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         For Beth

      


   

      The history of a nation is not in parliaments and battlefields, but in what the people ay to each other on fair days and high

            days, and in how they farm, and quarrel, and go on pilgrimage.


      —WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS


      

   

      

      



      [image: art]


      Here’s how 501 Holly looked right after it was built, in the fall of 1923


   

      Prologue


      In the middle of the night, a house creaks under the weight of its secrets. This isn’t merely the racing imagination of someone

         startled awake by strange noises; this is a middle-aged man’s bone-deep knowledge of the way life bears on living things.

      


      A house is a body, like yours and mine. It’s not such a stretch to think of beams as bones, electrical wiring as a nervous

         system, plaster and brick as the layers of skin that protect us from the elements. And yet uninhabited houses and uninhabited

         bodies are only compelling to contractors and coroners. It takes a soul to give a body life.

      


      I’ve always been curious about the houses I’ve lived in, wondered who lived there before me and what their stories were like.

         But I never looked into any of their histories. There was always today’s business to attend to. Besides, as with so many of us in the last half of the twentieth century, I’ve lived in too many houses—twenty-five,

         to be exact, counting student apartments and starter town houses, from the time I was born up through today. Until I moved

         into the house I’m now in, and in which I’ve lived almost seven years, the longest I had lived in any one place was four years

         and eight months. That was the house my family moved to in Miami, Florida, where I lived from the middle of eighth grade until

         I left for college. They stayed there twenty years, but I never really went home again. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve been there

         at all.

      


      The story of America has always been the story of a search for home. It’s a restless journey in which we never quite seem

         to arrive. In my case, five times I’ve followed jobs toward a goal I thought would make me complete. Probably not coincidentally,

         I’ve moved twice from would-be homes exposed by failed marriages, setting out alone again to create in life that ideal home

         that exists only inside my head. Though home is a spiritual concept, it tends to take on physical weight. For the longest

         time, I couldn’t actually describe the place that pressed so upon me; I would just inch my way toward what felt right.

      


      But somewhere along the journey, a picture began to develop in my consciousness. The house is larger inside than it looks

         from the street. It has fourteen-foot ceilings and gracefully spacious rooms. Its furnishings are old and elegant and a little

         bit worn. There are solid tables piled high with books and peopled with photos of loved ones in silver frames; in the hall,

         still other family photographs cover one wall from floor to ceiling. A hardwood log crackles in the fireplace. In the dining

         room, a massive table is set for twelve. There’s a screened back porch lined with rockers, and a laughing crowd of siblings

         and cousins flows constantly between that porch and the kitchen, where the family is anchored by a sturdy round oak table

         set dead in the center. Sometimes, in my daydreams, I’m among that group and sometimes I’m not. Sometimes I’m hidden away

         in one of the nooks and crannies in this house that’s large enough to provide such places to get lost in, and I’m reading

         a book in an easy chair, with the afternoon sun streaming in through the ceiling-high windows, filtered by the sheers.

      


      Is anyone surprised that Ralph Lauren is a rich man?


      But this isn’t some ideal I’ve absorbed from reading magazines. The house is actually my aunt May’s house in Hazlehurst, Mississippi.

         What does it say about me that this is the first house I ever lived in, when my father was away at war and my mother took

         me home to her sister’s?

      


      As a home, that house turned out far from ideal for those who grew up in it day by day. But for me, that’s beside the point.

         For me, the distance works. The distance spins magic, allowing me to create in my own head the illusion of a life that’s comfortable

         and carefree and safe. That’s a childish notion, I know, but who believes that grown-ups are anything but vulnerable children at heart? Besides,

         that’s one of the things that the home we all chase is—a place, a condition, in which the world can’t touch you.

      


      My aunt’s house also probed this raw nerve of permanence with me. By the time she died in the spring of 1993, she had lived

         in that house just shy of seventy years. She knew every square inch of wall, every layer of paint, every scuff on the baseboard,

         every worn spot on the carpet. In the middle of the night, when she was awakened by creaks, she heard the squeals of her children

         and the laughter of her friends arid, yes, the anguished howls of her own private demons. But at least they were her demons.

      


      The house I live in now with my wife and stepdaughters fulfills some of the requirements of the house in my head. It’s a bungalow

         in the Craftsman style, which means it’s low-slung and solid. It hugs a hill. And yet the house isn’t simple and forthcoming

         in the usual Craftsman way—there are curlicues under the eaves, and arches that seem to curve slightly skyward, evoking an

         air of mystery that’s almost Oriental. It also has a second story. At 3,200 square feet, with five bedrooms, a studio, and

         an office, it’s larger than it looks from the outside, and many of our furnishings are old and elegant arid worn. We have

         stacks of books and an open-air front porch lined with rockers. But our dining table won’t comfortably seat twelve, and we

         somehow never get all our snapshots framed (or even developed). The ceilings are only ten feet high and the rooms, while generous,

         aren’t as big as the rooms in my mind. There is no sturdy round anchor in the kitchen. The house is complex enough to provide

         hiding places, if, as at my aunt’s house in recent years, there were only one person living in it. But with four of us and

         a dog here, we can run but we can’t very well hide—at least not long enough to enjoy an uninterrupted book bathed in the warmth

         of the afternoon sun.

      


      In the upstairs hall, we’ve covered a wall with family photographs, but it’s the all-too-new kind of American family photo

         gallery: spliced history. The center of this grouping is a montage from Beth’s and my wedding just over six years ago. Here

         we are kissing, as her little girls, Blair and Bret, and my lanky boys, David and Matthew, look on—a little glumly, it seems

         to me. Over here to the left there’s a snapshot of the new nuclear family, and, down here, a portrait of the new extended

         family as well—four generations of Arnolds and three of Morgans, posed on a wide staircase, a hybrid genealogical tree forced

         by modern life to put down new roots, and to tie off old ones. Some of the people in this picture have just met.

      


      No wonder so many people gravitate to old houses, with their comforting implications about the test of time.


      In the summer of 1992, on a night when Beth was out of town and the girls were with their dad, I had supper with our neighbors.

         One of the couples had lived in their house six years, the other thirteen. They were telling stories about the neighborhood,

         one of which concerned my house. It seems that during one period back in what the neighbors thought was the 1970s, this house

         was briefly turned into apartments.

      


      That surprised me. This area, called Hillcrest, isn’t what you would think of as an apartment neighborhood. It’s an old, tree

         lined, church-steepled family ground, developed when people wanted to know their neighbors and so built front porches from

         which to see and be seen on balmy evenings. This happens to be the neighborhood where Bill and Hillary Clinton moved after

         he lost the governor’s race in 1980. Two days after the defeat, they bought an old house with a big porch about ten blocks

         from here. I wouldn’t be surprised if he ambushed potential voters from the front steps as they strolled by.

      


      The story about my house goes like this: One day a proper neighbor lady, seeing a moving van in front of the house, decided

         to take the new people a cake. She dressed herself and marched over here to 501 Holly Street and knocked on the door. She

         knocked again, then again. Apparently, the new people couldn’t hear her over the music, which, even out on the front porch,

         she could feel thumping through the thick walls. Finally the door swung open and, to the wails of rock and roll, the astonished matron saw

         a houseful of “hippies,” as she characterized them, roller-skating through the living room. The man who opened the door was

         wearing a dress.

      


      We all laughed, and I uttered that old cliche, “If the walls had ears.” The conversation turned to other things, but for the

         rest of the evening, I couldn’t stop thinking about that notion.

      


      It made me wonder about this house and its secrets. What bizarre scenes have these walls witnessed? What joy, what pain? What

         human drama has taken place here in this very room where I write? People used to know such things, became people used to stay

         put. Now we’re a nation of strangers, to one another and even to our surroundings.

      


      It’s astonishing to me, a former magazine editor who actually reveled in assigning pieces on the topic du jour, that the older

         I get, the more I find myself interested in history. I don’t mean the big, sweeping, official-record version of people, places,

         and events; what attracts me now are the myriad small ways in which we’re connected to the lives that preceded us. The other

         day I had some work done on the porch roof, and after the workmen had gone I found in the yard a fragment of rotted board

         with a rusty nail sticking out of it. Instead of tossing it without a thought, I stood there holding this silly artifact in

         my hand, wondering how old the nail was, and who drove it.

      


      The truth is, I suspect that this kind of curiosity is becoming the topic du jour among the leading edge of the baby-boom

         generation—whether they’ve recognized it or not. I was at my aunt’s cabin recently with an old friend, a man who once believed

         so relentlessly in living in the present that he wouldn’t allow antiques in his house, and he began studying the way the sloping

         ceiling boards were fitted together. “Look at this,” he said finally, running his fingers over the narrow planks that had

         aged to a honeyed hue. “You know, it’s weird, but I’ve started noticing stuff like how cabin ceilings were built.”

      


      But it’s not the boards themselves that compel him, any more than it was the rusty nail that intrigued me. The hidden subject

         here, I believe, is connectedness. It shows up in all sorts of ways. As we slouch toward middle age, we begin to turn inward. I’ve read that this is true, and

         I’m now noticing it in myself: Family and home begin to matter more to us. The hot front-page story that Sam Donaldson gets

         paid to be indignant about becomes less urgent to us, while the small human-interest story touches our souls. Sometimes we

         become nostalgic, even for eras we never lived in. The past appeals from the point of a nail.

      


      I don’t know why this is so—I only know what I and others are feeling. Maybe it has something to do with losing parents and

         raising children. Maybe we start feeling a need to understand how we fit into the rhythm of life. Maybe as we get closer to

         the edge, we start realizing that time past is a kind of centrifugal force.

      


      These were the kinds of things I thought about that night at my neighbors’ house. As my friends laughed and talked, I scrolled

         back over the houses I’ve lived in. Conventional wisdom holds that houses reflect their owners, but for me, it’s always gone

         further than that. You make the best of wherever you live, but when you’re in the right place—and this is broader than mere

         houses—your soul feels in sync.

      


      And vice versa. I had lived a lot of vice versa in those other houses, those other towns. This house felt different, however—had

         from the very beginning. I discovered it on a sunny Sunday morning in late summer, a couple of months before Beth and I were

         to be married. It was a pivotal time in my life: After nearly twenty years behind a desk, drawing a steady paycheck, I had

         decided to quit being a magazine editor in order to try to become a writer. Not only that, but I was head over heels in love

         with a woman ten years younger than I, a woman who happened to have two young children—children who were soon to become my

         stepdaughters. At the age of forty-five, I was taking on a new family. There was nothing rational about any of it.

      


      In that situation, I’m sure my aunt May’s house, which for so long had whispered to me quietly of peace and safety, was now

         positively screaming inside my head. I didn’t need a house; I needed a sanctuary. When the Realtor brought me over here that Sunday morning, I loved the wraparound porch immediately. I loved the massive

         elm tree in the front yard. I loved the little French-doored study just to the left of the living room—it would make a wonderful

         office. I loved the hardwood floors and the pink-and-black bathroom and the secluded little garden out back. But the thing

         that sold me was a human touch. In the kitchen are French doors leading to the side yard. The doors were unlocked, and I opened

         them and went out. This was the south side of the house, and at this time of day the yard—even with its half dozen old trees—was

         bathed in sunshine. Then I looked down at the steps I was standing on, and there was a coffee cup that someone had left not

         too long before. Whoever it was had been sitting out here on these steps off the kitchen, having a cup of coffee in the sunlight

         of this peaceful Sunday morning. The coffee was still steaming. On the edge of the cup was a perfectly formed red lip print.

         It brought the whole house to life.

      


      That night at my neighbors’, I began to believe that it was somehow important for me to know about the lives that had been

         lived in this house before me. It occurred to me that this time, in this house, in this city and state in which, to my surprise,

         I’ve been consciously happy, it wasn’t enough just to slap a new layer of paint on the walls. For the first time ever, I felt ready to reverse

         the process—to strip away the surface and dig in. I wanted to belong here. You can’t claim a history you don’t have, but maybe

         you can reclaim one.

      


      And if I did, I might finally come close to touching what’s eluded me all these years: continuity, connectedness, permanence.


      A few days after that dinner, I drove downtown to the Beach Abstract Company. After 4:00 P.M., they’ll let you go in and nose through their books, those oversized volumes that contain the outlines of so many people’s

         lives. The theme of these books is change, the narrative a relentless tale of moving on. The seller of a property is known

         as the grantor; the buyer is the grantee. I started with the most recent sale of my property, when I was the grantee and Alfred

         Jack Burney was the grantor. Working back through the years, I reconstructed a loose ownership history of this house: In 1989,

         I bought it from Burney; in 1981, Burney bought it from Myron and Ellen Sue Landers; the Landerses bought it, in 1980, from

         Forrest and Sue Wolfe; the Wolfes bought from Ed and Sheri Kramer in 1976; in 1973, the Kramers bought from Roy and Rita Grimes;

         the Grimeses bought, in 1966, from Billie Lee and Ruth Murphree; the Murphrees bought it all the way back in 1947, from Jessica

         J. Armour; C. W. L. and Jessica Armour built the house in the fall of 1923; earlier that summer, they had bought the land from Melissa Retan, who had owned this and other

         parcels in the neighborhood since 1892.

      


      An exclusive club, I thought: For an entire century, only nine families have owned this place—eight if you don’t count the

         Retans. Eight families forever linked by having lived part of their lives in this one house, out of all the millions of houses

         in the world.

      


      For a few minutes, I pondered such big thoughts—and then I found myself squinting at the names on the list. Which one of you,

         I wondered, built that ridiculous sloping patio in the backyard? Who had the brilliant notion of sticking the heating unit

         in the closet in the back room? Who ripped out the original Craftsman casement windows and put in picture windows? Who rented

         the place to the horde of roller-skating hippies, and why?

      


      It’s a funny thing about houses—you tend to get personal about them.


      I had never been a fan of traditional detective stories—all that shoe leather, those shot-in-the-dark leads, those tedious

         hours of poring over yellowed documents buried away in dusty files. But, then, I’d never had my own case before. After that

         initial trip to the abstract company, I began thinking of this as detective work, and I was riveted by it.

      


      When I got home, the first thing I did was look in the phone book. I knew the Burneys were still in Little Rock, and I thought

         the Wolfes might be. As for the rest of them, I had no idea. I found no Retans listed whatsoever. There was a Joseph Armour

         in North Little Rock, but what were the odds that he would be related to a family who had built this house sixty-nine years

         ago? I looked under Murphree, and there was a B. L. Murphree out in west Little Rock. Could this be the Murphree who had bought

         this house all the way back in 1947? It was a possibility. I found a half column of Grimeses, but no R. L.; a handful of Kramers,

         but no Ed. Forrest Wolfe was listed, no question. So was A. Jack Burney. As for Myron L. Landers, there was an M. L. Landers

         in North Little Rock, but was this my man?

      


      As one who has moved all too frequently, I was astonished at how many possibilities I had right here in town. Good thing I

         was doing this in Little Rock and not in New York City, I thought. But even though I definitely could place two out of three

         of the previous owners before me, there was a huge gap in the center of the chain, and no leads at the beginning. I had known

         the recent stories were going to be the easiest to find; it just stands to reason. But what would I have if I had those and

         didn’t have the stories that started it all? I began to see this project less as detective work and more as a classic construction

         job: You start with the foundation and build up from there.

      


      At neighborhood get-togethers, I shamelessly floated the riddles of this house by anyone who would listen—although, to most

         people, I didn’t mention the word book at first; it carries too much potential for humiliation. I simply said I was poking around in the history of my house, trying

         to learn about the people who had lived here. Most of the neighbors responded immediately to the idea of learning about the

         past life of a house—they’d all been tempted to do it with their own homes. But as they wandered off to refill their wineglasses,

         it occurred to me that, on the surface, they didn’t have any more interest in my house than I had in theirs. It was a valuable

         lesson, I later decided. I made a note to myself that if this project was ever going to be more than an exercise for me, I

         would have to tell a bigger story. At about that time, I ran across the quote from William Butler Yeats that appears as the

         epigraph of this book: “ The history of a nation is not in parliaments and battlefields, but in what the people say to each

         other on fair days and high days, and in how they farm, and quarrel, and go on pilgrimage.” If I could tell about the high

         days and quarrels of the people who had lived in this one house in this one city in the heart of this country for the major

         part of a century, maybe it would add up to something.

      


      Fortunately, my next-door neighbors, John and Linda Burnett, responded to this project from the beginning. Having lived within

         a few yards of four owners of this house, they had more than a passing interest in knowing what had gone on here. We’re all

         voyeurs, given half a chance.

      


      Linda remembered the Wolfes’ industriousness and the Burneys’ gregariousness. Of the Landerses, she mainly recalled Sue’s

         desperation. Poor Sue Landers was so obsessed with the mortar coming out from between the bricks that she spent all her time

         frantically trying to patch it. God, I thought, we all have so much of ourselves invested in our houses. I couldn’t wait to

         know Sue Landers’s story.

      


      Then John thought of a woman named Ruth Chapin. “You ought to call her,” he said. “They moved to Lawrence, Kansas, right before

         you came. She lived in the house across the street all her life. She must be in her eighties now.”

      


      I phoned Ruth Chapin cold, one day late in September, stammering out the reason for my call: I wanted to write “a biography

         of a house,” I said. I wanted to “tell the story of the century through all the people who had lived in this one house.” By

         now, you can see, I had a full-blown epic in mind. She didn’t laugh, though she did plead hard of hearing. I told her I’d

         explain in a letter.

      


      A week later, after she had received my note, we had a long conversation. She was intrigued by the project and would be glad

         to help as much as possible. In fact, however, she hadn’t lived in the house across the street from mine all her life, but the house had remained in the family, so she had kept up

         with the neighborhood. She rattled off a list of names that meant nothing to me—people, she said, who could tell me things

         about the house and those who’d lived here. Then she told me that C. W. L. and Jessica Armour had had three children, only

         one of whom she thought was still living. Her name was Jane, and she had married a Mr. McRae from the Scott community, a few

         miles northeast of Little Rock.

      


      I called directory information for Scott. There were two McRaes. I dialed the first one and an elderly woman answered. I asked

         if she was Jane Armour McRae, and she said she was. “Well,” I said, spanning three-quarters of a century in a single leap,

         “I Live in the house your parents built.”

      


      * * *


      The people who’ve owned this house include a soft-drink bottler and a home economist, a mortgage loan officer for the VA and

         a secretary for a U.S. congressman, a civil engineer and a housewife, a theater director and a medical technologist, a Medicare

         systems analyst and a teacher, an entrepreneur gone bust and a nurse, an electronics wholesaler and a time-share-company secretary,

         and two writers. Fifteen children—eleven girls and four boys have lived here, and for three of them, it was their first home.

         Hundreds of parties have been held in this house. People have danced here for parts of eight decades, from the Charleston

         in the twenties to whatever we do to Hootie and the Blowfish in the nineties. Young people—and their parents—have courted

         on the porch and in other places, and one dad even painted the upstairs windows shut to keep his daughter from climbing out

         at night. One wedding has been performed here. In addition to the happy times, these walls have witnessed the finality of

         death and every conceivable level of anguish leading to it. One son disappeared into the hands of the Japanese at the beginning

         of World War II, not to be heard from for years—and then one day a taxi pulled up in front of this house and he stepped out

         and walked up this sidewalk in his uniform. There have been bankruptcy, family feud, lawsuits, fire, cancer, horrible accidents,

         divorce, even the grief of a loved one lost to AIDS. There have been fallings-out between buyer and seller, and in one case

         the anger has persisted, and festered, for two whole decades.

      


      In other words, life has been lived here. And, in its way, this house has mirrored the wider life that has gone on around

         it.

      


      That’s the story I’m going to tell you now. But beneath the surface, down where we all live our real lives, is the story of

         every one of us in every house in America—the story of that ongoing search for a place that feels like home.

      


   

      PART ONE


      Fair Days 
and 
High Days
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      The Armours family in the yard outside their new home. From left, that's Fane, Carolee, Grandma fackson, Charles, and fessie.

            Charlie snapped the picture.
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      This was taken from across the street in about in 1927. The girl holding the dog is Ruth Ream (now Ruth Chapin), and just

            over her shoulder you can see 501 Holly, with Charlie Armours's bizarre little Nu Grape car out in front.


   

      Chapter One


      Beginnings


      1890  [image: art]  1923


      The best way to get to know a piece of ground is to mow it. No   telling how many miles I’ve pushed a lawn mower in my life.

         Well-meaning friends have suggested that I get someone to do that onerous job for me, and for a very brief time I did. It

         didn’t work out. I felt out of touch with my surroundings.

      


      My father, if he were alive, would laugh at that last sentence. When I was a teenager in Miami, Florida, we had an electric

         mower. I regularly cut the cord so I wouldn’t have to finish the job. I think you have to be a homeowner before you understand

         some of the subtleties of mowing.

      


      One is time for dreaming. For a very short while in a different life, I lived in an old house on the north shore of Chicago.

         It was a wonderful house, but if I’d had any real money, it could’ve been so much better. There were two sunrooms that jutted

         out from the back of the house, and as I mowed the backyard, I would redesign those rooms in my mind. The lower one was going

         to lose a wall and become part of the kitchen; the upper one was going to become a huge, sunny bathroom. Even then, I was

         aware that those plans were just fantasies. I already hated my job and knew I was going to have to leave that place, too.

      


      My mowing dreams at 501 Holly mostly concern the dining room. The living and dining areas are now all in one big space, which

         I would love to turn over totally to the living area. Then, knocking out the south wall, I would extend that area about twenty

         feet and that would be the new dining room. I figure I might as well add a family room next to it. It would be easy—just a

         couple of steps down from the kitchen’s French doors, with cool tiles imported from Spain.

      


      Or maybe that space would be better as a swimming pool.


      Such are the things you ponder as you mow a lawn. It’s mindless work, mostly, but you absorb certain information as you go.

         After nearly seven years, I know this piece of ground pretty well, at least on the surface. From my perspective, the dominant

         image is steepness, what some people choose to call a terrace but which I know is a hill. The land slopes some in the front, which faces west,

         but it drops off most dramatically on the south, on the side of our house along Lee Street. I have to mow only part of that

         slope. A third of the way back, the hill is overgrown with hedge and trees and ground cover, providing in the summer a green

         buffer between our side yard and the whoosh of traffic on Lee.

      


      I have a regimen I follow. I do the steep Lee Street hill first, before the Arkansas humidity has sucked out every ounce of

         my energy. Standing at the bottom of the hill, I thrust the mower up the incline, left to right, trying to make sure I nudge

         the mower over at the apex so I can cut an inch or two of grass as the machine rolls back downhill. After the hill, I mow

         side to side across the front. Three or four swaths into the job, I reach a dip in the ground where a big tree once stood;

         I have to back the mower over that a couple of times, and even twist it some to make sure I don’t leave any long blades of

         grass. It’s at about this latitude that I also have to start edging around the roots of the huge elm near the driveway. Pretty

         soon, I can cross the brick sidewalk and forget the elm-tree side, which is planted with both lariope, commonly known as monkey

         grass, and ivy. For years, there was nothing but bare dirt under that tree, and in frustration planted both ground covers. I’ll go with

         whichever wins out.

      


      That’s another way you change when you become a homeowner. One of my fondest memories as a child was of just such grassless

         ground beneath great canopies of tree leaves, raised roots running out from the trunks to form hiding places for toy cowboys

         or Indians or olive-drab soldiers shouldering bazookas or aiming carbines. Even as a teen, I wasn’t embarrassed by bare dirt.

         Like so many other things—mossy bricks, a rope swing, a cracked sidewalk, a peeling wall—it evoked a certain decadent Southern

         life that I grew up in and liked the idea And yet, as a homeowner, I find myself fretting over bare spots in the yard, not

         to mention cracked sidewalks and peeling walls. That’s one of the tricks houses can play on you. If you grant them enough

         power, they’ll reveal you for the fraud you are.

      


      When I start mowing the side yard, I’m almost home free. Even though this house sits on an oversize lot, there isn’t that much grass to mow The north side is all driveway. The back, which faces east, is taken up by the garden and patio arid a

         tacky little storage shed where a garage used to be. Only the front and sough sides are mow-able lawns, and once I’ve crossed

         the fieldstone walk separating front and back, the job is nearly complete. The only hard parts are over by the Lee Street

         hedge, where I have to mow in and out and around the ancient swing set, and right up near the house where the ground rises

         and I have to angle the mower if I don’t want to leave an uncut sliver. In that spot, the grass also tends to grow over the

         fieldstone walkway, hiding the scrawls someone left long ago in the wet concrete: J. M. are the initials there. Next to that,

         there’s the word AUSTA.

      


      I had no idea whose marks those were or what they meant when I first walked in this yard almost seven years back. Now I do,

         of course. But when I would stand on this piece of ground pondering my house’s past, I knew that the story had to begin deeper

         than hieroglyphics in the concrete. An image from another house I once lived in kept coming to mind. Back during the final

         year of World War II, my mother and I stayed in Verona, Mississippi, with another aunt and uncle, Aunt Gusta and Uncle Wib,

         who were caretakers in the home of my great-aunt Laura. It was a sprawling, faded old house with an L-shaped front porch from

         which several doors opened onto shadowy bedrooms. I have many memories of that house, but none stronger than the memory of

         the seashells.

      


      Pearly and luminescent, they lined the long brick sidewalk that stretched some thirty yards from the porch to the dirt road

         in front. The shells were large enough to cover the side of my head when I held them up to hear the ocean. But the amazing

         thing about the shells was that they hadn’t been imported by any of my family from a visit to some far-off sea; instead, they

         had come up, over the course of eons, from the earth where they now lay.

      


      For the story of 501 Holly to emerge, you have to begin with the ground itself.


      A hundred or so years is far enough back—1890, to be specific. That was two years before Melissa Retan paid eighteen hundred

         dollars to the recently formed Pulaski Heights Land Company for this and several other parcels of land in a hilly, wooded

         area a mile west of Little Rock. Understand that when I say “parcels of land,” I mean squares drawn on a map; this lawn I

         mow was nothing but rocks and trees, as was all the land around it. But two men from St. Johns, Michigan, Henry Franklin Auten

         and his law partner, Edgar Moss, had come here in 1890, willing to bet their livelihoods that someday people like me—and lots

         more before I ever got my turn—would want to live among the trees on the high ground outside the city.

      


      Frank Auten was, by all accounts, an intense young man haunted by a search of his own. By 1889, he had decided that St. Johns

         wasn’t big enough to hold his dreams. During a train trip, he picked up a brochure that told about Arkansas. He was impressed,

         and came to investigate. Little Rock—population nearly 26,000 as of the 1890 census—was a city on the move. Some of the streets

         were even paved, a large improvement over a mere decade before, when a state legislator had introduced a bill classifying

         two of the city’s major streets as “navigable streams.” Sewer pipes were in the ground. Telephone service had been available

         for a dozen years, electric service for half a decade. Electric streetcars operated throughout the business district of the

         city. Downtown was even lit up at night by four strategically placed 125-foot towers, atop each of which were five carbon

         arc lights known as “star lights.” There was a med school and a horse track and even a baseball team—the formidable Litt]

         e Rockers. Most of the town’s power brokers lived in grand style in ornate houses a mere stroll from the business district.

      


      But Auten knew that as long as there have been cities—even back to biblical times—there’ve been people, usually the wealthier

         ones, who’ve looked beyond the city limits for a lifestyle that included healthier air, less noise, more greenery, greater

         space—and, yes, sometimes, more homogeneity. Auten and Moss played to that historical precedent. They formed a syndicate and

         bought eight hundred acres of land just west of Little Rock, land they named Pulaski Heights—Pulaski being the name of the

         county Little Rock is in, and Heights being an apt description of the property itself, whose cooler and healthier three-hundred-foot

         elevation was going to be one of the big selling points, Another selling point was homogeneity: “It is and will be exclusively

         for white residents,” Auten wrote in a slick brochure. “No property will be sold to colored people.” On my first day of research

         for this book, I ran into a fellow journalist at Beach Abstract. “Oh, Pulaski Heights,” he said. “Little Rock’s first white-flight

         suburb.”

      


      Auten and Moss persuaded several Michiganders to invest in their syndicate, and a few of those investors moved to Arkansas,

         too. Auten’s plan was for the founders of Pulaski Heights to set an example by building fine homes in this wilderness. The

         targeted Little Rock gentry was skeptical, of course. The problem with Pulaski Heights was that, while it lay little more

         than a mile from downtown, there were only two ways to get to it, and neither of them was pretty. You could take your horse

         and buggy and trot out along the River Road—but then you had to climb a steep and winding hill to the top of the ridge, where

         all the development was going to be. The other way involved taking the Seventh Street hill road, which ran out, becoming nothing

         more than a cow trail, just beyond the city limits, at what city folk considered the absolute end of the road—the insane asylum.

      


      Truth is, Auten had been promised a streetcar line, and he was banking on that to make Pulaski Heights an accessible Eden

         instead of a local joke. He had no way of knowing that it would be ten long years—not until Thanksgiving Day of 1903—before

         a streetcar would connect Little Rock to the Heights.

      


      But by the time he found out the streetcar was going to be delayed, it was too late to back out. The Autens and seven other

         founding families had already built and moved into their houses. They settled in two areas, generally: Some made their homes

         near Moss, who built on a ridge above a wooded ravine, beyond which flat bottomland stretched a half mile or so to the Arkansas

         River; others followed Auten, who, about a quarter mile to the southwest of Moss, actually found and refurbished an old two-story

         farmhouse with Italianate detailing.

      


      One of the original Michiganders was Albert Retan, listed in Pulaski Heights Land Company literature as a “capitalist.” He

         had retired from his general store in Michigan and joined this adventure with his wife, Melissa, and their two daughters,

         Zillah and Carrie. The Retans, who built next door to the Autens, took seriously Frank Auten’s mission of impressing the Little

         Rock elite: They built a showplace, a Queen Anne mansion just as big and just as fancy as the ones downtown. Behind the Retan

         house stood an imposing carriage house, and behind the carriage house was a rocky piece of ground that, thirty years later,

         would form a hilly corner lot where Holly Street ran into Lee.

      


      Seventy years after that, you could drive by on any other summer Saturday and watch me pushing my old lawn mower up that very

         hill.

      


      The first picture I ever saw of any of this house’s past lives was sent to me by Ruth Chapin, who had grown up across the street. It was actually a photocopy

         of a snapshot, dated “1927 or ’28,” and it was gray and grainy, like memory itself.

      


      In the foreground are two young women, identified as Ruth Ream—at that time—and Clara Young, who lived in the house next door

         to 501. It’s a snowy day, and Ruth is holding what looks like a black-and-white dog. I can see Clara’s house in the background

         and, next to it, the unmistakable shape of the one I’ve come to know. But there are disturbing differences. There’s a nakedness

         to my house. Then 1 realize the massive elm tree by the driveway seems to be missing. No: Resorting to a magnifying glass,

         I can just make out a thin vertical line that looks, comparing it to the house, to be about ten or fifteen feet tall, and

         skinny.


      Then I look up from my desk and out through the front French doors upstairs. Broad limbs, heavy with age, stretch up and out,

         their span not even contained within the double window frame. Three years ago, I even had to have that tree cabled together

         at the Y to keep it from splitting from its weight. I look back at the grainy picture. It’s hard to reconcile the two images.

      


      Photographs are tricky, and I’ve come to believe that most of us don’t really see what’s in them. More than once over the

         past year, I’ve studied faces and bodies in a picture snapped in this yard, and then I’ve stepped outside to look at the very

         spot where it was taken half a century, or more, before. No one is there, of course. I pore over the backgrounds to see if

         I can pick up an echo.

      


      Over time, though, I’ve become able to summon up the figures and faces, and I realize now that this process is one of the

         great benefits of this quest of mine. One of the major characters in this saga is time. Most of us see the world only the

         way it is as we’re looking at it. We take a snapshot of that moment and believe we’ve captured something. But time, that invisible

         trickster, is the real subject of every photograph. Every item in every snapshot is shaped, or colored—or faded—by time in

         one of its permutations. A brilliant writer named Robert Grudin has called time “the fourth dimension,” and I’ve become increasingly

         able to see this house in that way: height, width, depth, time. When I first moved into 501 Holly, the rooms looked empty.

         Now I live with ghosts.

      


      One of them drove the car parked in front of the house in that grainy snapshot Ruth sent me. That it’s not a normal car is

         apparent even without the magnifying glass. It looks like an old wooden barrel on wheels, with a flimsy canvas top. I’ve since learned that it was an automobile built in the

         shape of a Nu Grape soda pop bottle, that it was painted purple, and that the radiator (which I can’t see in this picture)

         was made to look like a bottle cap.

      


      The man who created that car was named Charles Webster Leverton Armour, known to his wife, Jessica, as Charlie. Charlie and

         Jessie, as he called her, had met in the still-frontierish town of Fort Smith, Arkansas, sometime around 1908. Jessie Jackson, then age twenty-one,

         was a bright, outgoing, self-confident young woman from St. Paul, Minnesota. A graduate dietician, as successful home ec majors

         were known in those days, she had sent letters to schools all over the country announcing her qualifications and her willingness

         to relocate. She was a woman ahead of her time. One day, Jessie heard from the principal of the high school in Fort Smith.

         He wondered if she would come establish a “domestic science” program at his school. It was just the kind of adventure Jessie

         was looking for. She packed up her best friend and took her along, too.
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            Jessie Armours with her children, fane and Charles.


      Jessie’s best friend also happened to be her mother. Cynthia Jane Paxton Jackson had been widowed when Jessie was three, and

         the two of them had gone to live with Cynthia’s brother, Ben Paxton, a bachelor doctor and world traveler. Jessie’s father,

         William Malcolm Jackson, had also been a doctor. Back in those days, doctors made house calls—even out to the country in the

         middle of a Minnesota winter. After one such visit, Dr. Jackson caught pneumonia and died. Cynthia never remarried.

      


      The above story was told to me one crisp blue day in the fall of 1992. I had driven out to the Scott community northeast of

         town to see Jane Armour McRae, then seventy-six, the only surviving child of Jessie and Charlie Armour. Jane is a tall woman,

         angular, and on the day of that first meeting I noted that she was wearing heavy blue eye shadow and a rinse on her hair the

         approximate color of Windex. She laughed heartily and often. On a later visit, the color was less vibrant, but her attitude

         was the same: When she looks at you, you get the feeling there’s a party going on behind her eyes.

      


      Her mother, Jane said, had two great loves: talking and dancing. In Fort Smith, she met a man who shared both of those passions.


      A garrulous real estate salesman from Kansas, Charlie was seventeen years older than Jessie, and he had a past. For one thing,

         this was his second career. He had studied civil engineering at the University of Kansas and had spent several years surveying

         for a railroad down in Louisiana. He was brimming with tales about that exotic land, which was about as different from his

         own home state as any place could possibly be. He mesmerized Jessie with stories of wildcats and things up in trees that would

         howl in the night. He could still make the sound of a panther. He had loved Louisiana, had been taken with its food, its eccentricities,

         its attitude. He had adopted those Southern ways with the passion of one who happens upon a new part of the world and discovers

         himself in it. To Jessie Jackson, who had lived her entire life in the North, this smooth-talking fellow seemed the epitome

         of Southern charm, especially with his three first names. Up where Jessica came from, they’re more frugal with their appellations.

      


      He had also been married once, and had a young daughter, a toddler, Caroline, called Carolee, who lived with him. He was a

         widower, he said. He and his daughter lived in an imposing Queen Anne mansion on a hill outside of town. It was the kind of

         estate that had a name—Lone Pine, which referred to a massive old tree that towered over the house and stood out in solitary

         splendor against the sky. There was a story about that house. Even if Charlie hadn’t told Jessica about it, she would’ve heard.

         It was the sort of story that people would whisper behind their hands whenever Charlie walked into a room.

      


      His first wife had killed herself at Lone Pine. One day Charlie and his daughter were walking out in the large yard when Charlie

         heard a shot. He swept Carolee into his arms and ran back to the house. When they got to the front steps, they saw her—his

         wife, and Carolee’s mother—sprawled dead on the porch, a pistol in her hand. If Charlie had any idea why she did it, he never

         said. All his family ever knew was that his first wife was “nervously unbalanced” and took her own life.

      


      Jessie and Charlie were both big people, tending toward heaviness, he standing five foot nine or ten, and Jessie five six

         or seven. They had big spirits, too. Each threatened to outtalk the other. Charlie teased Jessie and her mother, and both women were smitten by him. In 1912, when forty-two-year-old Charlie asked Jessie to marry him, she responded

         with an unqualified yes. She and her mother moved into the big house on the hill, and for several years they lived there together,

         a blended family—rare in those days. Charlie pursued his real estate business and Jessie taught school. Cynthia Jane, now

         known as Grandma Jackson, spent her days taking care of Carolee, this instant grandchild who had washed into her life by fate.

         Carolee was six at the time of the marriage.

      


      In 1914, Jessie gave birth to her first child, a son. All four of his father’s names were bestowed upon him, and he went by

         Charles. Two years later, a daughter was born. She was named Jane, after Jessie’s mother.

      


      * * *
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    Charlie Armour as a young grid star in Kansas. His son, Charles, would always feel that he never quite measured up in his father’s eyes.


      

      In time, through research, I would come to know things about her parents that even Jane didn’t know. Still, I worried that

         they were eluding me. It’s impossible to get inside another person’s heart, even if you live together. But these were people

         I had never met, people who had lived in a completely different age. I stared at photographs and read stories into them.

      


      Jessie displays a face straight from a Grecian urn—strong chin, prominent nose, high forehead, with a tousle of thick dark

         curls. Her eyes are intelligent, hawklike, ready. I imagine her dancing, whirling. I imagine her as a fiercely protective mother.

      


      As for Charlie, I can’t see much at all in his pictures. In every one, from his college days as a football player to his middle

         years as head of a household, the camera doesn’t catch his spark. With some people, it does. He had a face like Kansas—wide,

         open, no sharp angles. With him, the rest of his family will be smiling, but he stands there expressionless. It’s not anger,

         not pomposity, not shyness. It’s just nothing: no hint of the salesman with the gift of gab:, no glimpse of the music lover undaunted by a dance floor; no sign of the searching

         heart that would cause this man to reinvent himself time and time again.

      


      Charlie scares me. He strikes me as a man who was forever chasing something but never quite held it securely in his hands.


      Jessie and Charlie were married for eleven years before they built the house on Holly Street. In that time, they had lived

         in four other houses in three other towns. They left Fort Smith in 1918 because Charlie was offered the chance to manage a

         cotton plantation in Elaine, Arkansas. They left Elaine after a race riot erupted and many people were killed. They next moved

         to Memphis, where they lived in a big two-story rented house and Charlie went back into real estate. They moved from that

         house to a smaller one when, in 1921, Charlie’s head was turned by the discovery of oil in south Arkansas. He just had to try his luck in the oil fields, but there’s no evidence that he had any luck—not the kind that would’ve changed his luck. He was fifty-one and still struggling.

      


      While he was gone, Jessie made sure the family was well clothed and well fed. She sewed their outfits, cooked their meals.

         Carolee was a teenager by this time, and the smaller children were both in school. Young Charles may’ve been glad to have

         some time away from his father. Charles was a worrier, and lie wasn’t particularly athletic. Many years later, he would confess

         that he never felt he measured up in his father’s eyes.

      


      In the spring of 1923, the Armours packed themselves into their Overland touring car and headed west from Memphis toward the

         site of Charlie’s latest incarnation. It was to take place in Little Rock, Arkansas. The family was moving so Charlie could

         try his hand in the hot new industry of soda-pop bottling.
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