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It doesn’t matter what other people think.

Not any more.

Our friends are going to think we have taken leave of our senses, and we are going to lose many of them.

This is the sort of thing that engenders mild teasing or pleasurable gasps of not-quite-believing fear when it is kept within the bounds of the group. It is something else entirely now that we have spread it out for all the world to see. That isn’t done in our set. It lacks taste, and though we don’t use the word, class.

Worst of all, we have believed the unbelievable and spoken the unspeakable. Yes, we will lose our friends. We cannot worry about that either.

For the Harralson house is haunted, and in quite a terrible way.







Praise for

THE HOUSE NEXTDOOR

“Spellbinding…. You will not be able to put down this book.”

—Dallas Times Herald

“Haunting.”

—The New York Post
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                Prologue

            

            
                PEOPLE LIKE US don’t
                        appear in People magazine. We are
                        not rich or about-to-be rich enough; we are not young and lithe and
                        up-and-coming, though we are not old and venerable and full of endearing
                        foibles and crusts of pithy wisdom either. We have no particular talents
                        except, I think, a small talent for living fairly serenely and well most of
                        the time. We have neither of us ever written—nor will we write—a first novel
                        that sold for $1.5 million in paperback rights and caught the fancy of
                        Robert Redford, who thought it would make a fine movie. We have formed no
                        national organizations for minority groups or children with rare and
                        baffling diseases. We have no children. We do have some few friends who have
                        been in People magazine, fringe
                        celebrities, people who do odd things, but none of the biggies, none of the
                        ones who elicit two columns of letters to the editors. We have some friends
                        who are fairly eminent in other ways too—in their professions, in their
                        social standings (though not a great many of those), in the amounts of their
                        personal fortunes (not so many of those either). But we are not eminent. We
                        are appreciators. It seems to serve us well.

                We have a good house, but not a grand one, in a better
                        neighborhood than we can really afford, because the down payment was a
                        wedding gift from my parents. We have two cars, which is all we need since
                        there are only two of us. Walter has the obligatory tobacco-brown Mercedes
                        sedan, and I have the obligatory compact station wagon, in which I can
                        comfortably carry the things I like and collect—some antique pieces of the
                        Georgia Federal period, which do not at all fit the mood of my old, square,
                        two-story brick house but which I love; many plants; stones picked up out by
                        the river for the rock garden I’m slowly building. It accommodates the cats
                        and their carrier very well, too, on their frequent trips to the vet. They
                        are both neutered, but race memory is strong and they tackle with relish any
                        marauding tom who comes through looking for a fight. They usually
                        lose.

                We have careers that we like—or rather, Walter has a career;
                        he’s president of a medium-sized, good advertising agency which he formed
                        seven years ago with his friend and then co-worker at a large, exceedingly
                        dull advertising agency. Charlie and Walter have done well, and they are
                        under no illusions about the agency, either that it will set the world on
                        fire and win Clios every year or that it will fold and leave them jobless at
                        the mid-life crisis. Kennedy and Satterfield, Inc., is right for them. It
                        will grow but not too much. It has kept us comfortable.

                I do free-lance public relations for a few loyal and fairly
                        prestigious accounts, people I’ve known since I came to the city fresh out
                        of Vanderbilt with an English degree and a burning desire, not to write the
                        Great American Novel, but to work in a public relations agency. I did, for
                        eleven years, and became accomplished enough at it to have a title on the
                        door and a Bigelow on the floor, as it were, and my own secretary, and when
                        I left the agency I shamelessly took three or four of my favorite small
                        accounts with me. I can handle them in about three days a week, and I have
                        the rest of the time free to pursue my own interests. They are
                        self-indulgent, leisurely interests, and I figure I’ve paid for my right to
                        them. I would not be content if I didn’t do some sort of work. Happily, I am
                        good at what I do.

                All this is by way of saying that we are fairly ordinary
                        people, Walter and I. Not the norm, maybe; I think we add up to something
                        quite graceful and special, something that both enriches and adorns the
                        small world we live in. Our friends say so. But not, surely, the stuff of
                            People magazine.

                And yet there we are, this week, Walter and I. Sitting on the
                        white wrought-iron patio chairs, looking just like what we are—mildly
                        affluent people in their middle thirties, well and casually dressed, tanned
                        from a summer of not-so-good tennis at the club, pleasant people who like
                        their lives and appear to love each other. Two people leaning a bit forward,
                        looking across a lawn that doesn’t appear in the photograph to a house, a
                        house built on a pretty, hilly, wooded lot next door, which doesn’t appear
                        in the photograph either. But the house is the reason we are there. The
                        house next door is haunted, and I am the one responsible for all the
                        publicity. I called the local People correspondent and told him my story, and I
                        suppose he thought I was just nut enough to warrant checking out. After he
                        did, he thought it was a good story. He thought his editors would like it.
                        And he undoubtedly thought I was an aggressive, faintly mad,
                        publicity-seeking, middle-aged housewife with nothing to do and a house next
                        door that did, admittedly, have some pretty odd things going on in
                        it.

                It doesn’t matter what he thinks or what other people think.
                        Not any more. Our friends are going to think we have taken leave of our
                        senses, and we are going to lose many of them. This is the sort of thing
                        that engenders mild teasing or pleasurable gasps of not-quite-believing fear
                        when it is kept within the bounds of the group. It is something else
                        entirely now that we have spread it out for all the world to see. That isn’t
                        done in our set. It lacks taste, and though we don’t use the word, class.
                        Worst of all, we have believed the unbelievable and spoken the unspeakable.
                        Yes, we will lose our friends. We cannot worry about that either.

                For the Harralson house is haunted, and in quite a terrible way. And it is
                        up for sale again. We’re telling as much of the story as we feel is
                        necessary—but by no means all of it—to warn people about it. We took this
                        way because we know by now that no reputable straight news medium will give
                        us air time or column space and we wanted to reach as many people as
                        possible as fast as possible. We can document just enough of the story to
                        intrigue People; we do not try to
                        explain it. We have a theory of sorts, but that is beside the point
                        now.

                We know we run the risk of attracting people to the house;
                        there is a certain type of person who, God help him, will come in droves to
                        see the house, will want to buy it perhaps. These people we will try to see
                        and warn on an individual basis, as they come. We will keep watch. The
                        agents will loathe us, of course, and will tell these people that we are
                        crazy, but we will keep on. Perhaps someone will sue us—we are not sure who
                        exactly, since the people who lived in the house until a month ago are dead
                        now. We notice that a different realty firm is handling the house this time.
                        That doesn’t surprise us. It’s been a different firm for each sale.
                        Eventually, we hope, no reputable firm in town will touch the house and it
                        will be quietly taken off the market.

                But until that happens we will try to get to everyone who
                        comes to see the house, and we will tell them whatever we need to tell them
                        to drive them away. If the article in People leads to more publicity—and this sort of
                        thing usually does—we will welcome it and use it, and we will tell again
                        about the house. And again. Walter thinks it is probable that he will have
                        to pull out of the agency, to sell his interest to Charlie. The agency will
                        suffer from this if he does not. Thirty people’s livelihoods will be in
                        jeopardy. I know that I will lose my clients. Two have left messages with my
                        answering service for me to call them since this morning. We have a few
                        stocks, some savings, other investments. Charlie’s offer will be generous.
                        We can live quite comfortably for as long as it takes.

                If we find that all our efforts have failed and someone buys
                        the house, we shall set fire to it and burn it down. We will do this at
                        night, before it is occupied. In another time they would have plowed the
                        charred ground and sowed it with salt.

                If it should come to that, I do not think we will be
                        punished.

                I do not think we will be alive long enough.
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The Harralsons
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                CLAIRE SWANSON from two
                        doors up was the first one to tell me about the Harralson house. She and
                        Roger have lived in the yellow Dutch colonial for years, far longer than
                        we’ve been in ours. Claire is square, sturdy, and somehow comfortingly
                        basic-looking—low to the ground, as she says herself. Built for stamina, not
                        speed. Those solid hips, impervious to her regular tennis matches and her
                        clockwork morning jogging expeditions around the little park that divides
                        our street, have cradled and spawned three boys. Nice kids they are, in
                        their middle and late teens. The whole street enjoys them and employs them
                        regularly for yard work and the kind of nasty, heavy work you can’t get
                        anybody to do for you anymore. They do it cheerfully, coming in with a
                        twang-thud of screened door for Cokes and midday sandwiches and to use the
                        telephone.

                “Hi, Colquitt,” they’ll say to me, looming large and
                        rank-sweating from a morning of wrestling our ill-tempered old power mower
                        up and down our terraced front yard. “You look like you’re painted into
                        those Levi’s.”

                Since I have known them through broken arms and acne and
                        sullen excursions to dancing classes, and since the Levi’s do look painted
                        on me, and I am proud that I still have the long, flat thighs to wear them,
                        I don’t mind the familiarities. I would mind them, very much, from almost
                        any other boys their age. I am not a formal person, but I am rather
                        private.

                Claire and Roger are old money in the city, and the boys don’t
                        have to do the work. Their parents insist on it, however. In this very New
                        South city, Walter and I have noticed that the Old South element of it
                        clings to the substantial virtues of work, lack of ostentation, and a
                        nearness to the earth that survives even in their manicured city
                        neighborhoods.

                “I don’t see the point in all this plain down-hominess,” a
                        vivid, restless woman whose husband’s nationally prominent corporation had
                        just moved its headquarters here said to me once at a ballet guild meeting.
                        She was in linear black linen and Elsa Peretti silver on a swimming August
                        afternoon in Florence Pell’s legendary back garden, a coutured raven in a
                        field of sundresses and pants and espadrilles.

                “I mean, what good does their money do them? I know they have
                        it—my God, Carl says some of them could buy and sell Fairfield County. But I
                        haven’t seen live-in servants or a driver since I left New York. They keep
                        going to Europe, for God’s sake, if
                        they go anywhere at all. They don’t have boats. If they have summer places,
                        they’re down on that God-forsaken, potty little island you all are so insane
                        over. I haven’t seen one single piece of fantastic jewelry. They send their
                        kids to Emory; can you name me one
                        kid in this town who goes to Harvard or Yale or Vassar? They go to the
                        grocery store. When they go out at night it’s to that mausoleum of a club.
                        Why have it if you don’t have any fun with it?”

                I suppose she felt free to say it to me because she knew
                        Walter and I are not natives. And we certainly are not in the same financial
                        league with some of our friends. But we are of them precisely because we understand the way
                        they choose to live. It is our way too; we find grace and substance, a
                        satisfying symmetry and a kind of roundness to it. We like our lives and our
                        possessions to run smoothly. Chaos, violence, disorder, mindlessness all
                        upset us. They do not frighten us, precisely, because we are aware of them.
                        We watch the news, we are active in our own brand of rather liberal
                        politics. We know we have built a shell for ourselves, but we have worked
                        hard for the means to do it; we have chosen it. Surely we have the right to
                        do that.

                At any rate, Claire and Roger Swanson are a satisfying unit in
                        our world, and have been good friends to us ever since we moved here. So
                        when I stopped the car at the mailbox on my way home from work that
                        afternoon a couple of years ago—I hadn’t left the agency then—and Claire
                        hailed me from midway down the street where she was walking Buzzy, their
                        elderly Schnauzer, I didn’t walk halfway to meet her, as I would have with
                        some of the neighbors to whom we are not so close. I shouted, “Come on to
                        the backyard and let’s have a sundowner. Walter’s working late. Bring
                        Buzzy.”

                “I have some news you’re just going to hate,” she said when
                        she had leashed Buzzy to the leg of the wrought-iron table on our patio and
                        had taken a long, grateful gulp of the bull shot I’d brought her. “Mmmm,
                        that’s good. You make good drinks. Roger says you’re the only woman in town
                        whose drinks don’t give him diarrhea the next morning.”

                “Walter made me learn before we got married. It was one of the
                        conditions. Living well is the best revenge—old Spanish proverb or
                        something. What am I going to hate? Don’t tell me…Eloise is pregnant
                        again.”

                Eloise Jennings, in the gray Cape Cod across from us and
                        catty-cornered across from the Swansons, had four children under the age of
                        eight, two in diapers, and a front yard full of Day-Glo-colored plastic
                        tricycles and wading pools and swing sets. They were whining, unattractive
                        children who terrorized neighborhood pets and were apt to materialize in
                        your kitchen uninvited, fingers in noses, looking into your refrigerator.
                        Walter and I are very fond of some children, but not across the board, not
                        as a species. No one on the street was very fond of the Jennings children.
                        Or, if the truth were known, of the Jenningses. The house was his family
                        home; they had been substantial people who had died and left the house to
                        Semmes Jennings before we came. He was a broker downtown, and a posturing
                        bully. Eloise had been his secretary.

                “Probably,” Claire said, licking salt off her upper lip. “But
                        that’s not it. The McIntyre lot’s been sold and they’re going to build a
                        house on it.”

                “Oh, shit!” I wailed.
                        I don’t say that often, not like some of our friends, to whom casual
                        obscenity is a not-uncharming habit. It’s not that I disapprove; I just
                        don’t say it much. But this warranted a hearty “shit.”

                “Isn’t it awful? I knew you’d hate it worse than anybody.”
                        Claire did not look sympathetic; one of the things I find amusing about her
                        is a totally unmalicious malice. Besides, the McIntyre lot was not next door
                        to her. It separated our house from the Guthries’ to the left, and I have
                        always loved it.

                It is a peculiar lot, shaped like a narrow wedge of pie,
                        broadest in back and tapering to a point at the street. It has—or did have—a
                        steep ridge running like a spine down its length, thick with hardwoods and
                        honeysuckle and tall old wild rhododendron. It is a shallow lot, stopping
                        about on a line with our back patio, and a creek runs through it parallel to
                        the street, bisecting it neatly into two halves. The same creek winds
                        through our front yard and dips under the street, through a culvert, to
                        reemerge in the small park that divides the street. Because of its
                        narrowness and lack of depth, because of the ridge and creek, we had always
                        been sure that no one could figure out how to put a house on it. Indeed, it
                        had been up for sale at the same time our house was, and we had not bought
                        it primarily because everyone on the street assured us that architect after
                        architect had surveyed the site and pronounced it impossible to fit a house
                        onto comfortably.

                It had remained unsold. In our midtown neighborhood it was an
                        oasis of wild, dark greenness, luminous in the spring with white dogwood and
                        honeysuckle and rhododendron blooms, giving one the feeling of being
                        cloistered away in a mountain retreat even though our street is only a block
                        off one of the city’s main thoroughfares. Our bedroom windows overlooked it
                        and so did the unused upstairs bedroom that I planned to make into an office
                        when I left the agency. Downstairs, the kitchen and breakfast room looked
                        out into its lacy bulk through prized old French doors. Outside, our patio
                        faced it. The places, in short, where we lived, where we spent most of our
                        time. Though the Guthries were just on the other side of the ridge, I could
                        and did move freely and without constraint in that end of the house in my
                        nightclothes, or in nothing, if I chose. I have a rather shameful penchant
                        for that. I like the feeling of air on my body. I loved the sturdy chuckle
                        of the creek, the nearness of the woods, the squirrels and birds and
                        chipmunks and occasional possums and raccoons that skittered and shambled
                        there. Virginia and Charles Guthrie loved the lot, I knew, for the same
                        reasons we did. They are, as are most of us on this street, people who
                        treasure space and greenness and privacy. The lot was a buffer, a grace
                        note. Any house there, any house at all, no matter how well done, would
                        stare directly into the core of our living. No matter how careful the
                        architect, trees would have to go.

                “Are you sure?” I asked. “There’ve been a million rumors about
                        houses going up there since we’ve been here, and none of them came to
                        anything. Everybody says it’s just not possible to build on it. Martin
                        Sawyer, he’s that very good
                        architect who’s Walter’s tennis partner, he said it couldn’t be done. Who
                        told you? There’s not a realtor’s sign. We heard old Mrs. McIntyre took it
                        off the market when it didn’t sell, back when we moved in.”

                “Old Mrs. McIntyre has gone to her reward, whatever grim thing
                        that might be,” Claire said. “Her daughter in Mobile put it on the market.
                        In fact, daughter sold it directly to somebody she knows here. And I know
                        about it because whoever handled it at the bank told Roger about
                    it.”

                Roger will probably be the next president of the third-largest
                        bank in the city; at forty-eight he’s been executive vice-president for
                        eight years. His grandfather was president. His uncle is chairman of the
                        board. Roger would know.

                “Well, that doesn’t mean they’ll be able to build on it. You
                        know what the architects say.”

                “There’s one that says otherwise. Roger didn’t believe it
                        either, so he checked it out, and he says there are plans, sketches,
                        elevations, the whole schmeer, already done. He says it can be done; he’s
                        seen the plans. The architect is some young hotshot right out of one of
                        those eastern architecture schools; he’s out to put us all in House Beautiful. It’s very
                        contemporary, from what Roger can tell, really a pretty good-looking house,
                        if you like that kind of thing. I know you don’t, but I’ve often thought
                        that all that open space and light and stuff…Well, anyway, up it’s going,
                        and pretty soon too. The people are anxious to get into it.”

                “Oh, Claire, oh, damn. That’s going to mean bulldozers and
                        chain saws and red dust and red mud and men all over the place—they’ll have
                        to doze it. They’ll have to take down trees…Who are the people, do you
                        know?”

                “No. Except that they’re a very young couple, and her daddy
                        gave her the lot and house for a baby present. Yep. Pregnant and with a rich
                        daddy. I do know that she calls him Buddy and he calls her Pie. Roger got
                        that from whoever handled the closing.”

                “Sweet God. Buddy and Pie and bulldozers and baby makes three.
                        You know, I’d almost think about moving. I really would.”

                “No.” Claire’s broad, tanned face was serious; the gentle
                        malice was gone. “This house and this street is right for you and Walter,
                        Colquitt. You fit here like you were meant to be here—from the very first
                        you did. You…enhance it for us, for Roger and me especially. Hang some
                        curtains and start wearing clothes…oh, yes, I know you run around naked as a
                        jaybird in there. I’m not going to tell you how I know, either. I’d do it
                        myself if I didn’t have three adolescent sex maniacs and old man Birdsong
                        next door and did have a body as good as yours. Hang some curtains and grit
                        your teeth, and meanwhile give me another drink, and then I’ve got to go
                        home. You might even like the house, and I suppose it’s barely possible that
                        you might like Buddy and Pie. God!
                        But even if you don’t, it’s not worth moving. It’s only a house.”

                 

                After she left I finished off the watery bull shot in
                        the pitcher and went upstairs, a trifle giddy with vodka and dismay, and
                        took a shower. The bathroom that connects our bedroom with the room destined
                        to be my office is large and airy, and the woods from the McIntyre lot,
                        together with the ferns I’ve hung in the bank of high old windows, give the
                        room an undulating, greenish, underwater light that I’ve always loved. It
                        makes me feel like a mermaid, wet and sinuous and preening in her own
                        element. There had never been curtains; we had never needed them. Those
                        rooms looked straight into treetops. “I’ll hate whatever curtains I put up,”
                        I thought, toweling myself. “No matter if they’re Porthault and cost the
                        earth, I’ll hate them.”

                I put on white slacks and a tee shirt and went, barefoot, down
                        to the kitchen and started a salad. We’d have it with the half of the crab
                        quiche I’d made for Sunday brunch, which I’d frozen. I put a bottle of
                        Chablis into the freezer, made a mental note to myself to take it out in
                        half an hour, and then, on impulse, stuck a couple of glasses in the freezer
                        and mixed a pitcher of martinis from the Russian vodka Walter had brought
                        home—smooth, silky, lovely stuff. Why not. Why not, indeed? It’s Friday.
                        Weekend coming up. Long, lazy, golden weekend. We’ll drink to
                    that.

                “We’re drinkin’, my friend, to the end…”

                Aren’t you the lugubrious one, though, Mrs. Colquitt Hastings
                        Kennedy, sozzling martinis and weeping over a piece of ground that doesn’t
                        even belong to you, I told myself. But it does, I said back. It’s more mine
                        than it will ever be theirs, these dreadful, faceless Buddy and Pie people
                        and their awful, faceless baby. I looked out the kitchen window at the piece
                        of ground that did not belong to me, settling itself into the fast-deepening
                        green darkness that seemed to well up from the very earth of it. My
                        mini-mountain.

                The headlights of the Mercedes swung across the kitchen and
                        stopped, and went out. I heard the nice, solid thunk of its door closing and went out onto the
                        back porch, cats eeling around my ankles, to meet Walter.

                He would not yet have heard about the house next
                    door.
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BUDDY AND PIE did not remain faceless long. We had faces, last names, and nearly intact genealogies for them both the very next day. It had been a perfect summer Saturday, one of those blue, crystal-edged days you occasionally get here in late August, when the thick, wet heat lifts for a small space of time and there is a portent of October in the air. We had drunk the pitcher of martinis the night before, and another, and ate the quiche quite late, sitting in the screened part of the patio and listening to the crickets and the ghostly nighttime dissonance of the katydids from the woods behind our house and on the McIntyre lot. We had talked about the house-to-be, and what it would mean to us and the way we lived, and Walter had made me feel a little better about it.

“We’ve always known it might happen one day, Col,” he’d said. “Don’t prejudge it, or them. Maybe there’s a way to build in and around most of the trees, and nobody in their right mind would take down those rhododendrons at the edge there. They’ll make a good screen. Besides, they’re much younger, they’ll have their own friends. A tiny baby can’t be all that much of a nuisance. And you’re not home in the daytime. You won’t be bothered with the noise and mess.”

Walter is the pragmatic one of us. He is my anchor; I am, he says, his wings.

“I won’t always be at the agency,” I’d said mulishly. “I want to try it on my own in a couple of years. You know that. I’ve showed you what I want to do with the upstairs bedroom for an office—it’s going to look right smack down their throats, and I’ve so looked forward to having all that green right out my window when I’m working. Like a treehouse—oh, I wish we’d bought it when we bought this house!”

“Well, so do I. But we didn’t have the cash for it then and it’s too late now. Hang some curtains and you can still go naked from dawn till midnight. I’ll have to divorce you if you give that up.”

“That’s what Claire said. But she’s used to having people all over her. I just don’t want to be knee-deep in people for the rest of my life.”

“You’re spoiled,” he said.

“So are you.”

“And we’ll keep it that way. I promise. That’s what we’re all about.”

The next morning, feeling pleasantly heavy-limbed and a bit frail from the vodka and wine, we skipped our regular tennis match and did the sort of groceries-dry cleaner-drugstore chores that I don’t really mind. We do them together usually, and it’s one of the small, adventurous rituals around which we have built our life together. We had a late lunch at one of the pretentious little patio-type places that have sprung up around town, where the consciously chic young gather in their flocks for Bloody Marys and brunch and lunch, to show off their new Saturday clothes and see and be seen and map out the remainder of their weekend. Unencumbered by small children, we are able to do that when we choose, and weekends are good times for us. We feel grateful not to be trapped in the rites of the very young, and are able to enjoy their sleek health and preenings without envy because we have what we want together. We are not out of place among them; neither are we of them.

After lunch we saw an Ingmar Bergman matinee, which we did not especially enjoy—we like his earlier films better—and came home about four. Walter laid my latest batch of river stones into the steep bank destined to be my rock garden, and I took shears and a Mexican straw basket and went to thin out the zinnias. After we had finished, Walter made gin and tonics and brought them to the patio, and I thrust the glowing armful of zinnias into a bucket of water and set them on the round table, admiring the rowdy extravagance of them against the green of the lawn and woods. Comfortably tired, we stretched our legs and sipped our drinks and listened to the pitter of the lawn sprinkler.

“Do we have to go to that thing of the Parsons’?” Walter asked.

“Not really if you don’t want to. It’s going to be so big they’ll never miss us. Would you rather stay home? Only I didn’t thaw anything for dinner.”

“What I’d really like to do is go out and get the sloppiest, biggest pizza in the world and bring it home and watch the late show. I’ve got a tennis match at eight o’clock in the morning. I really don’t want to go stand around and drink all night.”

“Consider it done,” I said, and looked around as a gray Mercedes purred into the driveway.

“Who the hell is that?” Walter said, frowning.

Three people got out of the car and came toward the patio with the apologetic smiles of people who aren’t sure of their reception. A tall, pretty blond girl in a pink linen pantsuit, her hair tied back with a hank of pink yarn. A slight, moon-faced young man in stiff new Levi’s and a stiff new blue work shirt. And a tall young man, only slightly older, with brick-colored hair to his shoulders and a wiry bush of red beard. His denims were faded to milky blue, worn soft and thin. A faint bulge of pregnancy lifted the jacket of the girl’s pantsuit, and she walked with the ancient backward tilt of a woman adjusting to an unaccustomed front weight.

“If I had to guess, I would say that is the famous Buddy and Pie. Our new neighbors. I have no idea who Vincent Van Gogh there is,” I said, and we rose and went to meet them.

“This is really awful, isn’t it? Just to drop in on you people this way. But I told Buddy you all really ought to know what you’re going to have to put up with—and your house looked so pretty and peaceful, and I said, well, they’ve just got to be super people to live in a house like that, and so we just took a chance you wouldn’t simply hate us for barging in on you like this…” The girl said it in a light, fluttering rush, coming toward me with her hands extended, smiling the smile of one who has never been rebuffed in her life. There was a tangle of gold bracelets on her slender wrist and a startling, enormous diamond on her left hand along with a diamond wedding band.

“I’m Pie Harralson,” she said, taking my hand in both of hers. “This is my husband, Buddy. We’ve bought that gorgeous, gorgeous lot next door, and this wild man behind me is the architect who is going to build the most fabulous house in the world for us. Kim Dougherty. I know you’re the Kennedys because your mailbox says so.” She stopped, tilted her head to one side, crinkled her nose, and waited for us to respond.

“Walter Kennedy,” said Walter, shaking hands with the silent, grinning Buddy and towering Kim. “And this is my wife, Colquitt.”

I nodded and smiled. There was a small, stretching silence. Rasputin, our orange tiger cat, appeared from the depths of the McIntyre lot and came to curl around the girl’s ankle, and she swooped at him in an ecstasy of joy. Razz backed off and looked at her flatly.

“What a darling kitty,” cried Pie Harralson. “And he’s been playing on our lot, yes, he has, hasn’t he? I love kitties, we’re going to get one when we move in and the baby comes. What’s your name, you pretty thing? Will you come to my house and play with my kitty?”

Razz is by no stretch of the imagination a darling kitty. He turned his back ostentatiously to the girl, sat down, and began to wash his face. Pie Harralson looked at us, smiling. Silence spun out again.

Oh, all right, I thought crossly.

“His name is Rasputin, but we call him Razz,” I said. “He’s not very friendly, I’m afraid, but he isn’t mean. We just heard last night about the lot being sold, and it’s good to get to know you so soon. Won’t you come have a drink with us? We were just having a gin and tonic…”

“Oh, no, we were just passing and thought we—Pie thought—I know you folks probably have plans,” said Buddy Harralson rather miserably. His voice was a surprising deep bass.

“Aren’t you darling to ask us! I think that would be just super, if you’re sure we’re not keeping you from anything,” said Pie. Her blue glance took in my old gardening pants and zinnia-stained hands and Walter’s paint-spotted dungarees. Not-going-anywhere clothes.

“Nothing at all,” said Walter. “If you’ll forgive us for looking like Tobacco Road, we’ve got plenty of gin and tonic. Come on back to the patio and tell us about your house. Your house too,” he said to Kim Dougherty, who nodded but said nothing.

We sat late on the patio, Pie Harralson burbling and crinkling, gesturing with her long hands and looking lovingly at the McIntyre lot—the Harralson lot now—as she described the house. Buddy Harralson loosened up a bit as the gin and tonics were refilled, and put in an earnest, booming amendment now and then to Pie’s skittering stream of enthusiasm. Kim Dougherty drank steadily and silently and regarded them both with faint amusement and a sort of unwilling tolerance, and he looked frequently at the lot next door too. It was a measuring, far-off look, with nothing in it of Pie’s proprietary love. The look reminded me of the guarded, preternaturally alert look a dog gives another dog he has just encountered before he has ascertained whether there will be calm or danger. Later, as full darkness began to fall, he spoke a bit about the lot and what he hoped to create there. He had a soft, clipped voice. It was obvious that he was a good architect.

We learned in the course of the evening that Pie and Buddy Harralson had both been born in the same small city in South Georgia and had been sweethearts—Pie’s word—since the eighth grade, had gone off to the state university together, where Buddy had been a Kappa Alpha (all the guys from home go KA) and had made the dean’s list in prelaw with some regularity. Pie had been Chi Omega (all the girls from home are), Kappa Alpha Rose one year, Homecoming Queen her senior year, and had made abysmal grades in Elementary Education.

“Daddy was fit to be tied over my grades,” she confided. “But everybody knew I’d never teach school anyhow. I knew I was going to marry Buddy and have babies and a super house way before he knew it, so what difference did grades make? I do volunteer work with the League now, but I guess I’ll have to stop that pretty soon—are you in the League?”

I shook my head no and smiled. “I do public relations work; I stay pretty busy,” I said, and hated myself for saying it. It is a degrading small thing about myself that I dislike intensely—not being a Junior Leaguer and still caring just a little that I am not. I was annoyed with myself for explaining to this child.

“I just bet you’re fabulous at it too,” Pie said. “You look like a career woman. But I’m real disappointed that you won’t be home in the daytime. I know I’m going to get bored with just the baby to talk to.”

“Colquitt’s planning to quit and work at home before too long,” said Walter, and I glared at him in the darkness.

“Oh, well, that’s all right then. I’m not the utter child that Mother and Daddy and Buddy think I am—and Buddy’s mother, of course—but I will feel better with, you know, an older woman close by. Not that you’re old—oh, Pie, really, your mouth!” She gurgled at herself. “Mother and Daddy will feel better too. And Buddy’s mama, naturally. They all wanted us to live at home, at least until the baby was a year or two old, but that’s just so tacky; nobody stays in that town anymore. I told Daddy that if he’d buy me—us, I mean—the lot and house, I’d make friends with all the women in the neighborhood, and that’s just like having your own family around you. Not that I mean to hang all over you, but I’m a real extrovert, and I love people, and friends mean so much to me. Do you have any children?”

“No,” I said. “It’s just the two of us.” Her silent “why” hung in the air, but I did not explain.

Buddy, it developed, was a brand-new member of a large, prestigious downtown law firm, and planned to specialize in tax law.

“It’s steady, and with this firecracker here and a new bambino on the way, I figured I’d leave the glamour stuff to the hotshots.”

It was obvious that he adored Pie and was awed and bursting with pride about the baby, and even more obvious that there was family money waiting in the wings on both sides. Brand-new lawyers do not drive a Mercedes or give their brides two-carat solitaires. Most brides are not dowered with four-bedroom contemporary homes in our neighborhood.

“Daddy died when I was nine,” Buddy put in, answering the unspoken question. “Mama raised me by herself, but he left her pretty comfortable. She’s been generous helping us get started.” Pie snorted in the darkness, and I guessed that there was dissension there. The mother of this good, stolid boy might well have been reluctant to relinquish him into Pie Harralson’s darting, butterfly hands. I thought, wearily, that I would probably be the recipient of not a few mother-in-law horror stories in days to come.

Just before they left, Pie darted out to the Mercedes and brought back the house plans, and we spread them out on the table in the screened room, turning on the yellow overhead light. The house-to-be lay in a pool of radiance, as if spotlit. I drew in my breath at it. It was magnificent. I do not as a rule care for contemporary architecture, finding it somehow sharp and intrusive and demanding, in spite of the obvious virtues of air and light and ease of maintenance, of functional living space. This house was different. It commanded you, somehow, yet soothed you. It grew out of the penciled earth like an elemental spirit that had lain, locked and yearning for the light, through endless depths of time, waiting to be released. It soared into the trees and along the deep-breasted slope of the ridge as though it had uncoiled, not as though it would be built, layer by layer and stone by stone. I could hardly imagine the hands and machinery that would form it. I thought of something that had started with a seed, put down deep roots, grown in the sun and rains of many years into the upper air. In the sketches, at least, the woods pressed untouched around it like companions. The creek enfolded its mass and seemed to nourish its roots. It looked—inevitable.

I looked at Kim Dougherty, who lifted his head from the drawings, his face a sculpture, and looked full into my eyes.

“It’s beautiful,” I said. “It really is beautiful.”

“Yes,” he said.

“Isn’t it just the most fabulous thing you ever saw? Don’t you love it?” Pie squealed, feeling the force of my approval in the darkness. “Isn’t that the cutest thing, the way that balcony wraps around and hangs over the creek? That’s going to be the baby’s room, right there over the little waterfall. He’s going to go to sleep right there in the treetops every night!”

“Let’s hope the bough doesn’t break and the cradle fall,” Walter said cheerfully. I could tell he liked the house too.

“Right! Or down would come baby, cradle and all!” chortled Pie Harralson. “Oh, that’s terrible! Nothing like that is going to happen to my baby. Not in this adorable house. Oh, Daddy’s just going to hate this house! We haven’t shown him the plans, and I’m not going to either. Nobody from home is going to see it till it’s finished. Daddy wanted us to have something with columns. But I said, Daddy, I want something so fantastic that cars stop in the street just to look at it. I said, when my house is built, you’re going to see the real me, you’re going to see a side of your baby you didn’t even know existed. And this house is me, but definitely. Oh, he’s going to be fit to be tied!”

In the darkness I felt rather than saw Kim Dougherty flinch.

They stayed for the space of another drink, and then Pie rolled up the drawings and Buddy shook hands solemnly all the way around, and Kim nodded and said thank-you-for-the-drinks-I’m-glad-you-liked-the-house, and they got into the Mercedes and drove away.

 

Walter went out and got a fine, fat pizza crowded thickly with what he calls “all that good ginney shit,” and we ate it in bed and watched a rerun of Night of the Hunter. It is eerie, beautiful, poetic, disturbing, and I have always loved it. We made the sort of slow, sweet, deep love that seems to belong to summer nights, different from the muscular, blanketed love of winter. It is always good, always rich, this thing we have together. I always think, when it is over and we lie ebbing in each other’s arms, that there should be something wrong between us, something basically abrasive and thin and sour. It is uncanny what we have built with each other, all the areas of accord and pleasure we have nurtured. Sometimes I feel that we are very selfish, very unsharing of the whole to which we add up. But from the very beginning we knew we did not want to dilute it. We have no children for that reason. We are sufficient. It often frightens me, and I sometimes feel guilty that we are really, basically, only involved with each other. I think we should give more to the world, somehow. Perhaps one day we will give more, perhaps we shall have to. I think so, soon now.

“What do you think?” Walter said, late into the night.

“I think the house is…really special. I think it’s probably a great house. But I can’t imagine those two simple-minded children wanting a house like that. I don’t know about Buddy-boy, but Pie-baby has no idea in the world what she’s got in that house. Just no idea.”

“Of course not. She’s trying to get a rise out of Daddy. Literally, probably. Oedipus and all that. It’s as good a way as any to screw Daddy. That poor son-of-a-bitch husband of hers would obviously live in an igloo if she wanted it. And if Mama let him. Did I detect a subtle little nuance there?”

“Not so subtle,” I said, watching the moon shadows stretch and dwindle and stretch again into our open windows. Razz and the gray tom Foster Grant were heavy, sleep-sodden mounds at our feet. “I like that architect too. I think he might be an authentic, working genius. Why on earth does he put up with them, do you suppose? He must know they don’t understand that house.”

“Where else is he going to get clients with the bread to build that kind of house? I don’t think he gives a holy shit what they think of it. It’s his house, not theirs. I bet he’d build it for KKK headquarters if they paid him for it. He just wants it up. Couldn’t you tell?”

“I guess so. Darling, are you just going to hate having them for neighbors?”

“No, because I don’t plan to see them except maybe once a year, at Christmas, like your mother. What do you think, that we’ve got to have them for dinner once a week? She could be a problem for you, though. I’ll bet she’s already got you pegged as a baby-sitter-confidante-mama-figure. It’s obvious she’s going to be somebody’s little girl till she’s eighty, even if it ain’t Daddy’s. God, did you ever see such a classic cheerleader in your life? I’ll bet she’s still got a drawer full of angora sweaters and charm bracelets. And money. If you’re smart, Col, you’ll cut her off gently and firmly as soon as you can. You’re not my idea of somebody’s wise old mother.”

“Thanks for small favors.”

Much later I awoke and heard an owl in the woods on the lot next door. We don’t get many of them in the city; I could not remember the last time I had heard one. It was, for some reason, a truly dreadful sound. I lay listening to it, something wild and heavy uncurling in my chest. And I reached down carefully, so as not to wake Walter, and I tied a knot in the corner of the top sheet.

He rolled over and looked at me, propped up on one elbow.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

“Yes, you are.”

“If you must know, I’m tying a knot in the corner of the sheet. I heard an owl in the McIntyre woods.”

“He doesn’t care for our sheets, he’s saying?”

“No. It’s just something my grandmother always did. You tie a knot in the bedsheet when you hear an owl. If you don’t, it means somebody is going to die.”

“That somebody is going to be me, at eight o’clock on the tennis court, if I don’t get some sleep. Go to sleep, Col. It’s going to be all right about the house.”

I did, finally, with the lost call of the faraway owl still in my ears.
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THE HARRALSON HOUSE got under way the day after Labor Day, and all through the slow, burning, dry autumn, yellow insect machinery crawled back and forth across the ridge, buzzing and gnawing implacably at the curve of it. Trees did go down; my heart squeezed painfully at each new gap when I drove in from work every afternoon. A culvert went into the creek, which docilely accepted its new channel and flowed on through our yard, its cola-brown water stained blood-red. A driveway was carved out, and straggled over the culvert. The keen of chain saws rang on the street day after day as the fallen hardwoods were sectioned and chained and borne away. All that fall, pink dust lay over our lawn and patio and driveway, filming the cars and sifting into the windows and puffing from the cats’ coats when I brushed them. Annoyed by the shrieking invasion of their foraging grounds, they gave the lot a wide berth and stayed close to our house or deep in our back woods all day. They did not hunt in the evenings either, as they always had. They slept close to us in the den while we watched television, and planted themselves stubbornly at our feet when we went to bed, refusing to be ousted. If we did put them out and close the bedroom door, they scratched patiently at it until we let them in again.

“Sissies,” Walter said one evening, trying to nudge Foster out the back door onto the patio. “Or snobs, maybe. They’re as big snobs as you are, Col. They want nothing to do with the outlanders or their house, only they make no bones about it.”

“The noise and confusion scares them,” I said, scooping up Foster and returning him to the haven of the lighted kitchen.

“They’re not scared of hell itself,” Walter said. “They’re pissed off. I don’t blame them. From the looks of those sketches of Dougherty’s, I didn’t think so many trees would come down or so much of the ridge go. I’m glad neither of us is here during the day. You’d probably go berserk and axe-murder the entire crew.”

The crew was almost always done when I arrived home in the evenings, well before Walter did, their equipment littered along the desolated ridge like the discarded carapaces of megalithic insects. The raw earth looked shocking, like bleeding flesh, but to be fair about it, Kim Dougherty had not marked so many trees for death as it appeared when they first began to come down. Grudgingly, I had to concede that when the house was up and the foundation planted with shrubbery, the lovely woman-curves of the land would not be so badly altered after all.

“You won’t even remember how it looked before when it’s all up and ground cover is planted and some landscaping’s done,” Claire said to me one evening early on when she and Roger had walked over with a market basket full of jeweled late tomatoes from the Farmers’ Market.

“I’ll remember. But I’m not going to hate it as much as you’d hoped,” I said. “It really is a beautiful house, or will be. It’s the teeny-weeny baby Harralsons I’m going to have a hard time with.”

“I saw them yesterday,” Claire said. “Out climbing around all over that dirt, looking down in the foundation like the Holy Grail was down there. She looks like Shirley Temple knocked up. And he looks like Andy Hardy. He had her by the arm like she was going to have the child right there—though I guess it isn’t too bright to go climbing around construction sites when you’re—what? Five months? Six? I don’t see a whole lot of them, though, thank God. But that bearded wonder is over there every day, almost all day long.”

“Well, it’s probably his first house. I guess he wants it to be perfect. I would too—something that spectacular.”

“Are you turning modern on us, Colquitt?” Roger Swanson asked. He has always teased me about being born a hundred years too late. He told Walter once, late into a rather boisterous evening party in the Guthries’ beautiful back garden, that I always reminded him of the Lady of Shalott. “Only he pronounced it like the onion,” Walter told me. “Very much of the earth, is Roger.”

“No, you know I’m too reactionary for that,” I said. I like Roger, like his comforting bluntness, his deep and abiding sense of responsibility toward his family and his world, and his clumsy, earnest attempts at gallantry. He has a rare sweetness to him, a perfect foil for Claire’s earthy briskness. Duck, their oldest son, is a carbon of Roger. The other two boys are a very satisfactory blend of both of them.

“I think it’s the architect Colquitt really has a letch for,” Claire said. “Fresh young meat. I see him over here all the time before you get home from work, Walter. Colquitt feeds him and plies him with your best stuff. Duck saw the empties in your garbage can the other day when he was mowing your lawn.”

“Duck talks too damned much,” I said, kicking her lightly. “Walter knows all about Kim and me. He gives his full approval. We made a deal. I said he could take that set of walking boobs he calls a receptionist to lunch every day if he’d let me get Kim Dougherty drunk every afternoon. It’s working out just fine.”

Actually, Walter did know about the friendship that had sprung up between Kim and me. “If I ever find concrete dust in the bed, I’ll kill him,” he said, but I knew he liked Kim too, and he often joined Kim and me for the late-afternoon beer or gin and tonic that had, somehow, become a ritual with us that fall. It was a friendship, would never be anything more. I have what I want and do not need the adulation of very young men, even though, I modestly admit, there have been some around my agency who have offered it. Walter has always known that.

It would never be anything less than a friendship either, and that pleased me. I like my relationships to be full, open, and well defined, and I had found a genuine friend in this quiet young man so in love with the house he was building. I think it started, really, with my response to the plans Pie showed us that first evening on the terrace. With the instinctive and uncluttered perception you often find in really creative people, he had known at once that I felt, at least in part, some of what he did for the Harralson house. He accepted it as his due, and we went on from there, instant equals. It is a trait you don’t often encounter in the very young.

He had come over one evening just after I had driven in, not long after construction had started. He was red all over, a skin of dust and stain of earth blending into the red of his hair and beard. Even his old denims were red, and his heavy boots. I laughed spontaneously.

“Eric the Red, I presume?”

“Speaking. Or sneezing, as the case may be,” he said, fanning helplessly at the effluvia of red dust that hung over him. “And speaking of presuming, I wonder if you’d mind terribly making a phone call for me. I need to talk to my partner, and I can’t go up to the shopping center and call because I’ve got a guy coming in with a load of sand. I wouldn’t bother you with it, but I’m scared to ring the doorbell next door. That lady looks like somebody just ironed her, and she always looks at me like she’s about to call the police and the sanitation department when I see her out in her yard. I hate to think what all this dust has done to it.”

I laughed again. Virginia Guthrie is a lovely, gentle woman, a true lady, and as immaculate at every waking moment as a mannequin—which she was when she was younger—but she does look starched and ironed, and she did indeed hate what the dust was doing to her garden. It’s an incredible garden, invariably included on the city’s glossiest spring garden tours, and I couldn’t really blame her. Still, I knew well the slight flaring of those elegant nostrils, the nearly imperceptible lift of the delicate eyebrows.

“She won’t bite you,” I said. “She’s a nice person. But, sure, I’ll be glad to make a call for you. Only why don’t you come on in and make it yourself, in the den, where you can be private?”

“I really couldn’t, Mrs. Kennedy. I’d wreck your house. I’m like Pigpen in ‘Peanuts.’” He grinned, a startling flash of white in all the redness. It was a child’s happy, free grin. He had not smiled at all, that I remembered, during the evening we had spent together. He had hardly spoken. I liked him very much indeed all of a sudden.

“Tell you what. You sloosh off some of that dust at the faucet there, by the side of the patio, and I’ll make your call for you, and then we’ll have a drink. Or a beer if you’d rather. You must think we do nothing but sit on our patio and drink, but I promise we’re really very respectable people and not out to lure young geniuses into sloth and degradation. Go on, you look dry as a bone, and the dust can’t hurt the patio. It’s already got your calling card all over it.”

He didn’t demur or assume the deferential coyness of someone you know would like to accept an invitation but thinks it seemly to hedge a bit, and I liked that too. He said, “A beer would really do the trick,” and disappeared around the side of the house toward the faucet, and I took the grimy slip of paper with the number he had given me and went to phone his partner and tell him Kim would be back in the office about eight, if he wanted to wait and go over the Douglas specs. I opened a cold beer for him and made myself a weak gin and tonic and took them both to the patio with a basket of pretzels. He was tumbled loosely in one of the white chairs, face and hands the color of skin again, droplets of water glistening in his beard. He was looking at the Harralson house with the same level, measuring look I had seen that night in August.

“Looks like hell, doesn’t it?” he said, drinking deeply of the beer. “I didn’t realize how bad it looked from over here. You must have really loved that lot when it was wild.”

“Yes. I really did. And I thought I’d hate the house and the poor Harralsons, and I wasn’t all that fond of you either when I first saw you. I considered you the murderer of my private mountain and all my privacy. But the house is a lovely, lovely thing. It’s going to make me happy just to look at it. It looks so…organic or something, at least in your sketches. You wouldn’t maintain a house like that; you’d feed and water it. You’d need to give it nourishment and love to keep it alive and healthy. I think that house will bring out the best of whoever lives there—the fortunate young Harralsons, in this case. I hope they’ll love it properly.”

“I’m glad you like it,” he said, not looking at me. “I could sort of tell you did when you saw the plans, and understood it too. I’ve always felt that way about design—that first you plant something. The site, the ground will tell you what to plant. You plant it, and you raise it, and the hell with what the clients say they want. The house should be its own boss, and they should live by its rules, not the other way around. It’s up to them to…make it grow, as you say. This house is its own boss. It does ask the best of you. That’s good. I like that. Those poor, stupid children, though…”
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