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n loving memory of my Teddy Bear. In my heart, you
walk on four legs. I miss you, little man.
—Anne Marie Rodgers
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GRACE CHAPEL INN


A place where one can be
refreshed and encouraged,
a place of hope and healing,
a place where God is at home.
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Chapter One

T

he late March day in Acorn Hill, Pennsylvania, was
bright and beautiful. Alice Howard tilted her face to the

sun, enjoying the fresh air and the promise of warmer weather to
come. March had come in like a lion, but the past few balmy days
had been close to the “goes out like a lamb” part of the adage.
“Are you sure you don’t mind raking those leaves?” asked
Jane, Alice’s younger sister, as she came out of the stately
Victorian home that the Howard sisters had turned into a bedand-breakfast after the death of their father. “I’ll be happy to
do it when I get back.” Carrying a large covered basket, Jane
paused on the sidewalk. Dressed in pale yellow linen trousers
and a billowing white poet’s shirt, she had put up her dark hair
in a casual twist. Draped around her neck with an elegance
Alice admired was a patterned scarf in the same shade of yellow
as her pants.
“How could I mind?” Alice asked. “It’s such a beautiful day.
This is a wonderful excuse to be outside.”
Jane smiled. “It is a lovely day, isn’t it?” Her smile dimmed a
bit. “I feel so bad for Mrs. Smeal. A broken ankle is no fun at any
time, but it’s especially bad now when she’s longing to get out and
do some work on her flower borders.”
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Penelope Smeal was a fellow member of Grace Chapel, the

small white church near the center of Acorn Hill, the little town
where Alice, Jane and their older sister Louise had grown up.
Jane and Mrs. Smeal, an elderly widow, had bonded over their
love of gardening. Ever since Mrs. Smeal had taken an ugly spill
on her front steps after a late-season ice storm, Jane visited her
every Sunday after church, taking a casserole or some soup that
could be heated and eaten later. A chef of some repute, Jane
delighted inn guests, friends and family with her delicious
dishes.
“You’ve been such a good friend to her,” Alice said. “Father
would be proud of you.”
“And of Louise too,” Jane added as their sister’s vintage white
Cadillac came to a halt in the driveway. “Mrs. Smeal loves it when
Louise comes along and plays a few pieces for her. She’s a big fan
of Mozart.”
“Are you ready, Jane?” Louise called through the open car window. She waved at Alice. “I envy you. It’s a beautiful day.”
Alice smiled as she called back, “The sun feels marvelous.
Have a nice visit and say hello to Mrs. Smeal for me.”
As her sisters settled themselves and drove off along Chapel
Road toward town, Alice surveyed the yard. Since Jane had
returned home from San Francisco to help run the inn, the landscaping around the house was beautifully groomed and especially
attractive. This year, the beds along the sidewalks already were a
riot of color. Crocuses in shades of deep purple, lavender, yellow
and white, sunny daffodils and bright red tulips had begun to
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bloom. Tiny purple grape hyacinths, commonly referred to as
bluebells, sprang up in profusion.
Near the porch, Jane had planted two Hellebores, a largeleafed plant that, astonishingly, began to bloom in late winter,
earning the name “Lenten Rose.” The long-lasting blossoms were
large and came in varied shades of pink, rose, white, green and
mauve. Jane was fond of cutting them and floating them in crystal dishes for table decorations.
The forsythia hedge at one side of the house was glowing like
sunbeams, while lilac and mountain laurel buds swelled in preparation for a beautiful display a bit later in the spring. Mountain
laurel, the state flower of Pennsylvania, often were quite large and
unruly, but Jane had found a miniature that bloomed in a clear
candy pink. The little shrub with the pretty, starburst blossoms
was very near the top of Alice’s favorites.
Alice worked for the next hour in the front yard, using a narrow rake to pull leaves out from behind the foundation shrubs.
Twice, she took the wheelbarrow full of sodden leaves back to the
compost heap that Jane had established behind the garden.
When the leaves were disposed of, Alice picked up the rake
and the other tools. She was just about to return everything to
the garden shed when an expensive-looking black car turned in
to the inn’s driveway, its engine purring smoothly.
The driver braked when he saw Alice and rolled down his window. “Hello,” he said. “Are you the proprietress of Grace Chapel Inn?”
Alice stripped off her work gloves. “One of them, although
you might not know it to look at me,” she said, smiling. She
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walked toward the car. “I’m Alice Howard. My two sisters and I
run the inn together.”
“Maxwell Alexander Vandermitton.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Vandermitton.” She saw that
the man in the driver’s seat was quite young, perhaps in his early
twenties. His dark, wavy hair was cut in a neat, short style, and he
wore a white shirt with a button-down collar.
“Your establishment is most attractive,” he told her. “It has a
very period feel.”
“One of my sisters researched the original colors,” she told
him. “The body of the house is a shade called cocoa and the trim
along the roofline is eggplant.”
Maxwell Vandermitton smiled. “Prosaic names for such
appealing colors.”
Alice laughed. “That’s true, but we are quite pleased with the
results.” She paused for a moment. “What can I do for you?”
“I am in need of lodging.”
“I can help you with that,” Alice told him. She stepped back a
pace and pointed. “You can park in the lot at the back of the inn.”
Maxwell nodded. “Is there a garage? This is a brand-new Beamer.”
“I’m sorry, but there isn’t. I believe your car will be safe here,
if you are concerned about someone stealing it.”
“One can’t be too careful,” he told her. “This car is attractive
to thieves. It retails for seventy-four thousand dollars. My father
gave it to me when I received my master’s degree.”
“Goodness,” said Alice faintly. “That’s . . . quite a gift. You must
have done very well.”

Archive_Talk of the Town:v2_Talk of the Town 10/12/12 4:18 PM Page 5

Talk of the Town

5

“I graduated summa cum laude from Penn with a graduate
degree in positive psychology,” he told her. “That’s the University
of Pennsylvania,” he added.
“A member of the Ivy League. Congratulations.” Alice was
impressed. “Exactly what is positive psychology?”
“It is a new branch of psychology that focuses on the empirical study of such things as positive emotions, strengths-based
character and healthy institutions.”
“I see. It sounds quite interesting.”
“Oh, it was. Now I’m at Stanford working on my doctorate—or
I was. I’ve taken off this semester to do research.”
“Heavens! You must love school.”
Maxwell’s expression seemed to grow a bit melancholy and he
shrugged. “It’s something I’m good at.”
“Clearly.” Alice smiled. “I’m sorry. I’ve been peppering you
with questions.” She pointed toward the back of the house.
“While you park the car, I’ll clean up. I’ll meet you at the reception desk in a few minutes. Just go in the front door.”
Mr. Vandermitton nodded. “Thank you very much.”
After she replaced the tools in the garden shed, she hurried
inside. As she went up to her room, she reflected on the young
man’s formal speech. She probably could count on one hand the
number of people she knew of Maxwell Vandermitton’s age who
would use the words “proprietress” or “lodging.”
More accurately, she knew no one like him. She was
acquainted with a great many pleasant young people, but he was
so courteous that she found his manner somewhat distracting.
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Quickly, Alice washed her face and hands, then donned

khaki slacks and a white, short-sleeved blouse before hurrying
downstairs.
Mr. Vandermitton was standing at the desk.
“Thank you for your patience,” she said, drawing the reservation book toward her. “How many nights would you like to stay
with us?”
“I wish to book your best room for a month.”
A month! How can a student afford that?
She cleared her throat. “A month?”
Maxwell Vandermitton nodded. “Yes.”
As she perused the reservations for the next few weeks,
Alice thought of the extravagantly expensive sports car and
decided that Maxwell must be relying on family money.
Glancing again through the reservations, she found that there
were no rooms that had not been booked for some part of the
upcoming few weeks.
There were two groups booked for the Sunset Room who had
not asked for a specific room, unlike the honeymooning couple
who had requested the Garden Room. Perhaps she could switch
those two groups into other open rooms. If she did that, then she
could offer Mr. Vandermitton the Sunset Room for the length of
his stay.
“All right,” she said, making notes at a furious pace. “The
Sunset Room is at the front of the house and has a private bath.”
Maxwell’s eyebrows went up and his hazel eyes widened.
“Don’t they all?”
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Alice shook her head, smiling. “Many bed-and-breakfasts have
rooms that share a common guest bath. We have two with private
baths and two that share one.”
The young man shuddered. “Please, do book me into . . . what
did you call it? The Sunset Room. How quaint.”
Alice decided to take that as a compliment. “Thank you. My
sisters and I redecorated and named the rooms before we opened
for business.” She finished checking him in, noticing that he had
signed in as Maxwell Alexander Vandermitton III. As she
handed him the key to his room, she said, “Here you go. I’ll show
you to your room.”
As she led him up the stairs and turned toward the Sunset
Room, Maxwell said, “Where is your bellboy? My bags are still in
my car.”
Alice stopped at his door. “We have no bellboy,
Mr. Vandermitton. If you need help with your bags, I can assist
you.”
The look on her guest’s face was comical to behold. “No bellboy,” he said faintly. “Goodness. Are all country inns like this?”
“For the most part,” Alice said cheerfully. “It’s a much more
personal experience than staying in a hotel.”
“Where they have bellboys.”
She laughed. “Yes.”
He nodded, and then he shrugged. “I suppose I can bring up
my luggage myself.”
“Mr. Vandermitton—”
“Please, call me Maxwell.”
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“Maxwell,” Alice amended, making herself a mental note of

his use of his full name rather than the nickname Max. “I have to
confess that I’m curious about how you heard of us and why
you chose an inn when you are not accustomed to this type of
accommodation.”
The young man shrugged. “I read about a bed-and-breakfast
in a wine magazine and thought I would try one. I chose yours
from a list of Pennsylvania establishments that I narrowed down
according to the local population.”
“The population?”
“Yes. I wanted to stay somewhere quite rural.”
Alice chuckled. “We most definitely fit that description.
Although I believe you will find that Acorn Hill has all the amenities you require as well as an abundance of charm.” Goodness, I sound
like a tour guide!
“I’m sure it shall be quite satisfactory,” Maxwell said.
“Quite satisfactory. Can you direct me to a good dining
establishment?”
“In Acorn Hill, we have an excellent supper club called
Zachary’s, which you might enjoy,” Alice told him. “There also are
several very nice restaurants in Potterston. I have a list at the desk
if you’d like a copy.”
She showed him the room, then went into the bath to be sure
there were fresh towels and toiletries in place.
As she came out, she said, “You’ll have to tell me more about
your research another time, Maxwell. Your specialty sounds very
interesting.”
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Her new guest turned quickly from opening the laptop
computer case he had been carrying. He appeared to be oddly
flustered as he said, “Oh, I never discuss my work until I am ready
to present it.”
“Oh.” His abrupt rejection left Alice nonplussed. What is the
proper thing to say in response to that? “I see. Well, I suppose I’ll leave
you to settle in. If you’d like that list of dining establishments,
come find me. I’ll be in either the library or the kitchen.”
“Thank you, Miss Howard. Your hospitality is appreciated
greatly.” His smile transformed his serious young face and made
him quite handsome.
Alice headed back downstairs. She smiled to herself, shaking
her head. What an unusual young man. It appeared that Maxwell
Vandermitton was used to a very different lifestyle from her own.
Costly sports cars, bellboys and monthlong stays at an inn. She
could not wait for Jane and Louise to return so that she could tell
them about their long-term guest.


That evening, the sisters gathered for Sunday supper. As she
often did, Ethel Buckley, their aunt, was going to join them.
Jane had made an old-fashioned pot roast with potatoes and carrots. She was taking buttermilk biscuits from the oven, while Alice
set the table in the cheerful kitchen with its paprika, black-andwhite décor, when Ethel arrived. Tonight, Ethel was clad in mintgreen slacks and a matching sweater. The color of her clothes made
her incongruous dyed-red hair look even more vivid than usual.
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“Hello, girls. Wasn’t it a beautiful day? I can’t wait for warmer

weather to arrive for good. These little teasers are driving me
crazy.”
Jane chuckled as she placed the biscuits in a woven straw basket and covered them with a red-and-white checkered cloth. “I
know how you feel. I suspect we’ll get at least one more cold spell
before it really begins to warm up for good.”
“The first day of spring is on Tuesday,” Alice reminded them.
“Even if we do get cold weather again, it won’t last.”
“What won’t last?” Louise came into the kitchen. She had been
in the parlor practicing piano music for an upcoming wedding for
which she had agreed to play.
“Cold weather,” Ethel supplied. The older woman’s pale blue
eyes widened as she took in her niece’s appearance. “Why, Louise!
It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you wearing something other
than beige or blue. What a pretty shade of pink that is.”
“Thank you.” Louise actually looked a little embarrassed. She
was wearing a gray wool skirt with a pale pink twin set and her
signature pearls. “I looked into my closet the other day and realized what a rut I’ve gotten into. I’d been planning to purchase a
new sweater set anyway, so I made myself choose a color other
than blue or beige.”
“Those colors both look very nice on you,” Alice said loyally.
“But this does too. It complements your complexion.”
Jane set down the pot roast in the center of the table. It was
beautifully presented on a white china platter, surrounded by
roasted carrots and potatoes. “Shall we dine?”
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The four women took seats around the table, and Ethel murmured a simple blessing while they bowed their heads. When
they began to eat, Jane turned to Alice.
“So, tell us about our new guest. When I saw the book, I was
overjoyed. Is he really staying for an entire month?”
“A month?” Louise repeated as she selected a biscuit from the
basket.
Alice nodded. “Right after you left to visit Mrs. Smeal this
afternoon, a young man in a wildly expensive car pulled into
the driveway. His name is Maxwell Alexander Vandermitton
the Third.”
Louise raised an eyebrow. “Good gracious.”
“And though he gave me permission to use his first name, I
would not suggest shortening it to Max,” Alice added, smiling.
“He’s not a nickname sort of person.”
“What sort of person is he?” Ethel asked.
“Formal, extremely formal for someone in his twenties. He is
working on a doctorate.”
“Family money?” Ethel cut to the chase. “If he’s been in school
that long, has that sort of car and can afford to stay here for a
month, he certainly isn’t paying his own bills.”
“I didn’t ask. I admit I’m curious. I’m sure he’ll tell us anything he wants us to know in his own good time.”
Ethel chuckled. “You’re such a good person, Alice. You’re quite
right. We shouldn’t be gossiping.” She leaned forward. “But if you
learn anything else about him, I do hope you’ll share it.”
All four women laughed.
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They were just finishing an excellent baklava, a deliciously

sweet Greek dessert, when the telephone rang.
Jane rose. “I’ll get that.”
“Perhaps it’s another guest booking a room for a month,” Alice
joked.
“Somehow, I suspect that is not the case.” Louise smiled. “I’d
be thrilled with a week.”
They heard Jane answer the phone with the inn’s standard
greeting.
After an unusually long silence, Jane said. “I’m sorry. I don’t . . .
no, no, ma’am, is there anyone with you who speaks English? . . .
Deutsch? No, I don’t speak Deutsch. I’m so sorry—”
“Landsake!” Ethel pushed back her chair and went to Jane’s
side. “Jane, let me have that.”
Jane, looking rather bewildered, slowly surrendered the handset.
“Hello? Sprechen Sie Englisch? May I help you?”
Jane turned to Louise and Alice. “It’s a woman caller. She just
kept repeating, ‘Sprechen Sie Deutsch?’”
“Deutsch is German,” said Louise. “I have a smattering of
it thanks to my music studies, but certainly not enough to
communicate.”
“Aunt Ethel apparently does.” Jane indicated their aunt, shaking her head in wonder.
“I had no idea she spoke German,” Louise said.
“And it seems quite well,” Alice observed, amazed. Their
aunt’s first words were halting and slow, but she quickly picked up
speed as the language came back to her.
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“This is an inn—das gasthof. You may, oh, what’s the word?
Reservieren? Reserve a private room . . . Breakfast is included, but
not lunch or dinner, except by special arrangement . . . What’s that?
No, we do not offer transportmittel, but if you need help getting to
Acorn Hill from Philadelphia, we might be able to—let me think,
what’s the word for arrange? . . . Ordnen dich abzuholen . . .
Ethel turned after a few moments and beckoned frantically for
Jane. She mouthed, “This lady would like to book a room.”
Jane nodded, and quickly fetched the reservation book. Ethel
translated as more questions and answers about dates, rates and
amenities were exchanged, and Jane took down credit card
information.
After a few more moments, Ethel said, “Auf wiedersehen.” She
placed the receiver back on its stand and returned to the table.
“What?” she asked, when she noticed that Alice, Jane and
Louise were all staring at her as if she’d suddenly sprouted wings.
“You speak German,” said Louise, restating the obvious as if
she could not believe it.
“You speak German very well,” added Jane.
“I don’t know about the ‘very well’ part,” Ethel said modestly.
“I haven’t spoken it in years.”
“I’ve never heard you speak German,” Alice told her aunt.
“Well, I don’t imagine you have,” said Ethel brusquely. “I’ve
had no call to use it in a very long time.”
“It’s a good thing you were able to recall it so easily,” Alice said
with admiration in her voice. “We would have found it very difficult to help that caller without you.”
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“I’m glad I could be helpful.”
“So give us the details,” Jane said. “The caller is visiting from

Germany? What brings her to Acorn Hill?”
“Her name is Clothilda Moeller. Right now she is in
Philadelphia visiting distant relatives while she researches her
family genealogy,” Ethel told her nieces. “Though no one else was
home just now to help her with the call. She said that some of her
ancestors came through the Port of Philadelphia and that she
believes they may have settled in this area. Ms. Moeller will
be checking in at the inn on Saturday and plans to stay for a little
more than two weeks. She is hoping to pursue her genealogical
research while she is here.”
“Gracious,” said Louise. “This has been our day for long-term
guests, hasn’t it?”
As the women trooped back into the dining room, Ethel
retook her seat and eyed the remains of her baklava. “My hips do
not need one more bite of that,” she said. “But my willpower is
nonexistent where Jane’s cooking is concerned.”
“I know just what you mean,” Louise said, chuckling.
Alice said, “So where did you learn to speak German so well,
Aunt Ethel? Did you study it in school?”
“No.” Ethel sighed, picked up her fork and took another bite
of baklava. “When I was in grade school, the girl who lived down
the road from us spoke German. Her parents were immigrants.
Annelise and I spent a lot of time together.” Her smile took on a
faraway quality. “We were at her house a lot. It always had people
coming and going, laughing and arguing, the way I thought a real
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family would be. The way I thought my family might have been if
my brothers and sisters had been closer in age to me.”
“I sometimes forget how much space there was between you
and Father,” Jane said, “even more than between Louise and me.”
“Seventeen years,” Ethel said. “And the other five were even
older than Daniel so I barely knew most of them.”
“Perhaps that is why Father never mentioned that you spoke
German.”
“He may not have known. He was grown and gone from home
while I was still just a tot.” She paused wistfully, and then seemed
to shake off the moment of introspection. “At any rate, Annelise
and I were great friends, and when her family realized I was picking up some of their language, it became their mission to make me
a proper German-speaker.”
“Apparently, they succeeded,” Louise said dryly. “I can’t believe
you remember it so well after all these years.”
“Well, I had more practice than simply those childhood years,”
Ethel told her. “When Bob and I married, he spoke the language
fluently because his mother had been German.” She laughed.
“Although his accent was from Cologne and mine was from
Munich, so we sometimes had to repeat things.”
Alice laughed. “I suppose I never thought of other languages
having local accents, but American English is sprinkled with
accents—”
“Southern, Midwestern, New England . . .” Jane interrupted.
“Exactly,” Alice said, nodding. “So why shouldn’t there be a
variety of German accents?”
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“Aunt Ethel, did you teach your children to speak German?”

asked Louise.
Ethel shook her head. “No, and I regret that. It was part of
Bob’s heritage, and we should have passed it on. But we didn’t.
We went to Germany on our honeymoon, and we spoke it to
each other a bit during the early years of our marriage. And
then I suppose life got hectic and we let it lapse. To tell you the
truth, until today I had no idea I still would be able to speak it
so well.”
“Tell us about your honeymoon, Aunt Ethel,” Alice requested.
She could not remember her aunt ever speaking much about her
marriage, although Alice knew she had loved her husband very
much.
“And your courtship,” Jane added.
Ethel giggled girlishly, and Jane grinned at Alice. “My
courtship and honeymoon. Let’s see . . . I was still in high school
when I met your uncle. He was older than I, and he lived in a
neighboring town. I married your uncle while he was home on
furlough. My father wouldn’t hear of my getting married right out
of school, so I went to business school for a year.”
“You said on furlough,” Louise said. “He was a soldier?”
Ethel nodded. “He was in the Eleventh Airborne. He joined
the army shortly after VJ Day.”
“So he never actually had to fight?” Alice shuddered.
Ethel shook her head. “No. He was sent over during the Allied
occupation of Japan. Oh, gracious, I still remember how desperately I missed that man.”
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Alice was shocked to see tears rising in her stalwart aunt’s eyes.
“Oh, Aunt Ethel, you don’t have to talk about this. I’m sorry we
pried.”
“You’re not prying, dear.” Ethel patted Alice’s hand. “And I
don’t mind talking about it. It’s just that I haven’t thought much
about those sweet days of falling in love in a very long time.” A
small smile tugged at her lips. “Some day I’ll have to show you
photographs of Bob in his fatigues. He was a handsome devil. He
sent me pictures from Fort Campbell in Kentucky while he was at
boot camp. Back then, it was called Camp Campbell. I also have
a couple of postcards that he sent from Manila. I can still feel the
thrill I got each time one of those postcards arrived.” She shook
her head. “But you aren’t interested in all that.”
“Yes, we are,” Louise said vigorously. “So you got married when
he was still in the army?”
“Yes,” Ethel said, “but we didn’t go on a honeymoon right
away, except for an overnight to a historic hotel down in
Maryland. We went to Germany right after he got home from
Japan.”
“Why did you choose Germany?” Jane asked curiously. “Wasn’t
it in ruins?”
“A lot of it was,” Ethel said. “Heidelberg wasn’t bombed, but
most cities were. We went there because Bob’s mother had not
heard from some of her family since the start of the war and she
wanted us to try to find them. She was from near Cologne, which
was very heavily bombed by the Allies in 1942.”
“Had her family been killed?” Louise asked.
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Ethel shook her head. “No, they had escaped into the country-

side. Some time after the end of the war, they returned, and we
eventually were able to find them. But Cologne was in shambles.
The entire city looked like a huge rubble pile except for the
cathedral. It had not been completely destroyed because the
Allies used the largest structure in each city as a navigation point.”
Jane shook her head, her artist’s soul saddened. “What a pity—
all those ancient buildings gone because of man’s foolishness.”
Ethel nodded. “It was the most unforgettable thing I have ever
seen. Almost everywhere we went, the war had left its mark.”
There was a moment of silence around the table. Then a
plaintive “Meow” disrupted the hush. Jane laughed as Wendell,
the family’s gray tabby cat, leaped into her lap. Then he leaned
forward, his nose twitching as he smelled the remains of their
dinner. “Oh, no you don’t,” Jane said. “You’ve already had your
treat for the day.”
Alice smiled, leaning over to stroke a hand along the cat’s soft
back, making Wendell arch and close his eyes in delight. “Silly old
thing,” she murmured fondly. “You’re just a silly, silly boy.”
Louise pushed back her chair in a prelude to clearing the table.
She walked around to her aunt’s side and bent down to kiss
Ethel’s cheek. “Thank you, Aunt Ethel, for sharing those precious
memories with us.”
“And for saving the day as our one-and-only Germanspeaker,” Jane said as she urged Wendell gently onto the floor and
began stacking dishes.

