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      I suppose having grown the gross proceeds of the Neary-Ten Inn and Resort by well over a hundredfold in my fifteen years there, I could say I’d been successful. The fact that I lived alone in a tiny apartment at the resort with only my two cats and a best friend who was a ghost might suggest otherwise.

      When you hit your late fifties and start thinking about retirement, you start thinking about what you’ve left behind. That was on my mind that winter as I sat in the manager’s office going through the reservations. We’d had a few cancellations and a few people requesting to come in sooner due to one of those major snow storms that headed our way a couple of times a year. This one looked like a big one, probably one for the record book if the forecasts were even close.

      It wouldn’t be perfect for skiers, mind. They were saying plenty of freezing rain because our weather had been gorgeous up until last night. I’d even had the window open in my apartment yesterday, though the thermometer was starting to drop and now the cats were cuddling together on the afghan I kept draped over the arm and one cushion of the loveseat in my apartment.

      In most places, there’d be more cancellations. We actually had more people who wanted to get here earlier than expected, though some were going to have to stay in Banner Elk and hope they could make it through. We were pretty well booked.

      The Neary-Ten Inn and Resort had sat nestled in the mountains near the North Carolina and Tennessee border for over a century. The main part of the building, which included a huge daylight basement, a sub-basement where the help stayed, and two floors, had once been a place for the rich—though not quite as rich as the Vanderbilts and their ilk—to get away from the heat of the summer.

      Now it contained the sub-basement, the basement and nine floors above plus an extra wing on one end. The old entertainment building had been turned into a restaurant that was now part of the sprawling complex.

      The name, of course, came from the location and had once just been called The Inn Near Tennessee. The current owners had capitalized on that, calling it Neary-Ten Inn and Resort.

      The owners had overbuilt, of course. When I had come in and taken over as manager, we rarely got rooms more than half-filled. We were just a tad bit further from the ski resorts than Banner Elk. As North Carolina wasn’t known for skiing, it wasn’t as if there was a huge need for more hotels for the winter.

      Instead, as I noted the excitement with which people greeted a sighting of Alfred B. Calloway-Smithers’ ghost in the restaurant, I began to formulate an idea. ABC Smithers as I liked to think of him, wasn’t our only ghost.

      Clara had once been a maid and her ghost had a habit of running down the hallway of the basement, looking behind her, tears dripping. An old man named Angus wandered around outside and would press his face to the glass windows of the main doors during the coldest temperatures. According to records, he’d gotten lost in a storm and tried to make it to the resort. He’d been found only a few feet away from what is now the parking lot, dead of hypothermia.

      I had no idea what happened to Clara and wasn’t certain I wanted to know. ABC Smithers had died in a duel over a woman. He was an idiot from everything I’d read.

      And then there was Olive. She’d been the manager here before I started. In fact, her death had left an opening for me as the assistant manager had retired not long after, unable to deal with seeing his boss after her death. He probably hadn’t appreciated her advice. Olive can be a bit bossy.

      Of the ghosts, only Olive talked. And while I liked to think she talked mostly to me Olive would talk to anyone who would listen. I think I was the only one who asked questions about what it was like to be a ghost so she talked to me more often, or so it seemed to me. More than likely, she wanted to tell me how to do my job, which had been her job for more years than I’d been at the Inn.

      The first time we’d chatted away, I hadn’t realized I was talking to a ghost. The spirits here didn’t look all see through and glowing like they do in the movies. They looked like ordinary people. I often felt a chill when they were around, but other than that, they could be normal humans dressed rather oddly.

      I mean ABC Smithers had died around 1900, so his suit was hopelessly outdated. Clara wore a long white nightshirt of the sort that would have fit well in a period piece like Downtown Abbey. Angus wore a workman’s jacket and hat that looked dated but not quite as dated as Smithers. So far as I understood, he’d gotten lost in the forties.

      Olive wore a pair of dark slacks with a brilliant peach twinset and a necklace of fake pearls. I only knew they were fake because Olive told me so.

      I’d worried, coming on, that people wouldn’t like a hotel with ghosts. Quite to the contrary, the guests who did see the ghosts seemed thrilled. I started building that up in our advertising. I even comped rooms for a few of the more well-known ghost hunters who inquired. Word got out.

      The Neary-Ten was haunted. People came for the ghosts. They were plied with good food from our main restaurant, enjoyed the renovated spa, swam in the pool that sat in a huge windowed room that could be opened to the air during the warmest parts of summer, and enjoyed the fact that they were very nearly stuck in the middle of nowhere.

      We had conventions of ghost hunters at least twice. We had a convention of funeral directors once. Apparently, they weren’t immune from wanting to see what happened after. Olive had enjoyed schmoozing with them because none of them were astute enough to catch on that she was dead.

      I had plenty of writers, particularly those who wrote anything related to the paranormal, come and stay here for retreats. The people who were hoping to get in before the storm came in, were, in fact, a group of writers having a cozy mystery writers conference.

      I wondered how ghosts and cozies worked together. I was more of a reader of women’s fiction, romance, and sometimes thrillers. The cats loved it when I found a nice thrilling tome that would keep me on the loveseat for an hour or more, sipping tea on my day off. They had my lap and the afghan which I pulled over my legs. Latte was a seal point Siamese and he’d usually capture my lap. Chai was a chocolate point and he’d normally curl up next to me, though a paw would be up on my leg, usually touching Latte’s toes as if the two of them had to hold hands.

      Not that I was complaining because these people wrote things I didn’t read. There’s no such thing as too many guests of any sort. Anyone not making it here or not getting a room would probably be able to get lodging nearby because the ice that was mixing in with this storm wasn’t going to entice too many last-minute skiers. In fact, I’d heard that there’d been a fair amount of cancellations at other hotels when I called to see about recommending some of them for a night.

      I leaned back from my desk, which was original to the building. It was an unfashionably large desk with heavy drawers on both sides. When computers had come along, someone had moved it out from the wall a foot or so and placed a stand for a computer box. Cords ran across the desk. I’d gotten several of those things that are supposed to make it look less messy but they still hung down and tried to tangle up my feet.

      The office wasn’t large enough to move the desk to any other position. I had my chair, which was a modern office chair and there were two other small club chairs in the corner. No table for visitors though. Not enough space. In fact, I’d often considered getting rid of the club chairs but then Mark, my assistant manager, and Addy, my night manager, wouldn’t have a place to sit. We’d often meet in my office, which always reminded me of how useful those chairs were no matter how cluttered they made the office seem.

      I’d had the old floral print wallpaper taken down and the walls painted a nice pale cream. The dark wood bookshelves behind me had been sanded down and painted cream as well, which brightened the place up. I’d asked about having those removed as they weren’t very well used, but the owners weren’t interested in doing so. The desk was dark wood and the floors were a lighter caramel color, original to the building. As it was an interior room, there was no window, so I needed all the brightness I could get.

      Though smoking hadn’t been allowed in the office for decades and the walls had been painted since, the room still had faint traces of cigarette smoke. I suspected it was the desk, but the antique wasn’t going anywhere. The owners were quite proud of it, though they visited the hotel perhaps once every three or four years for a weekend, usually when the place was busy and I had little time to go over things with them.

      Otherwise, given that I’d built up their revenues, they were happy to let me do my thing and carry on. Sometimes I wondered how much longer I wanted to do this.

      My door remained open. The room was too small and claustrophobic otherwise. Suzanne, my afternoon front desk worker poked her head inside. “Lyle Cook is on line one.”

      Lyle was one of the local park rangers. We were in an unincorporated part of the county and our land abutted federal park property. Lyle was the closest thing to a police officer we had, other than the sheriffs, none of whom I was on a first name basis with. They were usually further away. Lyle’s office was only about six miles down the road and he’d handle things until the sheriffs got here.

      “This is Maggie,” I said into the phone, though given that he’d called the hotel and asked for me, he had to figure I’d be answering. It wasn’t like Suzanne was going to put him on hold and transfer the call to someone else.

      “Got any rooms for this storm? I figured maybe I better stay up close to here just in case,” Lyle said. “Roads are supposed to get bad pretty quick if the forecast is anything to go by.”

      “We’re near booked already but if you don’t mind the dorms, you can stay,” I said. We had dorm rooms from back in the days when the workers lived on site. Now we just used them for bad weather so we could keep the hotel running. We had some in the basement on either side of the walk to the restaurant, which connected up to my little manager’s apartment on the hotel side and the restaurant storage room on the other. We also had an attic above the restaurant where, in theory, workers could sleep.

      Of course, the attic was where ABC Smithers liked to pace. While he looked normal enough, too many workers hated seeing him pacing around and no one would use that end of the dorm. So now it was used as extra storage and only the bravest of us, or perhaps the most disinterested, tended to get stuff out of it.

      Smithers, of course, would probably come down to the restaurant because of the weather. The writers coming in early who happened to be there when he did would probably be thrilled. So would any ghost hunters.

      “I’ll be over tonight if that’s okay,” he asked.

      “Storms not supposed to start until late tomorrow,” I said.

      “They’re now saying midday,” Lyle told me, “Although, I guess it’s not supposed to be real bad early on. Still, it sounded like you’d have a full house and always good to have an extra bit of security. Everyone up on the mountain is going to be run ragged once this thing comes in.”

      “I’ll let the workers know so those that don’t want to stay can swap with those who don’t mind living in for a few,” I said as I rang off.

      That would be another thing to juggle. Workers got extra pay when they stayed in the dorms. We didn’t always need someone to do so but when winter weather threatened to shut down the roads, we kept people on. Sometimes it was overkill but other times, it kept us up and running.

      The highways through this part of the Appalachians are mostly two-lane highways that hold plenty of blind curves and sharp drops on one side or the other. Add a sheet of ice and the going gets treacherous. The road out to Neary-Ten wasn’t even a highway and then we had our own road from that one. All of them curved and were sometimes barely even marked.

      We plowed our own road and made sure the turn-off signs were visible. In particularly bad weather, as this was advertised to be, the state closed the road just beyond our turn off. Neary-Ten would be isolated.

      I always made sure to order plenty of fuel for our plows, firewood for the big stone fireplace that sat in the main lounge, and topped off the generator for the winter. We had extra fuel for it housed in a shed back behind the restaurant. In a blizzard, we’d be stuck but fortunately, we rarely got blizzards. Ice was our issue and I made sure anyone who had to go out in it to work had gear that would minimize the chances of falling.

      I shook my head, settling in, checking to make sure the food trucks had arrived at both the hotel for our café and bars as well as for the main restaurant across the parking lot. If even Lyle was concerned—he was close to my age and had an attitude of having seen it all—I figured we were going to be in for some storm.
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      Around six, I ended up helping out at the front desk. Suzanne had gone home at four so it was just Mark and one of my part-time workers. Addy, my night shift manager, would arrive in a couple of hours. We were inundated with the people who had all wanted to come in a day early and even with the three of us, there was a line.

      I was at the end terminal which meant I had a view of the main doors beyond the line of people. We had a large front window outlined in wood. Next to that there was an airlock area with three sets of glass doors that led out to the covered loading and unloading zone.

      It was warm enough that I noticed one of the bellhops standing in only a sweater, leaning over her podium that served as the bellhop’s station. My other bellhop must have been off helping someone. The bright lights from the hotel made it impossible to see further.

      I tugged at my thick blue knit turtleneck. All the warm bodies and the fire made the desk area feel hot. When it was actually cold out, the fire was nice. Several people not waiting in line were seated in the wide green and purple chairs nearest the fire. One had even picked up one of the lap robes we kept in a basket nearby, as if they were cold, which I found impossible to understand. But everyone had different comfort levels and the people relaxing clearly weren’t standing on their feet attempting to check in half a hotel’s worth of guests.

      Going back to my work, doing a day early check-in for one of the writers, I had to admit the lobby looked good. It didn’t look like the lobby of a haunted hotel with its high ceiling and the huge stone fireplace in the center. The desk was off to the right as someone came in through the main doors. The owners had talked about putting in one of those revolving doors but hadn’t gotten around to it.

      A long sofa and a set of chairs sat under the front window to look outside or enjoy the fireplace from a cooler distance.

      The lobby bar—no one was particularly good with names when the hotel opened, I mean even the hotel name wasn’t exactly good—was located just beyond the lobby area and I heard a bit of jazzy music coming from there. Around the corner was the little onsite shop where people could purchase toiletries and various snacks. If guests kept walking down that hallway they’d come to the hotel’s café, which was a more casual dining experience than the restaurant across the parking lot.

      Upstairs in the mezzanine overlooking the entry, we had the rather unoriginally named Mezzanine Bar. They had a softer, more laid-back feel. A large piano sat towards the front of the Mezzanine Bar and at our busiest times we brought in a pianist. I’d planned to have our local pianist there for the writers but with the weather, I’d called and cancelled. No reason to have her come out and be stuck in the hotel when she could be stuck at home with her family instead.

      I finished up with the writer and a tall man that stank like he hadn’t washed in a month moved up to the desk. Frank Larsen, according to his driver’s license. Not with the writers. I noted he’d asked for room 785, which was one of our suites and there were rumors of it being haunted.

      The upper levels were part of the addition that had been added in the seventies, when the Inn had been overbuilt. So far as I knew, no one had died in that room and the older ghosts all haunted the lower levels. Even Olive didn’t go up into the upper rooms often, at least not that I knew of.

      “I heard that Calloway-Smithers shows up before a storm. Know what time?” Frank asked. He was tall and rather cadaverous, looking more like a ghost than many of our ghosts.

      “Our ghosts don’t perform on a time table,” I said, shaking my head. “They show up if and when they want, however, if Smithers is going to show up, I’d say any time now.” I hadn’t heard of sightings earlier.

      Which was a bit unusual. Usually, ABC Smithers tended to get antsy a few days before a big storm. It was less than that now and he’d not been prancing around down in the restaurant. The employees over there always told me so I could log it on our social media that we’d had another sighting.

      “You’d think you’d have studied his habits, given how you promote this place as haunted,” Frank said. He wasn’t smiling.

      “We’re not Disney World,” I replied, keeping my face neutral as I scanned his card. Given that he was clearly interested in the ghosts and that he’d arranged his visit several months out so he could get a particular suite, I figured even if I weren’t completely pleasant, he wasn’t going to leave. He’d give us good ratings if he saw a ghost and realized it. Bad ones if he didn’t.

      Frank said nothing. His card went through. I got a license plate and information from him. Then I explained where to catch the elevators—just around the corner behind me—and what he needed to know about the wifi.

      He signed the necessary paperwork and headed off to the elevator without returning to his car. I hoped that he’d parked in the lot and wasn’t going to make people wait to get under the drop off area. We were busy.

      “It’s busy here,” a heavy-set woman said. She was rolling a suitcase. “I couldn’t get a spot under the drop off so I just parked in the lot. I hope that’s okay?”

      “That’s fine. I’ll be getting your plate number and make and model so we know that the car belongs to a guest,” I said.

      In the cities, hotels could be much stricter about parking than here. Still, we kept an eye on which cars belonged to guests so that one didn’t get left here for days on end. It happened every now and then and we had to have the car towed. Once it had been a mistake on the part of an employee, for which I felt badly, but we’d asked several times if anyone had left their car in the lot and no one had volunteered having done so.

      “I’m so excited to be here. I write paranormal cozies and this place seems perfect. It looks so nice, though. I was expecting something more like the old hotel in the Shining, you know?”

      I looked up and smiled at her. Belinda Cassidy. I hadn’t heard of her but perhaps she wrote under a pen name. Of course, I couldn’t say that I read paranormal cozies—whatever that was—but I did keep track of many authors. I’d been disappointed to see no one I’d heard of on the guest register, though.

      Belinda would be hard to miss. She was probably all of five foot and nearly as wide. Her blonde hair was styled nicely and she had a beautiful smile. Her outfit, a heavy sweater that came down to her knees under which she had on black leggings and adorable black boots that wouldn’t do anything for her in the snow, was cute.

      “I am so glad I reserved an extra night here. I tend to get so excited that I can’t focus and end up talking everyone’s ears off when I travel. I figured I’d give the writers a break and work it out the day before. And look at me. I don’t have to worry about getting up here tomorrow.”

      “We have a number of people coming in early,” I said. “We weren’t able to accommodate everyone, but quite a number. Those we couldn’t fit in will be coming up the mountain today but staying down in Banner Elk. I expect we’ll be holding luggage for folks tomorrow morning before the storm gets here.”

      Belinda nodded.

      “My friend is staying down there. She asked if she could stay in my room but I had a single king so there really wasn’t a place for her to stay. Besides, she’d probably go nuts listening to me babble on.”

      I could appreciate the problem. I was already about to go nuts trying to listen closely enough to make appropriate responses and still continue working as fast as I could. The doors opened and a group of five women all came in together laughing and talking.

      Belinda turned and waved at the group, so they must be more writers. The line wasn’t getting any shorter. In fact, it was getting longer.

      “Belinda!” one of the women called.

      Belinda smiled. “I’m talking her ear off, so you’ll have to wait!”

      “No worry. Just glad to be here. We’re all going to camp out with Elsa so we don’t have to drive over tomorrow. If you get everything set here, can you head over to the restaurant and maybe get us a table for eight or so?” the same woman said.

      “Gotcha!” Belinda shouted back.

      I hadn’t thought about the people who might be doubling up if they hadn’t been able to get into the hotel for the night. I made a mental note to call over to the restaurant and warn them they’d be swamped. Belinda signed her paperwork and I held up a finger for the next person while I hurried in the back to do just that before I forgot. Doing it now would give some of the servers time to get set for the evening.

      A quick phone call and I was back at the counter. The next woman wasn’t very happy with me for leaving.

      “I would think that customers in front of you would be more important than any phone call.” Her red hair was obviously colored to make her look younger than the lines on her face suggested she was. She reminded me a bit of Endora on the old television show, Bewitched, though her face was fuller and her hair cut in a more modern style.

      “Just calling over to be sure we have plenty of servers at the restaurant. More people are here than expected,” I said.

      “You’d think that an organized hotel would know how many customers to expect,” the woman said.

      I got her card without saying another word. Some people clearly want to be angry and rude and this woman was one of them. Maybelle Sherwood. I wouldn’t forget her.

      The first time I ran the card, it didn’t go through. I frowned, trying again. Once again the card was declined.

      “I’m sorry,” I said looking up at her. “But your card was declined.”

      “It happens,” Maybelle said. “Their processing is probably too busy. Just put in anyway.”

      “I can’t do that,” I said.

      “Then get me the manager.” Maybelle looked down at me.

      I held her gaze before very pointedly looking down at my name-tag that noted I was the manager. Mark glanced over, but said nothing. I noted the frown lines between his eyebrows though the corners of his mouth remained neutral.

      “I am the manager,” I said.

      Maybelle sniffed. “I’m surprised you have any guests at all the way you treat us.”

      “Our policy states that we need an approved credit card,” I repeated. “Your card was declined.”

      Maybelle didn’t break my gaze. However, her hand darted out like a snake and grabbed the card and put it away in her wallet. She pulled out another one. This one went through.

      She sniffed. “I told you it was just busy servers or phones.”

      “We always try twice,” I said. “It was declined both times, though neither of them gave me a number to call.”

      Maybelle’s eyes narrowed at me. I was not making a friend here at all. I had no doubt she was the sort to give me a horrible review.

      “Do you know who I am?” Maybelle asked.

      “I know your name from the credit card, but that’s all,” I said.

      I did not have to wait long for her to sniff and let me know that her cozy mysteries were best sellers.

      “I told them we needed to go on a retreat someplace warm. Maybe a cruise, but no. People wanted to come here, claiming a cruise would keep them from writing much,” Maybelle snapped. “As if. A good writer can write anywhere, you know.”

      “I don’t write,” I said. In fact, I didn’t think I had a creative bone in my body. Or maybe just one in my pinkie where I turned out crocheted afghans and scarves while watching television with the cats. I’d tried to make a sweater vest once and the results assured me that I needed to stick with simpler items.

      Maybelle had to hunt around for her rental car information to get me the license plate on her vehicle. At least while she did that, she was quiet. I noticed that her clothing was lighter than most. Even her coat was only a heavy sweater. She was definitely not dressed for the mountains in a storm. If she hadn’t been so annoying, I might have warned her about the chill.

      Once everything was done, I breathed out a sigh of relief as I bent over to put the papers away, hoping that the next customer wouldn’t notice how relieved I was to be done with Maybelle. Then, I wondered if that person knew her. After all, Maybelle was one of the writers, though the group that had hailed Belinda certainly hadn’t gone out of their way to greet her.
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