlings lost,’ he says with a whistle and I notice how bare the bed looks. Normally there would be an even spread of tiny clams, but I see huge gaps where something came through and devastated the crop. Fortunately it’s only one enclosure out of dozens, so the impact shouldn’t be too devastating for Mac.

We resecure the nets, making sure that they’re tight enough to avoid being pulled away by tidal shifts or predators looking for an easy meal and by the time we’re done, the sun is high in the sky and the sulfurous stench of the stirred up mud lingers in the air. The other guys wade back through the shallow water towards the boat and we all pile in, work done for the day and ready to head back to shore.

‘How many lost, do you think?’ Mac’s leaning against the bed of his truck, talking to Jose.

‘A few thousand, it wasn’t a total loss. I think a skate got tangled up and some crabs came to enjoy the buffet.’ Jose says as he shrugs and Mac pinches the bridge of his nose and exhales.

‘I’ll need to decide if it’s worth reporting to insurance,’ he says as he waves goodbye to Jose and we stand around for a few more minutes, shooting the shit as we wind down from the morning’s work. Something buzzes in my pocket and it takes me a few seconds to realize that it's the phone I finally got a few days ago. I pull it out and take a look, a message from an unknown number waiting for me.

Let's talk. I’ll be at the bakery until 3. Come by if you can.


Chapter 3


‘Thanks for coming, Bobby. I’m kinda surprised that you're here,’ Jen says as she shifts her gaze down to the wooden countertop. The afternoon sun is piercing through the window and a sliver of light cuts across the storefront.

Jen looks incredible and I can’t get over how much she’s changed. She was an athlete in high school and always hated the fact that she was a bean pole, but whatever happened gave her the curves she always wanted and my eyes involuntarily drift to the deep swell of her breasts as they push against the low cut tank top she’s wearing.

‘I…I feel really bad about the way I reacted the other day. I was so happy to see you, but things have been crazy lately and...’

She’s rambling and knows it, allowing her words to trail off as we stand in silence for a few minutes. I look around the industrial kitchen, inhaling the familiar scent of freshly baked bread and relax. I’ve missed that part of living in the abbey more than I want to admit.

‘It’s fine, I get it,’ I reply, hoping we can move on. We were really good friends at one point and I hope we can get back to that. ‘So, you took over your mom's bakery?’

‘Yeah,’ she says with a smile. ‘My days are filled with donuts, cakes and cupcakes.’

‘Do you bake bread? I used to work in the bakery at the abbey,’ I say, feeling like the connection we used to have is returning.

‘Wow, really? That is not something I can imagine.’ Her voice takes on that sarcastic tone that I remember so well and I shrug.

‘I can show you if you want,’ I offer and she looks at the clock on the wall, then back at me with a smile.

‘Sure, let’s see it.’ I’m more than willing to show off and rattle off the short list of ingredients.

‘I need flour, salt, warm water, yeast and sugar,’ I say, leaning against the counter and watching as she procures the items and arranges them neatly on the wooden counter in front of me.

‘Here you go,’ she says, her eyes challenging me as I pick up the flour to make sure it’s the right type. ‘Mixing bowl, measuring spoons?’

‘Nope, I go au natural.’ I finally get a laugh out of her and I’m reminded of the way she used to be and how we’d crack each other up over the stupidest shit. ‘Ok, let’s make some monk bread. First, the flour,’ I say as I dump the flour onto the wooden counter and add the yeast, a pinch of salt and more than a pinch of sugar. Then I form a well in the middle with my fist. ‘This is the part where the magic happens.’

I pour some of the warm water into the center of the well, then begin swirling the flour into it, forming a sticky mixture before pulling more of the flour in. Then I make a hole in the center of that ball and add some more water, then pull in more flour, repeating the process a few more times as Jen watches.

‘Now we let it rest for a few minutes.’

‘So, this is what you did when you were a monk?’

‘Yup, every morning,’ I say as I pull the ball of dough off the surface, then push aside the excess flour, coating the wooden surface with a thin layer before beginning the kneading process. ‘There was a lot of other stuff too, but this was my favorite part,’ I say as she watches me intently. ‘Want to take over?’

Jen nods, then joins me at the counter. She starts working the dough and I watch. ‘Use your wrists more, you don’t want to work it to death, there should be a few clumps of flour left, that’s what helps it rise.’

That’s what Brother Mortimer told me when I first started: the lumps are what give the bread its personality. The full meaning of his words hits me like a ton of bricks and I shake my head as I take the dough and demonstrate.

‘Like this,’ I say before sliding it back to her and she eases up, giving the dough time to rest. It feels good to be spending time with her and I’m reminded of why we got along so well.

I form the dough into a ball and set it on the counter. ‘Turn the oven to 400, we'll let it rise a bit more while we wait.’

We stand in awkward silence for a few minutes as the large oven begins to get warm and Jen starts to clean up the mess. I watch her movements as she wipes down the counter and dumps the remainder of the flour into the garbage bin before returning her attention to me.

‘How’s your grandmother?’ Jen asks with a grin. ‘What did you call her?’

‘Gummy,’ I say, embarrassed that she remembers.

‘She was always so weird, but she loved your mom.’

‘Well, I think my mother had a rough time when she first got here, you know how insular everyone is,’ I say, not needing to tell Jen.

‘I don't know why they're like that,’ Jen says and I nod in agreement. ‘Maybe they're just afraid of change.’

She's probably right. The world around this place is moving forward and Cape James is still firmly stuck in the past. The oven beeps and Jen pulls out a baking sheet, covering it with parchment paper before delicately placing the dough on top and sliding it into the oven.

‘So, what about you? What happened after graduation?’ I ask. She looks away and I suddenly feel like I’m prying.

‘You know, the usual: college, job, forced to return to the place you hate,’ her words are bitter and she shakes her head. ‘Sorry, that came out way worse than it should’ve.’

I take a step towards her, wanting to kiss her so badly that it hurts. Her dark hair is falling over her forehead and she’s got a smudge of flour on her cheek and I use that as an excuse to touch her, sliding my finger across it, then showing it to her to prove something was there.

‘Thanks, I’m a mess,’ she says and I get the feeling that she’s not talking about the flour. We stand in silence for a few seconds, our eyes locked and when the oven beeps, the moment is gone and we return our attention to the bread. Jen pulls out the baking sheet and puts it on the counter, the smell of freshly baked bread filling the room as she pushes against the crusty top.

She tears a piece away from the loaf and a cloud of steam escapes. She blows at it, then places the crust into her mouth and her eyes widen. ‘God, this is so good,’ she says and I feel weirdly proud. ‘Would you mind if I start making it and selling it here?’

‘Yeah, sure- I mean it’s pretty simple, just some flour and water.’ I say, grabbing a piece and giving her a smile. ‘You know, I’ve really missed you.’

‘Me too…’ she says as the memories of the events surrounding my mother's death come rushing back. I want to tell her how much she hurt me, but I'm actually shocked when the words come spilling out of my mouth.

‘You know it was really shitty when you left me to fend for myself after mom died.’

I can’t believe I actually said that and when the expression on her face shifts from warmth to an annoyed glare, I realize that maybe I’m not the only one who’s upset.

‘What the fuck are you talking about Bobby?’ She stands and wipes her hands and if emotions were actually palpable, I'd have a black eye right now. ‘I tried, I wanted to help you but you just pushed me and everyone else away.’

‘That’s not what I remember,’ I say, the memories flooding back as she glares at me. ‘I needed someone and you and Travis and everyone else just disappeared.’

‘Because you pushed us away. Don’t you remember?’ Her eyes soften as she says that and I wonder if she’s right. I always blamed them for not being there for me, but could it have been my fault?

‘You told me that I couldn’t understand what it was like and that you didn’t appreciate being talked down to,’ she says, using air quotes. ‘I felt awful, I mean I loved your mom too- she was an amazing person, but something inside you snapped and you turned into a prick.’

My blood freezes and time stands still as I remember the phone conversation she’s talking about. She called to ask if I wanted her to bring something over for Dad and I to eat, that her mom made a casserole and that she was worried about me.

‘You quit coming to school. You didn’t return my calls. You basically fell off the face of the earth,’ she says, exhaling as she wipes the flour off the counter and that painful period of my life comes rushing back to me. I felt so alone and needed her, but maybe all of it was my fault and I’ve spent the last ten years blaming everyone but myself for what I went through.

I stare at her, desperately wanting to apologize, but not knowing how to make up for something that happened a decade ago. There were so many points where things went wrong, where I could’ve stopped what I was doing and made it right, but at every turn, I chose the wrong option.

‘I’m sorry for that, but I was hurting. I don’t think that anyone understood how dark it got,’ I shiver as I think about it, the funeral, the wake, the empty platitudes- or at least I thought they were empty at the time.

‘I know, Bobby, but it’s like you wanted to be miserable and refused to let us help you,’ she takes a step closer and I can see the frustration in her eyes and wish I could roll back time and make everything the way it was. ‘I liked you so much, but it was like a wall went up and nothing we did could bring it down.’

The silence in the bakery is deafening and I want to say something to make it all better, but I don’t know how to do that so we just stand there, staring at each other as we try to figure out what happens now.

‘Mommy!’ A child’s voice pierces through the silence as I take a step back and stare at the door. Jen’s mom walks in and when a toddler runs across the open space and jumps into Jen’s arms, a wave of confusion hits me like a bolt of lightning.

‘Hey, baby,’ Jen says as she kisses the boy’s head before returning her attention to me and looking slightly embarrassed. ‘Bobby, this is Kevin. My son.’


Chapter 4


I try to push everything that just happened aside as I cruise down the back roads and crank up the music. She has a kid. That never factored into the equation and even though the old feelings are resurfacing, I'm not sure if it’s something I want to deal with.

Mac invited me over for dinner tonight and I relax as I think about seeing Tricia again. She has my number and sent a few texts but nothing serious and I hope what happened between us wasn’t a one time thing. It wasn’t just the sex, I feel a connection to her that I can’t explain and I really hope that it’s not just my dick talking.

‘Hey Bobby,’ Tricia’s voice greets me as soon as I get out of the Oldsmobile and warmth spreads through my body as I get closer, her spicy scent wrapping itself around me as she gets on her toes to give me a kiss. She takes my hand and leads me towards the deck where Layla is painting her fingernails.

‘Tricia, could you go inside and check on the kids? My nails are still wet.’ Layla asks sweetly and Tricia gives me a smile before disappearing inside the trailer.

‘Where’s Mac?’ I ask, feeling the daggers shooting out of Layla’s eyeballs as I take a seat across from her.

‘He’ll be back soon. We need to have a little chat,’ she sounds serious and I lean back in my chair, knowing exactly where this is going.

‘It’s about Tricia. I know she’s a hot mess, but she’s my cousin and I love her and if you break her heart, I’ll cut off your balls and shove them down your throat. Understand?’ Layla looks absolutely serious as she says this and I swallow and nod, believing every word.

Mac pulls up in his truck a few minutes later and I’ve never been so happy to see someone in my life. Dinner goes smoothly and I can tell that Tricia’s as ready to leave as I am.

‘Ready?’ Tricia asks as she emerges from the sliding doors with her purse and grabs my hand, dragging me down the stairs and towards my car. I wave goodbye to Mac before opening the passenger door and letting Tricia inside. She slides onto the vinyl seat and I close the door behind her, swallowing as Layla’s eyes follow me and I try not to think too much about her threat.

I get into the driver’s seat and turn the ignition before putting it into reverse and backing up, then head down the pitted driveway towards the main road. I’m feeling way more nervous than last time and Tricia pulls herself closer to me and slides her finger down my earlobe as my skin prickles.

‘Now, last time was a pretty one way experience and I was ok with that, but if you want this situation to continue,’ Tricia says, motioning between the two of us. ‘You’re gonna need to work on a few things.’ Her voice is husky and I’m willing to do whatever she wants to be with her again.

‘Yeah, okay…’ I say as I lower my arm, wrapping it around her shoulders as her body heat radiates into me. Her scent is bringing back memories of how she looked and felt and how I want to be with her again more than anything in this world. ‘I mean, you have way more experience than me, so I’m cool with whatever you want to do.’

Her expression immediately turns cold and she slides away. ‘I don’t have that much experience.’

Fuck.

‘I didn’t mean,’ I start. ‘Come on, I mean- you’re a, you know…’

‘What? Because I’m a stripper, I’m a slut?’ she crosses her arms and as we turn onto the highway, I feel like the temperature in the car dropped twenty degrees. ‘I show off my tits for money, Bobby, that doesn’t mean that I’m fucking a bunch of random dudes,’ she scoffs and leans against the passenger door. ‘Maybe I should just go back to Layla’s. I thought that maybe you were different but this whole thing is obviously a bad idea.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say as I pull the car over on the shoulder and put it into park. ‘I’m an idiot, I shouldn’t have assumed.’

‘It’s a titty bar, Bobby, not a whorehouse. Some of the girls do extra work on the side, but I don’t and whenever some guy decides to get fresh, I punch him in the dick,’ she says defensively. A laugh escapes my throat and she gives me the dirtiest look I’ve ever seen. ‘What?’

‘Sorry,’ I say, holding out my hands like she’s a wild animal about to pounce. ‘I’m sincerely apologizing and it’s not just because I really want to fuck you again.’ Her eyes narrow and I wish I would just shut up, but my mouth and my brain are working independent of each other and I’ve lost total control. ‘I do want to fuck you again, but I also like you, a lot.’

She softens slightly and I hope that maybe she’s realizing that I’m just a dumbass, not a jerk.

‘I’m not judging you, I mean it's kinda hot, you know?’

‘No, Bobby, I don't know,’ she says and exhales. ‘It's a goddamn job- one that pays well and gives me a lot of time off.’ I feel like she's had this conversation a few times and is sick of talking about it. ‘I’m gonna quit at some point and move on with my life and I'm looking for someone that’s ok with my past.’

‘I really don’t care about it, Tricia, I mean, I wouldn’t mind taking this further and at that point it might bother me…’ she gives me an indecipherable look and I don’t know if she wants to hit me or kiss me and I hope I haven’t stuck my foot in my stupid mouth again.

When she leans forward to kiss me, I realize that for once I said the right thing and relief washes through me.

‘I know you’re a good person, Bobby,’ she whispers when she pulls away, her eyes soft and her hot breath brushing across my face. I’ve never wanted anything as badly as I want her right now. A truck speeds past us on the road and the car jolts, bringing me back to the present as I put the car in drive and head towards my house.

She seems to have gotten over what happened earlier and I grab her hand as we walk towards the porch and drag her towards the swing in the corner. The sun is going down and the mosquitos are starting to come out, but the screen blocks the worst of it and as we sit down, she exhales.

‘God, this is nice,’ she breathes as I wrap my arm around her and she rests her head on my shoulder.

It is nice and I enjoy the sound of the swing as it creaks and I kiss the top of her head. Her hair smells like flowers and when she looks up at me, I kiss her, relishing the feeling of her lips against mine as it intensifies and I pull her closer, ready for more.

‘What?’ she asks with a giggle and I’m confused. ‘Let’s just do this for a while, we’ve got all night for everything else.’

She’s right and as her lips meet mine again, I get it. This is perfect and when she straddles me, causing the swing to creak angrily, I feel my heart begin to race. She cups my cheeks with her hands and her spicy perfume weaves around me as her hips grind slowly against mine and I move my grip to her thin waist.

‘You’re getting better at kissing,’ she murmurs and her praise causes me to shiver pleasantly. I grab her ass and pull her closer, hoping she can feel how hard she makes me as she guides my hand to her breast and I squeeze the soft mound.

My tongue tangles with hers and her breaths are sharp and sweet. She pulls her shirt off and I take one of her nipples between my lips, sucking it softly as she pulls me closer. I want to fuck her so badly, but I want to show her that I can hold back.

‘Let’s go upstairs,’ she whispers and when she hops off my lap, she sheds the rest of her clothes and grabs my hand, leading me to my room and pushing me onto the large bed in the center.

‘You know, I didn’t tell you the whole truth earlier,’ she says as she unbuttons my jeans and slides her hand inside. I’m suddenly worried. Was she lying when she said she just stripped? Is she also fucking the guys she dances for?

‘No, it’s not that,’ she says as she wraps her fingers around my cock. I’m suddenly worried she can read my mind and she laughs. ‘God, you’re like an open book, Bobby. You’d be an awful poker player.’

I can’t help but laugh as she says that and she helps me undress, pulling off my t-shirt and leaning over to kiss me, her nipples brushing against my chest as she slowly strokes my cock.

‘I told you that I don’t like stripping, but that’s not completely true,’ she murmurs, her words soft and silky as she lays beside me and grabs my hand, pushing my fingers between her legs and into the soft wet skin nestled inside.

‘I like getting naked in front of other people,’ she says as my fingers slide through her folds and I feel her getting wetter by the second. ‘I like them looking at me and lusting after me, but that’s not the same as wanting to fuck them, do you understand?’

I nod as I lean over to bite her nipple, the one with the barbell and she gasps. She’s grinding herself shamelessly against my hand and she’s so wet and I can’t wait to bury myself inside of her sweet, tight pussy.

‘You only want to be with me, right?’ I ask, feeling bold as I tease her, causing her body to writhe beneath me.

‘Maybe,’ she says as my finger slides over a tiny bump at the top of her slit and she quivers. ‘But you’re gonna need to earn it.’

‘I’ll do whatever it takes,’ I say, meaning it completely and she smiles, lowering my head towards the damp flesh between her legs and I slide my tongue through it, savoring the taste and the smell as she spreads her thighs and tangles her fingers in my hair.

‘Make me come, Bobby,’ she says and I inhale her scent, kissing her lips and flicking my tongue across her swollen clit. The pick skin glistens in the dim light and I continue my assault, using her light moans as a guide.

‘Use your fingers,’ she murmurs and I push my index finger inside her. ‘Two,’ she says as she bites her lip. ‘Now curl them.’

I do as I’m told and her hips jerk and she hits me in my nose and I let out a grunt.

‘Shit, are you ok?’ She asks and I nod as she pulls me towards her and kisses me. ‘Sorry, it just felt really fucking good.’

‘I’m ok,’ I say as I push her against the pillows and spread her thighs apart, sliding myself into her as her body adjusts and my mind goes blank. She feels so goddamn perfect and everything else in my life just falls away as I thrust, needing her more than she could ever imagine.

I kiss her neck and her breasts as I thrust harder and deeper and faster and her moans fill my room as she clenches around me and I let go, my head spinning as my balls empty and I collapse on top of her.


Chapter 5


Someone’s pounding on the front door and I roll over, trying to wake up as Tricia groans. It’s so nice to wake up next to her and I pull aside her hair and lean over to brush my lips across the soft skin of her neck before getting dressed and going downstairs.

‘Morning, sunshine.’ It’s Jen and she hands me a loaf of bread.

‘Hey, Jen. How’s it going?’ Even though I invited her over, I didn’t expect it to happen so soon. ‘Come in. Do you want some coffee?’

‘That sounds so nice,’ she says as she looks towards the porch swing and sees Tricia’s shirt hanging off the side. ‘This isn’t a bad time, is it?’

‘No, it’s fine, come on in.’

She follows me into the kitchen and I place the bread on the counter and turn my attention to the coffee maker when I hear a pair of footsteps and turn to see Tricia enter the kitchen. She’s wearing one of my old t-shirts and nothing else.

‘Hi, I’m Tricia,’ she says, extending her hand as Jen stares at me with confusion.

‘Oh God, I’m…I’m so sorry.’ Jen says as she reaches out and shakes Tricia’s hand, then looks at me.

‘No, Jesus, uh…’ I didn’t realize that she’d come now and even though I’ve got nothing to hide, this feels like the perfect recipe for a disaster.

‘Want some tea?’ Tricia asks, seemingly completely unfazed by the entire encounter.

‘I can come back later if you want…’ Jen’s voice trails off and I hold up my hands.

‘No, it’s fine. I’d love some tea, Tricia. Thanks.’ Tricia smiles and kisses my cheek as she turns to boil some water and I pull out a chair for Jen and motion for her to sit down. Jen’s eyes shift between me and Tricia and I shrug, not really wanting to get into it now.

We sit in silence as Tricia rummages around the cabinets and starts boiling the water, finding three mugs and putting them on the table in front of us before resting her gaze on Jen.

‘Oh, shit,’ Tricia says as she stares at the other woman. ‘You breastfeeding?’

What the fuck?

‘Yeah, why?’ Jen asks as she takes a sip of tea and looks at me again, her cheeks flushing bright red.

‘You keep shifting around like you’re uncomfortable. One of the girls at the club got mastitis and she did the same thing. She said it hurt like hell.’ I have no idea what they’re talking about and decide to stay quiet. At least they’re not clawing each other's eyes out.

‘They’re, uh, sore. I’ve got an appointment with my doctor next week, so I’ll just have to deal with it until then.’ Jen takes a sip of tea and winces again as her arm brushes against her breast.

‘I mean, I can help you out if you want. I’m about halfway done with my RN degree so I’m not just talking out of my ass,’ Tricia says and Jen looks extremely uncomfortable with the suggestion.

‘Thanks, but I’ll just wait.’ An excruciating silence descends on the kitchen and Jen looks around. ‘This place is exactly how I remember.’

‘That’s because it’s exactly how I left it,’ I say and Jen laughs as she wraps her hands around the mug, taking another sip. The conversation dies again and I try to think of something to say.

‘So, how do the two of you know each other?’ Jen asks and I stare at Tricia for a second before answering. She’s being extremely cool about this situation and I feel bad for assuming so much about her.

‘Mac introduced us; she’s Layla Thompson’s cousin.’

‘Oh, really?’ Jen asks and I can tell that she’s making all sorts of assumptions from that piece of information. When you live in a small town, every detail of your life is up for dissection and Layla was the subject of a lot of dissection.

‘I’m here helping Layla with her new baby,’ Tricia says. ‘Meeting Bobby was a nice bonus.’

‘He can be a good guy, when he wants to,’ Jen says. I really need to take a leak, but I’m scared to leave the two of them alone. ‘Hey, do you still have our Senior yearbook? I was thinking about this girl the other day, but I couldn’t remember her name.’

‘Yeah, it’s upstairs, I’ll go grab it,’ I say. They seem to be fine and I need to piss and give Tricia a half smile before heading out. After rummaging around my old room for twenty minutes, unable to find the fucking yearbook, I skip back down the stairs hoping they haven’t ripped each other to shreds.

‘Sorry, I couldn’t find the uh, the….’ My voice trails off when I walk into the kitchen and see Jen on the counter with Tricia massaging one of her breasts.

‘Bobby, where are your dish towels? Jen needs a warm compress to get this swelling down,’ Tricia says matter of factly as she reaches under Jen’s shirt, the other woman putting up a slight protest at the invasion before giving in.

‘Uh, they’re uh…’ I try to pull my mind out of the gutter and remember where the goddamn towels are, but my brain isn’t functioning normally. ‘Try the bottom drawer to the left of the sink.’

Tricia starts rummaging around and I look at Jen, who shrugs and I notice a wet spot on the front of her shirt, but try not to stare at it.

‘I’ll heat this up and show you how to deal with it yourself. It takes too damn long to see a doctor and you need to treat this before it gets worse,’ Tricia says as she starts the hot water and holds the towel under it, then returns her gaze to Jen. ‘Oh shit, you’re leaking.’

‘Oh, uh…’ Jen looks down and I see her cheeks flush as Tricia returns to the other woman and pulls up her t-shirt, giving me a flash of Jen’s rosy nipple and causing Jen to shriek with embarrassment.

‘Oh shit, sorry,’ Tricia turns around to glare at me and I feel frozen in place. ‘Bobby, get the hell out of here, and close the door behind you.’

I do as I’m told, turning and leaving and gently closing the swinging door behind me as I wait outside and pretend to be occupied with some paperwork from a drawer in the table beneath the old rotary phone in the hallway.

‘Doesn’t that feel better?’ Tricia’s voice floats out and I try not to stare through the crack in the door, but can’t help it.

‘Yeah,’ Jen says as she moans softly.

‘You use a pump, right?’ Tricia asks. ‘Good, you’ll need to make sure you massage when you’re pumping, so you get everything out. Do like this, ok?’ Tricia says and when I see her lean over and take Jen’s puckered nipple between her lips and start suckling, I feel like I’m going to come in my pants.

‘Oh god,’ Jen moans as she pulls Tricia closer and I force myself to walk outside and towards the abandoned pile of wood in the backyard. It’s probably been like this for years, but I pull the rusty axe out of the stump and start swinging it at one of the large logs like a madman.

I can’t get what I saw out of my mind and when I see Tricia and Jen on the porch, I wave, unsure if I can even talk like a lucid human being at this point.

‘Good to see you, Jen,’ I yell, waving as she kisses Tricia on the cheek, gets into her car and drives off. Tricia watches her go, then joins me by the pile of wood, a devilish grin curling her lips.

‘You spied on us, didn’t you?’ she asks as she narrows her eyes and bursts into laughter when I don’t even bother lying. ‘Pervert.’

‘I’ll show you a pervert,’ I say as I grab her hand and lead her upstairs, ready to take out my sexual frustration on an incredibly willing and eager target.


Chapter 6


I recognize Father Vasquez immediately and give him a warm smile as I walk between the pews and into the heart of the church. It takes a few minutes for the older man to recognize me, but when he does, he comes closer, sticking out his hand and shaking it fervently.

‘Bobby Hatton. You’re the last person I expected to see tonight,’ he says as I follow him towards the back row of pews and he motions for me to sit next to him. The smell of incense is thick and in the dim lighting the space is awe inspiring.

‘Yeah, the whole monk thing didn’t exactly work out,’ I say awkwardly and he shakes his head.

‘I know, your abbot told me what happened. I felt like it was only a matter of time before you realized that you had made a mistake.’ His words infuriate me for some reason and an inexplicable frustration rushes through me.

‘What? Why? How did you know?’ I feel the vein in my head pulsating as I take a deep breath in an attempt to calm down.

‘You were lost, Bobby, remember?’ His voice is warm and measured and he stares at the pulpit. ‘I told you to really think about your decision, that most people don’t have the temperament for a life like that.’

I think back to the night I decided to devote my life to God. It was a few months after mom had died and I felt so alone. Dad and I had been fighting over something stupid, my grades or the colleges I was applying to or some other bullshit that we always argued about and I realized that I couldn’t deal with it anymore.

‘You made a rash decision with no calling and now you’re paying for it,’ his words hurt. I lean back in the pew, staring at the altar, the intricate painting of Mary Magdalene with Christ positioned on her lap behind it and realize that I feel nothing, that I might as well be in a museum.

He’s right and I hate him for it.

‘You used monastic life as a way to escape your problems, not to enrich your soul or the lives of others,’ Father Vasquez’s words are damning and hurt more than I want to admit. ‘Abbot Herman sent me regular reports detailing his concerns about you and I knew that you left the order.’

Jesus.

‘Why didn’t you tell me this before I made the decision to join?’ A surge of irrational anger wells up inside of me as he calmly crosses his legs and rests his arm on the back of the pew. The door opens and closes behind us and a parishioner enters the space, approaching the votive stands in the back then lighting a candle before settling closer to the altar.

‘It wasn’t my job to tell you what to do, Bobby,’ his voice is softer and I lean closer so I can hear him. ‘My purpose is to offer support and council. It is your responsibility to make decisions for yourself.’

‘But if you knew I wasn’t cut out for it, why didn’t you warn me?’ I say a bit too loudly and the other parishioner turns to stare at me. Father Vasquez takes a deep breath and crosses his arms in front of his chest before giving me a stern look.

‘When I was twenty, I decided that I wanted this life. I prayed, spoke with God, asked him for guidance and ultimately made the decision after nearly a year of sincere introspection. How long did you contemplate your decision?’

I exhale, thinking about his question as the weight of what he’s saying presses down on me. My father was a staunch atheist and converting felt like a way to escape his shadow, to forge my own path.

Did I ever believe in what I was committing to? Do I believe now?

‘It’s not an easy realization, Bobby, but the sooner you come to terms with the situation, the sooner you can move past it and finally start living your life.’ The woman walks out of the church and once she’s gone, he continues. ‘I’ve seen what happened with you a lot in my ministry. I know how your father was, we got into more than one discussion about his views on religion.’

I never realized that they were aware of each others’ existence and Father Vasquez’s revelation is a complete surprise. A laugh escapes my throat as I imagine the two of them interacting and I wish that it was something I could’ve witnessed myself.

‘It happened after you left. He blamed me for your decision and I told him that I didn’t encourage it, that it was your calling,’ the priest sighs and shakes his head. ‘He was a good man, even if his stubbornness outweighed his ability to empathize with what you were going through.’

‘Tell me about him,’ I say. ‘You know, how he was at the end.’

‘I’d like to say that he found God and asked for forgiveness, but you would know I was lying,’ the priest says as he laughs and I try to imagine my father asking for absolution, but coming up blank. ‘I did visit him in the hospital and asked if he wanted me to hear his confession, even if he didn’t believe in it and he told me to go fuck myself.’

I laugh so hard that tears roll down my cheeks and I feel genuinely bad for the old priest.

‘That tracks,’ I say and he scoffs.

‘If he had asked for forgiveness, I would’ve known something was wrong, but he resisted my help until the end. The one thing he asked was for me to tell you how much he loved you and that he regretted being so distant after the death of your mother. I hope you can forgive him for that, Bobby.’

Father Vasquez’s words echo in my mind as I get into the Oldsmobile and sit in the driver’s seat for a few minutes, resting my hands on the steering wheel as I try to figure out what to do now. I feel like a weight has been lifted off of me, that my father didn’t hate me and that at least he realized he bore some responsibility for everything that happened.

I take a deep breath before starting the car and driving home.


Chapter 7


‘I have to go back to Raleigh today,’ Tricia says as she rolls over and slides her pink fingernail down my chest. She stayed over last night and I don’t think I’ve ever been happier than I am at this exact moment. When she leans over to kiss me, my lips curl into a smile and she lingers as her hand slides lower and I feel myself getting harder as she inches closer to my dick.

‘When will you be back,’ I ask as she grips me and starts slowly stroking, bringing me back to life as her nipple brushes against my arm and chills race through my body.

‘Mmm, maybe next weekend. I have an exam on Thursday and I’ll see if I can take a few days off work so I can come see you…’ her voice trails off as her lips meet mine again and I roll her onto her back, kissing her neck before taking her pierced nipple between my lips and biting it softly.

‘Bobby!’ I hear my name as the front door slams shut and immediately freeze. ‘Where are you, baby? I brought you some leftovers from the Rotary dinner!’

‘Fuck,’ I groan as I roll onto my back and Tricia pulls the sheets over her body. ‘Coming!’ I yell and give Tricia an apologetic shrug as I fall out of bed and pull on my jeans and a dirty t-shirt.

I can’t believe this is happening again.

‘Sorry, it’s my grandmother,’ I say softly as I lean down to kiss her. ‘You can come down if you want to meet her, but it’s totally up to you.’

‘Bobby!’ Gummy is getting insistent and I reach for the doorknob and force myself to leave the bedroom. I’ve managed to get the house into decent shape and as I hop down the stairs, I notice a crack in the wall that I’ll need to repair this week. I walk into the kitchen and see Gummy rearranging the contents of my fridge before straightening herself out and shaking her head, obviously unhappy with what she’s found.

‘Morning, Gummy,’ I say as my grandmother pulls me into her arms and gives me a bear hug. She takes a step back before sniffing and pulls a face.

‘You smell like a whorehouse, Bobby. What’s going on?’ Her expression conveys exactly what she’s feeling and I don’t know what to say.

‘I, uh, had a friend over last night,’ I say, feeling my cheeks turn bright red.

‘Hmmph,’ she scoffs disapprovingly. ‘Is it that Culver girl?’

‘No, uh,’ I look around the kitchen and my eyes rest on the glass dish sitting on the table. ‘Did you bring me something to eat? It looks delicious.’

‘Don’t change the subject, Bobby. I swear you get more like your daddy every day,’ she grumbles and my blood freezes when I hear a creak on the stairs.

‘Well, I really appreciate this casserole, but, uh, I’ve got a lot of stuff to do today.’ I feel a cold sweat break out on my brow as Tricia enters the hallway, then peeks into the kitchen and smiles mischievously.

‘Morning, Bobby,’ she coos as she comes closer and gives me a kiss. Gummy’s eyes widen unnaturally and this entire situation has disaster written all over it. Tricia turns to face my grandmother and sticks out her hand. ‘Pleasure to meet you, I’m Patricia.’

‘I’m Bobby’s grandmother,’ Gummy says, with an extra emphasis on the word grandmother. ‘It’s very nice to meet one of his friends.’

The tension in the room is thick and I motion for Tricia to take a seat, hoping that this doesn’t end in a complete and total nuclear meltdown. She awkwardly sits and I offer to make some coffee, but Gummy declines.

‘I’ve got to go to the grocery store,’ she says as she tries to stare at Tricia discreetly. She’s not doing a very good job, though, and Tricia gives me a look that I can’t decipher.

‘I’m ok, too,’ Tricia says as she looks at her watch. The tension grows thicker and I wish someone would say something.

‘Uh, Tricia lives in Raleigh,’ I blurt out and Gummy nods, shifting her wedding band on her finger as I continue. ‘She’s, uh, Layla Thompson’s cousin.’

As soon as I say that, I realize it was a huge mistake as Gummy’s eyes widen and she instantly makes up her mind about Tricia. While the class differences in Cape James aren’t as pronounced as they once were, there’s still a barrier up for the older generation, and Layla’s family falls on the far side of that wall. Silence descends again and I give Tricia an apologetic shrug.

‘Anyway,’ Tricia says as she stands up and takes a few steps towards me for a chaste peck on the cheek. ‘I’d better be going, Layla’s expecting me back to help with the kids this morning.’

‘Ok,’ I say to her, squeezing her hand as Gummy glares, but I try to ignore it. My grandmother has every right to her opinion, but I’m an adult and she needs to understand that she can’t control everything. Tricia smiles and waves and as she walks through the front door, I’m annoyed that the introduction didn’t go better.

‘Well she’s a fresh little thing, isn’t she?’ Gummy says with a hint of irritation in her voice as she arches her eyebrows. ‘What about that nice girl from the library, what’s her name?’

‘Nora.’ I mumble as I walk towards the counter and start a pot of coffee. This is not how I wanted to spend the morning, but it is what it is and I exhale loudly as I find a filter and press the start button. It starts brewing and as Gummy rattles off the virtues of Nora, I try to brush off her lack of enthusiasm about Tricia.

Even though I wouldn’t mind more, the fact is that Tricia and I are just having a good time and I need to stop looking at it as anything else. Getting too involved with her right now would be a bad idea and maybe I need to take a few steps back before I get my heart broken.

‘Yes. She’s sweet and pretty and so polite. By the way, did you ever give Bill Williams a call?’ Gummy asks as I pour two mugs of coffee and sit at the kitchen table next to her.

‘Is his name really William Williams?’ I ask idly, not wanting to deal with this right now. Inheritances have always struck me as morbid and if there’s any money involved, I figure it will still be waiting for me six months from now.

‘Well, yes, I suppose it is…’ Gummy’s voice trails off as she seriously considers this revelation and I hope that we can move on from this discussion. ‘Anyway,’ she says loudly, not willing to be distracted from her ultimate goal of nagging me to death. ‘It would be good to take over the deed to this place since Malvina Thomas has been making noise again about her and your daddy and some sort of agreement, even though I told her a dozen times that you’re back and taking over.’

‘Ok, I’ll go see him tomorrow,’ I give in and lean back in my chair as she gives me a rundown of her plans for the week.


Chapter 8


I pull up in front of the lawyer’s office.

It’s almost 4pm and the gravel parking lot is empty. I walk inside and give my name to the receptionist who somehow manages to find me in the nearly empty appointment book and gives me a broad smile as she smacks her gum like a cow chewing its cud.

‘Have a seat, honey, Bill’ll be with you in a few minutes.’

I sit down in one of the faux leather chairs and grab a magazine, noticing that it’s five years old but laughing when I realize that it’s basically all new to me anyway. I read about some celebrity who ran out on her husband and the name sounds familiar, but I toss the magazine aside and look around at the diplomas on the wall.

I’ll be goddamned. His name really is William Williams.

What the fuck were his parents thinking?

‘Robert Hatton!’ the receptionist calls out loudly, even though I’m the only one in the office. I get up and walk through the heavy door at the end of the hall and into a large, dark room that resembles a library. The walls are lined with thick books and an elderly man with silver hair is hunched over a heavy wooden desk.

‘Bobby, how you doing, boy!’ The old man maneuvers out of the squeaky chair and sticks out his hand. I shake it and we both sit down. He leans back and gives me a good look, his raspy voice heavily infused with the familiar coastal drawl. ‘You know, you’re a spitting image of your daddy when he was your age.’

‘Uh, thanks, I guess,’ I laugh nervously as I watch him rifle through the chaos on his desk and chatter about my dad and how sad it was that he passed.

‘He was as sharp as a whip, your daddy. Little Billy always told me that he couldn’t believe he came back here,’ Bill rambles on and I try to figure out exactly what I’m doing in this stuffy, smoky office. I look at the clock and realize that I’ve only got an hour before I’m supposed to meet Jen for dinner. Hopefully this won’t take too long.

Dad was flat broke except for the house and I can’t imagine that my grandparents up north had much, even though Mom never really talked about them. Regardless, I doubt they would leave it to the only child of the daughter who abandoned them for a life with my father.

‘Yes, so, you’ve got quite the inheritance waiting for you. I’ll just need to get you to sign a few things and we’ll transfer over the accounts and deal with the other odds and ends,’ he says as he adjusts his reading glasses, leaning back to get a better look at the piece of paper he’s holding two inches in front of his nose.

‘It’s just Dad’s house, right?’

‘Well, uh, yes, there’s also the money from your grandaddy up north,’ he says as he slides an account statement across the desk and I can’t believe the number I’m seeing. ‘This is after the government took their bite and lawyer fees and whatnot.’

‘But I never met these people, why would they…’ I pick up the piece of paper and stare at it, unable to comprehend the number I’m seeing. Right now I’ve only got the cash in my pocket and that’s just a few hundred dollars.

He has to be fucking with me.

‘From what I understand, you’re their only grandchild,’ Bill keeps flipping through papers and slides another across the desk. ‘This is a copy of the deed for the townhouse in Boston and they’ve got a house on Cape Cod that was supposed to go to you as well, but you’ll need to talk to the lawyer up north to get the keys to that.’

He keeps talking but the words are meaningless as I attempt to process what he’s told me and how it’s going to change my life in ways that I’m not prepared to deal with.


Chapter 9


‘You look great,’ I say as I slide into the booth across from Jen.

It’s the truth. Her dark hair is loose and falling over her bare shoulders and the flowery sundress she’s wearing fits her voluptuous body perfectly. The memory of Tricia sucking on her tits immediately crashes back into my mind and I realize I’m staring at her chest when she clears her throat.

‘I’m up here, Bobby,’ she says with a laugh as she points to her eyes. It was just supposed to be a casual dinner, but now that we’re here together, it definitely feels like a date.

‘Sorry, it’s just, you know…’ I wish there was a hole in the ground that I could crawl into right now, but at least she doesn’t seem too pissed.

‘Yeah, I know, they’re huge,’ she says as she rolls her eyes and grabs the menu from the end of the table. ‘The doctor says they’ll go back to normal once I stop feeding Kevin, but honestly, I kinda like them the way they are.’

Her easy laugh fills the space between us and it’s almost like the years have melted away and we’re at Lewis Diner having burgers and shakes with our entire lives ahead of us. This time it’s not regret that I’m feeling, more like anticipation and excitement for what lies ahead and as she starts talking about work, I pull myself back into the present.

‘That bread is amazing, by the way,’ she says as she puts the menu down. ‘We just got a standing order for a few dozen loaves from the primary school and one of the nursing homes is considering starting a weekly order for their residents.’

‘Good,’ I say with a smile as I wave over the waitress. ‘I’m glad it worked out.’ It’s nice to feel like I’m able to help.

We place our orders and Jen leans back in the booth, staring at me as she idly fiddles with the paper straw wrapper on the table. An awkward silence descends and I desperately search for something to say.

‘So, uh, how’s Kevin?’ I ask and her face softens into a smile.

‘He’s good,’ she responds neutrally and I realize that I still don’t know anything about his father. ‘You know, just changing every day.’

‘Are you, uh… is his dad around?’ I ask, hoping I’m not stirring up something that I should leave buried.

‘No, he’s dead.’ Her voice is flat and the waitress brings over our plate of nachos and Jen shakes her head.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, waiting for her to take the lead. She grabs a napkin and dabs at the corner of her eye as I get up and slide into the booth next to her, wrapping my arm around her as she shakes her head.

‘No, it’s fine. We were estranged and I had already filed for divorce.’ She sits upright and gives me a smile. ‘He had some problems and I couldn’t deal with them so I left him and he went into a spiral.’

‘Still, I mean, you were married, you had a kid together…’

‘He was an addict, Bobby. He wasn’t the same person I married,’ she says as I let her get it out. ‘If you’ve never experienced it, it’s like a switch. The person you knew becomes someone completely different.’

I think about my dad and how he started drinking heavily after Mom died. He had always been sullen, but afterwards, it was like he morphed into someone else right in front of me and that was a person that I had no interest in dealing with.

‘That’s terrible,’ I say. Jen never saw the worst of Dad and I don’t want to drag my problems into whatever she’s going through, so I leave it at that.

‘He would get so angry, over nothing. It’s not like he hit me or anything, but he would start screaming over the most ridiculous bullshit,’ she says as she takes a sip of her drink. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just all coming back. Thanks for listening.’

‘No, it’s fine,’ I say as I pull her closer and kiss the top of her head. We sit like that for a few more minutes and when the food arrives, I move back to my side of the table. It’s almost like she needed to tell me what happened and the rest of the evening is relaxed, even though I can’t stop thinking about what she said and I feel so bad for her.

We talk about our old circle of friends and where they are, but I don’t care- I’m really only interested in her. It’s getting late and by the time we’re done eating, the restaurant is closing down.

‘So, are you going home?’ I ask as we walk outside into the warm evening. It’s not that late and the sky is still dimly lit with the moon creeping up over the row of houses at the end of the street. I’m not sure if this is a date or we’re just hanging out as friends, so I don’t want her to feel pressured either way.

‘I don’t really feel like it yet. Mom’s taking care of Kevin and this is the first night I’ve had to myself in a while,’ she turns to face me and arches her eyebrow expectantly.

‘You can come back to my place if you want to watch TV or something,’ I say, pretty sure that the old TV is broken, but having nothing else to offer.

‘That sounds nice,’ she murmurs as she leans closer and her lips brush against mine and I grab her hand, squeezing tightly.


Chapter 10


We take my car and ride in silence as we make our way through the empty back roads towards my house. The grass is wet and I open the front door, letting us inside the old farmhouse. I need to tell her about Tricia, but I’m not sure what to say. When she kisses me again, I lean in, stroking her soft cheek with my hand as her tongue penetrates my lips, but I manage to pull away.

‘It’s just, you should know… Tricia and I…’

‘I don’t give a shit, Bobby, I need this,’ she says as she pushes me against the wall and wraps her arms around my neck. ‘It’s been a while and there aren’t exactly a lot of options here, you know.’

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence,’ I murmur as she laughs and tilts her head as we come together again. Her kiss feels different than Tricia’s. It’s slower and less assured, but indescribably sexy and I want more. The dim light from the kitchen illuminates the hallway and I slide my hand down her back, cupping her round ass as she presses herself against me.

‘I always thought you’d be my first,’ she murmurs as her breath brushes across my cheek and I remember thinking the same, needing her so badly that it physically hurt, but wanting to wait until she was ready.

The irony was that when she finally was, I suddenly wasn’t.

‘Want to go upstairs?’ I ask, unsure of how far she wants to take this. ‘I mean, can you…’

‘What do you mean?’ she asks, narrowing her eyes incredulously.

‘Like, is it too soon after… and you know, if you’re still having problems with, uh, I don’t want to screw anything up,’ my mouth is dry as I say that and she stares at me.

‘Yes, Bobby, I can fuck. Do you not want to or something?’

Goddamnit.

‘No, I mean yes, I really want to be with you but I don’t want to hurt you…’ As I say that, her expression softens and she smiles.

‘You’re not going to hurt me, I promise,’ she says and I feel better. Relief surges through me as I kiss her again, then motion towards the kitchen. ‘Want something to drink?’

‘Sure, what do you have?’ she asks and I open the door of my fridge and look inside.

‘Beer or water.’

‘I’ll take a beer,’ she says with a nervous laugh and I grab the last two cans, opening one for her and handing it over. ‘Maybe this will help me relax. I’m feeling weirdly nervous right now.’

Her confession makes me feel better and I tap my can against hers and take a drink, fortifying myself as my gaze drifts over her body. She’s definitely curvier than when she was in high school, but back then she was a stick.

‘What?’ she asks and I shrug.

‘Nothing, just thinking about how beautiful you look,’ I say.

‘Really?’ she beams.

‘Yeah, I mean you were always hot, but you look even better now,’ I say, hoping I don’t piss her off. I really need to shut up, but it’s like my mouth has a mind of its own and casual conversation is a lot harder than I remember. She stares at me like she wants to ask something and I wait, happy to let her take over.

‘So what exactly is going on between you and Tricia?’ she asks and I shrug.

‘Honestly? I don’t really know,’ I say, hoping the discussion ends there. I’m already feeling slightly guilty about this date, but Tricia never gave me any indication that we’re exclusive and I’m not going to cut off my other options hoping that she comes around.

‘It’s just, like…,’ she starts, resting her hand on her head as she turns to stare at me. ‘This is so weird and embarrassing.’

‘What?’ I’m curious what’s got her so flustered.

‘I just can’t stop thinking about the other day, when we were in the kitchen. I’ve never even thought about being with another woman, but it felt so fucking good and I can’t stop thinking about her. God, I feel so ridiculous even saying that.’

Jen bursts into laughter and buries her face in her hands as she lets out a laugh.

‘It was really fucking hot,’ I confess, the scene replaying itself in my mind unbidden and I hope she doesn’t notice that I’m getting stiff.

‘I’ve just felt like such a cow after having Kevin and that was the first time I felt good like that,’ she chews on her lip as she stares at me and shakes her head. ‘It’s not something I can explain, you know.’

I don’t know, but I put my beer down and lean over, cupping her face in my hands as I kiss her. Her body melts against mine and I run my hand across her breast, the thin fabric of her dress not offering much protection as her nipple tightens beneath my touch.

‘Wanna go upstairs?’ I murmur as her eyes widen and she nods. I take her hand, leading her through the kitchen, unable to believe that this is actually happening and hoping that I don’t disappoint her.

My room is disheveled, but she doesn’t seem to care as she sits on the edge of the bed and stares at me as I pull off my t-shirt. She runs her fingers through her dark hair and cocks her head.

‘You’re looking better, too, you know,’ she says as she raises her eyebrows and I flex my muscles like I’m some sort of meathead. Manual labor agrees with me and I’ve definitely noticed a difference since I started working for Mac.

I sit down on the bed next to her and kiss her, my mind racing as I realize how badly I want this and how happy I am that she’s back in my life. I pull down the strap of her dress, exposing her full breast and look down, unsure about what to do now. She pulls down the other strap and stares at me expectantly, then giggles.

‘You can touch them,’ she says and I’m flustered as I slide my finger across her thick, puckered nipple. I don’t know what to expect, but exhale when nothing happens and she laughs. ‘They’re not going to explode, Bobby.’

‘Yeah, right,’ I say nervously, licking my lips as I lean over and take one between my lips and she exhales.

‘That feels good,’ she murmurs as she relaxes against the pillow and I readjust my lips to take more into my mouth and suck. Nothing happens and I feel weirdly relieved. I slide my hand down her stomach and into her panties and the soft wet skin between her thighs.

She gasps from my touch and a stream of milk fills my mouth.

‘Jesus, I’m so sorry,’ she says as she sits up and covers her mouth with her hands. ‘I pumped before I left home, I thought...’

‘No, it’s fine,’ I say, licking my lips as I swallow the sweet liquid, leaning over for more. This time I know what to expect and when it flows into my mouth, I enjoy it, melting under her touch as she strokes my hair. Her body is so ripe and I kiss down her stomach, pausing when I get to her panties to make sure she’s still ok with what’s about to happen.

Her smile is enough to let me know that she’s enjoying herself and I pull off her panties, spreading her legs apart before kissing the soft skin on the inside of her thighs. The little moans that escape her lips tell me everything I need to know and as I slide my tongue through her slit, she grasps the sheets and arches her back against the soft mattress.

‘Did they teach you this at the monastery?’ She teases and I laugh, realizing how far I’ve come since I left and wonder how I ever thought that life was for me. This is where I belong and as I push a finger inside of her and kiss her again, I’m more confident than ever about my decision.

‘No, Tricia taught me how to do it,’ I say and instead of getting pissed, Jen moans softly and I ease myself inside of her as she wraps her legs around me.

‘What else did she teach you,’ Jen murmurs and I can’t believe she actually wants to hear about this, but I turn her onto her stomach and push myself inside of her, the sensation mind numbing as she whimpers beneath me.

‘She taught me this,’ I breathe as I kiss her neck and squeeze her legs together, pumping faster as Jen’s breath comes in short bursts and the room fills with her satisfied moans. I feel her tighten around me, but manage to hold off as her body jerks softly and she exhales sharply, quivering from the pleasure I’m giving her.

‘You should thank her,’ Jen says as she rolls me onto my back and straddles me, her heavy breasts swinging above my face as I take one of her nipples between my lips and suckle her, pulling out a mouthful of her milk. Her hips move in a frenzied rhythm as she grinds her clit against me and moans sharply, her body relaxing as an orgasm rips through her and she leans back onto her heels.

Her body is coated in sweat and I roll her onto her back, sliding my fingers across her cheek as I push inside, leaning down to kiss her as I take what I want and she wraps her legs around me, holding me in place as I come, exploding inside of her before falling onto my back and catching my breath.

‘So, was it everything you thought it would be?’ I ask with a cocky grin and she rolls over, burying her face in the pillow as she lets out a loud yelp.

‘Mmhmm,’ she murmurs when she looks at me and her eyes crinkle as she smiles. ‘What about you?’

‘I’d do it again,’ I say and she slaps me on my arm. I stare at the ceiling for a few minutes, considering telling her about what the lawyer said and deciding against it. Instead, I pull her into my arms, the cool evening breeze blowing across our naked bodies as we fall asleep.

***

The phone buzzes on the nightstand next to me and I let out a loud groan. It’s dark outside and Jen’s still asleep, snoring softly and I roll over to take a look at the screen.

I usually get the weekends off, but there’s a message from Mac.

Would you mind going out on the boat with me this afternoon? There’s a big hurricane incoming and I need to secure the clams.

Get more at tate-bull.com.


Part 3


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 shitty 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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Part 4


Chapter 1


‘How did you know you wanted to spend your life with grandpa?’

I’m sitting in Gummy’s kitchen. She pours me a cup of coffee and thinks about my question. I didn’t really plan on coming over, but I needed to talk to someone and she’s always willing to give me advice, even when I’m not asking for it.

‘It was a different time, Bobby,’ she starts as she places the pot back into the old machine and sits down at the table next to me. ‘I got married when I was nineteen and had your daddy when I was twenty.’

‘But what was it about grandpa that made you want to marry him?’ I feel bad being so insistent, but she’s the only person I feel like I can talk to about this. The trip to Boston made me really think about my current situation and if I'm ready to settle down. I want kids and a wife and a house and all of the stuff that goes along with it, but I feel like I just got started and the idea of being with only one woman for the rest of my life is frankly terrifying.

‘Well, we’d known each other for so many years. We went to school and church together and our parents were friends and we had to marry someone so why not each other.’

‘That sounds awful,’ I say as I sip my coffee and let what she said marinate. I can’t even imagine just marrying someone because we were stuck in the same social circles.

‘It wasn't, not at all. I loved your grandfather more than anything, but ours was not a love match,’ she scoffs. ‘I feel awful even saying that.’

‘The two of you made it work though,’ I say, wanting her to tell me more.

My grandfather died when I was a kid, so I barely remember him. He’s this stern figure that looms large in my memories, but without any personality other than the way he always looked disappointed with my dad. I could pick up on that even when I was five.

‘We did. We had common goals and we wanted to raise your daddy right, so we put everything we had into making that happen.’ She tears up and I’m not sure if it’s over my dad or grandpa, but I feel bad about stirring up unpleasant memories.

‘I don’t regret any of it, not for one second, and I think that’s the most important part, Bobby. Once you decide on the person you want to spend the rest of your life with, you need to grab them and not let go. That’s what happened with your daddy and momma and even though it tore him to pieces when she died, he wouldn’t have it any other way.’

‘Sorry to bring all of this up,’ I say and she shakes her head, taking a deep breath before continuing.

‘It’s good to remember the people in your life. Don’t push them away just because the memories are painful,’ she takes a sip of coffee and clears her throat. ‘Are you getting serious with that little redhead?’ Gummy asks as she crinkles her nose disapprovingly and I shake my head.

‘No, we’re not, uh…’ I don’t know how to explain the current mess to her so I change the topic, retrieving the folded envelope from my pocket and handing it to her. ‘My other grandfather left this with the lawyer to give to me, but I'm not sure what he means. Do you know anything about what happened between him and Mom?’

‘You know, she never told me, but I always got the impression that your mother's family thought she was too good for your father.’

‘Don’t all fathers think that?’

‘Yes, but he had plans for her to marry some political associate, you know how those families are, but when she met your daddy, she fell head over heels and just gave all that up.’ Gummy takes a breath and pushes her mug away. ‘ She was happy enough here, but she sacrificed quite a bit so they could be together.’

Gummy turns her attention to the letter, covering her mouth as she scans the text and shakes her head. ‘Well, I think your grandfather wanted a different life for her, but she loved your daddy too much, and would've followed him to the end of the earth if he asked.’

‘Dad felt the same way too, right?’

‘Of course! You know, they met at that fancy college your daddy went to and he saw her on the lawn and told his friend that he was gonna marry her,’ Gummy snorts and continues. ‘But that was the kind of man your father was. He knew what he wanted and didn’t stop until he got it.’

That sounds right. Even when he was forced to come back, he did things his own way and that’s probably why he never fit in here: the nail that sticks out gets hammered back in, or something like that.

‘I guess I just… I want to be like that, you know?’ I don’t know what I’m asking and I think I’m just looking for someone to tell me what to do.

‘Don’t you have someone your own age you can talk to about this? I don’t think I’m going to be very much help,’ Gummy says apologetically and I laugh.

‘I don't really know anyone except Mac and he only married Layla because he knocked her up,’ I say and Gummy swats at me disapprovingly. ‘Sorry, that’s what happened.’

I think about what she said as I walk back to my house, kicking at the dirt with my boots as I take the shortcut through the empty field. My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out and see a message from Tricia.

On my way.

I got back from Boston early this morning and managed to grab a few hours of sleep before heading off to work. I’m dragging, but feeling much better now that I’ve gotten the issues with my grandparents’ inheritance resolved. The entire trip was crazy, from seeing the house to what happened with Jen and Nora and I’m still trying to process everything.

Tricia’s the wildcard and I don’t know what to do about her. Everything is so hot and cold and off and on and I hate that I’m still thinking about her way more than I should. From everything that’s happened so far it’s fairly obvious that she doesn’t want anything serious, but I just can’t let her go.

I’m exhausted and head upstairs to grab a nap before Tricia gets here, but just as I’m dozing off, I get a message from Nora.

The water pipes in my apartment burst and my place was totally flooded. Can Donut and I come stay with you for a few days?


Chapter 2


I jerk awake when I hear someone banging on the door and screaming my name.

‘Baaabbyyy, you there?’

‘Yeah, give me a minute,’ I shout groggily as I roll over and groan. I was having a dream about being on a deserted tropical beach, sipping water out of a coconut and enjoying some peace and quiet.

That’s definitely not happening now.

I run downstairs and see Tricia standing outside, a sweet smile curling her lips as her blue eyes stare at me from under her long lashes. I’m still mad at her for running off after the storm, but I let her in and return her hug when she wraps her arms around me.

She's wearing a loose tank top and no bra and when she leans over to scratch her leg, I get a flash of nipple and try to steel myself. She’s so fucking hot and I hate feeling like a victim of the hole.

‘Thanks so much for letting me stay here,’ she says as she takes a step away and gives me a smile that melts me completely. I had planned on giving her the silent treatment and her own room, but seeing her again is throwing my determination out the window and I give in, leaning down to kiss her as she gives me a coy look.

‘Why aren’t you staying with Layla?’ I ask and she crosses her arms and frowns.

‘It’s too crazy there and I like you better than her anyway,’ she says and I wonder if they had some sort of falling out. I really want to know what happened with her job, but when I see Nora pull into the driveway, I realize that conversation will have to wait.

‘Who’s that?’ Tricia asks as she cranes her neck to peer out of the kitchen window.

‘Nora’s pipes burst and she asked if she could stay too,’ I say, surprised when Tricia makes a face and narrows her sharp blue eyes. ‘I thought you liked her.’

‘She’s fine, but I wanted to spend some time with you alone,’ Tricia says with a pout as she takes a step towards me and I roll my eyes. Being with her is like having whiplash and I head outside to help Nora with Donut. She looks frazzled and opens her trunk so I can get her suitcase.

‘Thanks so much for this, Bobby,’ she says as she leans closer and gives me a peck on my cheek. ‘The whole building was flooded, so I won’t have any water until they replace the burst pipes.’

‘No problem,’ I say as I grab her suitcase and realize that I should probably give her a warning about my other houseguest. ‘Tricia’s here too. She lost her job and wanted to come stay for a few days. I hope you don’t mind.’

‘It’s fine, she’s sweet,’ Nora says and as we walk back to the house, Tricia’s eyes bore a hole into me through the kitchen window as I step onto the porch and let Nora inside.

‘Hey girl,’ Nora says as she puts Donut’s carrier on the kitchen table and wraps her arms around Tricia, pulling her into a bear hug. Suddenly, Tricia breaks into tears, sobbing on Nora’s shoulder and I have no idea what the hell’s going on right now. ‘What happened?’

‘I…I got fired,’ Tricia says as she takes a step away from the other woman and buries her face in her hands, sobbing uncontrollably.

‘It’s ok,’ Nora says as she pulls Tricia back into her arms and walks her to the living room, guiding her onto the sofa as Tricia starts chattering incoherently.

‘M…my boss, the new one, wanted me to give his friend a blow job and I told him no and he just t-told me to leave,’ Tricia stammers and Nora’s eyes widen with shock as she looks at me and I shrug.

‘He wanted you to do what?’ She asks as she smooths Tricia’s hair and shoots me a flabbergasted look. ‘Why the hell would your boss want you to give some guy a blow job?’

I decide to leave the two of them alone to discuss the details and go back into the kitchen to hang out with Donut, who’s clearly not happy about being away from home again. When I open the cage to give her a scratch, she bolts out, streaking across the kitchen floor, through the open front door and into the yard.

‘Fuck,’ I swear, worried that Nora’s going to kill me for losing her cat. I look back into the living room and wave at Nora, who’s obviously not in her element with the amount of drama Tricia's laying out, then head outside, loudly whispering Donut’s name in the hope that I can get her back without Nora finding out.

‘Donut! Here kitty kitty kitty,’ I call out, desperately looking for the ginger cat, but seeing nothing as I walk towards the line of trees. I glance back at the house and quietly call her name again.

The sun is setting soon and I don’t want her out here alone after dark with the racoons and wild dogs that roam around the area. I see a flash of orange out of the corner of my eye and head in that direction, hoping Donut’s had enough fun at my expense and is ready to come back inside.

‘Donut!’ I yell, then lower my voice. ‘Donut!’ I see her near Nora’s car and race over to grab her. She dashes beneath the low vehicle and I get on my hands and knees, in an attempt to lure her out. ‘Come on Donut, don’t do this to me. Your mom’s gonna kill me if something happens to you.’

Donut lets out a meow, takes a few tentative steps towards me, and I grab her by the scruff of her neck, apologizing profusely to the terrified cat as I walk back inside and close the door behind me. I release Donut on her own recognizance and she runs into the living room where Nora and Tricia are in stitches about something and I hope it’s not me.

My stomach growls and I realize that I haven’t eaten anything all day. I look in the freezer and see some frozen burgers and make an executive decision.

‘Burgers sound good?’ I ask and the girls shrug, then return to their conversation, leaving me completely in charge. Twenty minutes later, I’ve got a pretty good flame on the old kettle grill and when they smell the food, they both join me out on the porch. It’s hot, but Tricia comes out and lounges on the porch swing, feeling better after her breakdown.

Nora emerges soon after, handing her new bff a drink, then joining her on the swing as the sun sinks and the humid air starts to cool. I’m actually glad that Nora came over, since I’m not sure if I have the patience to deal with whatever Tricia’s going through right now alone. She doesn’t have that many options and turning her away would be cruel.

‘Cheese?’ I ask and Tricia nods before taking a sip of her drink. She looks like she’s feeling better and I’m really glad. Getting fired might be the best thing that could’ve happened, but I know exactly how it feels to have your ripped to shreds.

I put the plate of burgers on the kitchen table and we make it inside before the mosquitos overwhelm us. The sun is sinking over the horizon and I switch on the kitchen light as we dig into the food.

A few months ago, when I was still in the monastery, this wasn't a scene that I could’ve imagined happening even if I forced myself to come up with the most insane scenario possible. The three of us sit and chat and it's all so perfect that I need to pinch myself to make sure it's not a dream.

‘How long are you planning on staying?’ I ask Tricia, wanting to get it out into the open. I don’t want to assume anything since she has a tendency to come and go as she pleases.

‘Well, it’s summer break right now anyway, so I thought I could stay for a few weeks, if you don’t have anything else going on,’ Tricia says as she gives me a sultry look. I definitely didn’t plan on that and I’m not sure what to say.

‘Yeah, I mean, you can stay as long as you need,’ I say and Nora gives me a warm smile. I take a deep breath and concentrate on my burger as the thoughts swirl through my head.

‘Thanks Bobby,’ Tricia says and I realize that there’s no reason to rush things as long as we’re all having a good time.


Chapter 3


‘So what’s it like?’ Nora asks. ‘You know, being up on stage like that. I’m pretty sure I would be so nervous that I’d probably faint or something.’

‘Well, usually it’s only maybe a dozen or so people watching when you’re on stage,’ Tricia says. ‘It’s actually better when there are more ‘cause then you don’t really focus on any one person.’

‘That makes sense,’ Nora says as she takes a sip of her drink. ‘So, how does it work?’

‘What?’ Tricia asks. ‘You mean like, like stripping? I don’t know, you just get up on the stage and take your clothes off, then you go down and mingle in the crowd and if some guy likes the way you look, he’ll pay you to give him a lap dance.’

Something about the way she said that makes me feel uncomfortable, but I try not to let on. This is her life and she’s made it clear I’ve got no hold on her- she’s free to do whatever she wants.

‘Show us,’ Nora says, her eyes wide as she thinks about it. ‘I’ve never been to a strip club before, so I have no idea what it’s like.’

‘What do you mean, like here?’ Tricia asks and Nora nods as she crosses her legs and leans back into the sofa next to me. I rest my arm on the back, getting excited about the possibilities until Tricia shakes her head.

‘Come on, do it. I’ve never been to a strip club either,’ I say, egging them on and dying to see how far they’ll take this whole thing.

‘Well, you’ve both seen my titties before, so it’s not that big of a deal, you know?’

‘Yeah, but it’s about the art, right?’ Nora says and Tricia bursts into laughter.

‘No, it’s about showing random guys my boobs for money. There’s no art to it,’ Tricia pauses and shakes her head nervously. ‘Besides, there’s no pole. I can’t really do it without a pole.’

‘If you can’t do it, that’s fine,’ Nora says as she stares at me and winks and I realize what she’s trying to do and scoff.

‘I mean, I could, but it’s weird,’ Tricia laughs and buries her face in her hands.

‘Come on, Tricia. Please…,’ Nora begs sweetly and I can tell that Tricia’s resolve is breaking down.

‘Ok, ok, but you should know, I’m considering retiring, so this could be my last performance,’ Tricia exhales sharply, then fans her face dramatically as she moves to the corner of the room and turns around. Nora gives me a wink and a smile and I can’t believe her plan worked. ‘So usually I’m wearing some little skirt and like a sparkly bra or something and I’ll walk out onto the stage and give everyone a big ole smile.’

She takes a few steps towards us and looks me in the eyes then licks her lips suggestively and dips down, bending over and slowly sliding upright as she turns her ass to us and bursts into laughter.

‘Sorry,’ she says as she takes a deep breath and tries to get back into it. ‘The whole thing is just so weird now that I really think about it.’

‘Don’t think about it, then,’ Nora says with a nervous laugh and I’m surprised how much she’s getting into the show. ‘It’s pretty hot.’

Tricia rocks her hips slowly, then slides her finger up her bare torso, hooking her finger under the seam of her shirt and tugging it up slightly so I can see the bottom curve of her breast. I feel myself getting stiff as I watch her and Nora notices, moving closer and resting her hand on my thigh.

‘I'm getting really turned on,’ Tricia says, a deep flush coloring her cheeks as she dips down again, spreading her thighs and arching her back as she stares at Nora. ‘Normally, I’ll just get out there and not really think about it, but this is totally different.’

I’m inclined to agree with her analysis of the situation and as she pops back up and walks away, I’m worried the whole thing is over. When she slides her shirt over her head and tosses it towards the corner of the room, I realize that we’re just getting started.

Nora whistles as she squeezes my thigh and I shift my hips as Tricia turns back around, her hands cupping her breasts as she moves back in our direction. Her blue eyes are sparkling and she gives me a sultry smile before slowly strutting towards Nora and straddling her thighs. Tricia removes her hands and pulls Nora’s face between her bare breasts before bursting into laughter.

‘So, what do you think?’ Tricia asks as she leans back and Nora slides her finger over Tricia’s pink nipple, pinching it lightly, then twisting the little hoop that pierces the puckered skin.

‘I definitely couldn’t do it,’ she says as she wraps her hands around Tricia’s waist and pulls her closer. She sticks out her tongue and slides it across the hoop and I feel all of the blood in my body racing to my dick. It’s so sexy and she stares into Tricia’s eyes as the other woman inhales sharply and the tension in the room is thick and seductive.

‘Mmmm,’ Tricia moans as she shifts her hips, grinding against Nora as she brushes her fingers through the other woman’s blonde hair. ‘You know, guys aren’t allowed to touch, but we’re usually a little more lenient with the girls.’

‘Really,’ Nora purrs. ‘Like how?’

‘Like this,’ Tricia grabs Nora’s hands and forms them over her breasts, then leans down to kiss her, sliding her tongue across Nora’s lower lip as her hips continue to slowly rock and I never want this to end.

‘What else?’ Nora asks innocently as Tricia loops her finger into Nora’s dress and pulls the strap down and Nora inhales sharply as Tricia’s fingernail traces the curve of her collarbone, then slides down until it breaches the fabric. Nora’s eyes widen as Tricia kisses her again, then leans over and takes her nipple between her lips and sucks.

‘Maybe I should go sometime,’ Nora says as her voice catches and I have to adjust my pants to make room for my dick as I watch the two of them. It’s like what happened the night of the hurricane, only better because I get the feeling that it won’t end as abruptly this time.


Chapter 4


Tricia crawls off Nora’s lap and positions herself on the floor in front of her, spreading her thighs apart before sliding her hand beneath the thin fabric of her dress.

‘You do this too?’ Nora asks as she reaches out and slides her fingers over Tricia’s lips, gasping as Tricia’s fingers make contact with her pussy.

‘You’re getting the Super Deluxe VIP Package,’ Tricia giggles as she strokes Nora and her eyes widen with pleasure. I’m so hard right now that I’m worried I’m going to come in my pants. Fortunately, Tricia notices and decides to give me some much needed attention.

‘Bobby’s turn,’ she says as she straddles me and leans down for a kiss. ‘He’s been very patient.’

I cup her ass with my hands and lean over to pull on the little hoop in her nipple with my lips as she rubs herself against me and Nora watches with interest.

‘I’ve never watched people fuck before,’ she says with a grin.

‘I’m more than willing to make your dream come true,’ I say as Tricia reaches down to undo my belt and slides her warm hand inside my jeans, wrapping her fingers firmly around my cock as she gives me a few strokes.

‘Let’s go upstairs,’ Tricia says as she grabs my hand and pulls me upright. It’s difficult to get up the stairs in my current state, but when Nora pushes me onto my bed, I realize that it’s all going to be worth it.

‘Give me your belt,’ Nora says with a wicked grin and I warily maneuver it out of my jeans and hand it over. She leans over and gives me a kiss, then wraps the leather strap around my wrists and secures it to the bed frame. ‘Are you comfortable?’ She asks and I nod, ‘Good. Let’s have some fun.’

Her words send chills through my body and as she pulls off my jeans my cock pops out and Tricia bursts into laughter. ‘It’s so cute, isn’t it?’

‘Hey, come on,’ I say, feeling mildly insulted until she finishes yanking off my jeans and leans over to kiss the slick tip.

‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ she murmurs with an eye roll. ‘You have a very nice dick, Bobby. What do you think?’ She asks Nora and the other woman crawls next to me on the other side and leans down to do the same thing.

‘It’s so big and feels amazing when he’s fucking me with it,’ she says with her best porn actress voice, sliding her tongue across her lower lip as Tricia bursts into laughter again. ‘But I do think we should make him wait. Things have been too easy for Bobby lately, don’t you think?’

‘I agree,’ Tricia says as she gives me a pout and leans across my body to press her lips against Nora’s.

‘Mmm. Maybe we should just get each other off and make him watch, what do you think?’ Nora says and I can’t believe that they’re doing this to me. I’m leaking copious amounts of precum and my balls feel like they’re about to explode.

‘That’s cruel,’ Tricia says with a wicked giggle as she helps tug Nora’s dress over her head and pushes the blonde against the soft mattress. ‘I love it.’

Tricia lingers on Nora’s lips, kissing her more forcefully with each passing second as she shoves her thigh against the other woman’s pussy and teases her. Nora’s moans fill the room as Tricia moves to her breasts, sucking her small nipples as Nora writhes beneath her.

‘Did you make her feel this good, Bobby?’ Tricia asks, her voice low as she lays a trail of kisses down Nora’s torso, stopping where her cotton panties start and sliding her finger across the thin fabric. ‘Her panties are soaked. I wish you could feel this.’

Tricia’s gaze is resting directly on me as she says that and I convulse slightly as Tricia pulls the material away from Nora’s body, then leans over to slide her tongue through the other woman’s smooth lips. She pushes her tongue into her slit and Nora’s body jerks as Tricia hits her clit.

Nora weaves her fingers in the other woman’s red hair, forcing her closer as Nora’s moans rip through the heavy silence that hangs in the room. Tricia glances at me, smiling before shoving her fingers inside of the other woman and pushing her towards the edge.

I can’t look away and wish I could at least touch myself, but there’s nothing I can do as I watch Tricia coax an orgasm out of Nora, her body seizing as it rips through her.

‘Good girl,’ Tricia purrs as she guides Nora onto me. She’s so tight and wet and I want to touch her, to feel her soft breasts, to pinch and suck her nipples but the two of them have something else in mind entirely. Tricia positions herself behind Nora and wraps her hands around her waist, guiding her as their bodies move together.

Tricia kisses Nora’s neck and rubs her fingers against her clit as Nora rides me, clenching around me as her body shakes and I can’t hold off any longer. I explode inside of her, filling her with my cum as I go limp, my head spinning from the release.

‘Did he come?’ Tricia asks and Nora stares at me with mock disappointment and shakes her head.

‘Yeah, too bad you won’t get a turn,’ Nora says and Tricia throws the other woman off of me, then leans over and slides her tongue over my soft, wet cock.

‘Tastes good though. Nora’s so sweet that even her pussy juice tastes like strawberries,’ Tricia says with a wink and Nora slides up on the bed next to me and rolls her eyes.

‘Where did you find this one, Bobby?’ Nora asks as she slides her finger down my jaw and kisses me, pushing her tongue into my mouth as Tricia works on bringing my cock back to life. My arms are falling asleep, but I don’t care, I’m perfectly content being their human dildo.

Everything is absolutely perfect and as she slides on top of me and gives me another earth shattering orgasm, a sudden flash of clarity hits me and I realize that I’ll never be happier than I am right now.

It’s late and I have to be at the shed in a few hours, but it’s so nice laying here with the two of them in my arms. The windows are open and the fan blows across our naked bodies as Tricia turns over and rests on her elbow, staring at me in the dim light.

‘I’m sorry about what happened after the hurricane,’ she whispers into my ear. ‘I don’t know why I do shit like that. It’s like I can’t let myself be happy.’

‘Are you happy?’ I ask as I slide my finger down her soft cheek, the smooth skin like porcelain beneath my touch.

‘I don’t know,’ she says with a laugh. ‘I think so, but every time I really start to fall for a guy, he turns into a prick- trying to control me, telling me what to do and something inside of me just explodes.’

‘At least it’s not just me,’ I say as I rest my arm behind my head and listen to the cicadas outside, the sound escalating into a crescendo, then falling off to silence.

‘It’s definitely not you, Bobby,’ Tricia purrs as she rests on her elbow and looks at me. Nora leans her head against the pillow and stares at us, chewing on her lip as Tricia continues. ‘Every time I open the door and let some guy in, he always breaks my heart. I decided that it’s better to get rid of them before they can get rid of me.’

Her eyes are wet and Nora reaches across me and grabs her hand, squeezing it reassuringly. I wrap my arm around her shoulders, pulling her close as we fall asleep together in the warm summer evening.


Chapter 5


My eyes spring open at four am and I manage to quietly extricate myself from Nora and Tricia, who are both fast asleep. I sneak out of my room and down the hall and turn on the faucet for a quick shower. As the water heats up, I grab some clean clothes from the hall closet, then strip and force my body into the scalding hot spray.

I lather up and let the water wash over me, trying to force myself awake as every part of me screams to just get back into bed and let Mac deal with it. Just as I’m about to turn off the water, I feel a hand on my lower back and turn around to see Tricia joining me in the small shower.

She closes the door behind her and gives me a smile as she pushes me aside to get under the hot water. I watch as it slides down her body and wonder if I’m delirious and just imagining her being here.

‘Why aren’t you sleeping?’ I ask.

‘I wanted some time with you alone,’ she says as she stands on her toes to kiss me and I feel her fingers grip my dick insistently. ‘Nora’s nice, but this is nice too.’

Her eyes sparkle as she pushes me against the wall and kisses me passionately.

‘I don’t have much time,’ I mumble as she slides my rock hard cock between her thighs and squeezes. My head is spinning from the lack of sleep and the feeling of her slick thighs and I twist her nipple roughly as she gasps.

I push her against the wall, leaning down to kiss her sweet lips as my fingers trail down her waist before cupping her ass in my hands and lifting her slightly. She’s already so fucking wet and as I push inside of her, I feel the ridges of her tight hole and close my eyes as I kiss her lips, the motion feeling so natural as I thrust furiously and come quickly, taking a few seconds to wash off the mess I made with the shower hose. My body is tingling from the unexpected release and she giggles as she steps out of the shower and tosses me a towel.

‘Still wouldn’t mind waking up like this every morning?’ She teases as she grabs another towel and ties it around her, then leans against the tiled wall and stares at me.

‘I’d never get tired of it,’ I say with a grin, cursing as I look at my phone and realize what time it is. ‘I really need to go.’

I lean down to kiss her lips and she grabs my shirt, holding me in place. ‘Just another minute, please?’

‘What’s going on?’ I ask. She looks upset and I can meet Mac at the pier, so I take a step towards her and trace the outline of her cheek with my finger.

‘I want to try to make this work,’ she says as her blue eyes meet mine and my skin pimples pleasantly. ‘But I need you to promise that you won’t turn into a piece of shit.’

‘Uh,’ I stutter, excited, but unsure if I should be having a conversation like this when I’m not fully awake. ‘I think I’ve been pretty ok so far, right?’

‘You’ve been so amazing, but they always are in the beginning and I really want to be with you for more than just a few fucks, Bobby,’ she says and I lean down to give her another kiss. It feels so good and I consider calling Mac and telling him I’m sick and just staying here with her like this all day.

‘I want this to be more than a few fucks, too, Tricia. I think I love you.’ My eyes fly open when I realize what I just said in my half asleep state and I wish I could take it back. That’s not what a girl like Tricia wants to hear and I have a feeling that type of declaration is the most efficient way to push her out of my life.

‘What?’ She asks, her eyes sparkling as she throws her arms around my neck and I don’t know if I should go with it or backtrack.

‘I, uh, yeah,’ I shake my head and try to shift the subject. ‘What about Nora and Jen? Are you ok with me seeing them too?’

‘It sounds so weird and I never thought I’d say it, but I think I’m ok. There’s no competition, it’s almost like we’re sisters,’ she says with a cute little smile. ‘That’s gross though, so maybe more like best friends. Nora’s part of the reason why I decided to give this a try. She seems smart and if she thinks you’re not an asshole, then maybe you’re alright.’

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence,’ I mumble as I pick up my phone and look at the screen. ‘Anyway, I really have to go. We’re laying out a new bed and Mac’s gonna kill me if I’m a no show today.’

She stands on her toes and grabs my shirt and gives me another heart stopping kiss and I leave, rushing down to my car and shooting Mac a message that I’ll meet him at the pier.


Chapter 6


‘I’ve got a question for you, man.’ It’s early afternoon and I’m standing with Mac in the shed. The other guys already left and I’m helping him finish loading a shipment of clams that’s getting picked up this afternoon. Even though we’re in the refrigerated unit, Mac’s got a cigarette hanging precariously out of his mouth and when he breathes, a cloud of smoke goes right up my nostrils.

‘Shoot,’ I say with a cough.

‘Shit, sorry,’ he stubs out the cigarette absentmindedly then opens the door and tosses the butt onto the ground outside. ‘So, Tricia’s staying over at your house, right?’

‘Yeah,’ I mumble, suddenly worried about where this is going so I decide to run interference. ‘What happened with her and Layla?’

‘Fucked if I know, man. All of a sudden Layla’s calling her a bitch and Tricia just cut her off,’ he stands up straight and takes off his hat to run his hand through his sandy hair and replaces it. ‘You’re better off staying out of their mess. It’s like they’re living in a reality show or something.’

‘No shit,’ I laugh and hope that’s it.

‘She got fired, right? So is she planning on staying with you or what?’

‘I don’t really know,’ I say as I toss a twenty pound sack of Little Necks onto the pile and start securing the next one. ‘I told her she can stay as long as she needs.’

Mac looks at me and I can tell there’s something else he wants to ask.

‘I don’t want to pry and tell me to fuck off if it's none of my business, but I heard a rumor you’re seeing that cute little librarian, too. What’s her name?’

Fuck.

‘Nora,’ I say and swallow. I’m finished with my pile and grab one of Mac’s bags to help him out. ‘We’re friends.’

‘Hmph,’ Mac snorts and I stay silent. ‘I mean, one’s more than enough for me, but if you can handle two, then you got my respect.’

‘Well, I mean,’ I start, trying to figure out what to say. If Mac’s asking me about this directly, then it must be something that people are talking about and I really need to shut it down. Tricia doesn’t give a shit and, other than Gummy, neither do I, but it could affect Nora and Jen directly if rumors start flying. ‘I’m single and if they don’t mind, then why should I, right? Nothing serious is happening, we’re just good friends.’

I hope that’s enough to clear up any confusion. I’m not lying to him, but I also don’t want the whole town thinking there’s something weird going on. They can’t tolerate weirdness and feel the collective need to eradicate any sign of it as soon as it emerges into their presence.

‘I agree, but just letting you know that, uh, some people are talking and I’ve been setting them straight, but I don’t want you to be surprised if someone says something,’ Mac says and I appreciate that he’s looking out for me.

‘Thanks.’ We’ve dwelled on this subject too long and I have a favor to ask. ‘I was wondering if maybe I could borrow the boat tomorrow to go out to Kenny Island,’ I ask hesitantly. Mac and I are friends and all, but borrowing a boat is a big deal.

‘No problem man. You’ve been a rock, it’s the least I can do,’ he says as he holds out his hand and gives me a shake, then adjusts his hat. ‘You know how to work the hitch, right?’

‘Yeah, thanks. I really appreciate it,’ I say, genuinely grateful. We walk outside into the heat and my body feels like it’s melting onto the gravel road after being in the arctic freeze of the refrigerated trailer.

‘You know, you’re smart to wait before settling down. I wish I’d had some more time,’ Mac says as he leans against his truck and squints his eyes against the bright midday sun.

‘It’s not like I decided to wait, I mean I was cloistered for most of my twenties,’ I say with a chuckle and I’m pretty sure Mac has no idea what cloistered means but he gets the gist and laughs.

‘True, I mean I love Layla to death, but if I hadn’t knocked her up, I don’t think we’d be together,’ he says. ‘You’re being careful, right?’

It’s a good question and something I haven’t really thought about. Having a kid is definitely at the bottom of my list of priorities, but at some point it would be nice. I guess it’s a conversation I should have with the girls at some point, but I definitely don’t feel like talking about it with Mac.

‘But you love your kids, right?’ I ask, hoping to change the subject.

‘Hell yeah,’ he says, rolling up his shirt sleeve and showing me a tattoo of two roses with their names in cursive scrawled over it. ‘More than anything. I can’t explain it, but it’s like nothing you’ve ever experienced before when that baby comes sliding out of it’s mama and you realize that you made this thing and it’s part of you.’

‘I guess the urge to procreate hasn’t really hit me yet,’ I say as I slide the toe of my boot in the gravel and think about it. Even when I was in the monastery I never felt sad about not passing a part of me on, it just didn’t seem to matter, but I listen to what Mac says and nod. ‘I mean, if it happened, I think I’d be happy.’

‘I was the same way as you, man, but it’s nature, right. You want to pass on part of yourself,’ he lights up another cigarette and holds out his hand. ‘Anyway, no reason to think about that shit now.’

He hands over his keys and I give him mine, wincing as he peels out of the driveway in the Oldsmobile and I climb into his ancient truck and head home.


Chapter 7


Tricia and Nora are waiting for me in the kitchen and when they get a look at what I’m wearing, they burst into a raucous fit of laughter.

‘What?’ I ask as I grab my baseball cap from the counter and start throwing stuff in the cooler. Tricia looks at me again and doubles over and Nora is managing to remain only slightly more composed.

‘That’s a, uh, really nice shirt,’ Nora says and I look down at the bright yellow Hawaiian button down I found buried in the back of my dad’s closet. I absolutely don’t remember him ever wearing anything like this, but I thought it might be a good choice for a day at the beach so I decided to go with it instead of my usual worn out t-shirt.

‘Did you grab the beer?’ I ask Tricia and she nods as she wipes her eyes and Nora checks to make sure Donut has enough food. The cat now thinks that she owns the house and I’m surprisingly ok with it.

‘Yeah, it’s in the blue cooler,’ Tricia says as she comes closer and slides her finger down my chest. ‘You’re giving off some major dad vibes, you know? It's kinda hot.’

I shrug and lean down to kiss her, wrapping my hands around her waist and pulling her close. She’s got on a cute little floral bikini and cutoff shorts that barely cover her ass and there’s nothing I want to do more than pull the string on her back and see those luscious tits.

‘I know exactly what you’re thinkin,’ she says as she rubs her thigh against me and I actually consider bending her over the counter and going at it right here, but when I realize how late it is, I decide that fucking her can wait.

‘You’re probably right, but we’ve got to go,’ I say as Nora rounds the corner. She’s wearing a prim little white sundress that stops well above the tops of her knees, and I can’t see her bathing suit, but I don’t have time to think too much about it and shoo them outside and into the truck. I carefully navigate out of my driveway, trying to avoid the larger potholes so I get us there in one piece.

It’s weird to be heading to the pier on my day off, but Tricia cranks up the music and puts on her sunglasses and a hefty layer of sunblock as she talks about some girl she used to dance with and I only half listen. Jen is supposed to be meeting us there, but I’m worried that she’s not going to show.

She only texted me once since we got back and I get the feeling that the reality of our situation is setting in. She’s got a lot to lose and she’ll do anything to protect Kevin. It doesn’t matter how much we care about each other if the people around us make it impossible to live a normal life.

Twenty minutes later, we’re pulling into the public pier at the southern end of the peninsula and I see Jen leaning against her car. It’s a perfect day and I can’t imagine a better way to spend a Sunday afternoon.

‘Hey!’ Jen calls out, waving as we ease the old truck into the parking lot. She’s wearing sunglasses, a huge straw hat and a flowy dress that doesn’t do a very good job of covering up her voluptuous body in the bright sunlight.

Tricia and Nora jump out to greet her and I’m left dealing with unloading the coolers and backing the truck down the concrete ramp. We’re taking the smaller boat since I don’t have a licence yet and I don’t want to have a citation on my record if I get caught operating it. Mac assured me that we shouldn’t have any issues with a boat this size.

The girls are otherwise occupied as I get out and crank the winch that lowers the boat into the water. ‘Could one of you come here and hold the boat in place?’ I hate to break up their little reunion, and Tricia volunteers to help, her tits bobbing up and down in her tiny bikini top as she jogs over.

‘Thanks,’ I say, happy that everything appears to be going smoothly so far. I go park the truck and hear Tricia scream as the tide starts pulling the boat away from the dock. ‘Fuck,’ I mumble as I run over and grab it by the hull, pulling it back and motioning for the girls to get in.

I leave Nora in charge this time as I retrieve the coolers and throw them into the middle of the boat. ‘Let’s go,’ I order and Nora hops in next to Tricia and Jen as I push the boat out and jump into the back and rip the motor.

I’m surprised that it only takes one try and as I lower the prop into the water, we shoot off towards the horizon and the large, sandy barrier island that sits a mile offshore. As we glide through the gentle waves, I look to the south and point at a group of dolphins doing acrobatics in the distance.

The girls scoot to the edge to get a better look and I’m worried they’re going to tip the small boat. Nora pulls out her phone to take a video of the show the dolphins are putting on, then turns her attention to us. Tricia throws her arm around Jen’s shoulder as she gets a shot of the three of us, then takes a selfie of her with the other girls.

Twenty minutes later I pull up close to the sandy beach and turn off the motor, then jump into the warm water and drag the small boat towards the shore. Once the girls are out, I drop the anchor and get to work hauling the bags and coolers onto the beach.

‘We’re only going to be here a few hours. Why did you bring so much shit?’ I shout as I go back to the boat for the fourth time.

‘That’s what they said on Gilligan’s Island and look what happened,’ Jen says with a laugh and I concede her point.

‘Ok, ok, but we could swim back if worse came to worse and we've also got phones,’ I say, suddenly realizing that mine is in my pocket and cursing as I pull it out and turn it off, then toss it on top of one of the coolers to dry out.

‘Nice shirt by the way,’ Jen says as she leans closer to give me a languid kiss and even though she’s smiling, I feel like something is off.

Nora arranges the blanket on the white sand and Tricia tugs off her shorts, then runs into the water. It’s low tide and it takes her a few minutes of slogging through the shallow water to get deep enough to dive into the low waves.

‘Come in, it’s great,’ she calls out when she resurfaces and Nora pulls her dress over her head. When I realize that she’s topless, I feel like my eyes are going to pop out of my head.

‘What? It’s just the four of us, right?’ Nora says with a laugh and a wink as she smears sunblock onto her firm breasts and I try to keep my eyes off of her as she strolls casually into the water, joining Tricia in the gentle surf.

‘How’s everything?’ I ask Jen as she sits on the blanket next to me then opens a bottle of water and takes a sip.

‘Good, just working, you know,’ she says with a half smile and my earlier conversation with Mac runs through my mind. ‘Mom’s been really nagging me about getting Kevin into daycare, but it just feels weird, you know, like I'm letting him go.’

Her voice trails off and I realize that she has an entire life that I’m mostly unaware of. I feel sad that she won’t let me in, but understand why. The last thing she needs is to bring someone she’s not sure she can count on into her son’s life. We watch Tricia and Nora dive in and out of the water and a few minutes later, they join us on the big blanket, splashing water everywhere.

‘I’m starving,’ I say as I grab one of the sandwiches from the cooler. ‘Anyone else want one?’

‘I’ll take a PB&J and a beer,’ Tricia says as she lays back on the blanket and groans. ‘This is so goddamn nice.’

‘I agree,’ says Nora as she takes a ham sandwich and a coke, then smiles at Jen. ‘We've got ham, peanut butter & jelly and cheese.’

Jen carefully considers the options, ultimately choosing a cheese sandwich and we sit in silence for a while, staring at the horizon as pelicans swoop down to pluck fish from the water. The clouds are high and thin and provide some cover from the sun, but it’s still boiling hot and I’m sweating like a pig.

‘How are your tits?’ Tricia asks Jen out of the blue and we burst into laughter at how ridiculous that question sounds out of context.

‘Much better, thanks for asking,’ Jen says with a grin and I’m really glad that she decided to come. ‘I ended up going to the doctor anyway and he told me the same thing you did- warm compress and drain them completely. Since then, I’ve been totally fine.’

‘How old is your baby?’ Tricia asks and Jen looks a little sad and I wonder if that’s what it’s like having a kid; constantly being worried that something is going to happen to them.

‘Eighteen months next week,’ Jen says and Nora reaches over and squeezes her shoulder. ‘From what I remember, he’s the cutest little thing I’ve ever seen.’

‘He is and I need to start coming to reading hour again now that Mom’s working at the bakery more,’ Jen says with a laugh and I’m reminded of the reason she and Nora had their falling out. It’s good to see them getting along and Tricia finishes her sandwich and beer and drags me upright.

‘Come on, let’s get into the water,’ she says as she walks towards the surf. ‘And take off that ugly ass shirt.’

She runs ahead of me, diving under once she’s deep enough and I take my time, enjoying the feeling of the warm water as it rushes past my knees and crawls slowly up my body before I dive in, swimming out a few meters and joining Tricia in the deeper water.

I turn over, floating on my back as I stare at the blue sky above, the clouds creeping slowly by as the sounds of the surf soothe me and I wonder how the hell I went from where I was a year ago to this.

‘It’s crazy, right?’ Tricia says like she can read my mind and I force my legs down, treading water as she motions towards the shore. Nora and Jen are talking and when Jen leans towards the other woman and gives her a kiss, I feel my heart start to race.

‘They hated each other a week ago and now they’re best friends,’ I say with a laugh. ‘Y’all are crazy.’

Tricia splashes me with water, then swims closer as she reaches down, acting like she wants to fool around, then roughly squeezes my cock.

‘Ouch! What the hell?’ I shout and she swims away, laughing as I rush to catch her. She’s not a great swimmer and I manage to grab her a few seconds later, pulling her towards me and kissing her.

‘They’re the crazy ones, not me,’ she teases and I roll my eyes as we swim towards shallower water and I enjoy the sensation of weightlessness in the salty water.

‘You’re plenty crazy, but I like it,’ I say and she splashes me and we head back to shore. Nora’s laying out on the blanket and I try not to just stare at her tits, but Jen catches me and laughs.

‘It’s ok to stare, Bobby. They’re pretty amazing.’ Jen’s right and I give up as Tricia lays down next to her, slathering herself in sunblock before rubbing some into Nora’s bare skin, paying extra attention to her pale pink nipples as Nora lets out a moan.

‘I’m too paranoid about getting burned,’ Tricia says. ‘It happened to me once when I fell asleep next to the pool and burned nipples hurt like all hell.’

‘You just need to use plenty of sunscreen,’ Nora says with a yawn as she stretches her arms over her head and arches her back against the sand. Her long, thin body is slick and perfect and she rolls onto her stomach as she and Tricia start talking about one of Tricia’s trashy friends.

‘Want to go for a walk?’ I ask Jen as I motion towards the wooded area in the center of the island. ‘I’d love to see if the old Coast Guard building is still standing.’

‘Sure, I hate just sitting out in the sun anyway,’ she says as she gets up and brushes the sand off her body. Tricia and Nora are in full sunbathing mode and as we walk away, Jen exhales. ‘Thanks for this. I really needed it. My mom has been insane lately and I’ll take any excuse to get away from her.’

‘What’s going on?’ I ask.

‘Kevin. She doesn’t want his fathers parent’s involved in raising him, but I told her that they should have a say too. It wouldn’t be fair to only know us.’

‘He’s still young, but he’d be missing out if they’re not in his life,’ I say, thinking about my own issues and wondering how different things could’ve been. ‘I lost so much by not being in contact with my grandparents in Boston.’

‘That’s what made me bring it up. Seeing you in their house made me reconsider pushing them away,’ she looks down at the ground as she navigates the thick underbrush. ‘They’re good people and losing my ex hurt them so badly. Having Kevin around could help ease that.’

‘Ultimately it’s your decision, don’t let her tell you how to raise him. You’re his mother, you know what’s best for him.’ I say as I grab her hand and help her through the scrubby brush in the center of the island. The trees in the middle are lush and the temperature here is at least ten degrees cooler than on the beach.

‘I know, but she’s helped me so much and I hate to act ungrateful,’ Jen says as we step over a downed tree and I see the ruins of the old concrete building. ‘She wasn’t exactly the best mom, I mean, she was married twice and had a parade of guys coming through my house when I was a kid. She tried, but it would’ve been nice to have some stability. That’s what I want to give Kevin, well, as much as possible.’

‘I think we push our parents away when we’re younger, reject everything they tell us and try to rebel, but ultimately, we end up mirroring their behavior,’ I say and she nods.

‘You’re right. As awful as my ex was, especially at the end, it wasn’t his parents’ fault and they deserve to get to know their grandson. Wow,’ she says as we walk towards the front door, a large bronze bell still guarding the entrance. ‘This place was decommissioned what, twenty years ago? It’s still in pretty good shape.’

‘The last time I came here was with Clay Watkins, remember him?’ I say, the memory rushing back. I was fifteen and we took a day off from our summer jobs as recreational employees at the nearby campground and stole a boat to come to the island.

‘God, he was such a jerk,’ she says with an eye roll and I remember her thinking something totally different then.

‘You had a huge crush on him, Jen, don’t lie,’ I say as I push open the rusted door and walk inside. The space has been overrun by vines, and most of the furniture is long gone. A hole in the ceiling allows a beam of light to penetrate the interior and the moldy smell is intense but bearable.

‘Ok, fine, yes, but it was more like an infatuation,’ she says defensively.

‘Girls are obsessed with the biggest assholes,’ I say as I walk towards the classroom in the back. ‘There used to be some furniture in here, but I’m sure it’s long gone.’

I force open one of the doors that line the long hallway and hear scurrying as one of the resident squatters slithers away. Jen grabs my shoulder and I laugh at how jumpy she is. We used to seek out abandoned structures on the weekends for fun and she never had any issues.

‘Sorry, it’s been a while,’ she mumbles as we walk into the room and I’m surprised to see a few of the desks and chairs still there. ‘We should move in here, you know, just tell everyone else to go fuck themselves.’

I laugh as she perches on one of the old wooden desks and try to imagine what that would be like.

‘I’m pretty sure you’d want to kill me after the first few days,’ I say. ‘It would be peaceful though. ’What about Nora and Tricia? Would they live here too?’

She thinks about it, then takes a step towards me and presses her lips against mine, lingering for a few seconds as my heart starts to race. ‘I’d have to think about it,’ she says as she walks away and something about her tone feels ominous.


Chapter 8


It’s late in the afternoon when we get back to the pier and we’re all exhausted. Our little getaway was fun, but all I want to do right now is drink a gallon of water and go to sleep. I lug the coolers out of the boat and Tricia does a better job of holding onto it this time as I place our shit onto the ground next to the pier, then jog over to Mac’s truck.

It’s boiling hot inside and I roll down the windows as I start it up, the engine angrily roaring to life after sitting in the sun all day. I back up towards the pier and after a couple of tries, manage to crank the boat back into the grooves on the trailer, then lock it in place. Once the coolers are secured in the bed, everyone says their goodbyes and Tricia and Nora pile into the truck.

I turn my attention to Jen, who’s been acting weird since our walk earlier. The parking lot is mostly empty and we stroll to her car in silence. I open her door and she turns to look at me, parting her lips as she starts to say something, then stops.

‘What’s wrong, Jen?’

‘I don’t think I can do this, Bobby,’ she says as she glances towards the truck and I feel my stomach drop.

‘What do you mean?’ I know exactly what she means, but want her to tell me.

‘Bobby, I’m a part of the community. As much as I enjoy what we have, I don’t think I can do it in the long term. I have a son to consider and you know how closed minded the people here are,’ Jen is upset and rambling and I wrap my arms around her body, pulling her close. ‘If it was just the two of us, it would be different, but I can’t see a future with you if Nora and Tricia are going to be involved too.’

‘I understand, Jen, and you know how long I’ve wanted you, but I can’t just push them aside because you’re worried about what other people are going to think,’ I say and she pulls away, then takes a step back to look at me. ‘It’s not fair to any of us.’

‘That’s your choice and I’m not going to force you to change your mind, but I can’t be a part of it,’ she says, her eyes wet as she blinks back tears, and I watch as she stiffly gets into the driver’s seat and pulls out of the lot. I return to the truck, clearly upset and Nora grabs my hand.

‘Is she alright?’ Nora asks as she watches Jen go. My heart is breaking. I remember how close we were and how I lost her once and thinking about losing her again is tearing me up inside.

‘Someone must’ve said something to her,’ I say, remembering my conversation with Mac. I’m so angry right now, but try not to let it show. ‘You ready to go?’ I lean down to kiss her, relishing the feeling of her soft lips against mine as she nods and smiles.

‘Would you two stop it, already?’ Tricia says with a laugh as she wraps her arm around Nora’s shoulder and I start the truck and head back to the shed to drop off the boat.

Jen’s rejection hurts, but I understand. This isn’t something that everyone can handle and I’ll give her some space to figure it out. If she changes her mind, we’re all here for her, but if not, I don’t want to pressure her into anything she’s uncomfortable being a part of.

‘Let’s watch a movie,’ Tricia says as she flops onto the sofa and grabs the remote. My only big purchase so far has been a huge TV and she turns it on and starts scrolling through movies as Nora joins her and they bicker over what to watch.

I walk into the kitchen to get some popcorn and restart my phone, glancing at the screen as it comes back to life. There’s a voice message from a number that I don’t recognize and I play it, wondering who could be calling on a Sunday night.

This is Helen Montgomery from Riverland Memorial Hospital. Charlene Hatton has been admitted for urgent treatment and you’re listed as her emergency contact. We need to speak with you about next steps for her care. Please return this call as soon as possible.

It takes me a minute to register what I’m hearing and the blood drains out of my face as Nora glances at me from the living room and realizes that something is wrong.

‘What happened, Bobby?’ She asks as she joins me in the kitchen. Tricia pauses the movie and gets up, coming closer when she realizes something’s wrong.

‘It’s my grandmother, they… this woman says she’s in the hospital,’ I murmur blankly. I don’t know what to do. I just saw Gummy yesterday and she was fine. ‘Maybe they called the wrong person.’

Nora takes the phone and listens to the message, then calls the number. ‘Hi, can I speak with Helen Montgomery?’ She stares at me as she waits, then turns away when she’s connected.

‘I’m calling for Bobby, uh, Robert Hatton. He got a message earlier…. Yes. Yes. Ok, we’ll be there soon.’ Nora hangs up and turns to me, her eyes wide as she rests her hand on my shoulder.

‘It’s her. She’s had a heart attack. We need to go to the hospital now.’

I’m in a daze as we walk out to the truck and get in, Tricia grabbing the keys from me as Nora helps me in through the passenger door.

If something happens to Gummy, I’ll have no one left. I’ll be alone. The thought hits me and I shake my head, trying to pull myself back into the present as we speed down the road.

‘Did she say anything to you about her condition? Is she…is she..’ I ask, unable to finish the question as Nora grabs my hand and squeezes.

‘Nothing specific, only that she was stable. She said they needed to speak with you and that it would be better to do that in person,’ Nora replies and I realize how bad it must be. When my mom started going downhill, the doctor wouldn’t say anything over the phone. We had to go to his office for him to tell us in person. The memories of her last days come rushing back and I don’t know if I can deal with it again.

My mother was diagnosed with an extremely aggressive form of cancer. She appeared to be in remission, but the cancer had already spread into her lymph nodes and came back with a vengeance. I remember the trips to the hospital, the way she looked and how empty she became at the end, a hollow shell of the beautiful and vibrant person she was before. Two weeks later, she was dead and my world collapsed around me.

The hospital is a thirty minute drive away and I feel every second of it, cursing the stoplights, the traffic and the speed restrictions in the small towns that slow our progress. Nora and Tricia are trying to make me feel better, but their words are meaningless and I concentrate on the road ahead.

Tricia drops Nora and me at the front entrance and we rush inside, my heart pounding as I locate the empty reception desk and frantically search for anyone who can help me. This is a small community hospital and I plan on airlifting her to a place that can properly care for her as soon as she’s stable. I’ll spend everything I have to keep her alive.

‘I’m looking for my grandmother… Charlene Hatton,’ I shout, finally locating a nurse who slowly types the name into the computer. Time has slowed to a crawl and she doesn’t seem to understand how imperative it is that I find her. ‘Can you hurry up, this is important.’

‘She’s in the Intensive Care Unit, third floor, relatives only,’ she yells after me as I race down the hallway and into a waiting elevator. The sterile smell of the hospital accosts my senses and I burst out as soon as the door slides open.

‘Hi, I’m Charlene Hatton’s grandson. What happened? I need to see her.’ I say to the woman at the nurses’ station. She gives me a warm smile then comes out to the hallway and leads me to a quiet corner.

‘I’m glad you’re here…’ the woman says as she waits for my name. I wish she’d ditch the formalities and just get on with it.

‘Robert, uh, Bobby.’

‘Bobby, your grandmother called emergency services earlier today with chest pains and went into full cardiac arrest in the ambulance on the way here.’ The way she says that feels so cold, like she’s reading a menu and I suddenly can’t breathe. I stare at the floor, at the walls, anywhere but the woman in front of me and somehow hope that this is just a nightmare and I’m in bed and everything will go back to normal when I wake up.

‘She’s stable, but unconscious,’ she pauses, suddenly turning into a human and giving me the truth. ‘Bobby, I’m not going to lie to you. It doesn’t look good.’

The hallway starts spinning and I don’t know what to do. I wish someone was here with me, an adult who could talk to the nurse, to ask the questions that I know I should be asking right now, but I’m the only one left.

I’m the adult.

My life was on pause for ten years. Decisions were made for me and my responsibilities were clear and I realize that nothing’s changed, that I’m still in that place mentally and I’m completely unprepared to be in this position.

The nurse looks at me expectantly and I force myself out of the spiral, force myself to come to terms with the fact that I’m the only option Gummy has. ‘What can I do?’

‘Stay with her, talk to her,’ the nurse says as she rests her hands on my shoulder and lowers her voice. ‘Let her know she’s not alone.’

I nod, fighting back the tears as I imagine my life without my grandmother in it. She’s the one who was there for me after Mom died and Dad checked out completely, the one who continued to write when I was away and the one who picked me up and helped me get back on my feet. I don’t think I ever imagined that she could be gone one day- she’s been the one constant and I don’t know how I’ll be able to move forward without her.

‘Are you ready?’ The nurse asks and I nod, following her down the sterile hall with the white linoleum floor and tiled walls and beeping noises surrounding me.

When I walk into the private room and see my grandmother on the bed, I worry that I’m going to break down completely. Her expression is peaceful, almost as if she’s sleeping, and I pull the chair in the corner of the room towards her bedside, taking her cold hand in mine and wishing that there was something, anything I could do to bring her back.
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Part 5


Chapter 1


It doesn’t feel real.

‘I’m so sorry about your grandma, Bobby.’

Someone in the crowd of people surrounding me repeats the familiar mantra. I’m not really paying attention at this point and the endless stream of empty platitudes flow like a river of sorrow through my mind. I smile and nod and thank them and move on, losing track of who’s spoken to me.

The funeral was less than an hour ago and I’m still numb. Gummy was laid to rest in the plot next to my mom and my dad and my grandfather and I spent the entire funeral staring at the empty space next to them, the one that’s reserved for me. They’re together and I’m the only one left and I try to push away the dreary thoughts that consume me and force myself back to the present and the necessity of continuing my life, even though it all feels so pointless.

Travis is standing in the corner of Gummy’s living room, along with a few other high school buddies and I thank them for coming and ask them about their jobs and their kids and their spouses and their lives, but inside I’m screaming and I don’t know how I’m going to get through this ridiculous exercise without breaking down completely.

I look around the room, my eyes drifting over the faces of the people who had nothing better to do on a Saturday afternoon than attend this morbid gathering. I know some of them, others were Gummy’s friends, the rest are strangers. None of them deserve to be in her home, my refuge, and as I walk towards the kitchen, someone squeezes my shoulder.

Jen's been indispensable. She's the one who took care of the funeral arrangements and organized the repast. People stare when she gives me a hug and the small crowd around us disperses. I lock eyes with Lisa Williams as she leans close to the man standing next to her and whispers something in his ear.

I don’t care.

I’ve been on autopilot since Gummy died. I get up at four, go to work, come home, drink too much then go to sleep. I tell myself I’m going to do better the next day, but I don’t and I’m falling further and further into an abyss that I don’t know how to escape. This situation has been impossible to process and my mind keeps going in directions that it shouldn’t as I’m constantly reminded of the fact that I’m now completely alone.

I see Mac standing in the corner, the wrinkled button-down shirt and tie he's wearing obviously put on by force. Jen squeezes my hand and leaves me to grab something for the food table and I drift in his direction. I told him I didn’t want to talk about it after it happened and he’s respected that, but it’s unavoidable here and I can see the gears grinding in his head as he tries to come up with something to say.

‘I remember Charlene pretty well from when she volunteered at the library,’ Mac says uncomfortably as he slides his finger between the tight collar of his shirt and his neck. ‘She was a good lady.’

He’s right, she was a good lady. Too good for these people and definitely too good for me. Mac gnaws on his lip uncomfortably and crosses his arms as his eyes shift around the crowd and he lowers his voice and directs his attention to me.

‘Look, you should take some time off. Bubba's back from rehab and I'm gonna have too many guys to pay, anyway.’

I know he's lying, but appreciate the offer anyway. If there’s one thing he never has enough of, it’s reliable labor.

‘Work’s the only thing keeping me sane right now,’ I say and Mac nods. I can tell he’s jonesing for a cigarette and when Layla comes over with the baby and narrows her eyes at me, I want to break down, to crumple into a pile of flesh onto the floor and sob.

‘Anyway, thanks for coming,’ I say as I pat Mac on the shoulder. ‘See you on Monday, ok?’

Mac nods, taking this as permission to finally leave and I watch as he and his family file out through the side door.

I wish I could go too.

I walk into the kitchen, ostensibly to retrieve something from the pile of food on the table, but decide to sneak into the back pantry. The shelves are full of canned goods and food and boxes upon boxes of those nasty hard cookies Gummy loved and I have no idea what I'm going to do with it all.

I don't want to think about any of that right now and sit down on the floor and enjoy the brief respite I've granted myself.

Gummy’s last few weeks were spent in a medically induced coma in the hospital. They brought her out of it for a few hours, then she slipped back without saying a word, almost as though she didn't want to bother anyone with being sick. The doctor told me she wouldn't wake up and even if she did, surgical intervention to repair the damage would be too much trauma for someone her age.

I got a second opinion, and a third. They all said the same thing: there was nothing they could do, and it was best to let nature take its course.

Every morning, I went to work and spent the rest of the day at the hospital. Tricia tried to help me, but I said some awful things that I can never take back and told her to leave. She stormed out and told me to go to hell and I hated myself and the fact that I hurt her in the same way I promised I wouldn’t. I couldn’t stand to have anyone around and told Nora to go home, too. She tried to talk me out of it, but ultimately respected my wishes, leaving me alone in my father’s empty house with nothing but my misery.

‘It’s my fault,’ I say to Jen when she sits cross-legged on the floor in front of me, smoothing her long dress over her thighs as she tries to get comfortable. ‘Maybe she’d still be alive if I had the phone on when we were at the beach. She was still responsive in the ambulance…’

‘Bobby, I love you but you’re being stupid. Your grandmother’s heart was a ticking time bomb. The only thing that would’ve fixed it was if she had gone to the doctor for checkups like she should’ve,’ Jen exhales with exasperation as she throws up her hands and leans against the wall. ‘You people are so goddamn stubborn, I swear.’

Despite myself, a laugh escapes my throat as her words hit me in the gut. There’s a running joke around here that the old farming families work until they drop dead from something completely preventable.

‘Do you want me to tell everyone to leave?’ Jen asks. I nod. I want them out of Gummy’s house. They don’t deserve to be here. I feel my breath catch. I haven’t let myself cry so far and I will not start now. I bite my lip and stare at the floor, steeling myself, wishing I could be anywhere but this place.

She grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze, then stands up and walks through the door. The clock ticks the seconds away above me and I hear car engines start en masse, then a few minutes later, silence.

It feels so good and I close my eyes, so happy that they’re gone and I don’t have to listen to any more of their empty condolences and meaningless words.

I actually considered going back to the order, begging the abbot to allow me to rejoin, but I knew that it was impossible. Once I left, it was over and I was on my own. Father Vasquez wasn’t much help, either, and I left the church feeling emptier than when I went inside.

A deep sense of dread fills me and the nagging reminder that I’m next is inescapable, following me through my daily activities as I attempt to convey a sense of normalcy in my otherwise deeply miserable life.

‘What did he say to her?’

I’m still hiding in the pantry and Jen and Nora are cleaning up the mess in the kitchen. I know I should go help them, but I feel frozen. Part of me wants their consolation, their support, but the other part doesn’t want to be reminded of everything I’ve lost and how I now need to pick up the pieces and just move on like it never happened.

That was the worst part of my mother's death and I'm reminded of my father and what happens when you refuse to accept your new reality.

I don't want that for myself.

‘I don’t know, but it was bad.’ Nora’s voice drifts into the pantry and I cringe, wishing I could turn back time and do things differently.

Nothing can excuse my behavior and I’ve texted Tricia so many apologies that she’s stopped looking at them. I doubt she’ll ever speak to me again and I deserve it.

‘Jesus. No wonder she left.’

It’s like I’m seventeen again and I’m forcing everyone away, only this time I’m an adult and I should be able to handle this like one instead of being a petulant child. I sit in silence, hoping they all go away and that I don’t have to answer for what I’ve done or said, but it doesn’t work like that and I need to face up to the fact that I’ve been an asshole and no matter how hurt I am, my behavior has been absolutely inexcusable.

‘He’s in there,’ I hear Jen say and a few seconds later, the door opens and Nora walks into the enclosed space. She’s wearing a black dress that falls to her knees and folds it under her thighs as she sits next to me and wraps her arm around my shoulder.

‘Bobby…’ she says and I lose it. I fucking break down like a baby and start sobbing and I hate myself. I want her to go away, to leave me alone and let me stew in my misery, but she just stares at me, her dark blue eyes filled with pity and I hate it so goddamn much, but when she kisses the top of my head and tells me that everything is going to be okay, I want to believe her and despite myself, I feel slightly better.

‘I’m not going to say that I understand what you’re going through, but I want you to know that we’re here for you, ok?’ Nora grabs my hand and stares at me and something inside of me cracks open and I can see light peeking around the edges of my misery and I realize that it's time for me to let it all go.


Chapter 2


Please talk to me. I’m so sorry about what I said.

I’m so sorry, I’m an asshole.

I’m…

I keep writing and erasing message after message on my phone. I totally understand why Tricia hates me and why she’ll probably never talk to me again, but I don’t know how I can move forward without her in my life.

It’s been a week since the funeral and I’m returning to some semblance of normality. Nora and Jen tossed the booze and cleaned up my house and having them around has been invaluable, even though I’ve complained every step of the way.

I definitely don’t deserve them and even though the pain lingers, I feel like I can finally breathe. Nora moved back in yesterday and as Donut jumps onto my lap, I put down my phone and smile as the large cat cranks the purring to eleven almost immediately. She rubs her head against my face and her whiskers brush against my mouth and I burst into laughter as I try to make the tickling sensation go away.

‘It’s so good to hear that again,’ Nora says as she flops down onto the sofa next to me and turns on the TV. ‘You can always count on Donut to make you feel better.’

There’s a knock on the screen door, and I hear Jen’s voice. It’s mid-afternoon and I’m surprised she’s here this early.

‘Hello? Anyone home?’ I transfer Donut to Nora and get up to greet her. She’s waiting on the porch with a loaf of bread and a big smile and I open the screen door and motion for her to come in. ‘You’re looking so much better today. Is Nora around?’

‘I’m in here,’ Nora shouts and Jen hands over the loaf of bread, then pecks me on the cheek and walks inside to greet her. I’m definitely feeling left out as they hug, then Jen gives the other woman a kiss on the lips and drops her bag on a chair before rejoining me in the kitchen.

The bread’s still warm and I grab a knife so I can have a slice before it cools down.

‘Just can't wait, huh?’ Jen teases. She knows how much I love her bread and whenever she brings over one of the leftover loaves it's gone in under an hour.

‘Want some?’ I ask Jen and she nods.

‘Save some for me,’ Nora shouts and I place the loaf on the cutting board as Jen grabs some strawberry jam from the fridge. I slice into the crusty loaf, inhaling the familiar scent as a bit of steam escapes. I grab a piece, then dump a spoonful of jam onto it and take a bite.

It tastes so good and I’m transported back to the abbey for a few seconds and give Jen a satisfied smile. They’ve both been so supportive through all of this, even though I tried my hardest to push them away and I can’t even imagine where I’d be right now if they’d given up on me.

‘I really appreciate…everything,’ I confess awkwardly and Nora gives Jen a look, then bursts into laughter. ‘What?’

The blonde leans closer, sliding her finger across my lips and wiping off a thick glob of jelly that was stuck in the corner, then kisses me. It feels good and I give in for a second, allowing myself to enjoy the sensation as everything else melts away.

‘You were in an awful place and it wasn’t your fault,’ Nora says as she takes a step back and finishes her slice of the bread.

I turn towards Jen and a jolt of electricity passes between us as she slides her fingernail down my cheek and I feel the wall I’ve built around me collapse completely. I’m so happy that she came back and even though she hasn’t said anything, I know people in town are talking about us. The hesitation about our unusual relationship has dissipated and as she pushes her tongue between my lips, all of it seems so unimportant and the only thing that matters is what’s happening right here, right now.

‘God, that feels so good,’ I murmur as my body comes alive. It’s like I’ve been in some sort of hibernation for the past month and desire fills me, rushing back with a vengeance as the kiss grows more intense and Jen’s strawberry flavored tongue pushes between my lips and into my mouth.

A primal need pulses through every cell of my body as the kiss deepens and I want her so badly that it physically hurts. I feel Nora’s hand on the small of my back and awkwardly push Jen towards the counter, helping her onto it as she unbuttons her blouse, her hands shaking as I turn to kiss Nora again.

‘I swore I wouldn’t do this today,’ Jen mumbles as Nora takes a step towards her and their lips meet and Nora smiles, clearly glad that she changed her mind. I watch them as my heart races and my cock stiffens enthusiastically for the first time in weeks.

‘You belong with us,’ Nora murmurs to the other woman as she pulls the fabric away from Jen’s shoulders and traces her puckered nipple through the thin cotton bra. The way Nora says that causes my skin to pimple and I loop my finger in the strap of Jen’s bra, tugging it down and allowing her heavy breast to fall out. I slide my finger across her thick nipple, watching it sharpen more intensely as Nora does the same on the other side.

I brush my lips across the rosy nub, then wrap them around it, forming a seal as I suck. Milk pours into my mouth as Jen arches her back, releasing a feral moan as I drink greedily. Nora strokes my hair, then does the same on the other side as Jen shifts her hips and I slide my fingers up her thigh and towards the soft skin nestled at the top.

It feels so right and Jen pulls me closer as her sweet milk drips from the corner of my lips and she parts her thighs, allowing my fingers to explore the sticky flesh inside. I want to bury myself inside of her, to let everything else go and as I pull away from her nipple with a pop, I press my milky lips against hers and push my fingers deeper into her hot slit.

‘Mmmm,’ her throaty moans grow louder as I stroke her clit and lean closer to give her another kiss, her eyes wide with desire as the room fills with the sounds of pleasure. This drought has been rough on all of us and I owe them more than they could possibly know for everything they've done for me.

I push Jen’s thighs further apart and pull out my stiff cock, awkwardly shoving myself inside of her, the sensation more satisfying than I remember as I take a deep breath and pull her closer. She wraps her legs around me and I carry her to the kitchen table, carefully placing her on top as she lays down and Nora covers Jen’s lips with hers. The kiss is slow and seductive and I thrust harder and faster, filling her with my hot cum as I explode, unable to hold off any longer.

‘Fuck,’ I moan as Jen gives me a disappointed look and I shrug apologetically. ‘Sorry, it’s been a while.’

‘It’s fine, I don’t mind finishing the job,’ Nora laughs and pushes me aside as she buries her face between Jen’s thighs. Jen grasps the side of the table as Nora slides her tongue through the other woman’s pussy, feasting on the soaked skin, writhing beneath her and I feel myself coming back to life as I watch what's unfolding in front of me.

Jen moans in response, pulling Nora closer as she squeezes her breast and a trickle of milk leaks out, pooling on the table beneath her. I give myself a few quick strokes, then slide my hand between Nora’s thighs and realize that she’s not wearing panties.

‘What the fuck?’ I mumble and hear a throaty laugh coming from Nora as the naughty librarian teases Jen relentlessly and I slide my hand through her folds to make sure she’s ready.

‘It feels good, especially when it’s hot like this,’ Nora explains matter-of-factly as she slides a finger into Jen, causing a deep moan to escape her throat and I don’t want to wait any longer. As I work myself into Nora, she squeezes her thighs together, making her already tight pussy even more snug and I pound her harder, each thrust pushing her deeper against Jen.

Jen arches her back against the table as her body seizes and Nora stands upright, turning to kiss me as I continue my assault, pulling down the strap of her sundress and cupping her breast as I pull her tightly against me. The slight movements are enough to cause Nora’s body to tremble and I feel the familiar sensation as she climaxes and I let go again, releasing waves of cum into her as Jen slides off the table and pulls us into a tight embrace.

It feels like everything is almost perfect again and they grab my hands, dragging me upstairs and into the bed as we lay in the warm stillness of the early evening. There’s something I need to do and now feels like the perfect time to bring it up.

‘I’m planning on visiting the house in Cape Cod, do you want to go with me?’ I ask, hoping they say yes. My heartbeat has finally returned to normal and my mind is now racing with possibilities as the sky darkens. Nora slides her finger down my stomach as Jen rests her head on her hand and stares at me.

‘Yes,’ Nora says hesitantly as she looks at me and I know what’s coming next. ‘But you need to get Tricia back first.’ Her gaze shifts to Jen as she finishes, ‘We miss her.’ I involuntarily flinch, realizing that my careless words have cost all of us so much.

‘It’s not up to me. Maybe you could talk to her?’ I say, feeling a flash of hope that Nora or Jen could do a better job of pleading my case. Jen narrows her eyes and shakes her head and I realize that I’m on my own here.

‘You screwed up, Bobby. You need to apologize,’ Jen says and I know that she’s right.


Chapter 3


‘I think I'll take you up on that time off,’ I tell Mac as we haul the gear out of the truck and lug it back to the shed. It’s almost noon on the hottest day of the year and I’m sweating like crazy. Once we finish the last load, I peel off my t-shirt and wipe away the beads of sweat pouring down my face.

‘Good to hear,’ Mac says, even though his expression doesn’t match his words. I know finding reliable help is tough, but I feel like I need a break from everything to get back on track. ‘How long are we talking about?’

‘A week?’ I ask, hoping that’s not too much time. I really enjoy working with him and even though I don’t need the cash right now, I like having something to keep me occupied and my personal demons at bay.

‘Yeah,’ Mac says as he exhales and lights up a cigarette. ‘That’s fine. I’ll see if Jose can rustle up another guy to fill in. You’ll be coming back, right?’

‘That’s the plan. I mean, my life’s here,’ I say, realizing that statement means less now than it did a month ago.

‘You taking Tricia?’ Mac asks and I shrug. Despite my apologies, she still hasn’t responded to my texts and I don't even know if she's still in town.

‘I want to, but we had a fight, and I said some pretty awful things. I don’t know if she’ll forgive me,’ I say, not sure why I’m telling this to Mac. I’m fairly certain he’s heard all about what happened, but I need to talk about it with someone who’s not directly involved.

‘I know Layla’s railing about it, and I’ve tried to keep my distance from the whole mess, but it sounds like she’s pretty pissed,’ he says as he breathes out a plume of smoke. ‘Tricia's still hanging around the house instead of going home. It might be a sign that she’s willing to listen to you.’

Relief washes through me when he says that and I wave goodbye as I leave the shed. I shuffle through the broken oyster shells, my thoughts racing as I get in my car and head directly to Mac’s trailer, determined to fix the mess I made. I run through every possible scenario in my head and hope that I won’t have to grovel too hard to get Tricia to give me a few minutes.

Dark clouds are moving in from the west as I pull into Mac’s driveway and raw electricity is seeding the air. I take a deep breath before stepping out of my car and it feels as though I’m walking out to face a firing squad. Tricia’s SUV is out front and I see movement through the narrow kitchen window as I move closer. I’m frankly terrified of Layla and can’t imagine what Tricia’s told her cousin about what happened, but I honestly deserve every ounce of vitriol that’s about to be hurled in my direction and am willing to do whatever it takes to make this right.

As I walk through the grass, I feel my heart racing and by the time I get to the wooden steps that jut out in front of the porch, Layla’s already made her way through the sliding glass door, staring me down as she crosses her arms and gives me the dirtiest look I’ve ever seen.

‘What the fuck do you want, Bobby Hatton?’ She asks with an annoyed expression and I take off my hat, wringing it in my hands, as I return her stare. The scalding afternoon sun briefly reappears from behind a thick cloud as a bead of sweat rolls down my back.

‘Is Tricia here?’ I ask and she narrows her eyes, her gaze cutting through me and making me feel lower than dirt. ‘I need to talk to her.’

‘Yes, she’s here, but you’re not talking to her,’ Layla gives me an impenetrable look and I try again.

‘I want to apologize to her, Layla,’ I feel ridiculous, but if this is what I have to do to get Tricia back, I’m willing to make a complete ass of myself in front of the entire town. ‘I fucked up.’

Layla glares at me for a few tense seconds, then turns on her heel and goes back inside while I wait. The wind picks up and I’m wondering if they’re just going to leave me here like this. I hear the low rumble of thunder in the distance and I glance in that direction, hoping it’s just from the heat. I shuffle my feet, then consider going onto the porch, but I’m frozen here and when the door cracks open, I feel my heart jolt back to life.

‘Why are you here, Bobby?’ Tricia asks as she emerges onto the deck, an annoyed tone saturating her words as she holds her hand over her eyes to block out the glare. She’s barefoot and wearing ratty cutoffs with a loose t-shirt that forms perfectly against her thin body in the strong breeze. Her red hair is loose and whips around her face and she looks like a fierce pagan goddess as she wraps her arms around herself protectively.

‘I’m here to apologize,’ I say, taking a few steps towards the porch as she leans against the railing and continues to stare me down. She’s waiting for me to say something else and even though I’ve gone through this exact scenario several hundred times, the words I practiced refuse to come out.

‘I told you I wouldn’t put up with your bullshit. I’ve been through it before and don’t want to do it again,’ she says, but I hear her voice catch and realize that she’s as upset as I am. My thoughts finally arrange themselves into something coherent and I begin to plead my case.

‘I was hurting so badly and I felt like you were pushing me to just get over it, remember?’ The scene replays itself in my mind and I recall how upset I was when the doctors told me that it was time to let Gummy go.

Tricia was at the hospital with me, helping me through the last few days. Instead of giving me the time I needed, it felt like she was pushing me to make a decision; that she didn’t give a shit about what I was going through.

‘I didn’t mean it that way. I was trying to help you through it, but you said you didn’t want me around, that I was a leech. Do you know how much that hurt?’ She lowers her voice and chews on her lip as her eyes soften slightly and I want to pull her into my arms and apologize and tell her that I didn’t mean it. I’d give anything to rewind time, to change my reaction, but I can’t and I’m paying the price for what I said.

This is exactly what happened with Jen and my high school friends and I can’t believe that I couldn’t see it going in the same direction again. The worst part is that I have so much more to lose now and not fixing the damage I’ve done would be devastating.

‘I don’t know why I said it. I think I just wanted you to hurt as badly as me and it was so goddamn stupid...’ This isn’t coming out right and I can tell I’m losing her as she takes a step back and glares at me. A thick layer of clouds covers the sun and the rumbling gets closer and I wish we could sit down and talk, rather than standing here like two adversaries across a battlefield.

‘What can I do to make it up to you?’ I ask as she takes a step towards me, then sits on the wooden steps, running her hands through her red hair, a pained expression on her face. I suddenly realize that Layla’s waiting at the kitchen window, ready to strike as soon as Tricia gives the word. ‘I’ll do anything to fix it, just tell me what you want.’

‘I want you to promise me…’ A tear escapes the corner of her eye and she wipes it away and she sniffles, looking towards the sky as a few large drops of rain escape the clouds overhead and a loud crack of thunder echoes around us. ‘That you’ll do better, not just try.’

‘I promise,’ I say and the rain comes down harder and I hold out my hand as she stands and takes a few steps towards me. ‘Let’s get in the car, ok?’

I open the door for her and she gets in, her hair soaked and the water molding her white shirt to her body. Her pink nipples are beaded beneath the nearly sheer fabric and her mascara is smudged and at this moment, she's the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. The rain pours down outside, pounding against the metal roof of the car as Tricia stares at me and I hate myself for being so stupid.

‘I love you, Tricia, but you have to understand how much I was hurting. Gummy was the last family I had and when she was in the hospital, it felt like everything in my life was unravelling. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you and I understand if you never want to speak to me again, but,’ I exhale as she stares at me blankly. I’m rambling and need to get to the point. ‘Please come back. I need you.’

Her blue eyes are like sapphires and I feel like she’s at the precipice, desperately wanting to come back, but terrified that I’m going to hurt her again. I wait for her answer, not sure how I’ll be able to live with myself knowing that I screwed everything up so badly and pushed her away because I couldn’t control my worst instincts.

‘Ok, but you’ve had your one chance. Next time you fuck up, I’m out. Got it?’ She says hesitantly and as relief washes through my body, I feel Layla’s eyes boring a hole through me and nod in agreement. ‘Also, no fucking until I feel like you’ve really earned it.’

‘I can live with that,’ I say with a laugh and lean closer to give her a chaste peck on the cheek.


Chapter 4


I know nothing about the beach house I’ve inherited other than the fact that it’s located just outside of Provincetown, Massachusetts, on the interior coast of Cape Cod Bay. The lawyer didn’t have any photos and when I tried to look the place up on my map app, the image was blocked. For all I know, it could be a shack, but I can't wait to finally visit.

Taking this trip feels like the perfect opportunity for a reset and after a bit of last-minute planning, all four of us manage to find a few days when we can all get some much needed time off. Jen and Nora have to work through Friday afternoon, so Tricia and I will fly north first to make sure the house is livable and they'll join us on Saturday for a few days.

The flight’s in a few hours and I’m picking up Tricia to head to the airport. We’re getting a rental car in Boston, then taking the ferry to Provincetown. It's going to be a long day and I'm equal parts excited and terrified.

‘You ready?’ I ask as Tricia slides into the passenger seat of the Olds and I lean over to give her a kiss, but all I get is the broad side of her cheek as she nods. She’s still staying with Layla and was dead serious when she said that I’d have to work overtime to get her back.

‘Jen and Nora are flying in tomorrow, so we can get the house ready tonight…’ I say, rambling to fill the awkward silence in the car.

‘Sure, whatever you think,’ she replies cooly as she stares out the window and I’m happy that she’s finally responding with words instead of grunts. It feels like a step in the right direction. ‘I’m really excited about seeing the place.’

‘Me too.’

‘You’ve never been?’ Tricia asks as she stares at the trees lining the two-lane road as I check the time and feel my nerves getting the better of me.

‘No, and honestly, I don’t know what to expect,’ I say as we turn off the small country road and merge onto the interstate that will take us the rest of the way.

We arrive at the airport thirty minutes later and I park the car, then grab the luggage. The terminal is bustling, filled with summer travelers and I follow Tricia as she leads the way. I’ve never flown before, and I’m so glad I’m not alone. I try to act normal, but inside I’m freaking out and as the plane finally takes off, I'm worried that I'm going to break the armrest with my terrified grip.

Tricia grabs my other hand, squeezing it lightly, and rests her head on my shoulder and talks about how excited she is, but I zone out for most of it as I keep my eyes directly on the seat in front of me and recite the few prayers I still remember hoping some divine spirit is actually out there and rooting for me to get through this. Every jolt causes my death grip to tighten and by the time the wheels touch the ground, my hand feels like a stone claw and hurts like hell when I finally wrench it away and flex my fingers.

Once we're off the plane, I resist the urge to fall to my knees and kiss the ground and decide that I don’t care how long it takes, we’re driving back to Cape James. The rental car is waiting for us and we slowly make our way through the early afternoon traffic towards the pier and onto the large ferry that will take us across the bay.

The land stretched out in front of us is flat and sandy and reminds me of home. It's about twenty degrees cooler on the water and I wrap my arm around Tricia, kissing her hair and breathing in her familiar perfume as we stand on the upper deck and stare at the Cape. She leans against me and it feels nice to have her in my arms again.

An hour and a half later, we arrive in Provincetown and excitement fills me as we drive through the quaint streets that lead us out of the small town. The homes in the area are quaint and pretty and from the little I know about my grandparents, it's easy to imagine them vacationing here.

We arrive at the house just as the sun is starting its final descent and as we pull down the long brick driveway that’s surrounded by seagrass; I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s late afternoon, and the air is warm and wet and we get out of the rental car and I take in the surrounding scenery before turning my attention to the two-story cottage in front of me.

The house is surprisingly isolated, with another house maybe a mile away and no other cars to be seen. Seagrass peeks out of the sandy dunes and the gentle breeze pushes the grains of sand across the entranceway. Like most of the other houses in the area, this one is sheathed in brown shingles and has a red metal roof that juts out over the edge of the structure.

I grab the bags from the trunk and walk towards the front door, fumbling through the dozen or so keys to find the correct one. Once we’re inside, we open the windows to air out the musty rooms and explore the spacious, but dated interior. There’s a large entryway with stairs that wind around the eastern wall and an elegant chandelier that illuminates the vaulted entrance.

I take an initial survey of the space as I inspect each room, going upstairs and realizing that the house is significantly bigger than it appears from the outside. The furniture looks like it’s been around since the eighties, but the house is clean and tidy and when I look through the windows facing the beach, I’m mesmerized by the crashing waves and cool sea breeze.

‘Wow, look at that view,’ Tricia breathes as she stares at the setting sun. The sky looks like it’s on fire and when she grabs my hand and squeezes it excitedly, I realize everything is going to be fine.

‘Want to go for a swim?’ I ask after a few more minutes of comfortable silence and she nods excitedly.

‘Sure, let me change,’ she says as she leans closer and brushes her lips against mine. It feels so nice and she lingers for longer than a peck. When she pulls away, her eyes sparkle and chills race through my body as I turn towards the back entrance. ‘Meet you out there.’

The warm sand is peppered with driftwood and seaweed and shifts between my toes as I walk towards the shoreline, inhaling the briny air as the sound of the waves relaxes my mind. I take a tentative step into the cool water before peeling off my shirt and wading in.

The water is colder than I’m used to, but it feels like a baptism when I force myself beneath the gentle waves and swim away from the shore. The salt water burns my throat as I hold my breath and dive for the bottom, floating in the dark void for a few seconds as my mind empties. I emerge to see Tricia wading in, then retreating onto the sand when she realizes how cold the water is.

‘Come on, you get used to it,’ I shout, but she shakes her head, then spreads out a towel. I wave, taking a few more minutes for myself before trudging out of the water and joining her.

I’m dripping wet as I flop down on the towel next to her and exhale. The last fiery remnants of the sun disappear over the horizon as the air cools slightly, and the breeze washes over us. As I stretch my legs in front of me, Tricia leans over and rests her head on my wet lap.

‘This is nice,’ she murmurs as she stretches and stares at me, looking relaxed and happy. I lean over to kiss her, then pull back, not wanting to push her to do anything she’s not ready for.

‘I’m excited about seeing Nora and Jen tomorrow,’ she says and I nod.

‘They missed you,’ I reply as I brush a few strands of hair away from her cheek.

‘I missed them too. Almost as much as I missed you.’ Her voice trails off and she smiles, then sits up, her eyes sparkling. ‘Race you inside!’

She stands up and dashes off and I pick up the discarded clothes she left behind.

‘Hey, that’s not fair,’ I shout after her as her feet kick up the sand and laughter trails behind her. By the time I’m finally heading back, arms full of sandy clothes, she’s already inside and the lights blink on. The house is glowing and nestled in the dunes with the full moon rising overhead, it almost looks magical.

I use the outdoor hose to awkwardly wash the sand off my feet and body and stomp inside, drying myself with the discarded towel as I walk through the open downstairs, looking for Tricia. I’m thirsty and grab a glass of water, then head up the winding stairs.

The shower is running, and I occupy myself by making up the bed. She emerges a few minutes later, a towel wrapped around her body as steam drifts out of the bathroom behind her. She takes a few hesitant steps towards me and I close the gap as the tension builds and my desire for her hits me like a freight train.

‘I missed you so much,’ I murmur as her lips meet mine and a light laugh escapes her throat.

‘Really? Why don't you show me how much?’ I accept the challenge and help her onto the soft bed, kissing her as my hand drifts into the towel and I squeeze her nipple. Her body is so familiar at this point but it’s been so long that everything is new again. She trembles beneath my touch and I’m determined to treat her the way she deserves.

I pull the heavy towel away from her body, then lay a trail of kisses down her stomach, pausing as I reach her cleft to make sure she's ready. She responds by spreading her thighs apart and rests her head on the pillows as she chews on the nail of her index finger and stares at me with an intense gleam in her blue eyes.

‘Well?’ She says as she cocks her eyebrow. ‘My pussy’s not gonna lick itself.’

I laugh nervously as the pressure mounts and I feel like I've got one chance to do this and I'd better make her come or she'll never speak to me again. I lower myself to kiss her belly button, forming a seal and blowing the tight skin. The resulting noise causes her to burst into a fit of giggles and turns down the tension to a reasonable level.

‘God, Bobby. Are you stalling?’ She says as twists the ring in her nipple and shifts her hips, waiting for me to start.

‘You caught me,’ I say truthfully as I stare at the glistening pink skin and slide my finger over her clit. ‘I don't want this to end.’

‘It won't,’ she whispers. ‘If you promise me that you won't take me for granted.’

I answer by dragging my tongue across the tight bundle of nerves and eliciting a deep moan as her body quivers beneath me. I slide my tongue through her wet slit, her musky scent igniting my body as she pulls me closer, grinding herself against my face as I show her how much I missed her.

I push a finger inside of her, curling it then adding another as she clenches around me- I want to make her come before I even consider satisfying myself. It's the least I can do and watching her eyes roll back into her head as short pants escape her lips is almost enough to send me careening over the edge.

She's so wet as my fingers twist inside of her and my tongue flicks over her tight little bud. Her hips shift and thrust uncontrollably and I know she's close as the sounds she makes drive me crazy and I rub myself against the mattress, desperate for some relief.

‘Come for me Tricia,’ I whisper right before sliding my finger over her clit again. I’m rewarded with a gush of slick fluid coating my hand and soaking the sheets as her body shakes and stiffens.

‘Dammit, Bobby,’ she moans as her body convulses and I'm so hard that I can't stand it. ‘Dont just stare at me like that, fuck me!’

She doesn't need to ask twice and a few seconds later I'm inside of her, balls deep, pulling her ankles over my shoulder as I drive into her, each thrust met with a loud cry as I lean down to take her soft nipple between my lips and twist the tiny hoop with my tongue.

I feel the urgent need to reclaim her, to make her mine again and I pull out, forcing her to her knees as I spread her ass apart, and slide my hand through her slick folds. As I ease inside of her hot, wet core, I push down on her back, enjoying the sensation as I slip deeper inside. I wrap my hands around her narrow hips, thrusting slowly at first, then faster as she responds, begging for more.

‘Like that, fuck me harder,’ her moans sound delirious and I try to hold off, wanting to give her the chance to come again before finishing myself off. When I feel her clench around me and let out a satisfied laugh, I let go, my orgasm like a release of floodwater as I lean over her. My lips find her neck as my body convulses softly and I soften inside of her.

‘That was nice,’ I say with a laugh and she pushes me off of her and onto the soft mattress.

‘Nice? That’s the best you can come up with?’ She teases, then pulls me into her arms, stroking my hair as we fall asleep listening to the waves crash against the shore.


Chapter 5


Even though I’m on vacation, I still wake up before the sun even thinks about rising and stare into the darkness as Tricia snores softly next to me. I lay completely still, enjoying the feeling of her body nestled snugly in my arms. I’m so happy that she’s here and the fact that Nora and Jen are joining us later today means that for the first time in the last few miserable weeks, I'm completely content.

This summer has been so chaotic, but I feel like things are turning around for good. I think about everything that’s happened and what the future could hold and as the sun breaks over the bay, I stare through the large picture windows and listen to Tricia’s light breaths as her body jerks softly from her dreams.

I trace my finger down her arm almost as if I’m trying to confirm that she’s really there. Once I’m satisfied that she’s not a dream, I pull away, rolling out of the enormous bed and walking downstairs to take a leak and go through the cabinets. There’s nothing to eat, so I decide to drive out to one of the small cafes that we saw on the way in to grab some breakfast before we get the house ready for the new arrivals.

I’m still not used to the rental car and I hop in and try to push the key into the ignition, then remember that I have to press a button instead. I expect the engine to roar to life, but it purrs softly and I nudge it into reverse, backing out onto the small, winding road we took to get here. I pass a few trucks with boats hitched to the back heading towards the water and it feels weird to not be joining them.

After a few wrong turns, I pull into the empty parking lot in front of the cute little bungalow that houses it. The sun’s barely up and I’m worried they’re not open yet, but when I push the door, I’m answered with a jingle of the bell and an attractive woman behind the counter greets me.

‘Morning,’ I reply and place an order for coffee and blueberry scones. As I wait, I stare at a large group of photos on the far wall and immediately recognize the man and woman in one of them. They’re in their sixties and seated at one of the small bistro tables against the far wall. He has his arm wrapped around her as they smile and stare into the camera.

‘Excuse me, how long have you been working here?’ I ask. The woman can’t be over thirty, so I’m not getting my hopes up, but it doesn't hurt to try.

‘About ten years, why?’

‘Do you know the people in this photo?’ I ask as I point towards the picture.

‘Of course, that’s Mr and Mrs Hines, I think they lived in Boston, but came out here on the weekends,’ she answers with a friendly smile and warmth rushes through me as I imagine them sitting here, having coffee and reading the paper.

‘How well did you know them?’ I ask, feeling like I’m interrogating her and add some additional context to explain my interest. ‘Sorry, I know that’s a weird question. They were my grandparents and, honestly, I didn’t know them very well.’

‘Oh, you’re the one who inherited their beach house?’ She says with a light laugh. ‘We’ve been wondering if it would just stay empty. It’s such a beautiful place, it would be a shame to let it fall into ruin. Do you have any plans for it?’

‘Not really. I live in Virginia and it’s too far to visit regularly,’ I say and she gives me another smile as she puts the scones I ordered into a paper bag and slides the cups of coffee across the counter. ‘I’ve been curious about what they were like, so it’s nice to meet someone who knew them, even if it was only casually.’

‘Well, they mostly kept to themselves, but they would come in here on Sunday mornings and order the same thing every time — two coffees and two bagels, uh,’ she tries to remember as she rolls her eyes upwards and squints. ‘One with cream cheese, the other with butter. They were always very sweet and tipped well.’

I guess that’s not a bad way to be remembered, but it’s not exactly the information I’m looking for. I thank her and leave, then drive back to the house, easing down the flat open road as I stare at the water in front of me. It’s quiet and peaceful and I take a few seconds to appreciate the raw beauty of the scenic landscape surrounding me, the gentle swish of the waves and the light breeze that weaves its way around my body. The air is warming up and I carry the food into the house, carefully maneuvering up the stairs then opening the bedroom door and sneaking inside.

Tricia’s still asleep and I carefully pull myself onto the bed next to her, not wanting to wake her as I pull off the lid of one coffee and take a sip. A few minutes later, she groans and rolls over, her eyes blinking away the sleep as she stares at me.

‘What?’ She asks with a grin. I’m so happy that she forgave me and I want to tell her that, but I don’t know how to without making it sound corny.

‘I got you some breakfast,’ I say as I lean down to kiss her and she lets out a soft giggle. The early morning light makes her tan skin glow and I still hate myself for treating her the way I did, but almost losing her made me realize I would be insane to ever do it again. The past month has been hell, but it’s also forced me to come to terms with who I am.

‘That’s sweet,’ she says with a yawn as she blinks a few more times and focuses her blue eyes on me. She pulls herself into a seated position and takes the coffee from my hands, blowing the steam away before taking a sip. ‘I still can’t believe I gave in so soon. I’d planned on locking you out for at least a month.’

‘You just can’t resist me,’ I say as I lean closer to give her another kiss and she scoffs. ‘But honestly, I feel so bad about everything. Something inside of me just snapped and…I don’t know, but I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.’

‘It’s a new day and a fresh start,’ she says as she lightly clears her throat and sits up, the sheet falling away from her body and giving me another peek at her perfect breasts as she gives me a wicked smile. ‘Where’s that breakfast you promised me?’

An hour later we’re showered and dressed and Tricia’s searching through the linen closet, looking for enough sheets for the beds. I don’t know what the sleeping situation is going to be, so it’s easier to have a room ready for everyone and sort it out later.

‘I’m surprised how tidy this place is,’ Tricia says as she throws a pile of linens on the bed in the room down the hall from where we slept last night.

‘I think the lawyer had a cleaning service come out once a month,’ I say, recalling the conversation in the office in Boston. ‘But I need to figure out what to do with this house.’

‘You could rent it out,’ she says, and it’s not a bad idea, but sounds like a nightmare to deal with. ‘I could help you out if you want.’

‘I’ll think about it, but I could also just sell it, I mean how often am I going to get up here, anyway?’

‘What’s keeping you away? I mean, you work for Mac, but do you really need to?’ Tricia asks and I know that she’s right, but as much as I hate to admit it, I love my job.

‘I could quit, but what else would I do?’ I ask, pretty sure that she doesn’t have an answer. ‘Idle hands are the devil’s workshop, that's what Brother Lucias said.’

Tricia snorts and rolls her eyes and I can’t help but laugh. The memories of my time in the monastery are fading fast, but so much of what I learned there is baked into who I am now, both the good parts and the bad.

‘I don’t know, anything. You’re a pretty smart guy, even though you do some really stupid shit sometimes,’ she says. I’ve never been good at managing my time and I’m fairly certain I’d just get into trouble if I didn’t have something to do. I decide to change the subject.

‘What about you?’

‘I don’t know. I guess I’ll finish nursing school, maybe find a job that doesn’t involve getting naked,’ she says with a broad grin and I laugh, unable to imagine her working behind the counter at a fast-food restaurant.

‘How many more semesters do you have before graduation?’ I ask as I shove one pillow into a pillowcase and Tricia tucks the corner of the flat sheet under the edge of the mattress.

‘Another year.’ When she says that, it hits me that she’s probably going to go back to Raleigh to finish and I hate the thought of not seeing her every day. My life wasn’t the same without her in it and I’d be miserable if I could only see her on the weekends.

‘Could you transfer to somewhere closer?’ I ask hopefully.

‘I’m not sure, but I can definitely ask around,’ she answers and a glimmer of hope shoots through me as we finish getting the house ready for the new arrivals.


Chapter 6


The Provincetown regional airport is tiny, and Tricia and I stand outside of the security area, waiting for Jen and Nora to get off the small plane that just landed. They can only stay for a few days, but I’m so excited to see them and hope that this can be a new start for us away from the pressure back home.

I see the first people deplaning and a few minutes later, Jen emerges with Nora close behind her. Jen has a brilliant smile and rushes over to me, giving me a big hug and a kiss. She’s wearing a flowing dress that dips down deep in the front and shows off her tits to full effect. I’m not the only one staring and give the guy standing next to us a dirty look.

‘How was the flight?’ I ask as I take her bag, then lean over to give Nora a kiss as well. I get a few raised eyebrows from the other people surrounding us, but I don’t care. They’re nothing to me and the only people I care about are standing right next to me.

‘Terrifying,’ Jen says and Nora bursts into laughter as we head for the exit.

‘She was absolutely freaking out. I’m surprised they didn’t make an emergency landing to escort her off the plane,’ Nora says and Jen rolls her eyes as we stroll through the bright parking lot.

‘It’s the smallest plane I’ve ever been on. It freaked me out,’ Jen laughs and I’m so happy that they’re with me and everyone is getting along. The girls chatter as we walk towards the rental car and start the short drive back to the house.

‘God, Bobby, this place is amazing,’ Jen breathes and pulls out her phone to snap a couple of photos. ‘Can you take my bag inside for me? I want to call Mom to make sure Kevin’s ok.’

I nod and lean closer to give her a kiss, then grab her backpack from the trunk. ‘You packed light this time,’ I tease Nora as I pick up her small suitcase and she smacks my arm.

‘I told you it was Donut’s stuff,’ she says as she grasps Tricia’s hand and drags her towards the beach. My eyes follow them as I unlock the door and drop the bags in the foyer. I watch as Nora dips her toes into the water and squeals as they retreat to the beach, locking arms as the pair strolls down the sandy expanse.

The front door opens behind me and Jen walks in, looking distracted and I hope everything is ok at home.

‘Is something wrong?’ I ask as I hand her a bottle of water and she thanks me.

‘No, everything’s actually really great. Kevin’s grandparents are coming next week and I’m excited,’ She shakes her head and forces a smile, but I can tell that something’s off.

‘So why do you look like you’re miserable?’

‘I guess it just feels like I’m losing control, you know. He’s always been mine and now they’ll want a say in how I raise him.’ She shakes her head as she takes a drink and stares through the window. I can’t even imagine what she’s going through, but she needs someone to talk to and it’s the least I can do after everything she’s done for me.

‘It’s better for him,’ I say as I pull her into my arms and kiss the top of her head. She wraps her arms around my waist and we stand in silence for a few minutes as she collects her thoughts.

‘I know you’re right, but it’s hard,’ she says as she takes a step away and wipes her eyes, giving me a sad little smile. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t want to be a downer. This is supposed to be a fun weekend.’

‘Don’t apologize, I mean, I’ve been a raging asshole for the past month, you’re absolutely entitled to be sad too,’ I say and she laughs, then rests on her elbows on the kitchen counter.

‘Mine isn’t even that bad, I guess I’m just sad that he’s growing up and won’t need me as much, you know?’

‘He’ll always need you, Jen. His grandparents are just a bonus,’ I hear raucous laughter as Nora and Tricia come barging back in, squealing as they race towards the stairs. Jen wipes her eyes and I wish there was something else I could do to make her feel better about this, but there’s not much I can offer her besides my support.

‘It’s beautiful out there,’ Nora says with a sparkle in her eye. ‘Let’s go have fun.’

‘She’s right,’ I say to Jen, and she leans towards me and kisses me, a genuine smile forming on her lips as she goes upstairs to change.

Nora grabs my hand and drags me outside as Tricia joins Jen upstairs. The sun is bright, and I spread out the large blanket and pull Nora down next to me. A few minutes later, we’re all on the beach, enjoying the last hours of daylight as we lounge on the blanket, finishing a bottle of wine and staring at the horizon as the sun begins its descent.

‘Do you even own a bathing suit,’ Jen asks as Nora pulls her dress over her head and slides her hands over her tits, clearly not bothered by our neighbors down the beach getting an eyeful.

Jen puts on her sunglasses, rolling onto her back as she revels in the sun and Tricia stares at her voluptuous body for a few seconds before reaching out and sliding her finger across the other woman’s breast. Jen bites her lower lip and her cheeks turn bright red as Tricia slides the piece of fabric away and exposes her ripe nipple.

‘Are you still having problems?’ Tricia teases as she pinches the rosy nub and Jen squirms against the sand.

‘Not lately, but I haven’t had any issues with keeping them drained,’ she says with a snort as Tricia leans over to take it between her lips, biting her softly as Nora and I watch.

‘That’s good,’ Tricia murmurs as she exposes the other breast and my gaze drifts towards the small group a few hundred feet away. Nora stares at me, rubbing her thighs together and I can feel the electricity filling the air as the tension between the four of us builds. Although I definitely wouldn’t mind seeing where this goes, I’m not sure if I want an audience.

‘Want to go inside?’ I ask as the wind dies down and the mosquitoes make their first appearance. I stand up, dusting the sand off my body as I extend my hand and pull up the girls, then grab the blanket, shaking it out and giving the other people on the beach a nod and a smile as we trudge back inside, ready to end the evening with a bang.


Chapter 7


‘This place is magical,’ Nora says as she scoots closer to me on the sofa and rests her head on my shoulder. It’s dark outside, and she lets out a loud yawn, then stares at me for a few minutes, looking completely content as the evening winds down.

Jen and Tricia grab some drinks from the fridge and join us in the living room as we stare through the large windows. It’s been an incredible first day and I think that this was the getaway that we all needed after everything that’s happened over the past month.

‘I definitely think you should keep this house, Bobby,’ Jen says as she sits next to Tricia and hands me a beer.

‘Do you think you want to come back?’ I ask teasingly, remembering what Nora told me about the other woman’s reaction to the flight here.

‘Only if we can drive,’ she says and I agree completely. I’m definitely not ready to get on another airplane any time soon. I comb my fingers through Nora's hair and lean down to give her a kiss as Jen rests her head on Tricia's lap and stares at us.

‘I definitely want to come back,’ Nora murmurs as she wraps her fingers around my neck and pulls me towards her again. Her lips are soft and warm and as the kiss grows more intense, my heart races.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask as she pushes me away, then lowers herself to the floor in front of me, resting her chin on my knee before reaching out to unzip my shorts.

‘What do you think I'm doing?’ Her voice is warm and enticing and she grabs my cock and pulls it out, sliding her tongue the length of my shaft as she gently grips my balls. She wraps her lips around the tip, sucking softly as her tongue teases me. Her eyes lock onto mine and my mind empties as I stroke her blonde hair and almost forget that we have an audience.

‘She’s good,’ Jen whispers loudly to Tricia and they burst into a fit of giggles as Nora shoots them a dirty look, then returns to the task at hand. I shift my hips as I get harder and the suction from Nora intensifies. I realize that I’m in for a long night and settle in as I see Jen’s hand drift beneath Tricia’s shirt.

Tricia lets out a squeal and Jen covers the other woman’s mouth with hers as Nora slides her hand up and down my shaft, teasing me. I watch with interest as Jen pulls Tricia’s shirt over her head, sliding her hand across the other woman’s soft breasts and I remember what Jen told me about wanting to be with her. As I hit the back of Nora’s throat, I wonder what the hell I’ve done to deserve this.

A low moan escapes Tricia’s throat as she turns to stare at me, her eyes wide with desire, then moans loudly as Jen sucks and bites her soft pink nipple.

‘Come on, Jen, you should get him first. He’s ready for you,’ Nora says with a wink, as she strokes me softly and Tricia grabs Jen's hand, dragging her in our direction.

Jen's cheeks are flushed and Tricia pulls the other woman’s loose dress off of her body, giving me a look at her incredible curves, then leans in to kiss her. They're all so different from each other but fit together perfectly.

Nora tugs off Jen's bikini bottom and slides her fingers through the other woman's smooth pussy lips, causing Jen's eyes to roll back in her head and a gasp to escape her mouth. I could watch them all day and let them take their time as Tricia massages Jen's full breasts and a trickle of milk leaks from one of her rosy nipples.

Tricia licks it off, then pushes Jen towards me, turning her body to face them as Jen lowers herself onto my cock. I grab her hips, guiding her onto me as she adjusts. Nora's fingers work her clit and tiny contractions race through her body as she sheathes me completely, melting against me as I kiss the supple skin of her neck and inhale her scent.

She shifts her hips as I spread her thighs apart and stroke her clit, Nora sitting on one side of us and Tricia on the other. Jen’s hands tangle in their hair as they drink from her breasts and her body rocks softly, her feral moans filling the room as she loses herself completely.

I feel Jen spasm as she comes, bucking her hips as the contractions intensify, then slowing as the orgasm crawls through her extremities and she relaxes against me, exhaling as she kisses Nora, then Tricia, then crawls off of me and onto the sofa, her dark eyes bright with satisfaction.

Tricia kneels in front of me, taking my stiff, wet cock into her hot mouth as I exhale loudly, wrapping her red hair around my wrist and guiding her movements. Her blue eyes focus on me and Nora grabs my hand, pulling me off of the sofa and onto the plush carpet as she mounts me, clearly unwilling to wait any longer as she forces my hands over my head and leans over to kiss me with her sweet lips. Her narrow hips rock frantically as she takes what she wants from me and I’m willing to give her everything.

‘Does it feel good?’ Nora breathes as she sits up and pulls my hands to her tight breasts. Her pink nipples bud beneath my touch and Tricia reaches around and strokes the other woman’s clit as Nora leans back and Tricia latches onto her nipple, biting and pulling as Nora’s body responds and I’m having a hard time holding back. I sit up, pushing her to her knees as I slap her ass, the sharp sound reverberating across the room as Tricia lays in front of her, spreading her thighs and pulling Nora’s face into the sticky pink flesh between them.

Tricia lets out a ragged breath as Nora licks her furiously and my thrusts grow more forceful. Nora’s so tight and her body grips me as I thrust forcefully, wanting to hold off but finally giving in as I release inside of her and she collapses onto Tricia’s stomach, panting as I pull out and watch my cum drip out of her pussy and onto the colorful rug.

My head is spinning, but the look in Tricia’s eyes tells me that it’s not over yet and she pushes me back onto the sofa and straddles me. She lowers her lips to mine as her hand reaches down and she strokes me back to life and I’m reminded of the first time we were together and how good it was and how it’s only gotten better.

‘You’re thinking about it too,’ she murmurs and I swear she can read my mind. Her body is so perfect and her spicy perfume radiates off of her skin as she lowers herself onto me and my mind empties as her hips move. Nora lays down next to Jen, stroking the other woman’s dark hair as their eyes stay glued on Tricia and she revels in the attention.

The sensation intensifies and she rests her forehead against mine, her breaths growing shorter as I suck her soft nipple and wrap my hands around her thin waist. Each movement sends me closer to the edge and when I feel her tighten around me, I let go, my balls emptying as she tenses, then relaxes and I soften inside of her as I face Jen and Nora.

‘So is this our happily ever after?’ Nora asks and Tricia rolls her eyes. ‘What?’

‘That only exists in fairy tales,’ Tricia sighs as she crawls off of me and rests her head on my shoulder..

‘I don’t think so,’ Jen says as she pulls Nora onto her lap, leaning against the back of the sofa as she exhales and looks through the window. ‘This feels right. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier.’

‘See, it can only go downhill from here,’ Tricia mumbles as though Jen’s statement proves her point.

‘I think it’s only going to get better,’ Nora says dreamily as she gives me a smile and squeezes my hand tightly and I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure she’s right.


Epilogue


‘Bobby, did you get the drain cleaner like I asked you to?’ Nora calls out as she enters the kitchen, slamming the door behind her before dropping off her bags and coming into the living room for a kiss.

Summer’s almost over, and everything is changing again. Nora gave up the lease on her apartment and took over my Mom’s old room, leaving it the way it was but adding the cat playground I splurged on for Donut, who’s loving the extra space. The cat won’t go outside, one brush with freedom was enough, and she’s settled happily into her new life, monitoring suspicious bird activity from the large window that faces the trees lining the driveway.

‘No, sorry,’ I shout as I consider peeling myself off the sofa, then decide against it. ‘I’ll go to the store in a few minutes. Do you need anything else?’

I’m still working for Mac and actually invested some of my inheritance money into expanding the operation. We’ve got a few extra boats and a few dozen more beds and if I thought it was tough work when I was just an employee, actually being responsible for an entire operation is a rude awakening.

Mac wants to expand into one of the adjacent creeks and Jose’s helped fill out the crew. Right now, we’re doing well, but it will take another few years before we see a profit from all the extra work.

I’m exhausted, but happy.

‘It can wait,’ she says as she collapses next to me, grabbing the remote and crinkling her nose. ‘What are you watching?’

‘This show about dragons, it’s pretty cool…’ I say, my explanation trailing off as she flips through the channels and settles on a cooking show. I’ll never get the fascination with watching other people cook, but whatever, it makes her happy.

‘Is Tricia coming tomorrow?’

‘That’s the plan,’ I say as I roll off the sofa and go to the fridge to grab something to drink. A car pulls into the driveway and I smile when I see Jen get out with a loaf of bread. She comes over for a few hours every afternoon. Her excuse is that she needs to get used to leaving Kevin with her mom more often, but I’m pretty sure there are other factors involved as well.

‘Ooh, bread,’ I say as I take the loaf from her and put it on the table, then give her a kiss before grabbing a knife and cutting through the thick crust. I take a bite as she watches me and smiles when my eyes widen. ‘I think it tastes even better now.’

‘Good, I was worried that the honey would be too much,’ she says, looking relieved.

‘No, it’s great, I love it,’ I say as I take a step towards her and wrap my hands around her waist and lower my lips to hers. A car door slamming outside interrupts the rapidly intensifying kiss and I see an agitated redhead marching towards the front porch, then storming inside.

‘Tricia!’ I say, surprised to see her. ‘I thought you wouldn't be here until tomorrow.’

‘I couldn’t wait,’ she confesses as she drops her bag on the kitchen floor and leans over to give me a peck on the lips, then glances at Jen. ‘Looks like I got here just in time.’

She walks right past me and wraps her arms around Jen for a kiss, then grabs a piece of bread, a loud moan escaping her lips as she takes a bite.

‘I thought you only made that sound for me,’ I tease and Jen laughs. We've talked about moving her and Kevin into Gummy’s house but no firm decisions have been made yet.

‘She makes it for me all the time,’ Jen says as she blows me a kiss, then her expression changes to something more serious. ‘I’m going to bring Kevin over to meet you all tomorrow if that's ok.’

I know she's terrified of him getting attached but we're all excited to finally spend some time with her son. We'll be his adoring aunts and uncle for now, just to see how it goes.

‘He’s really shy so don't be upset if it takes a few tries,’ Jen says with a nervous laugh and I appreciate how important this is. We’re all here for each other and whatever comes next.

As the afternoon winds down, we finish the loaf of bread and talk about our week. I look around, realizing that I'm happier than I've ever been and am ready to let my old memories go and start making new ones.

***

Get more at tate-bull.com and if you enjoyed the story, don't forget to leave a rating or review!
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Reborn
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0F13ZD3W9

As the sole occupant of Neptune Orbital Station 55792, I have served as its caretaker for nearly a century. I live and work alone, monitoring incoming traffic to the Sol System and making daily reports to my superiors.


An emergency docking request from an alien vessel throws the life I knew into chaos when I discover the creature's human cargo. They reveal the devastating truth about the universe around me and everything I thought I knew is called into question.


The man I was no longer exists.


I am reborn.


***
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The Shake Up
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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