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“Mrs. Adams. Mrs. Adams.”

Hearing the urgency in her employee’s voice, Celeste sprinted into the laundry room and found her newest housekeeper in a panic, struggling to catch her breath.

“Angel, lower your voice. Guests might hear you,” she whispered. “Come in the kitchen and tell me what’s wrong.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Adams,” Angel said. “But I was nearly attacked.”

Celeste wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Attacked? By who? Where?”

“Room 201,” she said. “As soon as I entered the room, a black, demon creature jumped off the table in front of me, ran around the bed, bounced off the mattress, and crawled under the sofa. I stooped down, lifted the dust skirt, and saw a pair of wild eyes, yellow as the sun, staring back at me. It lunged at me. I ran for the door and slammed it shut before the critter could escape into the hall.”

Celeste struggled to keep from laughing, and she heard a squeak from her septuagenarian cook’s throat. Angel’s cheeks flushed at their apparent amusement, and she lowered her head.

“You don’t believe me,” Angel said. “You think I’m telling a story.”

She squeezed Angel’s shoulder. “I believe you. Doris should’ve told you to skip number 201. It’s Henrietta’s room, and the demon you saw is her cat, Sweet Pea.”

The young woman straightened up. “Sweet nothing,” she said. “That cat is wild.”

Even standing at her full height, the braided, brunette bun atop Angel’s head only reached Celeste’s chin. Her small stature and youthful appearance had prompted Celeste to request proof of her age during her job interview.

“Sweet Pea isn’t a mean cat, and she was more afraid of you than you were of her,” Henrietta said.

“Your cat didn’t look frightened to me.” Angel sighed and turned to leave. “I’ll start my housekeeping in Room 202.”

Angel entered the stairwell in the hallway, and Celeste returned to her cook’s side. She began transferring bacon and eggs to the buffet dishes.

“Sweet Pea doesn’t mean to cause trouble,” Henrietta said. “She’s been through so much, and it will be nice to return home. The Samaritans have told me the house will be ready in two weeks.”

Henrietta Tucker had been staying at The Gran Vista for five months since Hurricane Helene had emptied its torrential rains on the Appalachians. As Henrietta had told the story, she’d scrambled up the hillside behind her home to escape the rising water, holding Sweet Pea’s carrier in one hand and a grocery bag full of her most cherished possessions in the other. Halfway to the hotel, she’d been forced to abandon her vehicle and continue on foot. Celeste had always suspected her cook’s soft, sweet exterior hid a lot of tenacity and resilience. Her suspicion had been confirmed when the older woman had staggered to the kitchen door—cold, wet, and weary from her dangerous hike to safety.

“You have no need to explain, Henrietta. I’m thankful the hotel withstood the storm, and I was able to house you and Sweet Pea.”

“In my seventy-four years, I never saw anything like it. My cousin and her husband, down in Burnsville, had to live in a tent until a kind person in Indiana donated a camper to them. They’re finally getting some help building a new home.”

Celeste filled the bread baskets with Henrietta’s biscuits and delivered them to the buffet table. Seeing tourists filling the café again, enjoying breakfast, warmed her heart. Her mind wandered back to the autumn months. An emergency closure might have become a permanent one. One storm could’ve cost her the dream she and Howard had built. Don’t dwell on what could’ve happened. Be grateful for what is.

The Gran Vista’s elevation had saved it from sustaining major damage. The creek behind the property, however, had become a raging avalanche of water. By the time it subsided, it had wiped out the Parkway’s walking trail and the hotel’s picnic grounds. Thankfully, it didn’t make it up the steep hill to her cottage or the hotel’s main building.

They had lost power, but her groundskeeper, Kevin, had been monitoring the forecast and preparing for the onslaught. He had boarded up Gran Vista’s first-floor windows, filled water barrels, and gassed up the generators before the storm hit. Kevin had been nothing less than a blessing to her. How will I ever replace him if he retires?

“Keep the bacon and eggs coming,” she said to Henrietta. “Our guests have big appetites this morning.”

“It’s on the way.”

Her phone vibrated against her hip, and Celeste reached for it in her apron pocket. The screen displayed her best friend’s name.

“Hello, Abby,” she said. “I was going to call you this morning. Devin Clifford, the foreman from Wright Construction, dropped off the keys to your new front door a little while ago. They’ve finished your repairs.”

“Yes, Ethan Wright emailed me. We had planned to come back this week,” Abby said. “But I saw snow on your local forecast.”

“It’s only a dusting. Tomorrow is supposed to be sunny. You know how the weather is this time of year.”

“Still, we’ve decided to wait until next week to drive up there. Hold on a minute.” Celeste could hear Abby speaking to her husband, Mark, in the background. “Would you do me a favor, Celeste?”

“Of course. Just name it.”

“Would you go over to our cabin and inspect the repairs? Mr. Wright emailed photos to us, but it’s not the same as seeing it in person.”

Abby’s cabin had also numbered among Helene’s victims. Luckily, Abby and Mark Benson had left the mountains a week ahead of the hurricane’s arrival to spend the fall and winter months in Myrtle Beach. When the camera on their alarm system ceased sending photos, Abby placed an emergency call to Celeste. Thanks to the satellite phone system her late husband had installed, Celeste hadn’t been cut off from the outside world.

A few days later, after Holloway Mountain Road had been cleared of debris, Celeste had driven her Jeep over to the cabin. She’d discovered that an ancient, uprooted tree had obliterated the front porch. One of the tree limbs gouged a large hole in the roof, allowing rainwater to saturate part of the cabin’s interior.

“Abby, I’m not a building inspector. Perhaps, Cameron would be willing to look at your cabin and give you his honest opinion.”

“Sounds great,” Abby said. “How is Cameron?”

“Doing great. He’s pretty much taken over for me. Maybe his old Mama will be able to retire soon.”

“No way, you love the hotel too much to surrender it completely. I look forward to hearing from you,” Abby said.

“I’ll see you soon.”

Celeste touched the End Call icon. Abby and Mark would be pleased with the results. She was sure of it. After all, she’d recommended Ethan Wright. He owned a large construction company based in Winston-Salem and had sent crews into the area to aid with storm recovery. She’d housed and fed many of his workers who had helped return her community to a normal footing.

Ethan’s stay at The Gran Vista had prompted him to book rooms for the upcoming “Hiking Grandfather” charity event. The three-day weekend provided both relaxation for his employees and also raised money for storm relief. She hadn’t received any information yet on whether all of Grandfather’s trails were open and ready for hikers. She had her fingers crossed for the event.

“Bacon is ready,” Henrietta said.

“I’m on it,” she said. “Your favorite helper was on the phone. She’ll be back next week.”

“I will be glad to see her only...” Henrietta stopped speaking and placed an index finger to her lips.

“Only what?”

“This year, I hope we won’t be in the middle of a murder investigation when she returns.”

Henrietta’s frank comment made Celeste gasp, although Abby had expressed the same sentiment a year earlier. She’d returned from the beach in time for the events surrounding Eve Penny Tolliver’s death. How many times could Gran Vista be mentioned in the same sentence as mysterious death before the hotel gained a reputation for it?

Using her index fingers, Celeste formed an “x”. “Not this time, Henrietta. Don’t jinx the present by bringing up the past.”

She took the bacon tray out to the café. Glancing up, she saw her son walking toward the kitchen. His strong resemblance to his father made her smile. The thick, dark hair, the dimples in his round face, and even his steady, determined gait as he made his way toward her reminded her of Howard. Working with him at the hotel had been a joy. In the aftermath of the storm, he’d been eager to volunteer for search and rescue operations. Spending two weeks in the mountains had nudged him to resign from his job back east and help her operate the hotel.

When he entered the kitchen, he removed his glasses and grabbed a paper napkin from the dispenser to clean them.

“Get a plate and have some bacon and eggs,” she said.

“No thanks, Mom. I don’t eat breakfast.”

She couldn’t help frowning, but kept her opinion to herself. At age thirty-five, Cameron could make his own dietary choices.

“After I finish here, would you ride over to Abby’s cabin with me?” she asked. “She wants us to inspect the work Wright Construction did for her.”

Cameron snickered. “I was a property tax appraiser—not a building inspector. I’m sure it’s fine, but I’ll be glad to look it over.”

She patted his cheek. “Thank you.”

“I heard some good news a while ago,” he said. “The Parkway has reopened down to Linville.”

“Wonderful,” she said. “Our recovery is moving along.”

“And I called the public affairs office at Grandfather Mountain to ask if all the trails have reopened,” he said. “They are open and ready for visitors, and I relayed the information to the office manager, Tori Rogers, at Wright Construction.”

“You’re so efficient,” she said. “Just like your dad, but I do wonder...” She paused. Don’t put your foot in it, Celeste.

“Wonder what?”

“We’ve had this discussion before,” she said.

“Mom, for the last time, my decision was a long time coming, and I didn’t do it because I think you’re getting old and need all the help you can get.”

She tightened her lips and twisted an imaginary key against her mouth. She’d almost said, But you’re giving up so much security. How many times had she used security as an excuse not to move to the mountains? And how many times since her husband’s death had she regretted it?

“I won’t say another word,” she said. “Now, did you confirm the reservations with Miss Rogers? If I recall, they’ve taken the whole second floor, except for Henrietta’s room, and four rooms on the third floor.”

“Oh, they also want a suite on the fourth floor,” he said. “Mr. Wright’s wife has decided to join them, and she insisted on a suite.”

Her surprise must have registered on her face.

“Why the incredulous look?” he asked.

Celeste shrugged her shoulders. “When he and some of his crew stayed here during the weeks following the hurricane, I was under the impression he was getting a divorce.”

“Maybe they’ve reconciled. I guess it can happen for some people.”

Cameron started to walk off but pinched a biscuit from the bread basket on his way out.

“Yes, I suppose it can,” she whispered.

However, divorce was another subject she wouldn’t broach with her son. The dissolution of his marriage had been too painful for him, and the wounds were still fresh. On the other hand, Ethan Wright’s divorce, or rather non-divorce, intrigued her. During his last stay at the hotel, a phone call from his wife had left him wrung out and depressed. Celeste had made him her special hot buttered rum and allowed him to pour out his heart to her. Now, as impossible as it seemed, the relationship had taken a turn for the better.
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Henrietta rushed into the kitchen as if she’d been frightened. Her hands shook while she tied her apron strings, and she made a beeline for the stove to begin her breakfast routine. Celeste hadn’t seen Henrietta in such a state since the morning after Helene.

“Are you okay?” Celeste pulled a chair out from under the table. “Why don’t you sit down for a minute? I’ll pour you a cup of coffee.”

The older woman held up a hand, indicating her need to take a moment to collect her thoughts. Henrietta settled into the chair and took calming breaths—in through her nose and out through pursed lips. Henrietta took a small sip from the cup Celeste gave her.

“Wouldn’t you know, on her last day here, Sweet Pea got out onto the balcony and jumped down to the parking lot? By the time I made my way outside, she had disappeared.” She took a bigger gulp from her cup. “I had to get down on my hands and knees and look under the cars. You can imagine what a scene it would’ve been for passersby seeing an old lady’s butt up in the air. I hope I don’t end up in one of those tick-tack videos.”

Holding back her laughter, Celeste said. “Let’s hope not, Henrietta.”

“I finally spotted her under the big Tahoe I saw Mr. Wright driving. I thought she’d never come out.” She paused again to inhale and exhale another deep breath. “Thank the Lord, Cameron was walking over from your cottage and saw me. He must have a way with animals because she ran right to him.”

Celeste stood behind Henrietta and massaged her shoulders. “Poor little Sweet Pea hasn’t had a taste of freedom in months. We can forgive her this time.”

“Yes, but when I got her back in the room, I had to wash her paws. I have no idea what she ran through in the parking lot, but I didn’t want her to mess up your beautiful floors. Whatever it was, it smelled terrible, too.” Henrietta set the cup on the table, stood up, and walked to the refrigerator. She extracted two slabs of sliced bacon, two cartons of eggs, and a large roll of sausage. “Of course, I didn’t want to be late for my shift, either,” she said. “I have to feed all those people from Wright Construction this morning.”

Henrietta’s work ethic couldn’t be faulted. Celeste had been taken by surprise earlier when she entered the kitchen and hadn’t found her cook already at the stove scrambling eggs. Henrietta usually clocked-in to work thirty minutes ahead of Celeste.

“Don’t panic. We still have plenty of time to have the hot food ready. Ethan told his people to be down for breakfast by seven-thirty. Cam and I set up the party room tables last night. I’ve already started the coffeemaker and unboxed the pastries from the bakery. Cam also picked up fruit trays from the grocery store so they have enough to munch on if anyone comes down early.”

“What about our other guests? I see a couple of people in the café now.”

“Kristy’s Bakery delivered more than enough croissants and muffins. I’ve already put some in the café, along with one of the fruit trays.”

Henrietta breathed a sigh of relief. “Speaking of Mrs. Stone, has she been able to reopen Evergreen?”

“Yes, she had lots of cleanup and downed trees to remove, but thankfully, the house wasn’t damaged at all. She says the spirits protected it.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, when I was a child, I heard stories about the old Dickerson place being haunted, but for Mrs. Stone to believe it...”

A knock on the kitchen door interrupted Henrietta.

“I’ll bet Abby has arrived,” Celeste said.

“I hope she’s ready for the crowd we’re feeding today.”

Celeste raised the shade and saw her friend through the window. She waved to Abby and keyed in the unlock code.

“Good morning, Abby. Henrietta hopes you’re ready to work.”

Abby grinned. “Aren’t I always any time you need me?”

The two women exchanged a quick hug. “I meant to ask when I saw you the other day, have you stopped coloring your hair?” Celeste had noticed more gray than red on Abby’s head.

“I’ve decided to embrace my age.”

“Good for you,” Celeste said. “It’s not fair for you to look younger than me.”

Henrietta tossed them the side eye as if to say, Kids. Her arms outstretched, Abby approached Henrietta.

“It’s so good to see you,” Abby said. “Celeste told me your home flooded and you narrowly escaped.”

“I guess I made it out to be more dramatic than it was,” Henrietta said. “I was able to evacuate before my life was endangered.”

“Henrietta is being modest,” Celeste said. “She had quite an ordeal, and I’m looking forward to seeing her renovated home.”

“I’m moving back this afternoon,” Henrietta continued. “A religious group cleaned out and repaired my house, and they want to have a little ceremony before giving me back my keys. One thing I’ve learned from this is how many good people are still in the world.”

Abby donned her apron and washed her hands in the stainless steel sink. “I hope I get to meet Ethan Wright this morning. I’d like to thank him in person for the great job he and his crew did repairing my cabin.”

Celeste cast an eye at the clock on the stove. “He should be down in fifteen minutes. I’ll introduce you.”

“Hopefully, he’s in a good mood,” Henrietta said.

“Why would you say such a thing?” Celeste asked. “He seemed very cheerful when I saw him yesterday.”

“I wouldn’t use the word cheerful to describe how he was last night when I saw him having an argument with someone.”

Henrietta’s observation piqued Celeste’s interest. “Where was this?” she asked. “Are you sure it was an argument and not simply a loud discussion?”

“It was in the parking lot,” Henrietta said. “Around eight, I was sitting on my balcony enjoying the night breeze, and I saw a man walk out of the lobby’s side entrance. A woman scurried out behind him and called his name. ‘Ethan,’ she said. ‘Don’t ignore me. I want an answer.’ He told her he couldn’t talk to her because he had a meeting at The Chetola. Then she said, ‘Run to your girlfriend, but you’ll have to explain this account to me sooner or later.’ He said, ‘I don’t pay you to police how I handle my money. I pay you to take care of my company’s books.’ He got in his vehicle to drive off, and the woman said, ‘You’re not paying me to go to jail for you, and you better believe I won’t.’ He exited onto Holloway Mountain Road. His tires screeched, and gravel flew up in the air like he wanted to get away in a hurry.”

Abby took the large serving dish containing scrambled eggs and sausage patties from Henrietta.

“That one goes in the café,” Henrietta said.

Not one to miss any juicy gossip, Abby hurried out to the café’s buffet table and returned without dawdling.

“Hmm, Ethan’s office manager is the only woman from his company staying here,” Celeste said. “She’s a young woman, probably late-twenties, has long, blonde hair. In fact, she’s in the room next to yours. Her name is Tori Rogers.”

“I only saw her from the back, and she did have a blonde ponytail,” Henrietta said. “And come to think of it, I did recognize her voice later when someone made a ruckus next door like she was being raided by the FBI. She said to them, ‘Don’t beat the door down. I’m here.’ Her visitor didn’t speak, so I couldn’t tell you if it was a man or a woman.”

At Henrietta’s comparison to federal law enforcement, Abby and Celeste smiled at one another. As if Henrietta would know such a thing. Then again, she’d found her to be full of surprises in the last several months.

“Given what you heard between Tori and Ethan, I guess I can be glad they paid in advance and the check has already cleared the bank,” Celeste said.

“Maybe, I’ll wait until later to meet Ethan,” Abby said. “I don’t want to catch him at a bad time.”

“I didn’t care for the idea of him going off to see a girlfriend while his wife is staying in a suite upstairs,” Henrietta said. “How do you bring your wife to a scenic hotel and then tell her you’re stepping out for the evening?”

Celeste rolled out a stainless steel cart, and Henrietta dished bacon and scrambled eggs into two of three chafing trays. Considering the confidences Ethan had shared with her, it still surprised Celeste to learn he and his wife had found their way back together.

“There might not be an actual girlfriend,” Celeste said. “It could’ve been the office manager’s way of saying he was frittering away his time instead of attending to important business.”

The cook’s shoulders rose and fell. “I suppose so, but after Ethan left, another man came out to speak with the woman you say is Tori Rogers. He asked her if she’d been able to show Ethan what she’d discovered. She said, ‘He wouldn’t listen to me.’ And she added, ‘He drove off to meet that woman.’ The way she said, ‘that woman,’ sounded suspicious to me. Then the two of them went inside. He’d been standing in the shadows, and I couldn’t see him clearly. He could’ve been the person who came to her room later, but I don’t want to speak out of turn.”

Curiosity now threatened to get the best of Celeste, and she jumped when a high-pitched alarm beeped on the stove. Henrietta removed a tray of sausage patties and used a spatula to transfer them to the third tray on the cart. Celeste decided to file away what Henrietta had told her. I don’t want to be thought of as one of those old ladies who entertain gossip. So far, she’d formed good opinions of the Wright Construction crew. She didn’t want these unsavory tidbits to spoil it.

“Let’s take this food into the party room, Abby, and maybe Ethan will be here, so you can say hello to him.”

Abby held the door open while Celeste rolled the cart into the café. Two men standing in the hallway moved aside to allow them entry. The men thanked Celeste for her hospitality and complimented her on the comfortable beds in their rooms. They looked familiar. The names Steve and Jack came to mind, but she didn’t want to call them by the wrong names and be embarrassed.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “Enjoy the breakfast.”

Celeste’s gaze darted toward the woman standing next to the beverage bar. She nudged Abby’s elbow.

“The woman getting coffee is the one Henrietta mentioned.”

Her friend leaned close to whisper, “The wife, the other woman, or the office manager?”

“Now, don’t be sarcastic. It’s the office manager,” Celeste said.

“She’s very attractive,” Abby said. “But she doesn’t look too happy. In fact, she seems annoyed at whoever she’s texting. I hope she doesn’t break her phone.”

Celeste nodded and pushed the cart to the buffet. “The times I’ve been around her, she always seems stressed out. It makes me wonder if she’s too young for the responsibility of running such a busy office.”

Abby pressed the switch to turn on the warming plates and placed the trays on them. “She’s probably not too young, Celeste. You and I are at the age where forty seems like a Spring chicken.”

“Oh, Abby, we’re sixty-five—not eighty-five, but I do remember being in my twenties and thinking I knew it all.”

She placed the serving utensils in the trays and straightened the plates and napkins.

“Do you want a ruler and a level so you can make sure everything lines up perfectly?” Abby asked.

Celeste laughed at the memory Abby evoked. Her late husband, Howard, used to tease her about being so fastidious.

“This looks great, but you did way too much,” a familiar voice came from behind her.

Spinning around, she saw Ethan Wright standing behind her. During the weeks when he’d made The Gran Vista his home base, she’d enjoyed their conversations, mostly over morning coffee. Despite his graying hair, he was still in his early fifties. He’d come into the construction business through his father, who had started Wright Construction in the 1970s. According to Ethan, he’d been learning how to shingle a roof in junior high school while his friends hung out at the arcade.
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