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      The alarm rang at 6 a.m., jolting me out from under my down comforter and into a pair of slippers. As much as I enjoyed innkeeping, I would never get used to climbing out of bed while everyone else was still sleeping. Ten minutes later I was in the kitchen, inhaling the aroma of dark-roasted coffee as I tapped it into the coffeemaker and gazing out the window at the gray-blue morning. Fog, it looked like—the swirling mist had swallowed even the Cranberry Rock lighthouse, just a quarter of a mile away. I grabbed the sugar and flour canisters from the pantry and dug a bag of blueberries out of the freezer for Wicked Blueberry Coffee Cake. The recipe was one of my favorites: not only did my guests rave over the butter-and-brown-sugar-drenched cake, but its simplicity was a drowsy cook’s dream.

      The coffeepot had barely finished gurgling when I sprinkled the pan of dimpled batter with brown-sugar topping and eased it into the oven. My eyes focused on the clock above the sink: 6:30. Just enough time for a relaxed thirty minutes on the kitchen porch.

      Equipped with a mug of steaming French-roast coffee, I grabbed my blue windbreaker from its hook next to the door and headed out into the gray Maine morning. As hard as it was to drag myself out of a soft, warm bed while it was still dark outside, I loved mornings on Cranberry Island.

      I settled myself into a white-painted wooden rocker and took a sip of strong, sweet coffee. The sound of the waves crashing against the rocks was muted, but mesmerizing. I inhaled the tangy air as I rocked, watching the fog twirl around the rocks and feeling the kiss of a breeze on my cheeks. A tern wheeled overhead as the thrum of a lobster boat rumbled across the water, pulsing and fading as it moved from trap to trap.

      “Natalie!” A voice from behind me shattered my reverie. I jumped at the sound of my name, spilling coffee on my legs. “I was looking for you.” Bernard Katz’s bulbous nose protruded from the kitchen door. I stood up and swiped at my coffee-stained jeans. I had made it very clear that the kitchen was off-limits to guests—not only was there a sign on the door, but it was listed in the house rules guests received when they checked in.

      “Can I help you with something?” I couldn’t keep the anger from seeping into my voice.

      “We’re going to need breakfast at seven. And my son and his wife will be joining us. She doesn’t eat any fat, so you’ll have to have something light for her.”

      “But breakfast doesn’t start until 8:30.”

      “Yes, well, I’m sure you’ll throw something together.” He glanced at his watch, a Rolex the size of a life preserver. “Oops! You’d better get cracking. They’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he disappeared back into my kitchen with a bang. My first impulse was to storm through the door and tell Katz he could fish for his breakfast, but my business survival instinct kicked in. Breakfast at seven? Fine. That would be an extra $50 on his bill for the extra guests—and for the inconvenience. Scrambled egg whites should do the trick for Mrs. Katz Jr. First, however, a change of clothes was in order. I swallowed what was left of my coffee and took a deep, lingering breath of the salty air before heading inside to find a fresh pair of jeans.

      My stomach clenched again as I climbed the stairs to my bedroom. Bernard Katz, owner of resorts for the rich and famous, had earmarked the beautiful, and currently vacant, fifty-acre parcel of land right next to the Gray Whale Inn for his next big resort—despite the fact that the Shoreline Conservation Association had recently reached an agreement with the Cranberry Island Board of Selectmen to buy the property and protect the endangered terns that nested there. The birds had lost most of their nesting grounds to people over the past hundred years, and the small strip of beach protected by towering cliffs was home to one of the largest tern populations still in existence.

      Katz, however, was keen to make sleepy little Cranberry Island the next bijou in his crown of elite resorts, and was throwing bundles of money at the board to encourage them to sell it to him instead. If Katz managed to buy the land, I was afraid the sprawling resort would mean the end not only for the terns, but for the Gray Whale Inn.

      As I reached the door to my bedroom, I wondered yet again why Katz and his assistant were staying at my inn. Bernard Katz’s son Stanley and his daughter-in-law Estelle owned a huge “summer cottage” called Cliffside that was just on the other side of the preserve. I had been tempted to decline Katz’s reservation, but the state of my financial affairs made it impossible to refuse any request for a week in two of my most expensive rooms.

      I reminded myself that while Katz and his assistant Ogden Wilson were odious, my other guests—the Bittles, a retired couple up from Alabama for an artists’ retreat—were lovely, and deserved a wonderful vacation. And at least Katz had paid up front. As of last Friday, my checking account had dropped to under $300, and the next mortgage payment was due in two weeks. Although Katz’s arrival on the island might mean the eventual end of the Gray Whale Inn, right now I needed the cash.

      Goosebumps crept up my legs under the wet denim as I searched for something to wear. Despite the fact that it was June, and one of the warmer months of the year, my body hadn’t adjusted to Maine’s lower temperatures. I had spent the last fifteen years under Austin’s searing sun, working for the Texas Department of Parks and Wildlife and dreaming of someday moving to the coast to start a bed-and-breakfast.

      I had discovered the Gray Whale Inn while staying with a friend in a house she rented every summer on Mount Desert Island. I had come to Maine to heal a broken heart, and had no idea I’d fall in love all over again—this time with a 150-year-old former sea captain’s house on a small island accessible only by boat.

      The inn was magical; light airy rooms with views of the sea, acres of beach roses, and sweet peas climbing across the balconies. I jotted down the real estate agent’s number and called on a whim, never guessing that my long-term fantasy might be within my  grasp. When the agent informed me that the inn was for sale at a bargain price, I raced to put together enough money for a down payment.

      I had had the good fortune to buy a large old house when Austin was a sleepy town in a slump. After a room-by-room renovation, it sold for three times the original price, and between the proceeds of the house and my entire retirement savings, there was just enough money to take out a mortgage on the inn. A mortgage, I reflected as I strained to button my last pair of clean jeans, whose monthly payments were equivalent to the annual Gross National Product of Sweden.

      I tossed my coffee-stained jeans into the overflowing laundry basket and paused for a last-minute inspection in the cloudy mirror above the dresser. Gray eyes looked back at me from a face only slightly plump from two months of butter-and sugar-laden breakfasts and cookies. I took a few swipes at my bobbed brown hair with a brush and checked for white hairs—no new ones today, although with the Katzes around my hair might be solid white by the end of the summer. If I hadn’t already torn all of my hair out, that is.

      When I pushed through the swinging door to the dining room at 7:00, Bernard Katz sat alone, gazing out the broad sweep of windows toward the section of coastline he had earmarked for his golf course. He looked like a banker in a blue pinstriped three-piece suit whose buttons strained to cover his round stomach. Katz turned at the sound of my footsteps, exposing a line of crooked teeth as he smiled. He was a self-made man, someone had told me. Apparently there’d been no money in the family budget for orthodontic work. Still, if I had enough money to buy islands, I’d have found a couple of thousand dollars to spare for straight teeth.

      “Coffee. Perfect.” He plucked the heavy blue mug from the place setting in front of him and held it out. “I’ll take cream and sugar.” I filled his cup, congratulating myself for not spilling it on his pants, then plunked the cream pitcher and sugar bowl on the table.

      “You know, you stand to earn quite a bit of business from our little project.” Katz took a sip of coffee. “Not bad,” he said, sounding surprised. “Anyway, there’s always a bit of overflow in the busy season. We might be able to arrange something so that your guests could use our facilities. For a fee, of course.”

      Of course. He leaned back and put his expensively loafered feet on one of my chairs. Apparently he was willing to cough up some change for footwear. “I know starting a business is tough, and it looks like your occupancy is on the low side.” He nodded at the room full of empty tables.

      “Well, it is an hour and a half before breakfast.” He didn’t have to know that only two other rooms were booked—and one of those was for Barbara Eggleby, the Shoreline Conservation Association representative who was coming to the island for the sole purpose of preventing his development from happening.

      “Still,” he went on, “this is the high season.” His eyes swept over the empty tables. “Or should be. Most of the inns in this area are booked to capacity.” My first impulse was to respond that most of the inns in the area had been open for more than two months, and that he was welcome to go to the mainland and stay at one of them, but I held my tongue.

      He removed his feet from my chair and leaned toward me. “Our resort will make Cranberry Island the hot spot for the rich and famous in Maine. Kennebunkport won’t know what hit it.  Your place will be perfect for the people who want glitz but can’t afford the price tag of the resort.”

      Glitz? The whole point of Cranberry Island was its ruggedness and natural beauty. So my inn would be a catchall for poor people who couldn’t quite swing the gigantic tab at Katz’s mega resort. Lovely.

      I smiled. “Actually, I think the island works better as a place to get away from all the ‘glitz’. And I don’t think a golf course would do much to enhance the island’s appeal.” I paused for a moment. “Or the nesting success of the black-chinned terns.”

      “Oh, yes, the birds.” He tsked and shook his head. The sun gleamed on his bald pate, highlighting the liver spots that had begun to appear like oversized freckles. “I almost forgot, you’re heading up that greenie committee. I would have thought you were smarter than that, being a businesswoman.” He waved a hand. “Well, I’m sure we could work something out, you know, move the nests somewhere else or something.”

      “Good morning, Bernie.” The sharp report of stiletto heels rescued me from having to respond. Bernie?

      “Estelle!” Katz virtually leaped from his chair. “Please, sit down.” Katz’s daughter-in-law approached the table in a blaze of fuchsia and decorated Katz’s cheeks with two air kisses before favoring him with a brilliant smile of straight, pearl-white teeth. Clearly orthodontic work had been a priority for her. Her frosted blonde hair was coiffed in a Marilyn Monroe pouf, and the neckline of her hot pink suit plunged low enough to expose a touch of black lace bra. An interesting choice for a foggy island morning on the coast of Maine. Maybe this was what Katz meant by glitz.

      She turned her ice-blue eyes to me and arranged her frosted pink lips in a hard line. “Coffee. Black.” She returned her gaze to Katz, composing her face into a simpering smile as he pulled out a chair for her.

      “Estelle, I’m so glad you could come. Where’s Stanley?” Stanley Katz was Bernard Katz’s son, and Estelle’s husband. I’d seen him around the island; he had inherited his father’s girth and balding pate, but not his business sense or charisma. Stanley and Estelle had seemed like a mismatched couple to me until I found out the Katzes were rolling in the green stuff. As much as I didn’t like the Katzes, I felt sorry for Stanley. Between his overbearing father and his glamorous wife, he faded into the background.

      “Stanley?” Estelle looked like she was searching her brain to place the name. “Oh, he’s out parking the car. I didn’t want to have to walk over all of those horrid rocks.” She fixed me with a stare. “You really should build a proper walkway. I could have broken a heel.”

      Katz chuckled. “When the Cranberry Island Premier Resort is built, you won’t have to worry about any rocks, my dear.” Or birds, or plants, or anything else that was “inconvenient.” Their voices floated over my shoulder as I headed back to the kitchen. “You look stunning as usual, Estelle.”

      “Keep saying things like that and I’ll be wishing I’d married you!” I rolled my eyes as the kitchen door swung shut behind me. The aroma of coffee cake enveloped me as I ran down my mental checklist. Fruit salad, whole wheat toast, and skinny scrambled eggs for Estelle; scrambled whole eggs and blueberry coffee cake would work for Katz, who from the bulge over his pin-striped pants didn’t seem too interested in Weight Watchers-style breakfasts. I tugged at the snug waistband of my jeans and grimaced. At least Katz and I had one thing in common. I grabbed a crystal bowl from the cabinet and two melons from the countertop.

      As the French chef’s knife sliced through the orange flesh of a cantaloupe, my eyes drifted to the window. I hoped the blanket of fog would lift soon. The Cranberry Island Board of Selectmen was meeting tonight to decide what to do with the land next door, and Barbara Eggleby, the Shoreline Conservation Association representative, was due in today. I was afraid the bad weather might delay her flight. Save Our Terns, the three-person island group I had formed to save the terns’ nesting ground from development, was counting on Barbara for the financial backing to combat Katz’s bid for development. As I slid melon chunks into the bowl and retrieved a box of berries from the refrigerator, my eyes returned to the window. The fog did look like it was letting up a bit. I could make out a lobster boat chugging across the leaden water. The berries tumbled into a silver colander like dark blue and red gems, and as the water from the faucet gushed over them, the small boat paused to haul a trap. A moment later, the engine growled as the boat turned and steamed toward the mainland, threading its way through the myriad of brightly colored buoys that studded the cold saltwater.

      Since moving to the island, I had learned that each lobsterman had a signature buoy color that enabled him to recognize his own traps, as well as the traps of others. I had been surprised to discover that what I thought of as open ocean was actually carved up into unofficial but zealously guarded fishing territories.

      My eyes followed the receding boat as I gave the berries a final swirl and turned off the faucet. Lately, some of the lobstermen from the mainland had been encroaching on island territory, and the local lobster co-op was in an uproar. I strained my eyes to see if any of the offending red and green buoys were present. The veil of fog thinned for a moment, and sure enough, bobbing next to a jaunty pink and white one was a trio of what looked like nautical Christmas ornaments.

      The boat had vanished from sight by the time the fruit salad was finished. I eyed my creation—the blueberries and raspberries interspersed with the bright green of kiwi made a perfect complement to the cantaloupe—and opened the fridge to retrieve a dozen eggs and some fat-free milk. When I turned around, I slammed into Ogden Wilson, Katz’s skinny assistant. My fingers tightened on the milk before it could slip from my grasp, but the impact jolted the eggs out of my hand. I stifled a curse as the carton hit the floor. Was I going to have to install a lock on the kitchen door?

      Ogden didn’t apologize. Nor did he stoop to help me collect the egg carton, which was upended in a gelatinous mess on my hardwood floor. “Mr. Katz would like to know when breakfast will be ready.” His eyes bulged behind the thick lenses of his glasses. With his oily pale skin and lanky body, he reminded me of some kind of cave-dwelling amphibian. I wished he’d crawl back into his hole.

      I bent down to inventory the carton; only three of the dozen had survived. “Well, now that we’re out of eggs, it will be a few minutes later.” It occurred to me that I hadn’t considered him when doing the breakfast tally. Although Ogden generally stuck to his boss like glue, it was easy to forget he existed. “Are you going to be joining them?”

      “Of course. But do try to hurry. Mr. Katz has an extremely busy schedule.”

      “Well, I’m afraid breakfast will be slightly delayed.” I tipped my chin toward the mess on the floor. “But I’ll see what I can do.”

      The oven timer buzzed as Ogden slipped through the swinging door to the dining room. I rescued the cake from the oven and squatted to clean up the mess on the floor. What kind of urgent business could Bernard Katz have on an island of less than a square mile? Most of the movers and shakers here were fishermen’s wives after a few too many beers. I hoped Barbara Eggleby would be able to convince the board that the Shoreline Conservation Association was the right choice for the land next door. The Katz development would be a cancer on the island. Lord knew the Katzes were.

      I raced up the stairs and knocked on my niece’s door. Gwen had come to work with me for the summer, cleaning the rooms, covering the phones, and helping with the cooking from time to time in exchange for room and board. The help was a godsend— not only was it free, but it allowed me time to work on promoting the inn—but Gwen was not a perfect assistant.

      Part of the reason Gwen was spending the summer at the inn was that her mother didn’t know what else to do with her: she’d flunked half of her classes her first year at UCLA and my sister couldn’t spend more than ten minutes in the same room with her daughter without one or the other of them declaring war. Her work at the inn, while not F-level, was between a B and a C, when I needed everything to be A+. Still, help was help, and beggars couldn’t be choosers. I wished that some of the enthusiasm she showed for the art classes she was taking on the island would spill over to her housekeeping skills.

      “Who is it?” answered a groggy voice from the other side of the door. I cracked the door open. Gwen’s hair was a messy brown halo in the dim light from the curtained window.

      “I’m sorry to wake you, but I need you to run down to Charlene’s and get a dozen eggs.”

      “What time is it?”

      “It’s just after seven. Please hurry...  I’ve got guests waiting.”

      She groaned. “Seven in the morning?”

      “I know. But it’s an emergency.” She grumbled something and began to move toward the side of the bed, so I closed the door and jogged back down the stairs. I’d start with fruit salad and a plate of coffee cake, and bring out the eggs later. Maybe a pan of sausage, too... I could keep it warm until the Bittles came down at 8:30.

      I was retrieving a package of pork sausages from the freezer when someone tapped on the door to the back porch. I whirled around to tell the Katzes I’d meet them in the dining room shortly, and saw the sun-streaked brown hair of my neighbor, John Quinton. “Come in!” I hollered, smiling for the first time that morning.

      John’s green eyes twinkled in a face already brown from afternoons out on the water in his sailboat, and his faded green T-shirt and shorts were streaked with sawdust. John was both a friend and a tenant; he rented the inn’s converted carriage house from me, as well as a small shed he had converted to a workshop. He was a sculptor who created beautiful things from the driftwood that washed up on the beaches, but supplemented what he called his “art habit” with a variety of part-time jobs. In the spring and summer, he made toy sailboats for the gift shop on the pier. He also held a year-round job as the island’s only deputy.

      “You’re up early. Working on a new project?” I asked.

      “Island Artists ordered a few more boats. I figured I’d churn them out this morning and then start on some fun stuff.” His eyes glinted with mischief. “One of Claudette’s goats was eyeing your sweet peas, by the way. I shooed her off, but I’m afraid she’ll be back.”

      I groaned. Claudette White was one of the three members of Save Our Terns, and was known on the island as “eccentric.” Although her husband, Eleazer, was a boatbuilder and popular with the locals, most of the islanders gave Claudette a wide berth. Her goats were almost as unpopular as she was, since they were notorious for escaping and consuming other people’s gardens.

      When Claudette wasn’t caring for her goats or knitting their wool into sweaters and hats, she was holding forth at length about the evils of the modern world to anyone who would listen. I wasn’t delighted that she had chosen to join Save Our Terns, but since the only other takers had been my best friend, Charlene, and me, we didn’t feel we could turn her down.

      John watched me pry sausage links out of a box and into a cast-iron pan. “I’m not the only one up early. I thought breakfast wasn’t till 8:30.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re working on Katz time today.” A thump came from overhead, and then the sound of the shower. I sighed: so much for urgency. Gwen must be performing her morning ablutions. I appealed to John for help. “Do you have any eggs I can borrow? I was going to send Gwen down to the store, but I’m short on time.”

      “I just picked up a dozen yesterday. Is that enough?”

      “You’re a lifesaver.” He disappeared through the back door, and the thought flitted through my mind that he might stay for a cup of coffee when he got back. I spooned fruit salad into a crystal bowl and reminded myself that John had a girlfriend in Portland. Five minutes later I sailed into the dining room bearing the fruit salad and a platter mounded with hot coffee cake. Stanley Katz had arrived, and sat hunched in an ill-fitting brown suit next to his wife. Estelle glared at me. “Coffee cake? I can’t eat that. I thought this breakfast was supposed to be low-fat!” Then she pointed a lacquered nail at the ginger-colored cat who had curled up in a sunbeam on the windowsill. “And why is there a cat in your dining room? Surely that’s against health department regulations?”

      I scooped up Biscuit and deposited her in the living room. She narrowed her gold-green eyes at me and stalked over to the sofa as I hurried back into the dining room. “I’ll have skinny scrambled eggs and wheat toast out shortly,” I said. “We had a slight mishap in the kitchen.” I shot Ogden a look. He blinked behind his thick lenses. I attempted a bright smile. “Can I get anybody more coffee?”

      Estelle sighed. “I suppose so.” She turned to her father-in-law, who had already transferred two pieces of cake to his plate. “With this kind of service,” she muttered under her breath, “I don’t know how she expects to stay in business.”

      When I got back into the kitchen, a carton of eggs lay on the butcher-block counter. Darn. I’d missed John. The sausages had started to sizzle and Estelle’s egg whites were almost done when the phone rang.

      “Nat.”

      “Charlene? You’re up early.” Charlene was the local grocer, a fellow member of Save Our Terns, and my source for island gossip. She was also my best friend.

      “I’ve got bad news.”

      I groaned. “You’re kidding. The Katzes sprang a surprise 7 a.m. breakfast on me and then his assistant broke all of my eggs. It can’t get any worse.”

      “It can. I just talked to the coastal airport: no planes in or out, probably for the whole day. A big nor’easter is about to hit the coast.”

      My heart thumped in my chest. “The airport is closed? So Barbara isn’t going to make it in time for the council meeting?”

      “It’s just you and me, babe. And Claudette.”

      My stomach sank. Without a representative from the Shoreline Conservation Association to combat Katz’s offer for the property next to the inn, we could only sit and watch as Katz wooed the board of selectmen with visions of the fat bank accounts the island would enjoy when the Cranberry Island Premier Resort came into being.

      I leaned my head against the wall. “We’re sunk.”
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      Save Our Terns might not be able to seduce the board with the promise of well-lined wallets, but I’d decided to resort to the best weapon in my arsenal: chocolate. That was my theory, anyway. Charlene had promised to try to schmooze with the selectmen one last time before the meeting. For my part, I’d been trying to reach Barbara all day, and ended up leaving six messages on her voice mail. The weather had only worsened; the fog had been supplanted by fat drops of rain that flung themselves at the kitchen windows, and the wind howled past the inn’s eaves. The airport was definitely closed.

      Since Barbara was not going to be here to advance our case, the job fell to me. My plan was to coerce the board of selectmen—and the rest of the island—with mounds of decadent desserts. Although I loved the island, it had been difficult getting to know the islanders, most of whom viewed both me (an outsider) and anything related to conservation with a wary eye. I hoped the international language of chocolate would help.

      The timer dinged, and as I slid a pan of golden oatmeal chocolate chip cookies out of my twenty-year-old electric oven, I found myself wishing for a larger model. Maybe in another year, after revenue got steady, I’d invest in more appliances. My stomach lurched. If there was a second year.

      I finished spooning chocolate-studded mounds of batter onto a pan and consoled myself with one of the cookies cooling on a rack. Ten dozen cookies down, ten dozen brownies to go. I rinsed the bowl out in the sink and began to root through the pantry for baking chocolate, crossing my fingers that the box was full. Five pans of brownies required a lot of chocolate, and I didn’t relish the thought of a walk to the store in driving rain. Besides, time was running out; it was already three, and I was hoping to have time for a batch of shortbread before the meeting started at seven. I put my hand on the box and gave it a good shake; to my relief, it was almost full.

      “Aunt Nat?” Gwen stood in the doorway and ran a hand through her long mass of curly brown hair. As usual, she was artistically dressed in a long, flowing black skirt and a close-fitting purple tank top that accented her slender waist. It wouldn’t be my choice for changing sheets and cleaning bathrooms, but she seemed comfortable.

      “How’s it going back there?”

      “I have to show you something.” She spoke with a note of urgency, and visions of overflowing toilets, broken water pipes and electrical fires passed before my eyes.

      “What’s wrong? Is it an emergency?” My hand strayed to the phone. “Do I need to call John?” John often helped out with inn emergencies; plumbers were hard to come by on short notice.

      “No, no, it’s not that. Just come look.” I followed her through the parlor down the long hallway to Ogden’s room. When Gwen opened the door, my eyes swept the room. The blue-and-white checked quilt lay smooth on the bed, and the wood floor shone as if freshly waxed. Either Ogden was a neat freak, or Gwen’s housekeeping skills were improving. I hoped it was the latter.

      “Everything looks great. Except the weather.” My eyes drifted to the window, where starched white curtains were pulled back to expose an ocean of molten lead, interrupted by violent crashes of white as the surf hit the rocks. My throat tightened at the reminder that we were on our own at the board meeting tonight.

      “And except for this.” Gwen walked over to the rolltop desk in the corner. “I rolled it back to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, and I found this.” She pointed at a blueprint that lay half-unrolled next to a stack of bank statements on the cherry-wood desk’s gleaming surface. My eyes lingered on the top statement; the holder of the account was listed as Holding Construction Company, and the most recent deposit was for more than $400,000. The Katzes must be doing pretty well.

      “I’m not talking about the bank statements, Aunt Nat. This is the blueprint for the resort.” She unfurled the pale blue paper and I stared down at the familiar coastline of Cranberry Island, disturbed by the sprawl of buildings depicted on the currently pristine property next door.

      “Parking lots?” I snorted. “Is he planning on putting in a car ferry, too?”

      “That’s the least of it, Aunt Nat. Where’s the Gray Whale on this map?”

      I looked at the section of coastline where the building that housed the inn had stood for more than a hundred and fifty years. In its place was an expanse of lined parking spaces. My stomach filled with ice water.  “That creep,” I hissed. “Just this morning he was trying to convince me that the resort would be ‘good for business’, and all along he’s been planning to run me out of business so he can raze the Gray Whale.”

      A footstep sounded in the hall. I froze. Gwen snatched my hand from the blueprint, shoved it back into the desk half-rolled and started tugging at the rolltop.

      “Roll it down, roll it down!” Gwen wrenched the handle at the top of the desk, but it wouldn’t budge; the humidity from the storm must have made the wood swell. I dropped the blueprint and yanked with her. The footsteps came closer, then paused. Suddenly the top slammed down with a bang, landing on my left thumb. I winced with pain and scurried toward the bathroom, where I was inspecting the sink when the door opened.

      Ogden Wilson stepped into the room. His bulging eyes registered Gwen, then flicked to me. “What are you doing here?”

      I smoothed my hair back with my uninjured hand and smiled. “Just checking to make sure the room was okay. My niece started a few weeks ago, and I was just looking to see if she’d missed anything.”

      Ogden’s eyes roamed the room, lingering at the desk. A corner of the blueprint was sticking out. Had it been that way when we came in? “What was that noise I heard?”

      “Noise?” My brain raced to produce a plausible explanation. “Oh, I slipped on one of the rugs and whacked the doorframe with my thumb.” I raised my injured hand. The base of the nail had already begun to darken. “I’ve been meaning to buy some slip-proof pads,” I continued, forcing a smile. “I’d better pick them up soon. I don’t need the business shut down over a liability case.” I moved toward the door, and Gwen fell in behind me. “Anyway, it looks like you’ve done a fine job, Gwen. Mr. Wilson, please just let us know if there’s anything you need.” I eased the door closed as Gwen slipped through. “Sorry to disturb you.”

      I hurried back to the kitchen with Gwen on my heels. “Thank you for showing me that, Gwen. I can’t believe this guy. If he wants to drive me out of business and then buy my inn, why is he even staying here?”

      Gwen shrugged. “Maybe he doesn’t like his son.” She glanced at her watch, then looked up at me. “Hey, I really want to get in a few sketches of the storm; do you mind if I leave the last room to you?”

      So much for a reformed helper. “On another day I’d say okay, but I’ve got 100 people to feed tonight and I still haven’t done any prep work for breakfast tomorrow.” Gwen sighed and trudged back down the hall. “Thanks for giving me the heads-up on the plans, Gwen,” I called after her. She didn’t respond.

      When the kitchen door closed behind me, I picked up the phone and dialed Charlene. I shouldered the handset and recounted what we’d found in Ogden Wilson’s room, unwrapping chocolate squares with my injured hand.

      “That dirty rotten fink!” Charlene fumed. “I can’t believe him! Nat, you should kick him out.”

      “I can’t. I need the money. Besides, what am I going to tell him: that I was snooping through his assistant’s stuff and didn’t like what I saw?” I unwrapped four sticks of butter and dropped them into a saucepan to melt, then reached for the flour and sugar canisters.

      “I guess it’s better to keep your enemies where you can see them. So Gwen filled you in on what was going on? That was unusually helpful of her.”

      “Yeah, I guess it was. Now if only she would apply the same zeal to her housekeeping duties.”

      Charlene snorted. “Don’t count on it. Jeez, maybe we’ll have to start another group: Save the Gray Whale.”

      “Very funny.”

      “You know, if Katz is planning to drive you out of business, I wonder why he’s not staying with his son instead of paying you to provide bed and board?”

      I measured the flour into an extra-large mixing bowl and then rummaged through a drawer for my second set of measuring spoons. “I’ve been wondering that too. Bad blood?”

      “I’ll see what I can find out.” Charlene was the spider in the middle of the island’s web of gossip. As the storekeeper and postmistress, everyone came by to see her, and she was so good at extracting information I was surprised that the CIA hadn’t contacted her with a job offer.

      “By the way,” Charlene said, “I haven’t been able to get in touch with Ingrid.”

      I extracted the spoons from the jumble in the drawer and began measuring out baking soda. “She hasn’t been by to pick up her mail?”

      “Nope. In fact, she hasn’t been by the store in two days.” Ingrid was the only undecided selectman, and her vote could make or break us. As of a week ago, she had been leaning toward voting for the association, but she was by no means a shoo-in. “I’m worried, Nat.”

      “Isn’t Ingrid one of your afternoon regulars?” Several of the island women stopped by and had tea and sweets in the front of the store a few days a week, and I had seen Ingrid on a stool at the counter many times. She’d complimented me on my oatmeal-chocolate-chip cookies before; that’s why I was baking ten dozen of them for tonight.

      “Yup. She never misses two days in a row.”

      I stirred the dry ingredients together with a fork, and added them to the butter and chocolate. “Well, keep calling her. Maybe she came down with the flu or something.”

      “By the way, you’ve got a few letters down here, looks like they might be brochure requests, and Katz has got some sort of package.”

      “If the weather lets up, I’ll send Gwen down to get them.”

      “Rats. Can’t you come instead?”

      “I’ll tell you what. If I get ten dozen brownies done in the next 45 minutes, I’ll be right down.”

      Charlene sighed. “See you at the church tonight then. And save some for me.”
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      When I stepped into St. James Episcopal Church at 6:45, it was already half-full and buzzing with conversation. Cranberry Island was too small for a town hall, so the antique wooden church did double duty as a meeting hall. Usually, a half dozen islanders at a meeting was considered a good turnout; tonight it looked like the whole island, and even a few from neighboring islands, had showed up.

      I headed toward the tables in the narthex with two loaded cookie trays. The room already smelled of coffee; Charlene had brewed enough to fill the two silver pots she’d set up on the folding tables. Charlene joined me in removing the wet plastic wrap from a mound of fudge brownies. We had barely uncovered the rich brown squares when the locals set upon them like a pack of starving wolves. They might not be sure what to think of me, but they certainly knew what to do with a plate of my brownies.

      “The Katz contingent is already here,” Charlene murmured into my ear. She had dressed for the occasion in a sparkly sweatshirt and jeans that hugged her well-padded form. Despite the rain, her highlighted and artfully tousled light brown hair looked as if she had just stepped out of the beauty parlor. She went to the mainland once a month to get her hair done and was addicted to Mary Kay cosmetics. I liked to tease her about it, telling her that she belonged in Texas, not a small island in Maine. This was usually met with a withering look and a comment regarding what she called my “bowl cut.”

      I looked down at myself—in my hurry, I had forgotten to change —and brushed a bit of flour from the front of my ragged blue T-shirt. Charlene grimaced at my ensemble and then pointed toward the front of the church. “Ogden is setting up posters and what looks like a big computer presentation.”

      I sighed. “Let’s hope chocolate will triumph over technology.” My eyes surveyed the room. Murray Selfridge stood in the corner talking with Bernard Katz and Estelle. Murray had moved away from the island and made his fortune on Wall Street, then retired and returned in grand style, buying up property and promising to establish a historical museum if he were elected to the board. He won the election, established the museum, and then, to the chagrin of most of the people who had voted for him, began courting developers.

      I scanned the room, looking for Ingrid. Tom Lockhart, the head of the lobster co-op and the only selectman firmly in our court, was standing next to my neighbor, John, drinking coffee and wolfing down a brownie. John caught my eye and waved a brownie in greeting. I felt the blood rise to my face as I smiled back, then turned to Charlene.

      “Where’s Ingrid?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. She’s usually an hour early to town events, and the first one at the feeding trough, but I haven’t seen a trace of her this evening.”

      “Any luck getting in touch with her this afternoon?”

      “She wasn’t home...  or she wasn’t answering the phone. She hasn’t gone off-island; I’d have seen her on the pier, and I can’t imagine she was out for a stroll all afternoon in this weather.” She nodded toward the rain pelting the church’s windows.

      “I guess we just have to keep our fingers crossed, then.” I glanced over at the tables, where the mountains of cookies were dwindling. “Maybe I should have made more.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Nat.”

      A cold wind blew into the room, and a tall woman with a bright yellow rain slicker swept in, closing the church door behind her. She peeled off her jacket and strode past the plates of cookies without a sideways glance. When a few people greeted her, she nodded, her thin lips stretched into a tight smile, as she made a beeline for the front of the church.

      “Well, there’s Ingrid,” said Charlene. “I wonder what’s up with her.”

      “I don’t know, but it looks like we’re about to get started.” People were making little stacks of the remaining cookies and brownies and moving into the sanctuary. I snagged a brownie and followed Charlene down the main aisle.

      Claudette was already sitting at the front of the church, looking grim and stolid in a flowered broomstick skirt and a large black tunic that clung to her ample figure. She looked like an avenging earth goddess, with her long gray hair pulled back into a severe bun and steel-gray eyes above rolling mounds of flesh. As always, her knitting needles clacked in her lap; whatever she was working on tonight was so thick and fleecy that it looked as if she were recreating a sheep out of wool.

      “Hi, Claudette. What are you working on?” I asked.

      Claudette looked at me as if I were dense, and raised the lump of wool, which now appeared to have at least one sleeve dangling from it. “A sweater.”

      “Did you get some of Nat’s cookies?” Charlene asked. “They’re to die for.”

      “I’m on a new diet; can’t have sugar. Besides, I don’t want sticky wool.” Despite her bulk, Claudette was on a perpetual diet; the beet and spinach diet, the high-protein diet (which, Charlene informed me, might have failed due to heavy consumption of bacon and whipping cream), the cabbage and grapefruit diet...  she’d tried them all.

      “Mind if we join you?” Charlene asked. Claudette lumbered over a few inches to make room for us. Charlene, who was also generously proportioned, deposited herself in the empty spot next to Claudette, and I wedged myself into the remaining six inches at the end of the pew.

      Once most of the islanders had abandoned what was left of the cookies and filed into the sanctuary, Tom moved to the pulpit, clearing his throat and calling the meeting to order. After a discussion of trash disposal and pier maintenance, he addressed the real business at hand, and stepped down to give Bernard Katz the pulpit. Ogden dimmed the lights in the sanctuary and Katz began his sales pitch, flashing colorful illustrated pictures of the future resort on the small white screen he’d erected over the cross at the front of the church.

      “This resort not only means two million dollars in the town’s coffers—enough to build a new school, or a library—but more jobs for islanders, as well as an increase in property values.” He smiled broadly and looked around the room. “By making Cranberry Island the home of the next Premier Resort, you’re investing in the island’s future.” My stomach lurched. I knew that the Shoreline Conservation Association’s offer didn’t even come close.

      He turned toward the screen, ready to describe the proposed plan to the assembly. I noticed that the parking lot expansion I’d seen on the blueprints—the one that would presumably be built after he had bulldozed my inn—wasn’t featured in the plan he was describing to the islanders. He had begun explaining how the golf course would be available to locals at a reduced fee when Claudette’s sharp voice interrupted him.

      “What about the terns?”

      “The terns?” Katz looked confused for a moment. “Oh, you mean the birds.” He chuckled. “I didn’t know they played golf.”

      A few people tittered, but Claudette’s voice was strident, and her gray eyes flashed fire. “I’m not talking about your stupid golf course. What are you going to do about the terns’ nests?”

      Katz smiled at her benevolently, exposing a line of crooked teeth. “Why, we’ll relocate them to a more appropriate location, of course. Premier Resorts International is highly sensitive to environmental issues... ”

      “I was down there yesterday, and it looks like someone’s been trying to ‘relocate’ them already. Somebody’s been destroying their nests!”

      A murmur passed through the crowd, and Katz’s eyebrows shot up. “Destroying them? Dear lady, I’m sure you must be mistaken. There’s not even a proper walkway to the beach.” He smiled at his audience. “Of course, once the Cranberry Island Premier Resort is built, there will be a path to allow everybody access to the beach.”

      Claudette rose from her seat, her face flushed a dangerous red. “You’re a murderer!” she spat. “You murdered the terns, and now you’re planning to murder the island. You’re the one who deserves to die, not those innocent birds!” She looked as if she was ready to lunge for Katz’s throat. Charlene stood up and eased her back into the pew, whispering into her ear.

      Bernard Katz smoothed down his nonexistent hair and turned back toward the screen. “I can assure you that Premier Resorts will handle the terns with the utmost care and respect. Now, as I was saying, the golf course will be available to islanders at a discount.” As Katz droned on, I tried to imagine the lobstermen taking up golf, and wondered how much it would cost even at a fifty percent discount, which I was sure it wouldn’t be. Probably more than most islanders made in a year. I was imagining a bunch of salty-haired lobstermen wandering around the golf course in hip waders when suddenly Katz was stepping down from the pulpit to a smattering of applause, and I realized with a jolt that my turn was next. A lump rose in my throat as I prepared to make Save Our Terns’ case to the board.

      I was making my way toward the front of the church when a door banged in the narthex and Barbara Eggleby appeared, soaking wet and clutching a briefcase. Her long red hair was plastered to her face and her navy blue pants suit left a trail of drips as she strode down the main aisle. “Am I too late?”

      “No, you’re just in time,” I said, smiling with relief. My knees wobbled as I staggered back to my pew and wedged myself back in next to Charlene.

      “Glad you could make it, Ms. Eggleby.” Tom motioned toward the pulpit. “Please, go ahead. Mr. Katz has just finished his presentation.”

      Barbara opened her briefcase and withdrew a piece of paper. Then she pushed her wet hair behind her ears and grasped the pulpit with both hands.

      “As you know,” she began, “The Shoreline Conservation Association is prepared to purchase, and has made an offer on, the parcel of land on which Mr. Katz would like to build his resort. Selling the land to the association would ensure that the land would remain exactly as it is, with no future development, enabling the island to retain the character that makes it such a marvelous place and ensuring that the terns can continue to nest.”

      She looked around the room before she continued. “I understand that the board of selectmen must do what it believes is in the island’s best interest. Of course, the association feels that conserving this beautiful piece of land for generations to come is the best possible option, but we recognize that funding is important to all communities.” She took a deep breath. “And that is why we are prepared to match Mr. Katz’s offer of two million dollars.”

      Two million dollars? Barbara must have called in every favor she’d ever been owed. I looked at Ingrid; surely she’d vote for the association to take over the land now. Her mouth twitched, but she continued to stare at the back of the church. Behind me, everybody started talking. Bernard Katz stood up, his eyes hard behind his glasses. “I’ll make it $2.1 million,” he called over the noise. A hush fell as a hundred pairs of eyes settled on Barbara.

      Barbara shook her head sadly. “I’m afraid I am not authorized to go above two million dollars.” She paused for a moment. “Mr. Katz should be aware, however, that even if the land were to be acquired by Premier Resorts, there is an excellent chance that he would be unable to develop it, as it may be designated critical tern habitat by the federal government. In fact,” she continued, “representatives from the Fish and Wildlife Service should be here in a few days to begin the evaluation.”

      “Evaluation? What authority do you have to begin an evaluation?” Katz demanded. The room exploded with noise as everyone began talking at once. Tom stood up and called for order. When the chaos began to subside, he responded to Katz’s question. “I am the one who initiated the evaluation, Bernard. Now, before we move to a vote, we need to know; is your offer still good?”

      Katz was silent for a moment. Then he straightened and pushed out his chin. “The offer’s good.”

      “Then if there are no further comments from the floor,” said Tom, “I move that we take a vote.” No one seemed to want to take the pulpit again, so he turned to the two other selectmen. Murray had abandoned his relaxed position and was leaning forward in his seat. Ingrid continued to stare at a point in the back of the church, her lips pulled tight. “All in favor of selling the land to Premier Resorts for $2.1 million, say aye.” Murray boomed his assent immediately. Tom shook his head. All eyes turned to Ingrid.

      She took a deep breath, nodded, and said, “Aye.”
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