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Home is a name, a word,
 it is a strong one; stronger
 than magician ever spoke,
 or spirit ever answered to,
 in the strongest conjuration.


—Charles Dickens
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What Makes a
 House a Home?


A man to whom I was briefly married said to me one day, toward the end of our time together, “You don’t deserve to live in a house.” For a terrible moment I believed him. He thought he was making a point about my untidiness; I understood it as proof of the impossibility of a shared life. We were both right; because “house” is a word that sounds simple; it’s one of the first a child learns; the image is one of the first a child learns to draw. And yet what happens in a house is simply: life. And what could be less simple than that.


“Food, clothing, and shelter,” the minimum required to sustain a life. Of the three, shelter is the one requiring the greatest investment of resources, and it is the one whose connection to time is strongest and most real. A meal literally decomposes within hours; a dress still fashionable in a decade earns the term “classic.” But the places where we live: we expect them to outlive us. They are built with an eye to the future . . . and, of course, the past, both real and fantasized.


We live in houses—why? Not just to keep us from the elements. Survival is only one part of what we do with where we live. We inhabit spaces so that we can be safe to be who we are, so that we are out of the public eye, so that what we treasure is protected, cared for, showcased. We live at home, whether it is a yurt or a skyscraper. We sleep, entertain friends, rear our children, read, listen to music. We work where we live or we escape from work to go there. Our homes are also about display: how much we are worth, what our taste is. They are the source of our wealth and they drain it. They allow us repose and they demand what sometimes seems to be endless attention. For many women, the house is a metaphor for the body: and all important life is lived within its walls. And what is it to be without one? To be homeless is to be outside the web of the civilized.


“Where do you live?” This would seem to be a simple question, easily answerable, as the idea of a house would seem simple and almost automatically accessible. But it is, in reality, a complicated question. What is required to provide a proper answer is a thorough consideration of two words in the question: where and live.


In his strange, alternately fascinating and maddening meditation, The Poetics of Space, the late French philosopher Gaston Bachelard asks: “Where is the main stress, for instance, in being there, on being, or on there?”1 In that vein, we might ask the question, What do we mean by live? What do we mean by where?


As I write this, I am living in what could be called a house, but it has very little in common with anything a seventeenth-century Dutchman would have called by that name. It is not really a house; it is a part of what is called a housing complex, and it is very different from anywhere I have ever lived. It is not, I think, a good place to be living: I will only live here for some weeks . . . and so I make of it what I must. But the differences between it and other places I have lived, places I think of as good places to be living, make real to me some of the important questions that surround our habit of habitation.














. . . home to people like me is not
 a place but all places, all places
 except the one we happen to
 be in at the moment.


—Anthony Burgess














My unease here isn’t because I’m not living in a single-family dwelling. I have been very happy in places that were not houses, but apartments. I have even been quite blissfully happy in hotels. And so I try to pinpoint what is not here, what other happy places have given me.


I will live here for three months, a quarter of a year. It is, in many ways, a sensible thing to be doing; I am quite near the university where I will be teaching and one of a renter’s problems isn’t a problem here: dogs are allowed, and I have two and they are entirely necessary for my mental health. So I am grateful to have a place to lay my head and their paws.


The day after I move in, I am called to the central office, to sign a lease. The lease is twenty-four pages long. Two pages for every week I will live here. Of course I do not read the pages that I sign, or initial, twenty-four times, at the bottom of every page. I swear to pay for whatever I damage; I waive insurance, because I can’t imagine that anything here is damageable, or valuable. Nothing here seems precious or irreplaceable: it occurs to me that this may be connected to everything being “trouble free.”


The representative of the management company assures me that living here will be “trouble free.” He gives me a key to the gym, the outdoor heated swimming pool, the hot tub. He tells me the rules about garbage. He tells me that hot coffee is available to me in the office, five days a week, eight A.M. to five P.M. He gives me the schedule for the free shuttle that will take me to the campus where I will be working: it will come every half hour. It does not come after eight thirty P.M. or on weekends. He hopes that everything will “work for me” and suggests (or do I imagine this?) that if it doesn’t, it will be my fault.


Today, for the third time, I put my key in the wrong door: I tried to open apartment 156 instead of 256. I was grateful no one was home any of the three times, so I didn’t have to confess to my failure of attentiveness. Of course, if I had for some reason opened the door, I would have known instantly I was not “at home.” Because although the little house-lets are identically constructed, we have placed things inside them that mark them as ours.


I am oddly reluctant to buy things that will mark the place as mine—I understand that this is quite unlike me. The last time I lived somewhere for a few months, I brought with me paintings, dishes, linens, vases, rugs. Partly this was a practical matter: my temporary dwelling was only four hours from my permanent home, and I could make several trips, bring things in stages. Whereas this new dwelling is three thousand miles from my home; there is no going back and forth, no time for frivolous mistakes that could be easily amended. But partly my decision is because this place makes me feel hopeless: it is white and square and new; the carpets are oatmeal-colored, and this provides the most vivid tone in the place. I have been provided with what was called a “minimum start-up hospitality packet”: white towels, white sheets, an oatmeal-colored blanket made largely, I think, of petroleum, a two-tone brown comforter that is usually too warm, except when it isn’t warm enough. So why don’t I just throw caution to the winds, put the hospitality packet in its box in the closet, spend several hundred dollars on bedding, give it away, if necessary, to some grateful and surprised unfortunates who’d have a particularly good day at the Salvation Army?


It is because this place has for me stamped out entirely the possibility of the personal. And because, unlike my other temporary dwelling, which looked out on a wonderful old maple that shed its leaves and put out new ones: first insouciantly yellow-green, then taking on a deep luster with a hint of a black underpainting . . . I now look out on my neighbor’s garage. Here the trees are very young, and seem impermanent. Provisional. I suspect that at night the management company takes them away and puts them in the leasing office. Similarly, the Japanese irises, whose paperiness in my garden suggests delicacy, here suggest merely un-aliveness. The roses have no smell.


Tired of my complaining, a friend of mine says, for God’s sake, at least invest in a couple of prints. I tell him I’m too old for that, and I know they’ll charge me if I put tape marks on the walls. But then I hunger for an image that is not in any of the books I’ve brought; I go on Google for a well-made print—not poster size, a more decorous five by eight—of Bernini’s Apollo and Daphne. The sculpture makes its home in the least domestic of domestic spaces, the Villa Borghese, in my beloved Rome. Because after I leave here, after a brief sojourn in my real home, or homes (about which more later), I will go back to the apartment in Rome, another temporary dwelling that calls up in me feelings as opposite from the ones I am feeling here as it is possible to suggest.


And so I conjure it, my time in Rome, by placing on the wall of the place so different from it, an image of the way I lived there: mornings reading and writing, each afternoon pledged to seeing one beautiful thing, because the place where I lived in Rome was most importantly in Rome. Rome was outside the window beside which I read, but even sitting by the window I was in Rome, and so Rome was part of everything I read and wrote. If it were not a sunny day, the light was insufficient, but I didn’t mind it, because, from my chair, inside, protected, private, in the place I had set aside for reading and writing, I had access to the life of the city. A place where people walked the streets not reading and writing but living: buying and selling, cleaning the streets or dirtying them, living their so public lives: in Italian there is no word for privacy.


Unlike my apartment in Palo Alto, the Roman flat was not convenient. One had to walk up four flights of stairs, and they were narrow, and often the light that I pressed at the bottom of the stairs to illuminate the way went off before I got to the top, unless I was really quick. I never seemed to think or wonder about the neighbors, whom I met only once, when the lights went out, and they offered candles and reassured me that this was not a rare occurrence, I must not worry, only I must not expect that the lights would be back on anytime soon.


Here in my California apartment complex, when the garbage disposal stops up, someone comes to fix it in an hour. There was no garbage disposal in Rome, and if it had broken and I had tried to get someone to fix it, I would have been advised, “Pazienza.” This complex is very quiet; you rarely see anyone out, except in a car. It was outside the Roman windows, especially on weekend nights, and sometimes I even heard the sound of fighting—but I also sometimes, far more often in fact, heard the sound of singing, and when I’d open my doorway at the bottom of the dark stairwell I was treated to a view of peach and ochre and bright yellow walls. I thought of my rooms not as a refuge from the outside world but a part of it. Inside and outside did not fight against each other; they were complements. I could walk to anything I wanted, and although no one knew my name, they always greeted me enthusiastically. Anytime I liked, I could sit beside a great fountain where people have sat for centuries, in front of the basilica, where people have prayed for centuries. The basilica is graced by a Byzantine mosaic beneath which sleep homeless people with their dogs. At the corner is a woman, whom I later discover is French, who sits and does not seem to be begging, her eyes always focused on quite elaborate and quite elegant embroidery, upon which she seems always to be working. Here because human life had made its mark I understood that comfort and happiness are not so simple as some Americans seem to think.


But I am not in Rome, I am in my sterile Palo Alto complex, and I am glad to escape to a speaking engagement in Berkeley, only a few miles away. I will stay in a hotel where I have stayed before, a hotel I love. It is the Berkeley City Club, designed by Julia Morgan, the architect who spent thirty years designing Hearst’s Castle in San Simeon. I stayed here a year ago with my daughter, and here, too, I felt immediately at home, completely happy. It does not have all the modern conveniences. There are no televisions in the rooms. The single beds are rather small. There is, in the hallways, particularly as the day progresses, a smell of age and must. Yet my heart soars here. It is an art nouveau production, neo-Gothic; Americans trying to steal the grandeur of a Europe they feel fortunate not to have to live in, not to have to be part of. There are leaded windows with Gothic arches. No wall is entirely square; the line by which it meets the ceiling is a curve. There are tiles embedded in the walls, mostly gray-green, and small medallions of color, almost arbitrary. None of the windows is the same. In the library are books that no one has read for fifty years, but I feel that if I sat there I could write a wonderful book in two weeks. The swimming pool, similar to San Simeon’s, lets in light from high windows, some of which are cracked, as is the mirror in my bedroom closet. I could swim and swim forever, my eye resting on the magenta, turquoise, olive-colored tiles, the Moorish shape of the windows. The lock of my room door sticks. Breakfast is not served after nine. Guests are told there is no speaking in the hallways after ten o’clock, except for whispers. The shower’s stream is unimpressive. The bathroom is un-large. The light in the closet is worked from a spring that needs to be pulled twice. But there are courtyards where one can sit and hear the sound of water splashing in gentle fountains. A half cloister, leading nowhere, shelters modest primroses and daring, bright geraniums. Birds, looking for refuge in this urban setting, set themselves down skittishly on the pavements where they will not find stray crumbs. Expense was put into materials, the stone, the marble, the tiles, the fountains, but not on what would be called comfort. Yet I am comfortable here, with a deep sense of comfort that once again makes me think I must investigate what the word means for most Americans born in the twentieth century, to say nothing of the twenty-first.


In the middle of my time in California, the time during which I know that I am not at home, I travel to another speaking engagement. I make a journey to participate in a conference in Jerusalem. Jerusalem: Israel, Palestine: the place where the notion of who has the right to inhabit what space is a part of the daily conversation, a conversation that is enacted not only in language but also in bombs and blood. Two peoples who believe the land is theirs, that they have a right to inhabit it, a sacred right, a right that can be traced to a text and to the bones of forebears who lived and died there. Of this country the critic Isaiah Berlin has said, “too much history, too little geography.” But the fate of Israel and Palestine forces us to think about habitation in a singular way. Why does it matter so much where you live? What is the importance of the idea of a homeland? What is the idea the return to which is so essential that it is worthy of your life, the lives of your children, and the lives of the children of your enemy? The Holy Land can only be holy because of human habitation. And how strange that we should use the pronoun “my” in front of “land.” And to have the notion that an accident of blood or birth determines a right to habitation. The belief that only on a particular ground, called a state, my state, can one be safe. A notion of habitation that requires for its identity a defense against an enemy, who believes he has rights to the same piece of ground.
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