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    The World Under

    by Steve Rasnic Tem

    
      For sale: one-of-a-kind secluded home in nice family neighborhood. private drive. inquire wilson realty, 432-6600.
    

    Beatrice knew she would buy the house before she saw it, even before she knew the price. In a tough real estate market, people bought properties as-is, regardless of the home inspection report. They wanted entry into the cycle of homeownership. At fifty-five, she had nothing but her books and some money in the bank. She needed a home, a location she might call her own.

    She thought it odd that the website provided no street view. The only photo was of a gate between two posts, with parallel fences enclosing a narrow lane receding into the distance. The number on the gate was “482.” The satellite view revealed a square lot in the middle of the block, accessible only from the long lane that pushed out toward the street like a tail. A brown roof was the only indication of a house.

    The real estate agent, an older gentleman, picked her up for the viewing. She was unfamiliar with real estate language, but it seemed a strange way to put it. It was the same expression they used for funerals. The realtor’s outfit—a loud, checkered sports coat and matching tie—seemed inconsistent with his manner. He had the quiet voice and careful movements of a mortician. Beatrice encountered several of those in recent years, having lost her parents and both older sisters in a brief span of time. Though she hadn’t had much contact with them in recent years, she wasn’t yet used to the idea of being without a family. Some people can turn their friends into family. She didn’t have that talent.

    He kept touching her hand, as if she needed comforting. She kept pulling away. If he persisted, she’d either scream or dig her nails into that so-serene face of his.

    The agent started with small talk: the weather, her job, if she had plans for the weekend. She was no good at small talk. She felt uncomfortable sitting next to this overdressed man in his giant car. She answered using as few words as possible. “A young woman like you . . . ” Why did he call her young? Was this flattery? “You must enjoy your spare time. What do you?—”

    “I read.” She had to stop this. “I read a lot. Tell me more about the property.”

    He hesitated, perhaps put off by her abruptness. “There’s—much to like here. You’ll appreciate the unusual privacy this property offers.” He pulled his Cadillac sedan up to the gate. She wondered what it was about her that would lead him to say such a thing. But yes, it was like an island in the middle of the city. That was a large part of its appeal. She’d never been good with neighbors. There was nothing wrong with that, but it had its drawbacks.

    “This entire property, including the driveway, is enclosed by an eight-foot-high security fence. Superior-quality engineered wood. It should last for decades.” He pressed the button on a remote control, and the gate swung open. The passage appeared much too narrow for his huge vehicle. She closed her eyes in anticipation of a scraping noise which never came.

    The driveway seemed somehow longer than she expected, but the man drove so slowly that might have been the reason. There were only a few inches of clearance on either side. Good thing her own car was a subcompact.

    The driveway ended in a concrete apron fronting the house. The realtor maneuvered carefully to keep his car on the pavement and off the lawn, which was startling in its vivid emerald color. She wondered how he was going to turn around when it came time to leave.

    The house was small—a cottage. She wondered if it had a finished basement. Not that she needed or wanted one. She had few possessions. The house she grew up in had a basement, but she never went down there. It always flooded, and the air smelled poisonous.

    The exterior was in great shape, covered with natural wood extending all the way to the ground, hiding the foundation. So much wood—it was beautiful. It looked grown in place rather than built. The window trim and door were painted deep blue.

    “You can paint it if you like,” he said.

    “Oh, I wouldn’t think of it.”

    “Not everyone likes the rustic look.” He unlocked the door and led her inside. “The interior walls are something special, I think.” He laid a palm on the creamy surface. “Put your hand on the wall. I’ve never felt anything like it.” She did as he suggested. The wall was cool and so smooth. It wasn’t like plaster or stucco or anything she recognized. She pressed on it, and it gave a little beneath her hand. Not much, but still noticeable. “It’s—I don’t know—plant-ish,” he said. “Is that a word? Like a giant leaf or a flower petal. I’m told the original owner didn’t use a local builder. It must be a technique brought over from overseas.”

    She could tell he was blathering about something he knew little about. It made him hard to listen to. “So, the owner is foreign?”

    “No idea. I was hired by a go-between. I don’t have the owner’s name. It might not be an individual. It might be an investment company.”

    Leaf or petal was a good analogy. If she looked at the walls from a few feet away, she could detect a subtle, overlapping pattern of ovoids. The workmanship—whatever the source—was incredible.

    The floors in the six rooms were narrow wooden planks throughout, so polished they gleamed. The joints were so tight that the floor looked all of one piece. The realtor said, “I know it looks too perfect, but it’s all solid wood planks, not laminate.” The kitchen was small and basic, but Beatrice had never enjoyed cooking.

    Of course, there was no furniture. Perfectly empty, she thought. She couldn’t imagine her shabby, hand-me-down furnishings in such a clean and pristine space.

    “Are there other offers?”

    “Surprisingly, no. Yours would be the first. If you agree to the price, it’s yours.” She felt relieved. It would be so disappointing if she had to fight for it. She wasn’t up for a fight. Now or ever.

    As they were about to get back into his car, the realtor said, “I want to show you one more thing. This beautiful lawn.” He walked out into the middle of that small sea of blue-green and turned around. It seemed odd the way his shoes sank, then rose again on top of the luscious grass. “I think there’s some sort of underground irrigation system keeping it so healthy, but I can’t find the controls anywhere, so it looks like there’s nothing you have to do. It’s green year-round, and it never grows over three inches high, so you’ll never have to mow. Some sort of European variety, I believe. I need to ask the agency its name. I might want to plant some of this myself.”

    Perhaps it was an optical illusion, but his shoes were sinking again. Soon she couldn’t see them at all, and the grass covered his ankles. “Come see!” he said.

    Tiny things were rising out of the grass and floating around him. Thousands of them. She thought at first they might be gnats, or some other tiny insects. But as they struck his suit, they left tiny water stains. Droplets of water, but they were floating upward?

    It was probably nothing. He seemed unconcerned, and she wasn’t used to life with a yard. She wasn’t buying the property for the grass, anyway. “No thanks. There’ll be plenty of time to watch the grass after I move in. Really, we need to go. I’ll sign whatever you like.” She climbed into the car and waited for him.

    At work the following Friday, Carol was surprised Beatrice bought a house. “On your salary?” Carol was one of the assistant managers. Beatrice was in customer service, a much lower-paying job, but she didn’t mind. She had no desire to supervise or to run anything. She didn’t think she could and wouldn’t risk failure trying. What would be the point if she already knew she wouldn’t enjoy it?

    She felt she needed to explain herself to Carol. “I’ve been saving for a very long time. And I’m not—I’m not getting any younger.”

    “I see. None of us are, I guess.” Beatrice didn’t know how old Carol was, but believed she was younger. “Oh, that was rude of me, wasn’t it?”

    “That’s okay.”

    “No, me and my big mouth. Hey, now that you have a house, maybe you can catch yourself a man.”

    “Maybe.” She tried to smile, but couldn’t quite manage it. How did Carol know she wasn’t dating? Of course, it was obvious. Beatrice didn’t know what she was lacking, but knew it was something. Carol probably knew the answer, but that wasn’t the sort of thing you asked somebody, especially if you were attracted to them.

    “Beatrice, you’re so nice, aren’t you? You don’t really mind it when we’re rude to you, do you?” She saw Carol glancing at Bill sitting at his desk. Bill was laughing. The jerk. She hoped he choked on his own tongue. Carol was quite popular with the men in the office. Of course, who wouldn’t like Carol?

    “You were just teasing. You meant nothing by it.” Beatrice could feel her face getting red. She hated that, and it happened all the time.

    Carol put her arm around Beatrice’s shoulders, which made Beatrice’s face feel even hotter. She inhaled the full dosage of Carol’s perfume, notes of sweetness hovering over a deep, mossy smell. “How sweet you are,” Carol whispered, so close Beatrice could feel Carol’s moist breath on her face.

    Then Carol went away to her desk in the back. Beatrice’s desk was at the front of the open office, where everybody could see her, but she couldn’t see anybody. The higher-ups—who had private offices by the windows—believed that facilitated open communication. She much preferred cubicle walls you could decorate. Here, she felt like the ugliest damn fish in the aquarium, the one that made the kids stop and stare.

    Beatrice had all of next month to move in, but it only took her an afternoon. She examined all her furniture in her old apartment—most of it outdated pieces her parents used to own—and knew she didn’t want any of it in her new home. She would have a different life there, and she was afraid dragging too much of the old one into it would ruin the experience. She wasn’t fond of the pieces. Was that a terrible thing to admit?

    She packed her clothing and most of her books, her dishes and kitchen utensils, two bags of groceries, and a few knickknacks. It was hardly enough to fill a quarter of the moving van she’d hired. She left all the furniture, the wall hangings, even the framed photographs. She wrote a highly apologetic note to her landlord, stating he was welcome to her damage deposit, and attached an additional check to cover his inconvenience, and drove away with the moving guys following in their van. She had an old sleeping bag in the trunk of her car. She would use that until she could afford a new bed. She could eat at the kitchen counter or picnic-style on the floor. She’d depleted her savings. She imagined she would furnish her new home one considered piece at a time. Everything needed to be perfect there.

    She opened the gate and drove her little car up the drive, the men in their moving van creeping behind. She warned them about the narrow drive, and they looked none too happy about it. If they gave her trouble, she wouldn’t tip them. They parked close to the edge of the apron, almost on the grass. She rushed over before they got out. “Could you park behind me? The grass . . . I just don’t want you stepping on the grass. It’s . . . delicate.”

    The men nodded. Maybe they weren’t used to a mousy, little woman speaking up. It only took them a few minutes to unload everything into her living room. Without furniture, she only had the kitchen things to put away in the cabinets and drawers. Even though they had done little, she gave them a generous tip, despite what she suspected about their attitude. They couldn’t turn around, so she watched them back down the drive. A button by her front door allowed her to open and close the gate.

    Those first few days in Beatrice’s new house were heavenly. Despite sleeping on a hardwood floor, she slept well, waking when the sun rose above the bottom edge of her front window, which gave her just enough time to shower, dress, and head to the office. She was rarely hungry for breakfast, but if she was, there were always the office donuts
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