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				To Abby and Ian, the lights of my life.

				I love you!
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				As I sipped my first coffee of the day—a mug of steaming French Roast, topped off with hot milk and a dash of sugar—I pulled open the kitchen curtains of the Gray Whale Inn and watched a robin belting out a love song in a nearby maple tree. After several months of nothing but the sound of the wind whipping past the eaves, his lilting call was a delightful change of pace.

				It was my second May in Maine, and although the bluebonnets had carpeted the hillsides in my former hometown of Austin two months ago, flower buds were just starting to appear on the hillsides of Cranberry Island. It was already in the 90s in Texas, but here, the last of the snow had just recently melted. 

				I gazed out the window at the big blue van I had transported to the island over the winter for hauling guests and luggage, and my outlook darkened a bit. The first birds might be returning to the island, ready to get spring underway, but the van was still hibernating. Despite a full tank of gas, I couldn’t get it started, which was not good news, because it was the first day of the Lose-It-All Weight Loss retreat, and ten people were due at the Gray Whale Inn that afternoon. It was a big booking for me, and the last thing I needed was for something to go wrong. 

				Of course, as it turned out, the van was the least of my troubles. But I didn’t know that then.

				I picked up the phone and dialed, turning to stare out the back window at the green spruce trees, the white-capped blue waves, and the fresh green field below the inn, which I knew would soon be awash in the blues and pinks of lupines. It was fresh, serene—and deceptively peaceful.

				“Cranberry Island Store,” my best friend trilled. Charlene was the owner of the little store that was often called the island’s living room; it was also the island’s pantry, post office, and gossip hub. Which came in very handy: kind of one-stop shopping.

				“It’s me,” I said.

				“Nat! The big retreat starts today, doesn’t it? How are you holding up?”

				“A little stressed,” I admitted. “If the food order doesn’t come in right, I don’t know what I’ll do.” Hosting a weight-loss retreat was a new thing for me, and I had high hopes for it. If it went well, there was a good chance the Gray Whale Inn would be a regular location for it. After a lean winter at my fledgling inn, I was hungry for business. Ironically, though I was relieved the retreat would fatten my business’s rather anemic balance sheet, I was also hoping it would force me to start trimming my own calorie intake. At my annual checkup a few weeks ago, both my cholesterol levels and the number on the scale had come up on the high side, and my doctor had issued a rather stern warning to cut back on the cupcakes. Since I was the owner of a bed and breakfast, and surrounded daily by tempting treats, this proclamation was not welcome news.

				“Relax, Nat. I’m sure everything will be fine,” Charlene said. “And if you need anything, you know I’ve got staples at the store.”

				“Thanks,” I said.

				“I’m glad you called; I tried getting in touch with you last night, but the phone lines went out for a few hours.” Which was normal on Cranberry Island—along with regular power outages. “There’s some big news.”

				“What happened?” I asked, my heart in my throat.

				“Nobody got hurt,” Charlene said quickly; she must have heard the dread in my voice. “At least not recently.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“You know how they started the lighthouse renovation?”

				“Yeah,” I said. “I couldn’t believe they started in February. In that brutal weather!” 

				“They’re trying to get it done before tourist season,” she reminded me. 

				After years of discussion, the island had recently decided to renovate its historic lighthouse, which had been boarded up for years. I was all in favor of the project, of course—not only are lighthouses a big attraction for visitors (and potential guests), but there was something magical about the round white building that graced Cranberry Point.

				“Anyway, I guess you haven’t heard the big news. They found a skeleton hidden inside it.”

				“You’re kidding me,” I said, my eyes drawn to the window and the innocent-looking lighthouse in the distance. I’d gone by that lighthouse a zillion times—as had everyone else on the island—and had never imagined that there was a body inside it. The hairs on my arms stood up just thinking about it.

				“Nope. Apparently it’s an adult, but that’s all they know at this point. They’re taking it to a lab on the mainland for testing.”

				A shudder passed through me. “So that’s two historic murders on the island.” I’d recently discovered that a young woman had been murdered almost 150 years ago in the Gray Whale Inn, and although it had never been solved, I’d found a diary that implicated one of the island’s most prominent citizens. How many other secrets were hidden on the island? I wondered. Biscuit, my ginger-colored and slightly obese tabby, brushed against my legs, and I jumped.

				“They don’t know if it was historic,” Charlene said. “And no one said it was murder.”

				“Why else would you board someone up in a building?” I asked. Biscuit had started a plaintive meowing; to quiet her, I grabbed the bag of cat food and filled her bowl. 

				“I know a few of your guests would have benefited from a little time in solitary confinement.”

				“True,” I said, thinking of some of the colorful characters I’d hosted since opening the inn a year earlier.

				“Anyway, I’ll keep you posted on the skeleton,” she said. “Do you need any help getting everyone to the inn?”

				At the mention of my guests—and my groceries—I glanced out the window at the van. Unless I could magically get it to start, I was in a bit of a pickle. Most of the time I relished the quaintness of living on an island where all of your supplies were delivered by mail boat. That was until I had ten people with very strict dietary requirements scheduled to stay for a week. 

				“I can’t get the van to work.”

				“What’s wrong with it?”

				“I don’t know—it just won’t start. The problem is, how am I going to get my groceries from the dock to the inn?” I asked. “And the guests?”

				“Hmmm,” she said. “Why don’t you take the guests over in the skiffs? It’s supposed to be a gorgeous day—and that’s sure to make an impression.”

				“I don’t know …”

				“If it doesn’t start, just bring over the Little Marian. Get John to bring Mooncatcher, too. Between you, John, and Eleazer, we can manage.”

				I glanced out the window at the water, which was a bit choppy today. Unless a storm came up and turned the sea into Italian meringue, getting my handsome neighbor and the island’s shipwright to help out just might work. I glanced out at the van. “If I can’t get it started, I just may do that. Will you ask Eleazer when he stops by for coffee?” I knew the boat builder would be at Charlene’s store today, not just for the sweets, but for a respite from his good-hearted but rather stern wife.

				“Sure.” She paused for a moment, then asked, “Any word on the personal trainer?” Charlene was between men at the moment, and actively looking for a new romantic interest. Which she could easily have found among any number of smitten lobstermen on the island—her curvy, padded figure and caramel-colored locks had been the subject of many local yearnings. Unfortunately for the lobstermen, though, none had passed muster.

				“You’re in luck,” I said. “From what I hear, he’s male, blond, and very handsome,”

				“Straight?”

				“You’ll have to ask him that yourself,” I said, grinning. In a place the size of Cranberry Island, which boasted a population of approximately 100 year-round residents, the arrival of handsome male visitors were quite an event. Charlene’s last love interest had died unexpectedly, and since then, she hadn’t shown much enthusiasm for dating. I took her renewed interest as a sign that the mourning period might be coming to a close.

				“God, I hope he’s not gay,” she said. “Have you seen a picture of him?”

				“No, I haven’t. But he’ll be on the three o’clock mail boat, so you can see for yourself.” 

				“I’ll be there with bells on,” she said.

				“I’d recommend a bit more than bells. It’s still pretty darned chilly out there. Isn’t it supposed to be spring?”

				“Welcome to Maine, my dear,” she said. “Oops … got a customer. See you later!”

				As I hung up the phone, I glanced out the window and said a brief prayer that the van would start. I had no idea exactly how many pounds my guests had to lose, but if they were extra-hefty, that would limit the number of people I could load on a skiff. Which meant it might take more than one trip to get everyone to the inn. 

				Maybe I should give the van one last try after all.

				I grabbed my windbreaker, slipped on a pair of clogs, and flung open the kitchen door. 

				The scene was breathtaking—and not just because a brisk wind whipped most of the air out of my lungs the moment I opened the door. 

				The field stretched out below the inn like a soft green comforter, just coming to life after months buried under the snow. Across the dark blue water, the mountains of Mount Desert Island hulked, their granite shoulders cloaked in pale green. Despite the sparkling sunshine, the morning air was still brisk, and laced with the lingering scent of wood smoke from the carriage house just down the hill. 

				The sound of a boat motor floated to my ears, and as a skiff eased into view, I smiled. The panorama had just gotten a whole lot better.

				“John!” I called, and my handsome neighbor docked the skiff and waved. He was wearing a green jacket that I knew matched his eyes, and the morning sun glinted on his sandy blond hair. 

				“Good morning, sunshine!” he called back as I paused on the path. “I decided to head out, see if I could catch us a couple of fish.” He raised a hand, showing me a string of plump, gleaming fish as I stepped onto the dock.

				I rewarded him with a long, lingering kiss that drove away any remaining chill. “You are the best neighbor ever,” I said. More than just a neighbor, actually. We had been dating for some months, and although we hadn’t officially spelled it out, we were slipping into comfortable couplehood. “I may have to ask another favor, too,” I said.

				“What?”

				“If I can’t get the van started, I’m going to have to get the guests here via the water. Can you and Mooncatcher give me a hand?” I asked.

				“My pleasure,” he said, grinning.

				“My knight in shining armor,” I said. “However can I repay you?” 

				“I wouldn’t object to a plate of your blueberry pancakes.” 

				“Done,” I said. As he headed back to the dock to clean the fish, I climbed back up the path to the van in the driveway, which again refused to start. After the sixth try, which resulted only in a strong and worrying smell of gasoline, I retreated to my kitchen and pulled a bag of frozen local berries from the freezer. The van might not be working, but all was not lost. Not only would I have fresh fish for lunch, but I’d get to have breakfast with John to boot.

				After a moment’s hesitation, I grabbed a package of bacon from the fridge. Might as well have a last huzzah; from this afternoon on, it would be turkey bacon and melba toast all the way.

				Things couldn’t get much better, I thought a few minutes later as I folded frozen berries into the thick creamy batter.

				Perhaps not. But they were about to get a whole lot worse.

				___

				When John knocked at the kitchen door twenty minutes later, carrying a Ziploc bag of fresh fillets, a pot of coffee was brewing, the table was set, and I had a big stack of wild blueberry pancakes waiting, accompanied by bacon and warm maple syrup. I’d laid two plates; since we didn’t have guests yet, and I didn’t expect my niece—and helper—Gwen to be up anytime before noon, we had the kitchen to ourselves. 

				“Coffee?” I asked as he peeled off his jacket. Even under his blue plaid flannel shirt, his well-muscled torso and trim waist were visible. I tugged at my sweater over my rather less-defined waist self-consciously, but he didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he crossed the kitchen, swept me into his arms, and kissed me. His bristly cheeks were chilled from the wind, but I felt warm tingles anyway.

				“Smells delicious,” he murmured into my ear when I came up for air some time later.

				“The last batch of pancakes just came off the griddle,” I said. 

				“That’s not what I meant,” he said, nibbling my earlobe.

				“I thought you were hungry.”

				“I am,” he said. “Can’t you tell?”

				He kissed me one more time before releasing me reluctantly. “To be continued later,” he said. A moment later, I poured two mugs of coffee and joined him at the table, where he shoveled half a dozen pancakes onto his plate. 

				I watched as he smeared a knob of butter on them and followed it up with about a cup of maple syrup. “It’s just not fair,” I said. 

				He looked up with a pancake-laden fork halfway to his mouth. “What?”

				“You and Gwen can eat mountains of food, and you never gain an ounce.” It was true; like John, my curvy niece had not an ounce of spare flesh on her slender frame. Yet she could—and frequently did—eat more chocolate chip cookies in one sitting than anyone else I’d ever met.

				“It’s all genes, I guess. Anyway, I think you look great,” he said, pushing the pancake plate toward me. “Go ahead. With the celery-crunchers coming, it may be the only food you’ll get all week.”

				I laughed. “Also true.” My eyes drifted to the window, and the lighthouse framed in the distance. “Did you hear about the skeleton?” I asked.

				His green eyes glinted. “The one they found in the lighthouse?” 

				“How did you know?”

				“I talked with Eleazer last night.”

				“And you didn’t tell me?”

				“I guess I forgot,” he said, taking a sip of coffee. “I wonder if they’ve finally found Old Harry?”

				“Who’s Old Harry?” 

				“Old Harry was one of the first keepers, back in the 1800s,” John said, selecting a piece of bacon from the platter. “He was at the lighthouse for about ten years … lived all by himself, and only came down to the store once in awhile.” John took another bite of pancake and swallowed it down before continuing. “There was a big storm one January night. The winds were fierce—ripped the roof right off a couple of houses. But the light never went out at the lighthouse—the story is that it kept at least two ships from running up on the rocks out at the point.”

				“What happened to Harry?” I asked.

				“That’s the thing,” John said, spearing another bite of pancake and mopping up a puddle of syrup with it. “No one knows. The light stayed lit, but Harry just disappeared.”

				The skin on my arms prickled. “Vanished?”

				“Everyone figured the storm swept him away,” John said, “even though the body was never found.”

				“Well, if it was boarded up in the lighthouse somewhere, that would explain a lot,” I said.

				“Whatever happened to old Harry that night, he was dedicated to his job; he never let the light go out.” 

				“How sad.” I glanced out the window in the direction of the lighthouse, and the keeper’s house huddled beside it. “Did he have family?”

				“I don’t know,” John said. “Of course, there’s a legend that the original light still flashes,” he said, “even though that lantern hasn’t been lit in more than fifty years. The oldtimers consider it an omen of death.”

				I shivered, suddenly cold despite the toasty yellow kitchen. John reached for another piece of bacon. 

				As I levered a forkful of maple syrup-drenched pancake to my mouth, I thought of the graceful building that had stood out on the point for centuries, guiding ships away from rocks like dark teeth. Lighthouses had a natural mystique, of course, but the story of the disappearing keeper made Cranberry Island’s sole lighthouse even more haunting.

				I washed down a bite of pancake with some coffee, thinking of the skeleton and the legend of the flashing light. I’d had a brush with the supernatural at the Gray Whale Inn last fall, and now there was this story of the mysterious lighthouse. I loved living in a place where the buildings were steeped in history, but why did so many of the stories have to be tragedies? 

				___

				When the mail boat chugged into view at 2 p.m., I was at the dock, waiting for the retreat participants to arrive. The Little Marian was tied up nearby, next to Mooncatcher and Eleazer’s skiff Windward. The van hadn’t shown any sign of moving, and I couldn’t get a mechanic out to look at it in time, so I’d wrangled John and Eleazer into helping transport my guests over to the inn. 

				“Thanks so much for coming to help,” I told John as the wind buffeted us at the town pier, blowing my brown hair into my eyes. The Island Princess was chugging slowly over the water, pitching to and fro on the choppy waves.

				“No problem,” he said, eyeing the sky, which had turned ominously gray. “Hope we get everyone to the inn before it starts raining.” A strong wind buffeted the dock. “It’ll be a rough ride there, looks like.”

				“I just hope the power doesn’t go out. Hard to cook with no oven.” I glanced at the sky nervously; I’d been meaning to install a generator to deal with the island’s frequent outages, but after spending so much money on the van, it would be awhile before I could scrape up enough cash for a generator.

				“That’s all right. They’re here to lose weight, right? Just feed them salads.”

				I laughed.

				“Why did they pick Cranberry Island for the retreat, anyway?” John asked.

				“Apparently the woman who runs it used to summer here,” I said.

				“What’s her name?”

				“Vanessa something.” John’s eyebrow twitched up a little. “I can’t remember her last name,” I continued. “It was unusual, though.”

				“And don’t forget that hunky trainer you were telling me about,” said Charlene, who had just trotted up to the dock wearing a fresh coat of lipstick and a green jacket that hugged her generous curves. Her dark blond hair gleamed in the watery light.

				John flashed her a smile. “Hi there, Charlene. Here to check out the offerings?”

				She smiled fondly at my neighbor. “There’s supposed to be a cute physical fitness expert on board, and I thought I might just need a bit of personal training.”

				I rolled my eyes at John, but Charlene didn’t notice; she was squinting at the boat. 

				“Ooh,” she said a moment later, pointing to a burly man on the boat’s stern. “Would you look at that.” She bit her lip. “Let’s hope he doesn’t have a girlfriend.”

				“Or a boyfriend,” I said.

				“He can’t be gay,” Charlene said, raising her field glasses for a better look. “He just can’t.”

				“We’ll find out soon enough,” I said as the Island Princess docked, pitching heavily in the waves. I was happy to see boxes of groceries strapped to the top; it might take a few runs over in Charlene’s truck, but at least I’d have something to feed my guests. 

				“Welcome to Cranberry Island!” I said as the retreat participants stepped off the boat a minute later, looking cheerful despite the rough weather. I hoped they remained that way after the skiff ride to the inn. I needn’t have worried about the average tonnage; more than a few of them, I was chagrined to notice, were actually thinner than I was. Maybe my doctor was right about me dropping a few pounds after all.

				It wasn’t hard to spot Vanessa, a slender super-model type with a high-wattage smile and shiny black hair cut in a pert wedge. My own slightly gray-streaked bob didn’t hold a candle to it, I knew. “You must be Natalie,” she said as she stepped gracefully off the heaving boat. With her sleek black coat and matching hair, she looked out of place on the weather-beaten dock.

				“And you must be Vanessa,” I said, smiling. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

				From behind me, John said, “Vanessa?” 

				“John?” Vanessa’s dark eyes darted past me and lit up. “I can’t believe it! I had no idea you were still here!” 

				I glanced from John to Vanessa, both of whom were inspecting each other with intense interest. Charlene was looking on with raised eyebrows, the hunky trainer temporarily forgotten.

				“You two know each other?” I asked.

				“Of course,” Vanessa said. “We spent summers here together. But it’s been so long …” She beamed at my neighbor. “Remember those nights, out by the lighthouse?”

				I glanced at John. Summer nights out by the lighthouse? I’d heard all about John’s sailing trips with his grandfather, but somehow enchanted lighthouse evenings with Vanessa had never made it into our conversations. Evidently John recalled them quite well, though, because he smiled back warmly and said, “How could I forget?” 

				As the two of them basked in the glow of shared memories and Charlene sidled over to the hunky blond guy, who was looking very manly in a leather bomber jacket, I shifted from foot to foot and pulled my jacket tight against the brisk wind. I was getting the feeling that hosting the weight-loss retreat might not be such a great idea after all. 
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				“Well, we’ll have to catch up on old times later,” Vanessa said as a big gust just about knocked her over. She gave John’s arm a squeeze and flashed him one of her mega-watt smiles. I couldn’t be sure—it could have been the wind—but it looked like a faint flush was creeping up his cheeks. Then Vanessa turned to face the women huddling on the dock. “Welcome to Cranberry Island. I’m sure you’ll love it every bit as much as I do. Now, Natalie,” Vanessa said, turning toward me, “how do we get to your wonderful inn?”

				“We thought it might be a nice change for the guests to arrive at the inn by boat,” I announced, pointing to the three skiffs bobbing in the waves. They say it’s all in the marketing, and it sure sounded better than, “The van broke, so we’re taking dinghies.”

				“How fun!” she said. Five minutes later, she had expertly directed most of the group onto the skiffs and escorted the remaining few into the pier restaurant to wait. Charlene, I noticed, had cut the trainer from the herd and was sparkling at him as they headed for the door of Spurrell’s Lobster Pound. Although her restaurant was usually closed until June, Evie Spurrell had kindly volunteered to provide my guests a place to wait for the boats—along with mugs of steaming hot coffee. 

				By the time the first group reached the inn, fat droplets of rain had started falling, and the wind had picked up even more. From the quiet emanating from my huddled guests, I worried that the retreat was off to a bad start. But their faces lightened as they took in the gray-shingled Cape-style inn, windows glowing warmly, perched atop a green, rock-studded hill. When my niece greeted them with mugs of (sugar-free) hot chocolate, they cheered up immediately, chatting excitedly as John, Eleazer, and I headed back for the rest of the group.

				When we reached the pier, Vanessa divided the remaining group among the three boats. Charlene stood on the dock, looking remarkably chipper, as the trainer—she introduced him to me as Dirk—leaped into Eleazer’s skiff, just about swamping the little boat in the process. 

				“He helped me load the groceries into the truck,” she murmured to me. “He’s just gorgeous—and sweet, too!” As she mooned over Dirk, Eleazer helped a young woman into the Little Marian. In the meantime, John helped Vanessa, with whom he appeared to be in deep reminiscence mode, into Mooncatcher. As I smiled up at the single, dark-haired woman in my skiff, Vanessa’s tinkly laugh reached me over the thrum of the engines. I glanced back to see John and Vanessa all cozied up in the back of Mooncatcher. I was beginning to understand how John felt when my former fiancé paid me a visit the previous fall.

				“Sorry about the weather,” I called to my passenger.

				“It’s not your fault,” she replied, hugging herself against the wind. “Cold rain comes with the territory this time of year.”

				“Are you kidding me? I’m a Texas girl. I don’t think I’ll ever adjust.”

				My passenger smiled back at me, and her serious face suddenly lightened. She had high cheekbones and piercing eyes, and like mine, her dark hair had a few strands of gray.

				“I’m Natalie,” I said. “The innkeeper.”

				“I’m Elizabeth,” she said, extending a chilly hand. 

				“Ever been to Maine before?” I asked.

				“Actually, yes,” she called back over the thrum of the little boat. “I live in Portland. I’m a reporter for Maine Monthly Magazine.”

				“So this isn’t a big change for you then, I imagine.”

				She grinned and shook her head.

				As we headed toward the inn, I glanced back at John’s skiff. Vanessa was still right next to John. 

				“What made you decide to host the retreat?” Elizabeth asked, tearing my attention away from the happy couple.

				“It seemed like a good opportunity, so I jumped on it,” I said. “It’s the first one I’ve hosted, and I’m hoping it will be the first of many.” I was about to ask her what kind of article she was writing, but the wake of a passing lobster boat threatened to swamp us, and I had to adjust my course. It was bad enough having to transport my guests to the inn on borrowed skiffs; the last thing I needed was to drown them along the way.

				My hands felt frozen on the rudder by the time we tied up at the Gray Whale Inn’s dock. While Elizabeth and I clambered onto the dock, Eleazer bounded onto it like a mountain goat, despite the fact that the few hairs he had left under his tam were white. John, too, was remarkably limber, and paid special attention (or at least it seemed so to me) to Vanessa as she daintily stepped off onto the dock. 

				As the women—except for Vanessa, who lingered with her old lighthouse buddy John—hurried up to the inn, I turned to the spry, gray-haired captain of the little wooden boat. “I can’t thank you enough, Eleazer; you and John really saved the day. Will you stay for some hot chocolate? No cookies, I’m afraid; this group is here to lose weight, not gain it.”

				“Hot chocolate?” he asked, eyes glinting.

				I laughed. “Even your wife would approve. It’s sugar-free.” Eleazer’s wife, Claudette, though far from slight herself, was perpetually lecturing her comparatively lean husband on the perils of sugar. And baking him her legendary sugarless cranberry pies. My mouth puckered just thinking about them.

				“Thank you kindly, but I think I’d better motor on home now. We’ve got the grandkids coming up tomorrow, and Claudie wants me to get the place ship-shape for them.”

				I smiled. Claudette had recently reconnected with the son she’d given up for adoption almost forty years earlier, and she was enjoying her new role as grandma to two young children. And since her son and his wife were renovating a house down by the island’s bog, the young family had been frequent visitors lately.

				“I owe you one,” I told him. “Tell Claudette and the kids hi—and I’ll take an extra batch of brownies down to the shop this week, just for you,” I said. 

				“That’s more than payment enough,” he said as he hopped back into his skiff and revved the engine. “Thank you kindly!”

				“Thank you, Eli!” I called, and as he untied the skiff and headed toward home, I grabbed the one box of groceries I’d tossed into the skiff and turned to follow Vanessa and John, who were walking shoulder-to-shoulder up the path to the inn. John’s chivalrous instincts seemed to have evaporated when Vanessa appeared, I thought sourly as I trudged up the path behind them, my arms loaded with groceries. 

				Charlene was waiting in the driveway with the rest of the groceries; it took us several trips to get everything to the inn while Gwen got the guests checked in and served hot chocolate. Charlene offered to help me put the groceries up, but when I saw her look longingly at the kitchen door, I took the eggs out of her hand.

				“Go talk to him,” I said.

				“Are you sure?”

				“Absolutely,” I said. A moment later, the kitchen door swung shut behind her, leaving me alone.

				As I peeled off my jacket and started to put away the cartons of low-fat ingredients—skim milk, fat-free yogurt, whole-wheat flour, and about twelve bushels of fresh fruits and veggies—I realized the flaw in my brownie plan.

				How was I going to bake a batch of brownies when I was hosting an inn full of half-starved, chocolate-deprived dieters?

				___

				By the time I got the last celery stalk tucked into the crisper, the warmth of my buttery yellow kitchen—and a mug of coffee—had dispelled most of the chill, but the absence of John in my kitchen had not done anything to thaw my rather frosty-feeling heart.

				Evidently Dirk was taking his time unpacking, because after twenty minutes of loitering in the living room, Charlene had given up and headed back to the store to take over for her niece, Tania.

				“No luck?” I asked when she returned to the kitchen.

				“We didn’t get to talk much—but he did agree to go to dinner with me,” she said, eyes shining.

				“Quick work,” I said. Charlene practically danced to the door.

				As her ancient truck—which, like most vehicles on the island, was missing major parts, like windows, bumpers, and a passenger-side door—growled up the driveway, I checked my menu plan for the evening and poured another cup of coffee. I’d chosen an easy dinner of broiled citrus chicken and steamed veggies, for which I’d already thawed and prepped the chicken breasts. My hand strayed to the cookie jar, which I knew was stuffed with gingersnaps, and paused. I couldn’t eat them in the dining room, but surely there would be no harm in snagging one and munching it now?

				With great effort, I replaced the lid and pulled my hand back. If I was going to take advantage of the health benefits of hosting a weight-loss retreat, I’d have to stay on the same regimen as my guests. Besides, Vanessa probably wouldn’t give in to temptation, I told myself. With one last, longing look at the ceramic jar, I pushed through the swinging door of the kitchen into the dining room.

				The retreat was already in full swing; while the guests sat at my antique maple tables sipping hot chocolate and munching the carrot and celery sticks Gwen had put out—the crunching reminded me of a field full of crickets—Vanessa stood at the front of the room, smiling brightly and revving the participants up for a week of weight-loss excitement. The tall windows looked out over the water toward the mainland, and for a moment, the sun peeked through a cloud to touch on the gray back of Cadillac Mountain. It glowed briefly, then disappeared, giving the mountain almost a brooding look.

				I turned from the window and scanned the room, my eyes seeking Elizabeth, whose angular frame didn’t look like it needed to lose an ounce. I couldn’t help wondering why Maine Monthly had chosen to send a skinny person to review a weight-loss retreat.

				“We’re going to give you a jump start over the next seven days,” Vanessa said, “and teach you some lifestyle habits you can practice at home.” Vanessa’s teeth were blindingly white, contrasting attractively with her dusky skin and shiny black hair. The look was exotic, and I wondered what her heritage was. Part Asian?

				She was dressed in formfitting jeans and an Aran sweater that somehow managed to accentuate her curvy figure. I loved my own Aran sweater, but was only too aware that it made my silhouette look rather like that of a sheep with an overgrazing problem. If following the Lose-It-All plan could make me look like that even under four pounds of wool, I decided—it might be worth paying attention. John certainly was. His eyes were trained on Vanessa like he was on the Titanic and she was showing him how to operate the lifeboats. I knew he wasn’t here for the slimming tips—my neighbor was plenty trim already—and since he wouldn’t touch sugar-free anything, it wasn’t the hot chocolate, either. 

				I tore my eyes from the back of my neighbor’s sandy head and scanned the rest of the room. Vanessa had given me a quick run-down on the participants, and I was placing names with faces. I spotted the mother-daughter duo, Megan and Carissa, in the corner; they shared the same pale blond hair and rounded bodies. The three well-dressed and slightly plump women by the window must be the sorority sisters, Boots, Sarah, and Caterina, who had chosen to prepare for their thirty-year reunion by attempting to return to their college weight. Elizabeth had pulled out a notebook, doubtless to take notes for the article she was writing. Up at the front, near Dirk, was another woman, pale and chubby, with curly brown hair. She must be Bethany. The sole man at the retreat sat by himself in a corner. Like John, he was paying rapt attention to Vanessa, but since he was taking copious notes in a little spiral-bound notebook, I was guessing at least part of his interest was in her list of “lifestyle tips.” He was an attractive man, with reddish-brown hair and a physique you could tell used to be muscular, but had collected a little padding around the middle over the years. 

				In contrast, Dirk, the trainer, was looking bored and chiseled, but—based on the fact that his eyes kept straying toward the generous bosom of one of the sorority sisters—not gay. Which was good news for Charlene. 

				As my eyes drifted back to John, who hadn’t yet noticed my presence, Vanessa said, “Ah, there you are, Natalie.” Several pairs of eyes turned to look at me, and I smiled welcomingly as Vanessa continued. “Natalie is our innkeeper this week. Not only is she the owner of this gorgeous place, but she’ll be cooking lots of delicious healthy meals that can help you stay on-plan.” Which, from what I had seen of the program, involved controlled portions of protein and vegetables, a few whole grains, virtually no fat, and enough exercise to fell an Olympic athlete. Vanessa looked at me with a big smile. “Dinner’s at six, right?”

				“Right,” I said. “Tonight’s menu is tangy citrus chicken and crisp-steamed Asian vegetables.” I’d read somewhere that lots of adjectives help ‘sell’ a dish. And with the paucity of butter and other delicious, sinful substances in this week’s menu, the dishes I’d be preparing needed all the help they could get. 

				“Sounds scrumptious,” Vanessa said. “Especially those veggies. But before we eat, Dirk’s going to introduce you all to the weight-training component of the program. Then we’ll have some free time to unpack and get to know each other before dinner. So, if you’ll finish up your hot chocolate, we’ll get started, okay? No need for workout clothes … yet,” she said with a twinkle.

				The women hurriedly slurped down the rest of their drinks and trotted after Dirk and Vanessa into my living room, which was doing double-duty as a weight-lifting and yoga room. The overstuffed sofas were still in place, but I knew they’d be pushed back against the walls for an evening exercise session later. In fact, all the furniture in the living room would be moving around a lot this week; I just hoped it didn’t scratch the floors.

				John joined me as I carried the empty mugs and plates to the kitchen and stowed them in the dishwasher.

				“So,” I said as he brought in the last mug. “You and Vanessa seemed pretty cozy.”

				“It’s been a long time,” he said with a shrug. “Lots to catch up on.”

				“How many summers did you spend together?” I asked.

				“I don’t know. Three or four, I guess. We were just kids.”

				“Funny; you’ve never mentioned her.”

				“I guess it just never came up,” he said, looking out the window at the darkening sky. “I’m going to head back to my place; let me know if you need anything.”

				A moment later, he was gone, leaving me alone with my thoughts —and a pack of hungry dieters.
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				At five-forty-five, I was pulling a tray full of chicken breasts out of the oven as my niece Gwen plated the steamed veggies. “How much sesame dressing should I use?” she asked.

				“It’s on the recipe,” I said, pointing to a stack of papers on the counter. Every meal I’d designed had been vetted and measured by Vanessa, and I was under strict orders not to “fudge” anything.

				“Two teaspoons,” Gwen read. “I’ll just eyeball it.”

				“Use the measuring spoons,” I said. 

				“Are you serious?”

				I sighed. “Just because you can eat two pounds of chocolate and not gain an ounce doesn’t mean everyone can.”

				“Thank God,” she said. “I’d hate to have to measure my salad dressing. Geez.”

				Ten minutes later we transported the plates into the dining room, where they were met with great enthusiasm by our guests. Cooking for dieters had a definite benefit, I decided, in that they were so hungry that just about anything you served them was a treat. Although it was only the first day, I was already jonesing for some chocolate. Maybe it was because I’d spent so much time hustling to get dinner ready that I hadn’t eaten anything myself.

				“Ooh, that looks delicious,” Bethany said as I deposited a plate in front of her. “A nice buttered roll would make it just perfect.”

				“Oh, I don’t know,” Vanessa said. “I just love the freshness of steamed veggies. So much lighter than starchy bread.” 

				Bethany shot her a look that was pure venom, then masked it with a smile. “You’re right, Vanessa. After all, as Dirk always says, veggies are much better than starches!”

				To each her own, I thought as I retreated to the kitchen to pick up the rest of the plates. I’d take a fresh-baked cloverleaf roll over steamed broccoli any day.

				So far, I was pleased at how the retreat was going. This was the first time I’d done full meal service—usually I limited the inn’s culinary offerings to breakfast and the occasional batch of afternoon cookies—and I was still getting the hang of planning for three meals daily. With the amount of cooking on my plate this week, I thought, odds were good I’d drop a few pounds even without restricting my calorie intake. 

				When I pushed through the swinging door with two more dinner plates, Dirk was distributing little capsules to the guests.

				“What are these?” asked Elizabeth, who still had her notebook with her. 

				“They’re special herbal supplements,” Dirk said. “They boost lipolytic action and help reduce hunger pangs.”

				“What’s lipo … What was it you called it?”

				“Lipolytic action? It’s the ability of the body to burn fat,” he said. “The supplement is a combination of green tea catechins and Rhodiola rosea, a Siberian herb that’s been used for centuries to improve metabolic processes. I’ve also included a couple of special ingredients that I’ve developed to assist the weight-loss process.”

				“Are they safe?” she asked, cocking a sculpted eyebrow.

				“Of course,” he said glibly. “I’ve used them for years.”

				I didn’t know about Elizabeth, but the whole ‘mystery ingredient’ thing didn’t inspire much confidence in me. My impression of the Lose-It-All program had been that it focused on (admittedly rather extreme, at least in my case) lifestyle changes; I hadn’t realized that supplements would be part of the retreat. And to be honest, I wasn’t too excited about it. What if something went wrong? Could I be held liable if a guest had a reaction?

				I deposited another plate, watching Elizabeth turn the capsule around in her fingers. As Dirk turned his back to hand one to another participant, she slipped the capsule into her pocket—which is probably exactly what I would have done under the circumstances.

				Greg was at the next table, along with Megan and Carissa, the mother-daughter duo who shared blond hair, blue eyes—and a passion for jelly doughnuts, from the look of them, although Carissa appeared to be outpacing her mother in the weight-gain department. “Doesn’t that look delicious, dear?” Megan asked her daughter, patting Carissa’s pale hand and glancing at Greg, whose chambray shirt was so tight that gaps appeared between the buttons, exposing flashes of the white T-shirt he wore under it. Megan adjusted the plunging neckline of her own tight-fitting blouse, which clung to the spare tire around her middle like Saran Wrap. “Aren’t you glad we came here?”

				Her daughter, who had donned a shapeless blue sweater that had been worn so much its sleeves were covered with pills, shrugged, looking miserable. I felt a stab of pity; earlier that afternoon, during the introductions, the poor girl’s mother had regaled the group with tales of Carissa’s chocolate debauchery. After detailing how Carissa had consumed an entire tub of frosting with her fingers—which I could totally understand, to be honest, although I preferred homemade to the prefab stuff you get at the store—Carissa’s mother had announced, “She could be so beautiful if she just lost fifty pounds. And at the rate she’s going, she’ll be single forever. She’s already eighteen, you know. It’s time she dropped the baby fat.” My heart had gone out to Carissa, who had said nothing, only wrapped her faded gray cardigan tighter around herself and stared at a spot on the floor. 

				Greg was eyeing the little mother-daughter drama with interest, and Megan was certainly aware of him. Despite the presence of her daughter, I saw her give him an appraising look as he inspected Dirk’s proffered capsule and downed it with a swig of water. Megan’s wedding band glinted on her left hand as she reached for her own water glass. Charlene always said that just because you were dating someone, it didn’t mean you were dead; I guess that translated to marriage, too.

				The next table was the rowdiest of the bunch—the three middle-aged sorority sisters who looked on hungrily as I laid out the plates. “Looks great,” said Boots. Her nails were expertly polished, and although she had a few extra pounds to lose, her khaki pants and cream sweater were perfectly cut. She tucked a strand of her gleaming page boy behind one ear. One delicate, well-dressed ear—she was wearing diamond earrings that looked to be at least three carats each. 

				“Would look better with mashed potatoes on the side,” said one of her sorority sisters gloomily. Sarah, I told myself mentally; I was trying to keep everyone straight. Unlike Boots, whose hair was cut to precision, Sarah’s hair was faded blond streaked with gray, and she wore a green velour sweat suit that made her pale skin look sallow. Although Sarah and Boots must have been the same age, Sarah looked ten years older. 

				Just think how fabulous we’ll look,” Boots said, nudging the third woman in the party. “Right, Cat?”

				The third sorority sister, a pretty woman with large brown eyes and a mane of long hair, looked up, startled. “What?”

				“Oh, stop ogling the trainer,” Sarah said.

				“I wasn’t,” Cat said, blushing slightly. Like Carissa, she was dressed in a formless blue sweater and jeans, although I was guessing they were much more expensive. Her long hair had been swept up into a clip; the effect accentuated her large, slightly uptilted eyes. If Cat had a slender figure as a sorority girl, it had changed significantly over the years. She was carrying about fifty extra pounds, and fell firmly into the “pear-shaped” category. 

				“Yes you were,” Sarah teased, her tired face lighting up with an evil grin. “You’ve hardly taken your eyes off him since we got here.”

				“Oh. Really? I didn’t realize,” Cat said, her eyes dropping to her plate. 

				“If you’re going to stare, though, at least he’s worth looking at.” Boots crossed her long, khaki-clad legs and ran a critical eye over the handsome trainer. Although Dirk wasn’t my type—he seemed kind of full of himself, and his conversation, as it was limited to low-fat eating and exercise regimens, was less than riveting—he was a handsome man, and many of the women kept darting glances at him. “Do you think he and Vanessa are an item?” Boots murmured, narrowing her long-lashed eyes.

				“Somebody told me they were,” Sarah replied. “But they don’t act like it. I haven’t seen them together at all today.”

				“Maybe they’re just being professional,” Boots replied, brushing a piece of lint from her sweater. “I know they have separate rooms.”

				“Which one is Dirk in?” Cat asked, blinking her huge eyes.

				Boots arched a tweezed eyebrow. “Upstairs, last one on the right. But I thought you said you weren’t interested,” she said with a wicked grin.

				“Do you need anything else for now?” I asked, interrupting their musings over Dirk’s availability.

				“Not right now, but the food looks great,” Cat said. “Thank you.”

				“I hope you enjoy it,” I said, and returned to the kitchen for another round.

				When everyone had their plates—and their pills from Dirk—I made my way from table to table, making sure everyone had what they needed. When I was satisfied that all the guests were taken care of, I retreated to the kitchen to help Gwen put the finishing touches on dessert—my “Sweet Nothing” chocolate meringue cookies with a garnish of fresh raspberries. I was helping her plate the last two dishes when the doorbell rang. 

				“Go ahead and get it, Aunt Nat,” Gwen said, smiling up at me. “I’ll take care of the rest of the berries.”

				“Thanks,” I said, hurrying to the front door. 

				To my surprise, Tom Lockhart stood there.

				“I didn’t hear you drive down,” I said. “Come on in!”

				“I took the boat instead,” he said, stepping through the doorway after me. “I just stopped in for a couple of minutes.” Tom was always welcome at the inn—the tall, rangy man with bright blue eyes was one of my favorite people—and not just because he’d helped save the inn from developers last year. Tom was one of the pillars of Cranberry Island; he had grown up on the island, and was now president of the lobster co-op, in large part because of his friendly nature and even temper. He grinned at me, and I could see why his wife, Lorraine, had fallen in love with him ten years ago. His two boys, Tommy Jr. and Logan, shared the same winning smile. “I wanted to drop a bunch of lobsters by,” Tom said. “I left them in a pot off the dock—they’ll be good all week. I figured they’re low calorie, so you could serve them to your guests.”

				I blinked in surprise—he’d never brought fresh lobster to the inn before—but I wasn’t about to argue.

				“Gosh. Thanks. Won’t you come in, and have something warm to drink?”

				“Thank you,” he said.

				Vanessa was deep in conversation with Dirk when Tom and I walked into the dining room. “I told you, it’s nothing,” she was saying urgently to Dirk as we passed. Then she looked up, and her eyes widened suddenly. “Tom.”

				“Vanessa!” His blue eyes lit up like a beacon. “I didn’t realize you were here!” 

				I resisted the urge to snort. On this island? Please.

				She hesitated for a moment, then stood up to greet him, holding out a hand for him to shake. “Gosh. It’s been years,” she said. 

				Tom ignored the proffered hand and pulled her slender frame into a bear hug, his eyes sliding to Dirk, who was looking on with impatience. After a hug that lasted an uncomfortably long time, he released her, running his eyes up and down her. “How are you? What have you been up to?” 

				“Oh, keeping busy,” she said, glancing over at Dirk, who was glaring at Tom. 

				“We’ll have to get together, talk about old times,” Tom said. Before Vanessa could answer, Bethany appeared at the doorway.

				“Dirk?” she asked, her pale, moon-shaped face glowing with desire. “I have a few questions about my protein-carbohydrate mix. Can you come talk with me for a moment?”

				Dirk hesitated, glowering at Tom; then he rearranged his chiseled face into a more pleasant expression. He reminded me of one of those guys you see in toothpaste commercials, I realized—all tanned skin, ripped biceps, and blindingly white toothy smiles. “Sure,” he said, still sounding a tad surly as he walked over to her.

				“Isn’t it wonderful that we have a whole week together?” Bethany cooed, putting a plump hand on Dirk’s arm. A flash of irritation passed over his features before he masked it with a thin smile. 

				“Dirk is just the most wonderful trainer,” Bethany gushed to us. “He’s been training me for years, but with the business taking off the way it has, he had to cut down on his hours, so we don’t get to see each other as often.”

				“The price of success,” I quipped.

				“That’s why when I found out he was co-hosting this retreat, I just had to sign up.” She blinked up at Dirk. “It’s such a romantic setting, isn’t it?” She squeezed his arm, and he flinched. “And I’m so glad he’s here. I always do everything he tells me to—without his help, I’d be a blimp!”

				Based on the extra thirty pounds she was carrying, I suspected she wasn’t being entirely honest about following Dirk’s instructions to the letter, but I didn’t volunteer the thought. “Thanks for the lobsters, Tom,” I said, turning to the rangy lobsterman. “I’ve got to get back to the kitchen and get dessert ready. You’re welcome to a chocolate meringue if you’re interested.”

				“Oooh, chocolate meringues? How divine,” Bethany said, evidently oblivious to the tension between Dirk, Vanessa—and Tom, who looked like he couldn’t wait for all of us to clear out. “Sounds like they’re to die for.” Bethany gave Dirk a predatory look. “I’d kill for something sweet about now.”

				“I’ll go get them ready then,” I said, heading for the kitchen as Bethany led Dirk to her table.

				As I moved away from Vanessa and Tom, I heard his low voice say something about the lighthouse, but I didn’t catch the rest. I doubted the conversation involved the skeleton they’d found in the hidden chamber, though. How many men had Vanessa seduced out on Cranberry Point? I wondered.

				And what would Tom’s wife say if she knew what was going on in my living room?

				I passed Dirk and his admirer on my way to the kitchen, where Gwen stood with one hand on her slim hip, counting plates of my “Sweet Nothing” meringues. She looked glamorous as always in a cashmere sweater and designer jeans, and I reflected once more that her boyfriend, a local named Adam Thrackton, was one lucky lobsterman. Gwen had come up the previous summer to study art with Fernand LaChaise, Cranberry Island’s artist-in-residence—and to help me out with some of the housekeeping. 

				Fortunately for me, she’d fallen in love, not just with the island, but with a local lobsterman, and had managed to convince her mother to let her take a sabbatical from UCLA and stay on with me. My sister had agreed grudgingly, perhaps in part because she was under the impression that her daughter was dating a shipping magnate on the island. Neither Gwen nor I had informed her that the magnate’s fleet consisted of one small lobster boat named Carpe Diem, but it was only a matter of time before my sister descended on us for a visit and the truth came out. (I was hoping Adam’s Princeton degree would help—even if he had tossed it into the drink when he bought the Diem.) For now, though, Gwen and I were both happy that her mother lived two thousand miles away—and that she wasn’t a fan of cold weather.

				“Who was at the door?”

				“Tom Lockhart,” I said. “He left a pot full of lobsters down by the dock. For free.”

				“I didn’t know it was on the menu.”

				“It wasn’t,” I said. “Until now. He just dropped a bunch of them by.”

				Gwen cocked an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound like Tom,” she said. “Why did he do that?”

				“Who knows?” I said, shrugging. I didn’t want to think about it right now, to be honest. “I’ll save them for the last night—it will make the last meal special.” I glanced at the Tupperware container of meringues. “I’ll go clear the dinner plates. Do you have dessert under control?”

				“We need ten plates, right?” Gwen asked.

				“Yup.”

				My niece pushed a lock of her dark, curly hair behind one ear and looked up at me. “You know, this retreat is turning out to be a lot of work. Are you sure you’ll be okay if I go up to Fernand’s in the morning?”

				“It’ll be fine. Marge is coming to help me out, remember?” 

				Gwen cocked a dark eyebrow at me.

				“She’s doing a great job,” I said. “Honest.” Gwen’s reticence was understandable, if unwarranted. For years, Marge O’Leary had had a reputation as one of the island’s nastiest—and least fastidious—residents. She’d worked as a part-time cleaner for the island’s summer population, but based on the feedback from her clients, I had once sworn I would never let her wield a feather duster in my inn.

				Since last fall, though, when I’d helped Marge escape the hellish life she was secretly living—trapped with an abusive, homicidal husband who had almost murdered both of us—she had been working hard to turn her life around. As much as I supported her efforts to change, when she’d asked me for a job in December, I’d had serious misgivings. Marge had surprised me, though; with a little bit of training, she had transformed into a reliable, conscientious—and even pleasant—employee. 

				I was about to head out and clear plates when Gwen asked, “What’s up with John and the retreat leader woman? Vanessa-
what’s-her-name?”

				“Tagliacozzi,” I supplied. “What do you mean?” 

				“I was doing a sketch of the mountains from my window earlier this afternoon, while you were prepping for dinner, and I saw her go down to the carriage house,” she said. “John answered the door, and she must have been in there for like twenty minutes.”

				“Oh,” I said, feeling my stomach sink.

				“Do they know each other or something?”

				“She spent a few summers here on the island. They appear to have been friends.” And perhaps a bit more, I thought but didn’t add.

				Gwen raised an eyebrow again and said nothing. 

				“Do you want to clean the kitchen or do turndown tonight?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

				“How about I clean tonight and we switch tomorrow?”

				“Sounds good to me,” I said. “I’ll start picking up plates in the next room.”

				When I pushed through the swinging door into the dining room, everyone was standing at the windows, peering at something in the distance.

				“What is it?” 

				“The lighthouse,” Vanessa said; evidently she’d managed to send Tom on his way at some point. “I didn’t know it was working!”

				“It’s not,” I said. “Maybe it’s someone with a flashlight.” 

				“It’s awfully big for a flashlight,” Bethany said.

				I stepped up to the window and peered over her shoulder. Bethany was right. If it was a flashlight, it was a pretty massive one; the bright white light made a sweeping arc through the dark night.

				The hairs stood up on my arms, and I turned away from the window. “I know they’re renovating it,” I said lightly, thinking of the skeleton they’d turned up yesterday—and the story John had told me about the ghost light. “I didn’t realize they’d fixed the light so soon.”

				“It’s eerie, isn’t it?” said Cat, in a low voice that sent a cold finger of ice down my spine.

				“We were planning to jog out there in the morning,” said Vanessa. “We’ll have to check it out!”

				“Is everybody ready for dessert?” I asked, turning away from the light. 

				“What is it?” asked Sarah, with a hungry look in her pale eyes.

				“‘Sweet Nothing’ chocolate meringues with fresh raspberries!” I announced, and the mysterious light was instantly forgotten. Except by me. As the guests smacked their lips over the diminutive cookies, my eyes followed the arc of the light. It flashed three more times. Then it went dark.
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