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Chapter One

◆◆◆

They said Emily killed a man and ran away, but that had to be bullshit. If there had been any substance in the wild rumor, local police in every town she moved to would have investigated, and trouble would have followed wherever she went.

Also, I knew Cooter, our local sheriff, who wasn’t interested in Billington’s most recent addition, so the stories had to be bullshit.

When she first arrived in town, Emily swiftly bought the old lighthouse and its keeper’s cottage a few miles away on Wormshead, infuriating at least a dozen land developers with their greedy eyes on the site. Through an ancient agreement with the municipality, the lighthouse owned all grazing rights on publicly owned lands for miles, totaling more than two thousand acres.

The land Emily controlled by de facto right was perfect for a town-sized holiday home development that most locals would not wish on their doorstep.

I couldn’t figure out why Emily desperately wanted to own the Lighthouse. The tower was in good shape, but its remote location was exposed to the weather, and the natural granite stone keeper’s cottage looked miserable when it rained. It didn’t strike me as the dwelling a twenty-something-year-old beautiful woman would desire.

Otherwise, Wormshead, an appropriately named headland with three sides that snaked into the ocean, was a place of immense tranquility. Whatever her reason, Emily seemed to find what she needed there because she looked happy. The views from her brilliant whitewashed home were incredible unless a storm hit and the bright blue slatted shutters were closed.

Most days, weather permitting, I passed by her cottage, launching my lobster boat to check the pots that provided my and Mom’s lifestyles. I first took this journey into the ocean with my father when I was thirteen—sadly, the work he taught me well was now mine alone.

It was sunny today, and calm seas beckoned, so I hummed as I strolled along a well-used, rutted path, listening to music from my phone on my headphones.

When I approached the lighthouse, Emily was in her garden. I enjoyed watching her from a distance—I am a hot-blooded man, and she is a beautiful woman. I imagined talking to her, something I had hitherto been terrified of.

But today felt different, and adrenaline surged through me like a rising, mighty ocean of courage, so I considered what I might say as a proper introduction. Emily was quite a spectacle, hanging out large, brilliant white sheets that billowed like enormous sails. Her hair flowed in the breeze like golden waves from a mythical creature, perhaps a mermaid.

I romanticized too far, driving fear of the unknown, doubting myself - boy meets a beautiful girl, stammers, and makes an ass of himself.

I’d better keep the headphones on.

Emily first caught my attention when I saw her in town. I opened the door to our only coffee shop to let her pass, which delighted her. I was struck by her presence, enhanced by her natural beauty, broad, genuine smile, and an air of immense confidence that surrounded her. After that first meeting, our paths crossed frequently until a nod, smile, and a short greeting hello became the norm.

But Emily was forever in a hurry, and I am not big on casual conversation.

I generally ignore most people, especially strangers, and fear gripped me as I closed on Emily, so I fully intended to pass by her cottage with a polite wave and smile. But the woman with long golden hair was hunting me down this morning, and not even the tiniest mouse could escape her beady eye unless she willed it. She spotted me while I was still at a distance, smiled, and waved before setting a course to intercept, arriving at the track junction at the end of her garden a few feet earlier than me.

It would have been grossly disrespectful to march past her when she spoke, so I pocketed my headphones and prepared myself. Emily pointed at the coiled rope I carried and grinned disarmingly.

“Fishing is strange work for a young man if you don’t mind my saying so, Noah.”

“Should I be older or give up fishing?”

“Would you like to have a different job?”

“Lobsters put food on the table, and I make a decent living through the surplus sales to Monty’s fish bar. Writing doesn’t pay me very well.”

“You write?”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

She squinted and pursed her lips, disapproving of my sarcasm. I instantly regretted my grumpiness because she meant no harm and was just curious. Emily’s expression remained kind and soft, but I knew my sarcasm had damaged our fledgling friendship.

Somehow, Emily made me want to do better. She smiled sweetly and fully, albeit devastatingly, turned on the charm.

“Are you deliberately being unpleasant to me, Noah? Did I say or do something to upset you?”

I considered her point momentarily because my curmudgeonly disposition was more acidic than usual - evidence I was out of my depth. Most people in our town didn’t call me out for being grumpy because they were disinclined towards triggering an argument or caught so far off guard by my often ill-founded wit that they let it and me pass by unnoticed.

“Sorry, Emily. Often, I feel like something is funny when it isn’t. I didn’t mean to disrespect you.”

“Is it because I probably killed a guy and ran here to hide?”

“Oh, you know about that story?”

“I’m blind, not deaf, dear.”

“You’re blind?”

“No - far from it.”

“Ah, okay… you’re being ironic - that’s humor, right?”

“A bit.”

“Whereas I came across as rude and ill-tempered.”

“Probably more disagreeable and sarcastic, but we can start over if you like - Hi, Noah.”

“Good morning, Emily.”

I felt emotionally exposed and stood at the gate, with a half pace twitching impatiently in stalled calf muscles, waiting to power my feet that were poised for an escape. I noticed Emily’s piercing blue eyes and the alluring shape of her pouting lips set on a beautifully symmetrical face. She was a beautiful woman - everyone had commented on that. Desirability added to her mystique and drove male and some female romantic curiosity toward a seemingly eligible, if unavailable, woman.

Nobody could understand why Emily was alone. We stood at an impasse, my passions rising. It seemed Emily waited for me to make conversation, never averting her eyes from mine.

“Did you really kill a man, Emily?”

“You can also call me Em if you’d like. My friends do.”

“Okay, Em. Are you avoiding my question, Em?”

“You want to know if I killed a man?”

“Did you?”

“Several, actually. Some were women, too.”

I squinted and studied her, seeing a playful expression bursting for freedom on an otherwise poker face. I wagged a finger, feeling less intimidated because Emily settled my nerves.

“Hah! You’re having fun with me, Emily.”

“Nope… I am serious, Noah. Come inside my house if you dare, and I’ll explain.”

“Sorry… I have lobster pots in the water, and they are time-sensitive.”

“Oh, okay then - perhaps another time. Take care out there, Noah.”

“I shall, thank you. Goodbye, Em.”

“Bye, honey.”

To my utter sadness, Emily turned away and walked a few yards up the path. I felt like a crude fool and tried to call her, but words failed me. I choked up—what should I say? My heart pounded, my eyes bulged and felt sore, so I bottled out. As I trudged the gravel path away from her cottage, feeling mildly ashamed and as though I’d missed an opportunity, Emily strolled back towards her home with her head slightly bowed.

After five paces, I stopped suddenly, gravel scrunching violently underfoot, scarring my rubber boot soles. My heart pounded like a Cheetah on the run, and I panted, my chest heaving, knowing I would kick myself for hours, perhaps days, if I didn’t seize this moment. With a lump in my throat, I craned my neck and watched Emily walk away.

Overhead, a flock of seagulls sailed on a gust that invigorated me with the fresh ocean scent. They screamed at me, mocking or encouraging. I couldn’t know which.

I took them as a sign and dispensed with my fear. I was well-schooled in understanding everything except women, but if I never tried to talk to one, I would forever be lonely. Daisy was always on my mind, and the tragedy of me and her remained fresh.

I turned sharply again, shaving more miles off my rubber under soles.

“Umm, Emily. You can join me if you’d like. My boat is quite safe.”

She spun around, smiled, and looked thrilled. Emily’s eyes danced with fun as she skipped back to the gate. She stopped and thought for the blink of an eye, and I felt terrified that she might have changed her mind.

My entire body tingled like never before because I desperately wanted Emily to say yes. For those seconds of perceived indecision, I stood on a precipice, staring into an abyss filled with hope.

“Please wait here, Noah, and I’ll fetch a warm coat - I won’t be a minute.”

“There is no need for a coat. I have everything you need on the boat. My jackets are warmer and waterproof as well. It’s better to wear high-visibility yellow in case of an accident. ”

She looked shocked and grinned nervously.

“You said your boat was safe.”

“Bad things rarely happen - don’t worry.”

She caught my wry grin and got the joke. When Emily swung her gate open, she grinned like a Cheshire cat and linked her arm through mine; I felt like an angel had plucked me from a dim life and shone a light on my path. My body chemistry transformed, and the beguiling hormones of love and lust took control, driving me to please Emily.

As Emily moved gracefully around me, I secretly checked her out, admiring her thin, muscular shapely legs and the crease in her jogging pants where a very tight ass met them. She had a gorgeous hourglass figure with pert breasts - very appealing.

We strolled in silence, to begin with, both smiling awkwardly because we had never been this close or personal. Emily’s hair billowed like golden strands glinting in the sun, enchanting me like mermaids once drew sailors to them.

She glanced at me frequently, always smiling, and her expression was so fun that I quickly became addicted to her presence.

“Noah is such a nice name.”

“My mother would agree with you on that.”

“It’s perfect for a young man who owns a boat. I feel much safer knowing that your namesake was a great sailor, too.”

“I’m older than you.”

“I’m twenty-six next week.”

“You don’t look it, Emily.”

“Thank you, Noah. You know how to compliment a girl.”

“I’m twenty-five… and three-quarters.”

“And already a curmudgeonly lobster fisherman?”

“I’m not really that dour. It’s mostly an act.”

I was keen to dispense with my previously proudly worn, prickly temperament. Emily chuckled, covering her mouth to hide a cute laugh. She nudged me gently in the ribs with an elbow, raised an eyebrow, and winked. I was instantly excited because entertaining her felt important, and she seemed to approve of me.

“Your secret is safe with me, honey. I’ll tell no one that you are an incredibly nice guy and not in the least bit curmudgeonly.”

“I’m really not - I promise you, Em.”

“I know.”

We walked arm in arm down the mile-long gravel track leading from her cottage to the community boathouse. The sun was baking hot, unusual for 7 am, so I stripped off a jumper that stifled and made me feel tingly before I began sweating like a pig.

Emily smiled mischievously at me as she clung to my arm like a barnacle on the side of my boat. Somehow, her stride lengthened, and mine shortened until we were in lockstep, touching shoulders as lovers do. She smiled, acknowledging our closeness, but something about her expression told me an unspoken question hung in the air.

“What’s on your mind, Emily?”

“Were you checking me out?”

“W-wh-w-what?”

“Back at my house, when I opened my gate and joined you on the path. Were you checking out my ass and legs, perhaps my breasts too? Be honest, please.”

“Umm, holy f-fu… oh my, but you’re direct, Em.”

“But you were checking me out, right? Don’t be afraid of honesty. The truth always sets you free.”

Emily paused with a ballerina’s grace, and I screeched to a gravelly halt. She turned and stared at me, an amused expression evident. My cheeks flushed, speckled bright crimson, and I felt embarrassed. My heart pounding like a doe being chased by a wolf.

Emily’s chest heaved, and for the first time, I noticed ample cleavage with one button too many loosened. I shook my head and stared into her eyes, terrified I’d been caught peeking and would be branded a pervert, but her kind expression hadn’t stirred.

She stamped a foot on the ground, snorting willfully, still smiling.

“Come on, Noah. Answer me, please.”

“Yes, I was checking you out. Sorry.”

“No need to apologize. I was checking you out, too. I noticed your flushed red cheeks, the way you stood taller when I spoke to you, and your lovely smile when you’re not pretending to be a grumpy young man.”

“I’m not at all grumpy, Emily, and I’m only a few months younger than you.”

“You don’t need to convince me of anything, sweetie. You always seem pleasant when I see you around town until someone draws near, and then an act protects you. You are a very handsome man with the tasty physique only violent seas could grind out from muscle and sinew.”

We continued on our way, chatting excitedly, and our awkwardness slowly melted like a round ice ball in an excellent single malt whisky. Before we arrived at the small community harbor with a single shared boathouse, it felt like we’d known one another for years.

When I fired up a motorized trailer dolly to move other boats out of the way, Emily blocked her ears and skipped aside, away from the diesel fumes spewing from a motor unit that needed servicing.

When I rolled out my father’s pride and joy, a boat he and I crewed for years, Emily looked impressed.

“I’ve seen you coming in and out of the harbor and thought the boat was tiny. It’s much bigger when you see it on land.”

“This is a Seamaster Vagabond 6.2 meter twin engine - as reliable as, well, as reliable as a lighthouse.”

Emily giggled and circled the boat, stroking its pristine, clean hull. I felt proud of the many hours I’d spent maintaining it. Occasionally, she glanced over and caught me checking her out again, smiling, then walking away with a deliberate shimmy of her adorable butt, constantly pulling me in.

She nodded cheekily at me while pointing at the boat.

“You have big engines, Noah.”

“They’re called outboards, and you’d be surprised at how powerful the surf and riptides are hereabouts. Daisy is built for line fishing, but I’ve adapted her because lobster pays much better unless you get day charters with sports anglers.”

“Daisy?”

“Her name is handpainted on the stern.”

“Ahh, yes, I see - why Daisy?”

“It’s a long story with a bad ending.”

“Is that where your tension and mistrust of women comes from, Noah?”

I didn’t want to discuss Daisy, so I smiled and tossed Emily a life preserver and oilskin jacket, slightly thrown off balance by her forthright nature. I wasn’t convinced she hadn’t killed a man, or several as she claimed, but she certainly had me in her crosshairs.

I found girls, women, ladies, or whatever name you prefer to describe the fairer sex to be an enigma with powerful abilities to coax words from the lips of men, sending shivers along their spines and other parts of the body.

Since Daisy, I had been disinclined toward girls.

“You’re quite direct, aren’t you, Emily?”

“Only with men I haven’t killed yet.”

I laughed, even more so when she dressed, awkwardly pulling on a heavy-duty foul-weather jacket and trousers. Eventually, when Emily shot me an exasperated look, I helped. I enjoyed being polite and useful to her because she brought out a pleasant disposition I had buried well under Daisy’s minefield.

Outside the harbor calm, I was surprised by Emily’s better-than-average seamanship skills because, after a short tutorial, she was all over the deck, hauling, baiting, tossing away the small lobsters and bycatch, and tying off the claws of ones I could sell. After we’d collected my first string of pots, I dropped anchor and poured coffee for two from a flask I made this morning.

Emily sipped her coffee and smiled, looking surprised.

“This is filter coffee, Noah.”

“Is there any other kind?”

“I’m impressed.”

“I won’t have anything else. Most things that are instant or easy to come by are usually crap.”

“You are wise.”

I studied Emily with many unasked questions, unwilling to pry but desperate to nevertheless. The whole town was curious about her and why she chose to live among us - we were barely a town, more like a bloated village where everyone knew everyone else and their business. She eyed me carefully while warming both hands on a china mug, undoubtedly gleaning more about me through her observation than I could about her.

The boat tossed around in a light swell, but Emily’s footing was absolutely firm, almost like she was glued to the deck. She noticed everything: tracking gulls as they skimmed and touched the water, watching the weather, scanning the horizon, and keeping note of wind direction and speed using the onboard computer beside me and its large display.

Emily eyed me carefully; she was not judgemental, but she was appraising.

“Just ask me straight out, Noah. I think you can make a breakthrough using a direct approach. I prefer a forthright man who is honest, loyal, and true.”

“Why did you come to live in Billington?”

“I’m a chef and plan to make the lighthouse an outstanding restaurant.”

“They’ll never give you planning permission.”

“Why not, Noah?”

“You are standing in the way of someone’s progress. Land developers are vile creatures, coveting money above all else.”

“The grazing rights are mine - that gives me leverage.”

“There are many people who wish you would sell. I’m amazed you managed to buy the place from under the land developers.”

“I did it while everyone quarreled - it’s a good tactic.”

“Now you must convert that good move into permission to run a restaurant.”

“The whole town and all of the local farmers will support me. I’ll win permission and not have to fire a shot in anger. You’ll see, Noah.”

I couldn’t see how our town would suddenly wake up to support such an ambitious initiative even though it would bring jobs, revenue, and outsiders in. Billington people liked things the way they were, and many believed that one change would precipitate many more, eventually wrecking everyone’s peaceful existence.

Emily was optimistic. Her planning request, which the municipality has kept secret thus far, would be made public for the first time this evening, and a vote would decide its fate.

“Billington people are very slow to embrace change, Em. Most probably believe the lighthouse is still in use.”

“It will have a purpose soon enough.”

“I meant by preventing shipwrecks.”

“Well, it kinda will… the light will be on for people to see from miles around, drawing in diners who are lost on tiny lanes and dead ends.”

Emily’s grin and positivity infected me, and I felt more enthusiastic about everything just by being near her. I grinned and tossed the dregs of my coffee overboard, cleaned our mugs, and set course to harvest and re-bait the second string of pots.

When we reached the harbor after a long day fishing, Emily wasn’t shy about lending a hand, helping me unload ten heavy plastic boxes with forty-six live, trussed-up lobsters. Desperate for stock, Monty waited on the beach to buy everything we caught, minus one for Mom and the two I selected for Emily.

I gripped the trussed lobsters behind their spines and waved them at her, grinning broadly.

“Please accept these two monsters with my gratitude, Emily.”

“You don’t have to pay me in kind. I had a great time being with you.”

“Really?”

“Of course.”

“This pair will make a nice dinner.”

“I’ll take the lobster only if you enjoy them with me, Noah.”

“I’d love to.”

My heart sang to the angels because I was invited to dinner. What greater pleasure could fall into my lap?

After inspecting my catch, Monty called me to his van to settle things. He looked irritated, and I guessed it had to do with Emily and the town planning meeting later in the evening. While she hauled off her protective gear, packing it in a canoe bag, my friend took me by the arm and led me around the side of my boathouse.

His dark expression confused me, and his wagging finger angered me.

“What’s she doing here?”

“Who? Emily?”

“Yeah. Did you learn anything about what she’s planning with this damn restaurant? The Mayor has been tighter-lipped than usual - I fear the worst. My guess is a restaurant.”

“What if it is, Monty.”

“She’ll run me out of business, and we’ll work for her. What did you find out?”

Monty stared at me, so I eyeballed him back. Emily hovered in the background, and I knew she could hear, so I played a little game of my own.

“She’s paying me to teach her how to become a lobster fisherman to make me redundant. Her plan is for me to wait tables. You’ll be pot wash.”

“That’s not fucking funny.”

“You’re being ridiculous, Monty.”

Emily smirked, and Monty caught sight of her more or less eavesdropping. He reared up and puffed his chest out, adopting a hubristic, businesslike air. He winked at me, indicating we’d chat secretly later, but I didn’t care and wouldn’t indulge in his or anyone else’s malicious gossip.

“That’s eighty-two pounds of prime lobster, Noah, give or take a few ounces. That’s a damn good haul and eight bucks a pound.”

“It was ten bucks last month.”

“It’s eight bucks today, buddy; take it or leave it.”

“I’ll take it. Drop the money with Mom later, please.”

“Of course.”

I turned back to face Emily waving two live lobsters, pretending to be a Punch and Judy show. She sat down in the gravel like a child at the beach theater, crossing over her legs, spectating me, clapping and smiling. After Monty drove away, my will broke, and I began laughing, incorporating Monty into my show, croaking like a witch.

Why’s she here, Noah?

Emily is in hiding, Monty.

What’s her plan?

She will open a lobster farm and feed nosey fishmongers to them.

Emily was amused as I shook the lobsters like puppets. I noticed her appreciation for the simple things in life—my time and efforts to make her laugh being principal among them. I stretched out a hand to help her stand up, and she took a lobster while we walked the path along the clifftops back to her cottage.

“He’s figured out you are opening a restaurant, Em.”

“Monty is gossiping about my plans doesn’t matter. The Mayor insisted we keep my planning application secret to avoid upsetting the town.”

“Monty won’t support your initiative tonight. He’ll see your restaurant as competition because you’ll buy lobster from me and fish from the trawlermen that catch every other day. Fewer people cooking at home, more eating at your restaurant…”

“Means less people shopping at Monty’s?”

“Something like that.”

“My restaurant will be good for local business. There’s room inside the lighthouse for accommodation; perhaps there will be charter anglers for your boat someday. Seafood sells well, and my cooking is okay.”

“Just okay?”

“Why don’t you come and find out?”

“Are you likely to murder me?”

“Only if you don’t come willingly.”

As we walked back uphill toward Emily’s home, my hand itched to hold hers. I felt like a desperate teenage boy, my throbbing heart filled with adoration for the girl standing beside me. I thought she knew but said nothing, perhaps teasing me with sidelong glances and suggestive, encouraging smiles.

“Can I hold your hand, please, Emily?”

“I thought you’d never ask. I noticed you are struggling with the hill, so please let me help you.”

“I’m no-”

I stopped mid-sentence as she stared at me, grinning. Her fingers entwined through mine, and she squeezed tightly. Emily was joking, and I’d fallen for the bait like a lobster descending on a three-day-old rotten mackerel.

“You got me again, Emily.”

“I always will.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It keeps you interested in me, Noah.”

“Is that what you’d like? For me to be interested in you.”

“I know you already are. The question is, will you give me that affection beyond a few days.”

“I believe I can.”

“Do you want me right now, Noah?”

We’d reached Emily’s cottage gate, which I opened to let her pass through first. She spun around, and I stared into her wide blue eyes, welling up all kinds of emotions I’d suppressed for so long.

“Yes. I want you, Emily.”

“Are you ready for a relationship?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure.”

“Then let’s see how things go. Come inside, and we’ll dine on your bounty.”

“Like a first date?”

“Yes - that’s a perfect description.”

Inside her cottage felt like a sanctuary where every cookbook ever written lived in beautifully carved bookcases in her library, living, and dining rooms. Emily’s kitchen was an arena - a large semicircle with enormous windows looking out to sea and a thick wooden counter that had a sunken Belfast sink and two enormous chopping boards embedded.

I strolled around the kitchen admiring her contractors’ job, checking everything was flush, tapping, and shaking. When she returned from hanging my coat, I was ushered onto a kitchen stool.

“Is La Cornue a special brand? This cooker looks heavy.”

“They are one of the best oven makers in the world.”

“Who installed all of this.”

“Chance Bill. He’s quite the kitchen man.”

“I approve.”

I nodded and scanned the room a final time, enjoying the comfort it exuded. The workmanship was impeccable, and every design feature was in keeping with the nature of such an important place.

“You have created a beautiful home, Emily.”

“Thank you.”

While Emily shifted a massive pot of water onto the hob, I browsed around her living room. On one sideboard, I found framed photographs of soldiers wearing camouflage gear while on deployment. There were also a few medals on show.

“Do you come from a military family, Emily?”

“You might say that.”

I leaned into one photo and stared closely at a soldier holding a sniper rifle that I recognized from a movie. The scope looked much bulkier than any hunting weapon I’d ever used, especially when carried against a woman’s chest.

I pointed at the picture and shouted my surprise. Emily craned her neck, grinning.

“That’s me with Chet, my spotter. He’s carrying a Kestrel scope. That man was the best at working out wind deflection.”

“You were a sniper in the Army?”

“I served in Iraq and Afghanistan.”

“Oh my… did you-.”

“I have forty-two confirmed kills, mostly men but some women. I wasn’t lying when I told you I’d killed a man or two.”

“No, you were not.”

“So the rumors about me are true, Noah.”

“In a manner of speaking, but not in the spirit of the truth.”

Emily momentarily enjoyed my shock and then continued preparing lunch. She aimed a sharp blade into one lobster’s brain, slammed the knife down, and prised it backward, killing the crustacean instantly with a surgeon’s accuracy and resounding crunch.

“That’s forty-three kills, Noah.”

She grinned at me, and I stared at Emily, speechless, not knowing whether to laugh, act surprised, be horrified, or run away. She noticed my shock, grinned, and slammed the knife into the second lobster.

I had to say something, so I chose graveyard humor.

“Forty-four now. You’ll have to run from Billington, Emily.”

“Not after tonight’s town planning meeting. I shall run no more, honey, and my restaurant will open within six months.”

“They love the military in our town. Why not tell them you’re a veteran and dispel the rumors about you killing a man?”

“It’s not a rumor. It’s true, as you can see.”

“Ah, but there was justification, and you did that for your country. They love veterans here, Emily - use it to your advantage.”

“Yeah, but they’d coin me a nickname. I’d be the killer chef, kitchen sniper, or worse, the clawed assassin. No thanks.”

Emily held up a claw and smiled weakly, shaking her head.

“Leaning in on my service to win a fight with local people is not for me, Noah. Anyhow, I won’t need to because I’m guaranteed to secure everyone’s support tonight; you’ll see if you come along.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

“I won’t fire a shot in anger. I promise.”

“Or slice through a head?”

“Nope. Scout’s honor, Noah.”

“Were you a scout?”

“Nope.”

I intended to place a ten-dollar bet on the outcome. Emily was currently odds against winning, but having spent a few hours with her, somehow, I believed she was a safe bet. My growing feelings and a fledgling chance at romance spurred me onto her side. If she had told me to walk on water, I probably could have, such was the force of the wind in my sails and lightness underfoot.

We spent a pleasant lunchtime dining on our catch. She made a wonderfully light sauce for our meal that mopped nicely off my plate, along with chunks of lobster tail and some freshly baked whole-grain bread.

When it was time for me to leave, I was unsure where we were in our relationship and didn’t want to ask. I almost kissed Emily goodbye, which she seemed to encourage by stepping closer to me, wide-eyed, with a heaving chest and flared nostrils.

“Do you need more, Noah?”

“Umm, more what?”

“More encouragement from me.”

“I don’t want to mess this up.”

Emily rolled a few wayward jet-black locks from my forehead to behind an ear, and I kissed her goodbye. Our lips brushed like sable on silk, and my entire body shivered as her tongue sought mine, electrifying my soul. Our fingers entwined, and my heart soared to the heavens, skimming across clouds of love until it met hers, and we collided like stars bound together forever.

When our kiss ended, Emily stared deep into my eyes, conveying confidence, love, and what seemed to be a deep desire.

“Maybe I’ll see you this evening, Noah.”

“For sure you will. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

I spent most of the remainder of the day thinking about Emily. To consume time, in the late afternoon, I ordered repair materials I didn’t need for my boat and a few old pots from an online chandlery to be delivered the next day.

When night fell, and it passed 7 pm, I joined the line at our town hall for a seat at a planning meeting that would seal Emily’s fate.

I listened to townsfolk gossiping as I waited in line.

“I heard she wants to open the place as an Alpaca farm.”

“I don’t care what she wants to open so long as it’s not a holiday village.”

A few dissenters to her plan were apparent because they wouldn’t look Emily in the eye, but she remained cheerful, smiling and nodding at everyone while seated alone in the front row like a heretic about to be damned in church.

The problem was that, according to town rules, her plans must be approved by ninety percent of the residents.

I sidled into the seat beside her, smiling more confidently than I felt.

“Hi, Em. I’ll sit with you.”

“You’ll be shunned forever, Noah.”

“They all think me curmudgeonly anyway. Sitting with you makes me interesting, at least.”

Emily linked her arm through mine, and I heard several almost imperceptible sharp intakes of breath from many rows behind me. Our mayor and the official small-town busybody stood up, spanked the old wooden plinth with his worn gavel, and called the meeting to order.

“Would anyone like to speak on a town planning application to turn the lighthouse into a restaurant with a bar and liquor license?”

The crowd gasped, acting surprised, even though I knew Monty must have tipped most of them off after our meeting earlier. A few guys stood up to be heard, with minor protestations, easily fixed. Then came the pre-planned attack led by Monty. I leaned over and whispered to Emily like a conspirator.

“If only they knew your history.”

“You’ll say nothing, please, Noah, as we agreed, right?”

“Tell them they are taking on a war hero and trained sniper with forty-two confirmed kills? No, I’ll keep quiet about that for sure.”

“You forgot about two unfortunate lobsters who found their way into your traps.”

“The best I ever ate and a worthy sacrifice for our plate.”

There was some shuffling around while Monty walked along a row of seats, then down the aisle to the mayor’s podium. When the local fish bar owner leaned forward, he did so with the confidence of a man already winning.

“We do not need a restaurant in this town. Its only purpose is to attract people from out of town, jamming up our roads, which are already struggling. It’ll be bad for local businesses and terrible for everyone in this room.”

“You mean bad for your business, Monty.”

The voice came from the back of the room, proving that not everyone was against expanding the town’s commercial opportunity.

“Yeah, that’s true, Jessie. With more competition to snap up the locally caught product, everyone in town will pay more for their lobster, crab, and fish.”

“It’s better than a holiday village, buddy.”

“No such development has gotten beyond local gossip.”

The arguments against change and for progress went on for an hour, during which Emily said nothing, smiling pleasantly throughout. Monty became increasingly frustrated by those who would support her, and I was pleasantly surprised by their number.

A hush fell on the room when the much-respected farmer, Mr. Campbell, stood up. Even Monty shut up.

“Folks, I favor Emily getting her restaurant planning permission. She’s offered me free grazing rights on five hundred acres - in perpetuity. That would ordinarily cost me thousands of bucks every year. As you know, that grazing land is tied to whoever owns the lighthouse, and right now, that’s her.”

“So you are supporting her for yourself?”

“Cheaper costs for me mean lower prices for you. Also, the rumors about a planned holiday center are true.”

Monty’s chin hit the floor, and I laughed loudly in a room that had gone deadly silent. Emily glanced sideways at me, pretending to be stony-faced, but I saw a glint of fun in her eyes.

“You did it without firing a shot in anger, just like you said.”

“Control yourself, Noah. This might not be over just yet.”

“You never said a word, Emily.”

“That’s the best way to win the war.”

Mr. Campbell smiled at Emily, nodding. He looked around the room at the stunned faces. Monty had raised a posse for tonight, convinced he could stop the progress of one restaurant without ever considering what might happen if the application failed.

John Campbell leaned over the podium, staring at all present with a twinkle in his eye, too.

“What’s it to be, folks? A restaurant tomorrow or a couple thousand-holiday apartments with giant shopping malls and twenty restaurants a few years from now?”

When votes were cast and counted, Emily easily exceeded the ninety percent approval she needed. When Monty stormed out of the building, his plan to crush a seemingly vulnerable, out-of-town young woman failed. He had no idea who he was up against, but neither had I until a door into Emily’s life was opened.

As we exited the town hall, I waited while everyone shook hands or congratulated the humble winner. I chuckled when Emily broke free of a crowd and marched up the road, her arm firmly looping through mine on the way.

“I’m so impressed with you, Emily.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. That being said, I’m celebrating tonight. Would you like to join me in the lighthouse for a glass of champagne?”

“I’d love to.”

Suddenly, Emily had many friends. John Campbell’s endorsement went a long way toward building bridges in our community. When we strolled from the town hall, I felt more positive about my life than I had ever felt since Daisy.

“Noah, this evening, will you tell me why women terrify you, please?”

“I’ll try to.”


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

We walked hand in hand from the town hall to the Lighthouse, a restaurant in the making and Monty’s supposed downfall. The weather had turned rough, and it rained, but now her dream could be realized. Emily wanted to see the place that would become her vision up close, so I strolled around the tower with her.

We wandered outside for a few minutes, but Emily intended to scale the staircase inside to the high gantry where the main light was housed. I shook my head disapprovingly, suggesting it might not be wise, and she seemed to agree, backing off.

“Yeah… It’s blowing a gale. We’ll be safer inside my cottage. I have the champagne chilling there anyway.”

“That sounds great.”

Standing outside the lighthouse felt strange. It was late evening. The sea was rough and a fine salty spray blew over nearby cliff edges where powerful gusting winds whipped the crest of each wave before they smashed into solid granite below.

As I stared at the lighthouse, I was reminded of a life I’d put firmly behind me. I counted the red rings from bottom to top, just like my best friend used to make me when we played hide-and-seek.

One red ring.

Two red rings.

There were five rings in total. Daisy insisted I count them all, giving her at least that much time to hide, but I gave a couple more since we were best friends, and I wanted her to win. I noticed with some sadness that the red was washed out since we’d played there years ago.

I’d never returned to the site of my sadness until now.

Emily linked her arm through mine, staring up to see what I was looking at. She glanced at me, hoping for an explanation, receiving none. I considered what I might say and how to tell the story that had somewhat dominated my life.

“You seem preoccupied, Noah.”

“I used to come here all the time with my best friend. We were seven years old, and this is the last place I ever saw her.”

“Daisy?”

“Yes.”

“Come inside the cottage and tell me what happened. That is, if you want to.”

Inside her cottage was cozy, and I felt safe. While Emily hunted down some strawberries she claimed would suit the champagne perfectly, I lit a fire she’d prepared neatly inside a wood-burning stove.

As flames danced around the room, I clapped my hands, grinning.

“It’s nice in here when the fire is lit, Noah.”

“It’s nice in here all the time. You’ve made this cottage into a wonderful home.”

“Let’s sit and talk, but there is no pressure, okay? It would be nice to get to know each other better.”

“Thank you.”

She sat on a beautiful dark brown Italian-style leather sofa, patting the seat beside her and offering me a crystal champagne flute. When I took the glass, Emily dropped in a plump, sliced, bright red strawberry, fizzing the champagne wildly, tipping hers, and tapping it against mine.

I sipped the fruity cocktail slightly suspiciously at first, then, approving the combination of flavors, I took a longer drink.

“Oh, I see you like that, Noah?”

“It’s delicious. Emily… I have to ask something, please.”

“Go ahead.”

“Are we dating?”

“We should, perhaps anyway… if you’d like, that is. I take it there is no girlfriend in your life right now.”

“No. How about you?”

“No girlfriend or boyfriend.”

I smiled, enjoying how Emily always lifted my mood with a dash of humor. Her presence around me was becoming a fortifying energy. I glanced around the room, enjoying the flickering light from a small log burner window.

I was aroused, hiding that fact with a hand covering the evidence.

“It’s getting warmer in here, Noah. Is that the fire, or is it us?”

“You seem to encourage me, Emily, but I’m confused.”

“Why?”

“Because we don’t know each other well.”

“That’s what dating is for. We can get to know each other and decide if a relationship works for us.”

“Yes.”

“Have you had many girlfriends, Noah?”

“None.”

“Whoa… really? That’s got to be something to discuss unless you feel it’s off-limits.”

“Not off limits; it’s just a bit sad and probably rather silly.”

“Would you like to tell me about it?”

I struggled with the words because I’d never exposed my sad, somewhat dark secret. In the end, I blurted, terrified I might run before explaining why.

“I killed a man, Emily.”

“Oh.”

“It happened here. By the cliff near the lighthouse. I pushed him over the cliff edge, and he died on the rocks below.”

“Okay. Umm, why did you kill him?”

“He attacked Daisy. I was very confused and frightened that night. We came here to play as usual, and he followed us. When our game of hide and seek started, Daisy ran, and I searched for ages but couldn’t find her anywhere.”

“Did the man take her?”

“Yeah. I heard Daisy scream, ran around the lighthouse, and found her. The man had her by the throat. Something snapped inside me. I ran at him, and he dropped her.”

“What happened to the man?”

“I tackled him because I was furious, and I pushed too hard. He went over the edge. I tried to reach his hand to pull him back, but I was seven years old, not very strong, and completely terrified.”

“And he kept falling?”

“Yes… dead.”

“I hope you don’t feel guilty because it sounds like you saved Daisy.”

“Yeah. That’s what the police told me. He was a convicted pedophile, released early from prison four days before he got into our town.”

“You’re a hero then?”

“People around town think so, although nobody mentions the incident anymore. Mom begged everyone to let it drift into ancient history so I could move on. They did and probably hoped I would cheer up eventually.”

“I’m sure you will.”

I felt melancholy and didn’t want to drink more alcohol. Talking about Daisy was difficult for me because I always remembered the moment a man grabbed hold of her and my raw anger that killed him.

We were best friends, and after she left, I was lost. I slapped my hands on both knees, rising to go.

“I should probably leave, Em. My buzzkill will wreck your mood, and that’s not fair after your impressive triumph today.”

“Isn’t that what people who are dating should do? Share their lives and problems. Help each other by talking these things through.”

“I guess so.”

“Stay awhile with me then, Noah. Just hang out here and unwind. You don’t even have to talk. We can relax in each other’s company. I am sorry I probed too far about your friend.”

“Okay. As long as I don’t make you glum.”

“You could never do that. Come on, lay your head on my lap so I can twirl and play with that beautiful black hair. I’m sure I could braid it.”

“You won’t do that, right?”

“Maybe. If you fall asleep, I might.”

With my head in her lap and staring up at Emily, I felt a warmth and affection for me that had only previously radiated from my mother. She played with my hair and talked about plans for her restaurant, life, family, and happiness for all in it.

Thankfully, when I left Emily’s home in the early morning hours, my hair was mostly as it had been when I arrived, aside from being more tousled where her fingers had run through.

Emily stood at the front door, reluctant to release my fingers entwined with hers.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, perhaps, Noah? The architect will be here if you’re interested in helping design my restaurant.”

“I’ll be here.”

I rarely made the trip to my boat at night, so it had been a long time since I’d seen the lighthouse in full moonlit splendor. The skies had cleared, so I paused halfway up the ridgeline path leading home, turned, and admired our town’s most significant local landmark.

Emily had some great ideas for the restaurant, and as I looked down at it, I imagined a crammed full car park and a beautiful building restored to its former glory.

I slept uneasily that night, feeling a little frustrated. It had been a long time since a woman caught my eye, and tonight Emily had. My cock was solid, and I wanted so badly to masturbate, but at the same time, I needed to commit to her, even if that was exclusively in my mind.

I tossed and turned restlessly, waking up in the morning to stiff sheets anyway, an accident caused by a dream about a woman and her lighthouse.

When I strolled past her cottage on the way to my boat, I did everything, bar a full perimeter search of her land to find the woman that had so powerfully infatuated me. Emily’s car wasn’t there, so I figured she was taking care of chores in town.

After a full day's fishing, I hauled my boat out of the water, unloading my best lobster catch in years. Monty eyed me with disdain from his seat on a nearby seawall, offering no help to unload.

“Don’t give me the stink eye, buddy. You’re being an ass.”

“You’re a fucking turncoat, Noah.”

I sat heavily on a stack of plastic boxes a few feet away from Monty. We’d been friends for years, but his constant need to advance his cause to the detriment of others was becoming a real issue.

“You betrayed me, Noah.”

“Why do you believe that crap?”

“You’re seeing Emily, or at least you want to.”

“Maybe, if I’m lucky, but you, of all people, should know how hard it is for me to find acceptance, having grown up as the boy who killed a guy at the lighthouse.”

“Nobody talks about that.”

“Yeah, they do - just not to my face.”

“Okay… that’s true.”

“Emily makes me feel happy.”

“I don’t care about your relationship with her, Noah. I care that you’ll have to shift all your product through her once she has both feet under the table.”

“Nah, Monty. You’re just worried I might stop you from reselling my lobsters through a distributor.”

His face turned white, and Monty’s chin hit the floor. He struggled to speak, so I continued.

“I’m unhappy, Monty, not stupid. Your distribution buddies come directly to me every six months, begging to cut you out. Each time, I refuse them for the same reason.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because we’re friends, Monty, and that’s more important. Those lobsters have enough value for me, you, and Emily to share.”

“You knew about me reselling the catch?”

“Jesus Monty, Billington couldn’t consume that much lobster if everyone ate it. You must think me as dumb as dogshit not to have worked that out.”

His face flushed, and Monty looked defeated. He sat heavily on the steel bed of his panel van, choking back tears.

“I need the money for my wife and kids, Noah. I’m sorry. If you sold directly, my shop would be unviable.”

“You don’t owe me an apology, buddy. That’s how friends help each other.”

“How long have you known?”

“Ever since I took over Dad’s boat. I ran proper accounts after he passed, and it was obvious that our prices to you were low for such a huge volume. Mom and I have enough cash coming in, and you’re welcome to the rest.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. You and Emily can have the same price and figure out a split of what I catch. I can go further away outside the cove and run a third string to catch more if you both need it.”

“Jesus, I’m sorry, Noah. I have been an asshole.”

“You should apologize to Emily while agreeing on a contract to supply all the other seafood she’ll need. That lady is a great chef, so they’ll come to eat here from miles around. You both could become famous.”

His mood lifted, and the old friend I loved so much was back. He leaped off the wall and bear-hugged me, shook my hand, and apologized several more times before loading my remaining catch into his van and rushing off to find Emily.

I ran into them an hour later at the lighthouse, talking excitedly as though the two were best friends. When the architect and his team exited the building, Monty left, and I strolled up to join Emily, who linked her arm through mine.

It felt like I was her boyfriend, especially when she kept glancing and smiling at me lovingly and with a lusty desire that raised my blood pressure. She occasionally caught my fingers while negotiating with her contractors. I didn’t interfere, leaving her to discuss her vision.

When Sebastien, our local architect, shook Emily’s hand and packed up to leave, I felt as excited about her success as she did.

“I’ll have the plans drawn up in a week with costs and scheduling details. After last night’s town meeting, planning consent for your specific designs won’t be an issue.”

“Thanks, Sebastien.”

“No, thank you, Emily. This project is the most exciting we’ve had for years. I love the name of the oyster bar out front, too.”

I briefly said hello to Sebastien, whom I knew from around town but not as a close friend. Once he left with his two colleagues, Emily and I were alone.

The sun set beautifully when she turned to me, catching the day’s last rays through her beautiful golden hair. She took my hands, stepped close, and gazed deeply into my eyes. All I saw in hers were love, devotion, and comfort.

“Would you kiss me now, please, Noah?”

My lips sizzled against hers like cold butter skimming across a hot skillet. The fire in my soul was ignited as her tongue darted excitedly inside my mouth, desperately seeking love and approval. I gripped Emily around her waist, French kissing her deeply while fireworks exploded in my head as an electrified tongue whipped against mine.

When she disengaged, Emily reached high on tiptoes, rubbing my cock hard with one hand while her breasts kneaded hard into my chest. I felt her nipples, like steel studs, scraping through my light cotton shirt.

“I think someone’s happy to see me, boyfriend.”

“I love you, Emily.”

“I love you too, Noah.”

“Is it too soon for me to say that?”

She stepped back again, took my hand, and headed towards her cottage.

“Wait. What name did you choose for the restaurant?”

She stopped and turned back to the lighthouse.

“The restaurant has to be called The Lighthouse, right?”

“Well, yes… that would seem appropriate.”

“And the small boathouse out front will be called The Five Red Rings.”

“That’s unusual.”

“Look up there, Noah.”

She pointed at the painted circles, counting and moving her finger down each one in turn.

“One Red Ring.”

“Two Red Rings.”

“Three Red Rings.”

“Four Red Rings.”

My mouth was agape, and my heart thumped as though it were trying to escape. I stared at Emily, who smiled back innocently. I glanced towards the lighthouse, then at the girl I’d fallen in love with.

She was about to finish her count, but I interrupted.

“Five Red Rings coming ready or not, Daisy.”

“Catch me if you can, Noah!”

“Daisy?”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

We stared at each other. I was dumbstruck, but Daisy seemed amused while enjoying my response.

“I don’t understa-.”

“Shhh, Noah. I should be hiding right now, but I’d rather never hide from you again.”

“Is it you, Daisy?”

“Yeah.”

“How?”

“Mom and Dad took me away that night you saved my life, Noah. My name was changed, and I had a different life, but I never forgot about you.”

“And you came back?”

“For you, I would search everywhere, Noah, but I didn’t have to come far. I love you; I always did and will forever.”

“Why didn’t you come out with the truth when we met in town?”

“Because I wanted you to fall in love with me, not the girl you saved that night we played hide-and-seek. Also, I didn’t know if you were available.”

My knees felt weak, and I wanted to cry; such were the overwhelming emotions surging through my body. I hugged my best friend tightly, and she buried her head in my chest, sobbing.

“I missed you so much, Daisy. I felt sad and worried after you disappeared.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks. Daisy fished a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped my cheeks, then hers, always smiling.

“We should go inside. Making love to you is long overdue, buddy. I saved myself too, you know?”

“You’re a virgin, Daisy?”

“Of course. Who else deserves the honor of deflowering me more than you, Noah? You’d better do a good job. Now, let’s go inside my cottage and get naked.”

We barely made it past her front door before bouncing off walls in passionate clinches while tearing each other’s clothes off. I sucked and chewed her bright red, solid nipples while Daisy savaged my hair with clawing fingers, dragging my face closer to hers, moaning loudly with a knee planted gently in my crotch, rubbing a stiff cock desperate to be freed.

When my trousers were off, Daisy sank to her knees in the living room. My solid cock trembled when she gripped it, wanked my shaft a few times, and stared up at me lovingly before she took the entire length down her throat.

Daisy sucked my cock with a desire that spoke only of love. I held her head between both palms, weak knees, and with a heart rate thumping like a steam locomotive on a land-speed run. My beloved bobbed her head, driving her tightly clenched lips up and down my cock with a sliver of drool running through the dimple in her chin to the floor,

“I need to… oh god, Daisy… I…I, please.”

“Do you want to cum inside my pussy for your first time, Noah?”

“Yes, please.”

“Fuck me in my bed… sorry, our bed.”

Daisy led me through the living room, upstairs, and into her bedroom. Beside the nightstand, I picked up an old photograph while she dove into the bed, spreading her legs wide and beckoning me desperately.

“It’s you and me, aged seven, Noah.”

“Standing outside the Lighthouse.”

We made love like an experienced couple, or at least that’s what we believed. I held Daisy tightly, clenching a beautifully tight ass while both her legs were wrapped around my waist, her heels spurring my tensed ass cheeks.

When Daisy raked my back with sharp fingernails, eliciting my howls of joy and spurred my ass cheeks hard, I slid my cock inside a pussy so tight, wet, soft, and warm, I almost decanted my semen inside that pink cathedral before even halfway in.

When I broke Daisy’s hymen, she winced, gripped my ass, and pulled me closer, forcing my cock deeper inside her virgin pussy. When my cock was deep inside her, she squeezed tightly, milking me while staring lovingly deep into my eyes. I saw the girl I adored encouraging me to fuck her harder.

“Fuck me now, Noah.”

I placed my palms on the bed beside her head, kissed my girlfriend with all the love I had, and began fucking her gently, feeling the tear in her hymen widen with each thrust of my hips. Her pussy was tight, and it felt like I was home, safe, with the woman I loved dearly.

Daisy’s pussy squeezed around my cock as it slid in and out of her crushingly tight pussy. She wrapped both arms around my neck, raising her hips to meet mine, taking every millimeter of my shaft deep inside.

When Daisy hit a massive orgasm just before mine, she shuddered violently and screamed while digging her fingernails into my back. Her nipples pressed hard into my chest, and her body tensed as every muscle joined forces, engorging around my cock like a warm sheath wanking and milking it.

She stared deep into my eyes as my cock jerked inside her.

“You’re cumming inside me, Noah. I can feel your hot seed I’ve wanted for so long.”

I trembled and shook. My cock twitched uncontrollably as my body erupted, emptying every drop of my semen inside Daisy.

When she rolled us sideways and slid down my body, sucking my creamy cock clean, I felt as though heaven had sent me an angel.

“We’ll need a couple of days to catch up, Noah.”

“You’ve surprised me.”

“I told you we would be together.”

“We were seven.”

“You must have known it, Noah. You didn’t have another girlfriend.”

“Nor shall I, Daisy.”

“Good boy.”
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