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Chapter One

A Visitor
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They had just finished breakfast in the basement dining room, which the nuns had called the refectory. They didn’t linger at the table. All four of them felt some urgency to wash the dishes and set the room to rights and get on with things. Never mind that none of them had anything to get on with.  

Nurse and Scap, both in their eighties, should have felt free to drink coffee and chat and do little for as long as they wanted. Jane Felsher Kravitz was more than two generations younger, but she’d been pretty well banged up when a car hit her two days earlier. Still, she was the first one to push her chair back and start clearing away. Former Professor Regent had nothing on his agenda, and his muscles were tight and achy from working on the old house and sledding with some kids, so he should have been happy to be idle. But Regent was restless by nature.  

That it was a Saturday and the day after Christmas and they’d been through a lot recently made no difference. They all felt like they should be getting on with something. Anything.

When they finished cleaning up, they made their way up to the ground-floor parlor of the cavernous Victorian house and put another log on the fire and riffled through all eight pages of the Oliver’s Mountain Eagle for stories they might have overlooked the first time through.  

“Well, at least it’s not snowing anymore,” Scap said. His thin, old man’s voice belied his vigor. “Could do with a little sunshine, though.”

Nurse gave a polite little grunt of affirmation. Jane nodded agreement.

Former Professor Regent made no response at all. He was standing with his back to the fire and looking out the bow windows that opened onto the sweeping front porch. It was a gray, cheerless day, as Scap had pointed out, but the cloud cover kept the temperature in the high teens. That was a relief after the extreme cold of the past week.  

At that moment, a man emerged from behind the cedar trees at the bottom of the sloping front yard. He advanced a couple steps up the driveway, then stopped and stared fixedly at the house.  

If he was looking for an address, that would be unusual. Everyone in Oliver’s Mountain and for miles around knew Franklin Manor. When Regent had bought it several years earlier, it didn’t even have a number posted. And he’d not put one up.    

The man out front must be from away. 

After studying the house for a while, he trudged up through the deep snow of the unplowed driveway. He wore a fur cap with the flaps tied under his chin, a puffy, Michelin-man type parka, which was soiled and worn, and down mittens. He had a scarf across his face. Yep, clearly not a local. It was just not that cold.

“You know,” Jane said, “under all those clothes that could be almost any person of medium height. From the way of walking, I’d say he’s a man, but it’s hard to be certain about even that little bit.”  

Jane was a writer, at least she had wanted to be a writer when she’d been Professor Regent’s student some years earlier. Since Regent’s chance encounter with her on Christmas Eve when she’d had her accident, he’d not asked her what she was doing these days. In any case, she was still a careful observer.

Regent went to the door. “Hello,” he said. “May I help you?”

The stranger pulled back his scarf revealing a pink, wind-chapped face. He had some wrinkles, but for some reason, they seemed to have arrived ahead of schedule. A wisp of blond hair hung from under his fur cap. He had a straight, sharp nose and eyes as blue as the Adirondack sky on a clear day.  

“Would you be Butch Regent, like on the mailbox?” he asked. The man’s speech was all magnolias and corn pone. Maybe that was why he was wearing too many clothes.   

Regent’s good manners kept him from saying what first came to his English-professor mind. “Do you mean ‘would I be Butch Regent, if I could?’” Quite different from, “Are you Butch Regent?”.

“I am. What can I do for you?”

“My name is Dick Chandler. I’m a writer, and I’m working on a story. Can I ask you some questions? Sorry if I’m intruding.”

Oh, one of those, Regent thought. So many stories have been published about this old house, they’re almost a cliché. Still, he’d give the man a few minutes. There was nothing else going on.

“Come in,” he said.  

They went into the parlor, and Regent introduced him to the others.  

“This is Delia Broussard, Jane Felsher Kravitz, and Jason Goehring.” 

“Scap,” Goehring corrected.   

“Scap?” Chandler asked. 

“Yeah. Short for scapular.”

Chandler stretched his neck up in an effort to peer over Scap’s shoulder. “I’ve never known anyone named for the shoulder blade,” he drawled. His expression was so blank it was not possible to tell if he was teasing.  

Scap decided the man was serious. “Not that. It’s for the small medallions of the Virgin that you wear on a necklace. I used to award them to people.”

“Why’d you do that?” he asked. “That” had two almost two complete syllables.

“It was a reward for helping the nuns when this house was a monastery.” The pitch of his voice rose a little in irritation.   

“Nuns? Don’t you mean ‘convent’?”

The old man sighed. “You must be a Protestant. You don’t have to be a monk to live in a monastery. Convents are for working nuns. Teachers and the like. Our ladies spent their time in prayer and meditation. They were cloistered until Vatican II. Never went out. Even had a dentist’s office in the back. So this place where they lived was a monastery.” 

“Oh.” Chandler’s blank expression remained unchanged.    

“Also, Delia is called Nurse. That’s what she was for as far back as most people remember.”

“Nice to meet y’all.” Still no expression.  

“What’re you working on?” Regent asked. 

“I’m not sure.” Chandler held up a small tape recorder. “Do you mind?”

“I don’t suppose so,” Regent answered. 

“How about y’all?” Chandler asked the others.  

They didn’t object.

“How long have y’all lived in Oliver’s Mountain?”  

Regent answered. “I’ve been here several years. Scap and Nurse, most of their lives.”  

“How about you, Jane?” Chandler asked.

“Not long,” she said, half smiling.

“What’s it like living in this village?”

“I suppose about like living anywhere else,” Regent answered. “What do you think, Scap?”

“Probably is.”   

Nurse smiled and nodded in agreement.

“But I wouldn’t really know,” Scap added. “I’ve never lived anywhere else. Hardly even been anywhere else.”  

“Anything unusual happen here lately?” Chandler asked.

Regent thought about the past few days. A hint of a smile crossed his face. Nurse and Scap looked at each other.  

He could have told Chandler about strangers arriving to repair his plumbing at no cost and then coming again to keep the house from freezing up when the power went off and then others surprising them with Christmas dinner and firewood and Scotch whisky. He could have told Chandler about those unusual things and more. But he didn’t.  

If he had, Nurse and Scap would have said these occurrences were not unusual. In their view, even Liam’s Christmas Eve appearance in the living room – Liam, who had been dead for years – was not unusual. Regent didn’t want to have that discussion – not with this man he didn’t know.  

“No, not really,” he said to Chandler.

“What are you working on, Mr. Chandler?” Regent asked again. 

“Call me Dick.” He took in a breath like a swimmer about to attempt a deep dive. “Can we just, you know, talk?”

Regent poked at the fire and moved the logs around. 

“Where would you like to start?” 

“I’m not sure,” he drawled.   

After a fairly long silence, Jane went smart mouthed. “Is it bigger than a breadbox?”  

Chandler didn’t seem to register her tone. After another period of silence, he said, “This is quite a house. Big. Old.”

Jane and Regent exchanged glances.

Hoping the fellow was not going to be too, too strange, Regent politely gave him a little background. When he had bought it a few years ago, it had been a monastery for a long time. For decades before that, it was Franklin Manor Sanatorium, one of the area’s many cure cottages.

“Cure cottages?”

“Yeah. Residences that were adapted to care for TB patients by exposing them to fresh air on open porches, waking and sleeping, all year around, no matter how cold.” 

“Delia was a nurse here for many years.” He could have added, “a beloved nurse, borderline legendary.”

“You live in this big place alone, Professor?”

It was a simple yes/no question, but it caused Regent to revert to his professor self. He looked at a spot about three quarters of the way up the wall, knitted his brow, half closed his eyes, and fell into serious deliberation. Finally arriving at precisely the correct formulation, he said, “Generally speaking, I do.”

“Y’all just came over for breakfast?” Chandler asked the others.

“They’re staying with me for a while,” Regent said.  

“Oh.”

“Y’all are all old friends, huh?”

“Not exactly.”

Regent didn’t want to tell the man that he’d known Nurse for only a few days but that he was in the process of becoming her guardian and that he’d known Scap for less time than that, but that he had moved in yesterday – temporarily, of course – or that he hadn’t seen Jane in some years, until he’d run into her, apparently homeless, the day before yesterday – Christmas Eve. The fellow didn’t need to know all that. And besides, the telling would call it all to his own attention. He didn’t want that either. 

“What brings you to Franklin Manor, Dick?” Regent asked.

“Oh, well, I was walking by, and I saw the house. It seemed like a good place to start.”

They waited for him to continue.

When he didn’t, Jane asked, “So Dick, what brought you to Oliver’s Mountain instead of to, say, Pittsburgh?” 

“Oh. I see what you mean. I was memorizing names of counties, and as I was working my way through New York State, I happened to see Oliver’s Mountain on the map. Then I had a dream in which I was instructed to come here.” His face remained expressionless.

“I’ll be going now. Nice to visit with y’all.”

Before anyone could figure out how to respond, he’d put on his heavy clothes and was struggling down the snowy driveway. 
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