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Beatrice Karen Susan Cooper
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As Professor Butch Regent worked his way slowly up the hill toward the decaying hulk that was his home, the swirling snow and below-zero cold caused him to look down at his feet and hunch his shoulders even more than usual. It made him look older than his sixty-five years. 

He heard the child before he saw her. The hacking cough and grown-up hawk and spit cut right through the whistling and whirring of the icy wind. He straightened his long body and looked for the sound. He found it leaning with one hand against a utility pole at the edge of the street. Not that the edge of the street was visible. Snow had been falling for days, threatening to shut down even Oliver’s Mountain, a village that knew everything there was to know about winter excesses. 

The child hacked and hawked and spit some more. It showed red in the strobe effect of the streetlight on swirling snow. When she’d caught her breath, she raised her face and gazed fixedly at the worn-looking man calmly taking his measure. 

“Hello,” she said after a bit. 

“Hello.”  

Not being much of a conversationalist unless he was in the thrall of one of his periodic passions – most certainly not the situation at present – and besides that, having had little experience with children, the professor couldn’t think of anything to say next.

Finally, he tried, “What’s your name?" 

“Beatrice Karen Susan Cooper,” the child replied.

The professor, being caught up in his own affairs, failed to notice the child’s shivering or even to pay much attention to her racking cough. He did remark her name.

“That’s quite a long name.”

“Yes,” she agreed matter-of-factly.  

She was taken by another fit of coughing and spit more bloody mess into the snow.

Self-absorbed though he was, he was no longer able not to notice.  

“That’s a nasty cough. I don’t think you should be out here in this weather in your condition. Where do you...?”  

The child smiled at him in a way that stopped him from finishing his question. “Don’t worry, Professor Regent. Don’t worry.”

She knows my name. She must live nearby.  

“Your coat doesn’t look very warm.”

“Thank you for your concern, Professor, but it doesn’t matter.”

What an odd thing to say. It doesn’t matter. So resigned. So stoical. So old. The professor wrapped his own coat more tightly about his skinny body and adjusted his scarf and fur cap.  

“May I ask you, Beatrice Karen Susan Cooper, how old you are, or doesn’t that matter either?

“I’m seven, but you’re right, that doesn’t matter either.”

Pulling his scarf still farther up on his face, he thought, Just when I when I thought I had met every single impossible person there could be in this village, another one pops up in a 20-below blizzard. And only seven years old.

He continued doggedly, “Uh, do you live close by Bea...”

She interrupted. “Just call me Susan.”  

Regent didn’t like being told what to do. Not even a little bit. That (and a tendency to leap impulsively into impossible-dream scenarios) pretty well defined him.  But for some reason, the little girl’s instruction didn’t bother him much.  

“OK,” he said.  

The child looked up at him after another fit of coughing, one so fierce that her cap came loose and almost blew away. It was quite an old-fashioned cap. For that matter, everything she had on was reminiscent of clothes his sister had worn when she was about Susan’s age back during World War II.

“Well, Susan, I’m beginning to realize that much of what I’m curious about doesn’t matter, but I can’t help myself. I’m full of questions.” He felt rather proud of himself for taking that approach. Maybe he could learn to converse with children, provided he and this little girl didn’t freeze to death first.

“Anyway, where are you going on this terribly cold night, Susan? Not that it matters.”

“Now that does matter, but I doubt you’ll be able to understand my answer.” 

“Susan, I’m a professor. At least I used to be. I’m known for my intelligence.” And, he thought, for little else, except being peculiar and failing at things and having recently gone broke and not having many friends.

Frowning, she hesitated a moment, then said, “All right. I’m going to a Christmas party.”  

“Oh,” he said.  

Nothing wrong with a Christmas party, unless you have to walk to it in a ferocious blizzard and you’re coughing blood.  

“Then let me walk you there, Susan.”

“That’s the part you won’t understand. You already are walking me there.” She paused, then added, “In a way.”

“I don’t understand,” he said before he could check himself.

She laughed, which brought on more coughing.

He’d humor her a little. “I must be going to the party, too, then.” He was sure he’d remember it, if that were so. He hardly ever went to parties anymore. He was out here freezing in this snow only because his car wouldn’t start and he’d needed whisky. Couldn’t face Christmas – not in his situation – without whisky, even if it meant walking all the way to the center of the village in terrible weather.

“That remains to be seen,” she said.  

“Now you’ve lost me,” he said. He thought a moment and adjusted his scarf once again. It was late for a child to be going to a party.

“What time does the party begin?”

“Oh, it’s not tonight. It’s on Christmas Eve – as always.”

“But that’s several days from now,” Regent said.

“I know. I’m early.” She shrugged and made a face that seemed to say she couldn’t, or perhaps wouldn’t, explain.  

“I see. And where is this party going to be held, Susan?”

“At Franklin Manor, of course.” 

Behind his scarf, Professor Regent’s mouth fell open. For a moment he couldn’t speak. 

“But that’s my house,” he said at last. 

“I know,” she said. 
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The House
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The man and the girl began struggling slowly up the street. Despite the heavy snow, they could see Franklin Manor looming above them off to their right. Other houses – some quite near – were indistinct blurs, but Franklin Manor with its many gables and mullioned windows and jerrybuilt sleeping porches stood clearly visible, its outlines strangely unobscured.  

The professor left off his efforts at conversation. The things she was saying were too – too something. He wasn’t sure what. Maybe just too much work. In any case, he didn’t want to go where her words were taking him. His life was already full of things he hadn’t asked for. What he did want was to go home and have a drink of whisky and be alone. He certainly did not want to spend the evening taking care of some child he didn’t know, who, in addition to being quite ill, was probably a little insane.

“Don’t worry, Professor. I won’t be any trouble to you.”

Could she read minds too?  

They kept slogging through the deep snow, one labored step following another, looking up now and then at the old house. It rose to three stories – four in places – five, if the basement and partially finished attic were counted, and it spread out almost to the edges of the property.  

A few years earlier, when he’d bought it – a deteriorated pile with sixteen bedrooms and eight working bathrooms and two that were broken and three kitchens and six fireplaces and an icehouse and a burial plot and more – from a contemplative order of nuns who occupied it as a monastery, it had been a personal beacon, a bright symbol of a new life. Somehow, the adventure of owning it was going to make him complete in a way he had never been.  

It hadn’t worked out that way. Looking up at the old house now, he saw it as brooding unhappily.

“The house would be more cheerful if you put up a Christmas tree,” Beatrice Karen Susan Cooper said. 

“Yes, it would,” the old man conceded. Nurse had been saying the same thing. “But,” he added, a little irritably, “I live alone, I’m not expecting any company – your party plans notwithstanding – and it’s too much trouble.”

“I know,” she said.

”OK, that’s quite enough of ‘I know.’ Who are you, anyway, and what are you doing out here in this weather in your condition?” He almost added, “and why are you wearing those funny old-fashioned clothes?” but, of course, he was much too polite to say a thing like that.

“I suppose I could explain a little,” she said, stamping her feet and clasping herself with her arms in an effort to keep warm.

“Before Franklin Manor was a monastery, it was a tuberculosis sanatorium,” she began.

He interrupted, straightened up a bit, cleared his throat somewhat theatrically, and for the next moment or two became rather professorial.  

“Yes, of course. It was what was known hereabouts as a cure cottage. From the late nineteenth century, Oliver’s Mountain was renowned for a method of treating tuberculosis. Patients would spend as much time as possible in the fresh air, including sleeping out on open porches, what were called ‘cure porches,’ right through the winter.

“Do you see those added-on rooms all around the sides of the second and third floors?” He pointed up at the building but didn’t wait for an answer. “Those are cure porches. If Franklin Manor were still a cure cottage, every one of those porches would have patients on them, even tonight.”

“I know,” she said. The boredom in her voice didn’t escape the professor.

“Yes, of course you do. Everyone in these parts does. I didn’t mean to patronize you. It’s just that, I thought you might not be from around here.”

“In a sense I’m not,” she said.

“In a sense you’re not,” he echoed, shaking his head as if the motion would eliminate his confusion and growing impatience.  

“No. I came from New York City, but I cured at Franklin Manor.”

The professor stopped walking. He bent down so he could look into Susan’s eyes.  

“Is that right?” he said.

“That’s right.”

He reflected for an instant that he should be alarmed. But he wasn’t.

“I suppose, then, that you must have been one of the unfortunates for whom the cure didn’t work,” he said.

“That’s right.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said.

“That’s all right. I was treated very kindly, and when my time came, it was not at all frightening the way people imagine. At least not for me.”  

“Really?”

“Really. Franklin Manor is a special place. But that’s a story for another time. I have to say goodbye now, Professor.”

“Wait. Talk to me a little more. Tell me about the party. After all, it’s – you say – going to be at my house. Who’s invited?”  

She seemed to want to answer, but she didn’t. “I have to go now.” She began walking up the hill and immediately disappeared from view in the wind-driven snow. 

“Wait,” he called. But she was gone.

Shrugging, Regent turned and started up his driveway. As he passed under a great white pine, it suddenly let loose a huge dump of snow. It landed directly on his head, as if it had been aimed there. It knocked him down and almost buried him. He struggled back to his feet a little dazed, felt around under the snow for his package of Christmas cheer, and grumbling under his breath, made his way onto the long front porch.  

Stamping snow off his boots and fumbling for the key, he heard in the distance what sounded like a child coughing violently. He strained to see into the storm, but all he saw was swirling whiteness.  

“How odd,” he said to himself. “I
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