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Two weeks into April, Grandfather’s profile still has white caps. Celeste Adams tore herself away from the mountain scenery outside her office window and sat behind the desk. Winter had produced a record snowfall and brought a steady stream of skiers to her small hotel. Yet, she found herself longing for warmer days and with them, more Blue Ridge Parkway traffic and weddings to host. She clicked a shortcut on her computer screen to bring up her financial spreadsheet. Despite a rockslide closing the road for several days and the homicide she’d rather forget, Gran Vista had a stable profit margin. Good amenities and pillowtop mattresses can offset a murder, I suppose.

Her buzzing intercom interrupted those thoughts.

“Yes, Maddie.”

“Arnold Penny on line one,” her desk clerk responded.

“Thank you.”

She poised her index finger over the flashing light. Arnold Penny owned Granny Belle’s Apples, one of her locally sourced food vendors. My bill is paid. I wonder what he needs. She pressed the button.

“This is Celeste Adams. How may I help you, Mr. Penny?”

“I want to book some rooms for a family meeting,” he said. She jerked the receiver away from her ear. He had a voice fit for an outdoor rock concert.

The request piqued her curiosity. Surely, he can accommodate his relatives in Penny Manor. Locals had assigned the moniker to his sprawling hilltop mansion overlooking his orchards.

“If you’ll give me a date,” she said. “I’ll check my reservations calendar for what we have available.”

“As soon as possible,” he said. “I can’t wait too long on this.”

His tone and choice of words tended more toward a business conference than a family get-together. She double-clicked the calendar on her desktop computer.

“I have one suite, one king-sized room, and four standard double rooms unreserved through this weekend. From Sunday on, we only have a few unbooked rooms for the remainder of April.”

“Fine. Put me down for four rooms this weekend. I’ll take the king-sized room and three standards. We’ll be checking in Friday afternoon and checking out Sunday morning.”

Celeste selected the four rooms and tapped the reserve button. “You’re booked,” she said. “Would you like your total cost?”

“Price doesn’t worry me,” he said. “I’d rather spend a little more money with a local concern than give it to one of those chain motels. Besides, you’re a customer of mine. One good turn deserves another, right? I’m sending my nephew, Lucas over there to pay the bill.”

“Sounds good,” she said. “Call me if you need anything else between now and next weekend.”

Before her last word had rolled off her tongue, his end of the line had gone dead. He didn’t say goodbye. Still, his considering her a local concern did her heart good. Six years seemed like a short time since she and her late husband had left life in Raleigh behind to purchase and renovate the hotel.

Maddie appeared at her door. “Large booking?” she asked.

“Yes, a family meeting, according to Mr. Penny. I’ve reserved the rooms, and Lucas will be by to prepay the bill.”

Her young employee twirled her dark curls with a pencil. “For some reason, I thought Lucas was Mr. Penny’s sole relative. The rest of the clan must have moved off to other places.”

“I wonder why he would need to house his family at our hotel? His house must have more than four bedrooms.”

Maddie’s eyebrows shot up over her red-rimmed glasses. “As it happens, I know he’s remodeling. My older brother works for the electrical contractors Mr. Penny hired.”

Celeste found Maddie’s news surprising. A few members of the local arts council called him Mr. Pennypincher. She’d never subscribed to their musings. Busloads of tour groups visiting his orchard to pick apples and purchase apple-related products didn’t necessarily equate to vast wealth. People might think I’m wealthy because I own a hotel. If they only knew.

“My brother said it was a wonder the sixty-five-year-old wiring hadn’t caused a fire.” She started to leave but stopped to add, “Can you imagine anything that old still working?”

“Yes, it’s amazing,” Celeste said. I’m that old and still working.

Fifteen minutes later, Lucas Penny walked through the front door. He wore his usual work uniform, a navy blue blazer with Granny Belle’s logo embroidered on the top pocket. When he ran a hand through his thick, dark hair, she saw a few silver strands. Lucas can’t be old enough for gray hair, can he? He favored his uncle—average height, square jaw, and thin lips.

She overheard him saying his Uncle Arnold had sent him over to pay a bill. She also heard him mention the party room. Maddie cracked Celeste’s door enough to stick her head inside.

“Mr. Penny would also like to rent our party room next Saturday.”

Celeste didn’t have to consult her booking calendar. The room, used most often during wedding season, would be free for another few weeks.

“He can have the whole day if he needs it, and give him a twenty percent discount off the usual price.”

As Arnold had said, “One good turn deserves another.” And he’s in a position to recommend my hotel to tourists.

“We’ll have a catered lunch delivered at noon,” she heard Lucas say. “And our business should conclude around two p.m.”

Maddie gave him the adjusted price, and he paid it without complaint. As he was leaving, he waved and smiled at Celeste through the office window. She reciprocated with her own gesture. Nice guy. Arnold is lucky to have Lucas taking care of his affairs.

“Do you think it’s odd for him to book rooms for the whole weekend to have a two-hour meeting? My sixth sense is telling me he has a big surprise for them,” Maddie said.

“My suspicious mind is rubbing off on you, Maddie. However, if Arnold Penny wants to bring his family to our hotel for the weekend—for whatever reason—he’s welcome here.”
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Friday Afternoon

“Could Arnold have found a place any further out in the boondocks?”

“Aunt Eve, please,” Lucas said while flashing Celeste an apologetic smile. “This is not in the boondocks. It’s only one mile off The Parkway and five miles from Blowing Rock.”

Eve Penny Tolliver cast her gaze upward to the lobby’s knotty pine, cathedral ceiling. Her shoulder-length hair shone like fine silver in the recessed LED lighting.

“Lucas, I’m very familiar with where I am.”

He held up his hands and backed up a step or two. “Of course, Aunt Eve. My apologies.”

“We have complimentary wi-fi and satellite TV,” Maddie added. “And the cell phone signal is fairly good on this side of the mountain, too.”

A pair of cool, blue eyes stared across the check-in counter at Maddie. Eve didn’t look too annoyed, but Celeste saw Maddie chew the inside of her bottom lip the way she would when dealing with a difficult guest.

“Young lady, I was born and raised five miles down the road,” Eve said. “I wasn’t implying you have no modern conveniences. I was questioning why my brother picked a lodge this far up on The Parkway when many fine hotels are located on the highway between Blowing Rock and Boone.”

“And if you’d stayed on the highway, you’d be complaining about backed-up, holiday weekend traffic moving a foot every five minutes,” Lucas said.

Maddie’s cheeks blushed pink. Celeste was grateful not to be on the receiving end of the glare Eve aimed at Lucas. She also felt the need to interject herself into the conversation.

“Mrs. Tolliver, I’m Celeste Adams, owner of this hotel. I want to offer my personal assistance if you need anything to make you feel more comfortable during your stay.”

Extending her slim right hand, Eve showed off manicured nails painted in a shade reminiscent of pink peonies. An amethyst ring the size of a drawer pull adorned her middle finger. She could knock someone out with it.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Eve said. “I do remember this place from its former days. When I was in high school, our Spanish Club had our parties in the restaurant. I commend you for all the changes. It’s a real mountain lodge now instead of tacky, 1960s something.” She paused to admire the Grandview Overlook mural on the wall next to the parking lot exit door. “I particularly like this. It’s well done. Is it a local artist?”

“Yes, she worked from a photo my husband took. We were pleased with the result.” Celeste said. “An authentic mountain lodge was our intention or I should say my late husband’s intention. He was the driving force behind Gran Vista’s renovations.”

“Did you say, late husband? Are you a widow?” Eve asked.

“Yes, I am, unfortunately.”

A crooked smile crossed Eve’s glossy, mauve lips. “Well, unfortunately, my latest one is still alive. We’re in the process of getting a divorce. He’s trying to stall our settlement, but I have some tricks up my sleeve. The greedy old coot isn’t going to get away with cheating me out of what I deserve.”

For lack of knowing what to say, Celeste kept quiet. Why would Eve share her divorce details with a complete stranger?

“My son keeps telling me to cut my losses and give him a divorce free and clear,” Eve said. “But I should be compensated for fifteen years of marriage to an ornery, selfish man. Don’t you think so?”

Celeste nodded and smiled. Thankfully, Lucas appeared next to his aunt.

“Mrs. Adams doesn’t want to hear your marital problems, Aunt Eve. Let me show you to your room.” He paused and addressed Celeste. “Uncle Arnold was held up on a phone call and sent me over to help everyone get settled.”

Eve placed her left hand against his chest. Her ring finger displayed a large, multiple gemstone, cocktail ring resembling a blooming flower. She spares no expense on jewelry.

“I wanted to wait for Hugh and Lacee to arrive. They’re my son and daughter-in-law,” she said to Celeste. “They moved to Nashville last year leaving me alone in Wilmington.”

“Then let me at least take your bags up while you wait for them,” Lucas said.

“The nice young lady at the reception desk hasn’t given me my room key,” she said.

Maddie held up Eve’s key card. “Here it is, ma’am. It’s on the second floor. Room 202.”

Taking it without saying thank you, Eve turned her back on Maddie. Celeste had never been more thankful for Maddie’s even temperament.

“Will your sweet sister, Tattletale be joining us?” Eve asked Lucas.

Celeste heard his sigh and saw a flash of exasperation in his eyes. “She calls herself Tazewell, Aunt Eve.”

From her travels in the Blue Ridge, the name struck a chord of familiarity for Celeste. “I’ve driven through a town in Virginia called Tazewell many times. This is the first time I’ve heard it used for a person’s given name.”

“Tazewell is our mother’s hometown,” Lucas said. “My sister’s full name is Sarah Tazewell Penny...well...Burns, now. She recently married. Don’t ask me why she decided to go by her middle name.” He twirled an index finger next to his right temple. “She’s a writer, and she’s a little weird.”

“Yes, and she used her poisoned pen to relate some unflattering family history,” Eve said.

“And you might be overreacting, Aunt Eve. What she wrote wasn’t terrible, and it was the truth. I wonder why it didn’t come out years ago?”

“But speaking ill of dead ancestors should never be done by family,” she retorted. “And in a magazine sold all over the southeast, to boot.”

“Well, maybe, but you two should put it in the rearview mirror and reconcile,” he said. “It didn’t hurt business at Granny Belle’s and may have brought in some new customers. She and her husband, Craig, should be arriving soon. Please muster some civility for her.”

He walked off and carried Eve’s luggage into the elevator. She strolled over to the window next to the swimming pool access door. When not an overcast day, it usually afforded a nice mountain view.

“Grandfather is hiding behind the clouds today,” Celeste said.

Eve cocked her head toward the window. “I recall days like this—driving from Blowing Rock to Linville with visibility so bad I couldn’t see two feet in front of the car.”

Celeste nodded in agreement. “It can be scary.”

“I’ve experienced scarier things,” Eve said. Suddenly, her face seemed pensive. “I was a widow once, too. My first husband, Hugh Winters was killed in a car accident. He wasn’t even thirty-five.” Her gaze shifted away from Celeste’s face. “An elderly man who shouldn’t have been driving ran a stop sign.” She shook her head. “Hugh Jr. was still in high school, but he handled it better than I did. His inner strength always reminds me of my father’s.”

Her first impression of Eve Tolliver hadn’t been a favorable one. Learning she was a member of the same sad sisterhood, Celeste wanted to find the good in her.

“I’m so sorry,” Celeste said. “Please have a seat on the sofa and be comfortable while you wait.”

They walked to the center of the lobby and sat on the rust-colored, leather sofa. It coordinated with the olive green area rug beneath it. Celeste saw Maddie checking in another guest—a well-dressed woman with short, blonde hair.

“Is this one of your family, Eve?”

She took a quick glance. “No, I don’t know her.”

“Am I correct in assuming Arnold is your brother?” Celeste asked.

“Yes, and we had a baby brother, Daniel, who was Lucas and Sarah Tazewell’s father.”

“You referred to him in the past tense. Did he pass away?”

Lowering her voice, Eve said, “He took off when Sarah was a toddler. He did it in the coldest manner, too. While his wife was away with the kids visiting her parents, he withdrew the money they had in a savings account. He packed one suitcase and ran off without even leaving a note. The police found his car in the parking lot at the bus station, but none of the clerks remembered selling him a ticket. According to his wife, his credit cards were on the kitchen table. Arnold said it was so they couldn’t trace him through any purchases he might make.” 

Eve paused, removed a compact from her purse, and checked her lipstick.

“So, did they give up searching for him?” Celeste asked.

“The police gave up after two weeks. His deluded wife kept peddling a silly story. She said he must have been abducted and forced to withdraw the money from the bank. Arnold hired a private detective who had no better luck than the police. Daniel’s wife finally had him declared dead several years ago. She wanted to remarry, she said, but I believe she wanted Daniel’s land free and clear. She unloaded it for a high price.”

Celeste didn’t hear the last part of Eve’s story. Her focus had stayed on Daniel Penny abandoning his small children. What could compel someone to do such a cruel thing?

“How tragic for Lucas and his sister,” she said.

“Despite his many marriages, Arnold never had kids of his own, and he took a great deal of responsibility for them. I’m sure that’s why Lucas became his heir apparent in running the orchard business.”

“I’ve always wondered something. Was there a real Granny Belle?” Celeste asked.

“Oh, yes, our great-grandmother, Belle Penny was the first one to plant apple trees on our family farm. When Arnold came up with this enterprising idea, the name for the business came naturally. He had hoped Daniel would be his partner, but our little brother had other ideas, apparently.”

The elevator doors slid apart, and Lucas stepped out into the lobby. The new arrival, who had finished checking in, walked toward the elevator but stopped to search her purse for something. She raised her eyes from the bag and stared at Eve for a few seconds. Once she’d extracted her phone from the bag, she slipped into the hallway to make a call.

“You’ll like your room, Aunt Eve,” Lucas said. “It’s very nice, and Uncle Arnold had Granny Belle’s gift baskets sent over for everyone.”

Eve squinted at the hotel’s front entrance. “The sun has come out,” she said. “I wish Hugh would hurry up. I want to go by the house and visit my brother before we go out to dinner.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Lucas said. “Uncle Arnold texted me a minute ago. He’ll be here shortly. The electricity will be disconnected at the house this weekend, and he reserved a room for himself, too.”

Oh, the king-sized room is for Arnold. Mystery solved.

“I offered him my spare bedroom, but he didn’t want to impose,” Lucas continued.

“It’s about time he fixed up the place,” Eve said. “Our parents built it in the early 1960s. I was a little girl, but I remember it well. My mother didn’t like living in Grandpa’s old homestead. The whole family shared one bathroom. It had been tacked onto the back porch in the 1940s. We still had to walk outside to get to it. On freezing, snowy nights, it was almost like having an outhouse. It wasn’t funny then but now...” She broke off her story and began to laugh.

“I can understand what motivated your mom to want a new house,” Celeste said.

“After Daniel was born, Mama insisted Papa build a home for their growing family. Believe it or not, it started out modest, but they kept going. It ended up in three sections built over three consecutive decades. It was 1980 when Papa finished the last addition. He didn’t live to enjoy it, though. He passed away less than a year later. Arnold and his first wife divorced around the same time. He moved in with Mama, and I think that’s when he decided to turn the apple orchard into a tourist attraction. Not long after, Daniel...”

Lucas laid a hand on Eve’s shoulder to stop her from talking. “Uncle Arnold is at the front desk,” he said.

His aunt got to her feet and crossed the lobby. Celeste watched her until she reached the reception desk, where she saw Arnold Penny. His hair had gone from salt and pepper to full gray since the last time she’d seen him at least a year earlier. She’d been seated across from him at a Chamber of Commerce banquet. He’d also lost some weight, deepening the creases in his face.

Moving over next to Celeste, Lucas said, “I worked at the old hotel in high school when this was The Harvest Moon. I mowed grass and helped the groundskeeper. I think his name was...” He rubbed his chin. “uh...starts with a ‘K’.”

“Kevin?”

“Yes. Is he still here? He must be eighty now.”

Celeste laughed. “Not quite an octogenarian and I won’t tell him you said it.”

“Please don’t.”

He joined his aunt and uncle, while she stayed on the sofa. The blonde woman who had shown an interest in Eve finished her phone call and entered the elevator. Celeste shook off the strange vibe overtaking her and shifted her interest back to the Pennys.

“Arnold, why have we been summoned to this hotel?” Eve asked.

“It’s wonderful to see you, too, Eve.” Arnold kissed his sister’s cheek. “But I’d rather discuss business later, and I don’t want to say anything before we have our meeting tomorrow.”

Eve took a few steps backward. “You made the word meeting sound ominous.”

“Unexpected and fortuitous, perhaps but not ominous,” he said. “I hope everyone will take it as good news.”

“Well, now, you’ll have me on pins and needles until tomorrow,” Eve said.

While patting his uncle’s shoulder, Lucas said, “I’m going to head home. Call me if I’m needed between now and tomorrow.”

“Don’t you want to wait for your sister to arrive?” Eve asked.

Lucas shook his head. “I’ll catch up with her tomorrow.”

Eve isn’t the only one who will be on pins and needles. I’m curious, too. Celeste rose from her seat and started to walk away, but Arnold’s booming voice reached her ears.

“Oh, Mrs. Adams.”

Pivoting on her right foot, she did a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. He closed the space between them with his right hand extended.

“When we spoke last week,” he said. “I neglected to thank you for putting us up on short notice.”

She took his hand. “You’re welcome,” she said. “I was glad to do it.”

“I’m usually not so abrupt, but a lot has happened lately.”

“Arnold, did you know Mrs. Adams is a widow?” Eve interjected.

“Yes, Eve, I met her late husband a time or two. Mrs. Adams buys our apple products for the hotel’s breakfast buffet.”

Arnold flashed Celeste an odd smile. She lowered her head. Is Eve Tolliver attempting some matchmaking? I hope not. She’d heard much from sources in town concerning Arnold Penny’s four marriages. While he’d lost one of his wives to cancer, three others had divorced him. Of course, she wasn’t in the market for another husband, either.

“Speaking of the breakfast buffet,” Celeste said. “We begin serving at seven a.m. in the café. My cook is planning to make apple turnovers using Granny Belle’s apples.”

“I’m sure it will be delicious,” Eve said. “But all I need is a strong cup of coffee to start the day.”

“I’ve heard rave reviews about Henrietta’s culinary skills. I’m looking forward to it,” Arnold said. “One of these days, you might consider re-opening the restaurant.”

“I have a lot to consider,” she said. Her attention gravitated toward a couple entering the front door. “Is this your son and daughter-in-law, Mrs. Tolliver?”

Eve spun around. “Yes, they’ve arrived at last.” She made a bee-line for the reception desk. “Hugh, Lacee, was this place difficult to find?”

“I should go greet my nephew and his wife,” Arnold said. “Nice to have seen you again.”

Hugh Winters didn’t resemble his maternal relatives. He was tall and lanky, for one, and for another, sandy-haired instead of brunette. Lacee presented a glamorous figure in black slacks, a cream-colored blazer, and a black turtleneck accessorized with layered gold chains of varying lengths. Lacee reminded Celeste of a certain on-air personality at the television station where she’d worked in Raleigh. The woman spent hours in hair and makeup attempting to maintain her beauty queen looks well into her fifties.

From Celeste’s vantage point, she could hear Eve saying she would treat them to dinner, but Arnold declined. He’d had a busy day and was too tired to go out. Instead, he asked Maddie if the hotel had a preferred delivery service. Her efficient desk clerk offered to place the order for him. Maddie would be missed when she left The Gran Vista. Her college graduation was only a few weeks away and already, she’d received job offers in her chosen profession. For the past year, she’d been taking her remaining classes at night and working full-time at the hotel during the day. Celeste dreaded having to find a replacement for her.

Celeste strode down the hallway past the restrooms, stairwell, and gym. The exercise room had been her idea, and she remembered having to convince Howard to include one. No one will use a treadmill when they have all these trails to walk, he’d said. On the contrary, many guests appreciated having the extra recreation. They also added an indoor hot tub for guests to enjoy during the winter months.

At the rear of the first level, a laundry and large, commercial kitchen resided. The Gran Vista’s erstwhile existence featured a full-service restaurant. Arnold Penny’s suggestion of creating a new dining establishment had been mulled over by Howard and herself. While crunching the numbers in the early days of their venture, they found it cost-prohibitive. Six years into her experience owning the hotel, she still didn’t feel ready to jump off the cliff.

Doris, her housekeeping manager, emerged through the double doors at the end of the hall. At only five feet tall, she had to look up to address her five-foot-seven-inch boss.

“Mrs. Adams, I’ve put the supplies away in the storage closet,” she said. “I also turned the lights off and locked the back door.”

Along with the cook, Henrietta, and the groundskeeper, Kevin, Doris had been a holdover from The Harvest Moon. She had worked for the previous owners for most of her adult life. She had reached and passed retirement age but had made no mention of leaving working life behind—a fact for which Celeste gave thanks. The cleaning crew who worked under Doris always spoke highly of her. The group did an excellent job, and she’d received no complaints regarding the hotel’s cleanliness.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Celeste replied. “Have a good evening.”

A security light remained on twenty-four hours a day illuminating the room enough for her to avoid bumping into furniture and cabinetry. She’d brought the old kitchen into the twenty-first century with second-hand appliances she’d purchased from a restaurant that didn’t survive the pandemic. Her cook had never said anything, but Celeste thought Henrietta missed the old stove at first. Now, it seemed she liked the newer, industrial, stainless steel model with all the up-to-date bells and whistles.

In the refrigerator, she found and removed the leftover chef salad she’d had for lunch. While she still had the door open, she grabbed a can of Diet Coke and sat at the table. She reached into her pocket, pulled out her smartphone, and touched the internet icon on the screen. Her best friend, Abby would chastise her, but her inquisitive nature had been stimulated by a snippet of conversation between Eve and Lucas. In the search bar, she typed Tazewell Penny.

An entry popped up for Tazewell’s writer profile. She touched the link. A photo appeared of a young woman who didn’t resemble her brother. She must take after her mother, and Lucas favors the Pennys. She sported straight blonde hair, parted in the middle. A hint of dark roots made Celeste suspect her color wasn’t natural. Unfortunately, the style elongated her narrow face and nose even more. Still, the hairstyle seemed to be preferred by many women in her age group, including Celeste’s daughter.

The sidebar consisted of an impressive list of published stories. One, in particular, captured her interest. The Real Granny Belle: Sweet As Apple Pie or Cunning Moonshine Maven. Celeste spit cola on the table and coughed repeatedly to clear her throat. Thank goodness, a roll of paper towels was within reach. She cleaned up the mess and walked over to the cupboard where the unopened condiments were shelved. She spotted a jar of Granny Belle’s Apple Jelly. The label depicted Granny Belle with white hair and wearing wire-rimmed glasses on her angelic face. She represented the quintessential pioneer grandmother. Then, she imagined Eve Tolliver seeing Tazewell’s article for the first time. Celeste laughed out loud. Maybe, they should branch out into selling hard apple cider. The logo could show Granny Belle tending her still.

Her laughter faded. Close to the passthrough window between the kitchen and café, a feminine voice demanded her scrutiny.

“Yes, she arrived a little while ago. I saw her, but I haven’t approached her yet. Too many other people around. I don’t want to get told off in front of an audience.”

Celeste slipped a finger beneath one side of the shade covering the window and peeked out. It’s the woman I saw checking in earlier.
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