SUZETTE HADEN ELG N
ONLY A HOUSEW FE

The last straw for Joro Belledarien -- the event that pushed himover the edge
fromweary apathy to frustrated rage and gave himthe courage to defy everyone
and everything he knew -- was his little sister's puberty cerenony. So |ong as
El i zabeth, like Joro, had lived at home in his nother's house, he had been
abl e

to endure his situation. It hadn't been pleasant, but it had been bearable;
Joro

had been able to keep his awareness of it well buried nost of the tine.

Because there was someone younger than hinmself in the house, who had to take
orders fromtheir parents just as he did. Soneone he outranked. Soneone he
coul d

take out his anger and frustrati on on whenever his aging father decided it was
time to taunt Joro yet again about his bachelor status. Someone he could

subj ect

to taunting and belittling and teasing. Especially teasing. Joro took
tremendous

pl easure in teasing wonmen, whose reactions to the process were endl essly
fascinating; it did themno harm and it nade himfeel better about the unjust
world he had to deal with daily. He had even begun keeping a detailed journa
of

t he phenonenon, classifying and cross-classifying it into a taxonomy of verba
hel pl essness, and it was his intention to publish the results in one of the
better scholarly journals when he was satisfied that it was conpl ete.

As long as it was like that, Joro had gotten by. He had in fact grown so
accustoned to the old man's naggi ng and sarcasmthat he hadn't really realized
the true barbarousness of his situation

Until the norning he was suddenly brought right up against a pair of

intol erabl e

facts. The fact that Elizabeth was actually going to | eave, that very day, the
nmonent the cel ebrati on was over and the guests had gone away. And the fact

t hat

once she was gone, he would be the only "child" in the house. He, Joro

Bel | edarien, a man of thirty years! The only unmarried man of his age in the
whol e Kal li bar district!

It shocked him as it no doubt shocked both his parents. Wo could have

i magi ned

such a thing? Elizabeth was only thirteen years old. She was still at an age
when her house ought to have been no nore than a slightly sensitive swelling
folded |ike a rosebud against the flaw ess skin of her left hip. Joro had

t aken

it for granted that he could count on Elizabeth as a buffer for another three
years at |east, and probably for |onger than that.

But Elizabeth was precoci ous. She had al ways been precoci ous, physically. And
she had betrayed hi mw thout the | east sign of conpassion or even decent
renor se

for the msery she was condemming himto. Her breasts had begun to swell; her
house had begun to swell. Joro supposed there was probably crisp short hair
beginning to curl over her arnpits and her crotch . . . it made hima little

sick to think about that. He refused to think about that.



El i zabeth Marana Belledarien. Hs little sister, who no nore than three nonths
ago had wept bitterly as Joro held one of her favorite dolls high above her
head

out of her reach and pulled its luxuriant hair, one hair at a time, out of its
silly head. And now, alnpbst wi thout warning, certainly wthout |ogic or even
conmon sense, this pathetic girlchild was to be transfornmed into a wonan,
fully

adult by law and by custom She was to have property of her own. To be
instal |l ed

in the mdst of a handsone plot of |and. To be called upon by nei ghbors, al
eager to make her acquaintance in her new role. She was to be m stress of al
she surveyed, responsible to no one. She was to be free to do exactly as she
liked until she made her choice of husband from anong the ot her young nmen |ike
hi nsel f, who would be courting her in their frantic need to get away from
their

parents. Wile Joro stayed behind, living under his nother's roof |ike a
little

boy, saying "Yes Mdther," and "I'mvery sorry, Mther," and "Father, | deeply
regret displeasing you yet again."

It was not bearable. He could not stand it. He didn't require his father's
constant reminders to bring home to himhow degrading it was.

Little Elizabeth . . . . Joro had been al nost fond of her, before, but he
hat ed

her now, fromthe depths of his heart. They had given her her woman-name for
t he

cerenony; Elizabeth of the Twin Towers, she was to be called. For the house
t hat

had begun to enfold her, its cord still no thicker than a supple young vine
sprouting fromher hip, was apparently going to be sonething spectacul ar

On the day of the puberty cerenony, Elizabeth had sat serene and proud (Wy
not ?

Who woul dn't have been serene and proud, with her |uck?) accepting the gifts
of

their assenbled relatives and friends. Wiile Joro funmed and seethed and w shed
she woul d drop dead on the spot, preferably of sonething agonizingly painful
that would turn her into an entirely repul sive corpse. Her house, about which
S0

much fuss was being made, was barely | arge enough to provide her with m ni mum
shelter. No one else, no matter how passionately he night have wanted to

pur sue

her, could possibly have gone inside it.

But even on the day of celebration it had al ready been obvious that the house
was too | arge and substantial to fold away under Elizabeth's clothing any

| onger. Joro's parents were nodern in their ideas -- they would no nore have

t hought of binding the house tight to her body to keep her |onger at home than
they woul d have eaten raw neat. It was the first time in his life that Joro
had

ever wi shed that his nmother and father were nore ol d-fashioned, nore
conservative, less willing to keep up with the times. He woul d have bound

El i zabeth's house down with a wire tight enough to strangle it, if he'd been
gi ven a chance. But of course he had no chance! Nobody had had the decency
even

to ask himwhat his preferences were. As usual, he was treated abom nably, and
there was not one thing he could do but stand by and watch while Elizabeth
preened and bl ushed and his parents beaned with pride and pleasure in their



daught er.

H s nmot her wept to | ose her youngest daughter so prematurely, of course
knowi ng

that she woul d never again be able to see her in the flesh. But everyone at

t he

cerenony and the obscenely lavish party that followed could see that Jannelle
Bel | edari en, who had been Jannelle of the Jade Roof, was proud nonethel ess.
She

had stood in the door when it all wound to a close at last, just before
sundown;

she had waved them on their way, standing tall and straight in the archway,
her

cord as thick as a man's wist, glowing a deep and noble scarlet, w nding off
behi nd her into the Belledarien house's heart, pulsing with her m ngled
feelings

of joy and sorrow.

It was awful. Elizabeth of the Twin Towers, indeed! Sitting in the m dst of

t he

fifty acres of |and deeded to her by the governnent. Her house --with its two
absurd skinny little towers, |ike two buddi ng horns on a gangl egoat --
unf ol di ng

around her and growi ng day by day. Holding court. Joro swall owed bile each
tinme

he thought of it, and he had known that it represented some sort of watershed
poi nt that he must get past. He could not go on living under the discontented
eyes of his parents and listening to their conplaints about his behavior. He
had

to get away, be on his own, be his own nman!

It baffled Joro that no woman woul d have himfor husband. It rmade no sense. He
was a man of substance. He was a scientist with a growi ng reputation and a

good

i ncome. He was in splendid health, he knew he was not bad | ooki ng, he was
pr oud

of the strong tall body that never failed himand that could certainly have
br ought sone sensi bl e wonman night after night of bliss. . . . Wat was the
matter with themall, turning himdown one after another?

"I't's your cursed tongue, Joro,
are

choosy -- and rightly so. They can't go out, the way a nan can, and get away
fromtheir husbands; they have no choice but to stay inside the house. And if
he

i s ponpous and arrogant and unkind, if he takes pleasure in making them

nm serabl e, what are they to do? For women, ny foolish thoughtl ess son,

his father was forever telling him "Wnen

marriage
is alife sentence. Naturally they are careful who they choose to share that
sentence with! And naturally they don't want soneone |ike you -- always

tornenti ng them always making themcry, always yelling and poundi ng and
sneering and stonpi ng about! Wiy would they? They're not idiots, you know,
j ust

because they're fermalel™

And why did nmy nother want YOU, old man? Joro always thought, listening to
this

tiresone song that he knew by heart. Wiy would any woman want YQU, you
weakl i ng?

He had seen his father, hundreds of tines if he had seen hi monce, going out



into the night and any sort of weather on his nother's foolish errands. D d

t he

worman want a peach? Caleb Bell edarien would be delighted to go get her one,
never m nd what he m ght have been doi ng when the fancy took her. Did she want
a

bolt of silk? Did her heart cry out for a flowered scarf? A book? A nusic box?
VWhat ever it was, Caleb would smle at his spoiled wonan and touch her cheek

t he

silly old fool, and out he would go with a snile on his stupid face with its
straggly beard never properly trinmred, to do her |adyship's bidding!

It wasn't going to be Iike that for joro. Wien he married, he would be the
authority in his household, let his wife be Soneone of the One Hundred Towers
and Turrets and Gazebos. He would rule there, and she would do what he wanted.
H s father knew nothing about wonen, that was his problem Because he had

f ound

a wonan who was willing to take himin for her own purposes, to use himlike a
servant, to provide her with children . . . children that he had to earn a
living for, not her . . . he fancied hinself an authority on the subject of

wi ves and marriages. Joro knew better. Caleb was besotted, that was what he
was;

he was no nore than a woman's pl aything, though he thought hinself such a
wonder. It would have been amusing if Joro had not been forced to live with
hi m

One's father's foibles; everyone's father had foibles. It gave you sonet hi ng
to

tal k about at the club. But his friends didn't have those foibles constantly
under their noses; it was easy for themto be indul gent and anused.

Joro's situation was not amusing. It was a burden. An intol erable burden
Sonet hing had to be done. He went into the space his nother had generously

allotted to himfor a laboratory -- not that she had any need for it herself
any
longer, with all his brothers and sisters gone -- and he applied hinself to
t he

dilemma in the sane way he woul d have tackled any other scientific problem He
made a list. He laid out the data. He fornul ated hypot heses and tested them on
the conputer, in a nodel of his own construction. He observed the results, and
he changed the nodel to reflect them and he tried again. He was an inspired
and

superbly trained scientist; he made a | ot of noney because he was good at what
he did; and he was nethodical. It never crossed his mnd that he m ght not
find

the sol ution.

When it came to him after two weeks of trying and discarding and trying
agai n,

it was al nost |aughably sinple. He couldn't inagine why it had taken him so

| ong

to think of it, except that of course it's always the sinple solutions that do
take time. He had been so delighted that he'd gone out and thrown a huge party
for the men of his circle, inviting even the ones he usually snubbed, and
spent

two miserable days getting rid of the resulting hangover. It had been worth
it,

a celebration was called for, he had provided a fitting one.

The houses the wonen grew fed on estrogen, the wonan-hornmone, and he hadn't

been
able to work out either a synthetic that would serve or a way to guarantee a



supply of the real thing. But he had realized, finally, that there was no
reason

why a house couldn't live just as well on the nmal e hornone--live better, in
fact. For testosterone nmeant a stronger house by far. A male house. Wat could
be nore obvi ous?

The nodifications were easily acconmplished. The only difficult part had been
finding a fanm |y desperate enough to |l et himtake the house-bud away from one
of

its daughters who | ay near death and had no use for it anyway. He had promn sed
them that she would feel no pain, and she had not, he had performed the
surgery

wi th scrupul ous care, the laser in his hand |ike a nusical instrunent of which
he was master. The girl had sighed once and died, her face ravaged by her
illness but unmarked by so much as a twi nge of disconfort at Joro's hands. She
was better off dead, as her fanmily was better off for being rid of her and
havi ng the noney he paid them

Joro was quantum | eaps ahead of the wonen. Never mind that they had had

t housands of years to refine the process and fit it to the traditions of the
culture. They were ignorant. It was ridiculous that this matter of shelter had
been left to themfor so long. He was not about to live in synbiosis with a
house, shackled for the rest of his life by his own body; the very thought was
repul sive. It wasn't just the | oss of freedom although he could never have
accepted that. The thought of having sonething else -- something alive --
attached to his body made his stomach churn and turned his bowels to water; he
could not begin to innagi ne how wonen bore it. His first nodification, once he
had satisfied hinself that the house would indeed Iive and thrive, had been

t he

installation of the tank that held backup testosterone to sustain the house
whil e he was away. If wonen wished to live all of their adult lives bound to
their houses by a few hundred yards of unbilical cord, that was their

privil ege;

he had no intention of doing any such thing. He cane home at night to his own
hone, with no wife there to plague himand conplain, and attached the tank to
the socket on his hip to replace the testosterone that had been used in his
absence. But that was it--that was all. Except for that sinple task, Joro cane
and went as he pl eased.

When the government had been reluctant about letting himhave |and, Joro had
been outraged. He had not put up with that, either. The constitution was
perfectly clear. Any adult citizen, provided that citizen had a house of his
or

her own, was entitled to a fifty-acre site with all utilities provided.
Not hi ng

in the constitution said that this benefit was only for wonen, and he insisted
on his rights until they yielded. He had stated his case and stuck to it, in
no

way deterred by the scandal it created, or the pleas of his fanmly, or the
muttering of the religious fanatics about heresy. And he won, of course. The
constitutional scholars were solidly behind him even those who clained to be
si ckened by what he had done. He was on the front page of several nmjor

magazi nes. He had a book contract, with an advance that would keep himfrom
having to work for many years to cone. The government was tal ki ng about
setting

up a new bureau, just to deal with the issues his case had raised. He was
absolutely delighted, and all his friends --tied to their w ves and no nore
famous than the dirt -- were gratifyingly jeal ous.

He was delighted also with the site they provided to him It was nmuch finer



t han
the one his sister had. And it delighted him when he invited the other nmen to
hi s housewarm ng, that they had to drive down a long road lined on both sides

by

i mposi ng great oaks and sycanores. He even had a sizable hill, and a small
pond.

Let Elizabeth, her of the twin towers not yet five feet tall, try to match
t hat!

The house was strong. It was inposing. It was his. Joro sat inside it and

| aughed at the nenory of his recent despair. He was a happy man now, a man of
property, a man who had crossed new frontiers and made his mark in the world.
A

man who was proud, and with good reason. He | ooked forward to a | ong and happy
and suprenely confortable Iife. He was actually grateful to his little sister
now, because he realized that if she had not given himthe final intolerable
shove he would still have been a legal child in the house of his parents,
drifting along in a rut he had al nost stopped being aware of. He went to see
El i zabeth, who had only recently chosen anong her many suitors and was now
engaged to be married, and he took her a handsone gift to mark his
appr eci ati on.

Just eating Joro Belledarien was not enough for the house, although it was
satisfying. Once it had renoved all the nmeat fromthe man's bones it took his
bare bunpy skull and jamed it prom nently onto a handy spi ke above the front
door, as a warning to any future woul d-be tenants. CAVEAT! the grinning skul
sai d. BEWARE! KEEP QUT! The nessage was cl ear

It nmade no difference to the house that it would surely die when the
testosterone in the tank was gone, without Joro to replenish its supply. There
was no one who woul d have gone inside to see to its needs, even if there had
been soneone else willing to thunb his nose at an entire culture the way Joro
had. Why risk such a thing? All the other nen already had houses, thanks to
their wi ves. Respectable houses, that could be trusted not to turn on their

i nhabi tants! Not hi ng woul d have persuaded themto go into the obscene and
obvi ously psychotic house (psychotic was the only word that fit,

ant hr oponor phi ¢

t hough it undoubtedly was) of the dead Joro. The very foolish dead Joro they
had

made the mi stake of envying, briefly.

The house may or nmay not have known that its situation was hopeless. In any
case, it did not care. It was a matter of principle. It was a house. An adult
mal e house. Better death, any tinme, than living in synbiosis, with a parasite
in

its very heart! Such a relationship was unspeakable. Intol erable. The very

i dea

made t he house queasy. It could not have accepted such a thing and | ooked at
itself inits own mrrors in the nornings.

The house squatted at the end of the magnificent drive under the sycanores,
its

honor satisfied; and it waited with perfect and stoic resignation for whatever
m ght happen next.



