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Living in the past

The romance of ghosts, peeling plaster, and old houses

by Cynibia G, La Ferle
Special Writer

1'm often asked i | have any prcti-
enl sidvice for people whao are about to
buy :n alder home that needs work, Bul'l
Kknow enaugh to keep iy mouth shut.
The word practical his nothing 10 do
with an old house, and besides, you can’t
talk sense into anyone wha's smitten with
one,

You could point out the peeling plas-
ter and reaky Roorboards. Or preach a
sermon about the terrors of high heating
bills und budgel deficiss, You might cven
Iry praising the virtues of new construe-
tion and the less flow of
contemponiry floor plans. But you might
justas well Gk 1o the walls,

T's perfeetly useless (o stand belween
a man and a woman sind the crumbling
pakice they are about 1o mortgage. This
Kind of love is ignited by the wicked
gleam of leaded glass windows, sealed al
first sight by the flirtatious yuirk of
nook or cranny.

I speak from years of experience.
Throughout our 13 marvied years togeth-
er, my husband and | have always pur-
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chiased houses that are much older than
we are, We've searched, begged, and
borrowed 1o get them, We've tolerated
musty basements, eracked ceilings,
antiyue toilets, und funny old bathraoms
that even Bob Vila wouldn't touch,

For the past three years we've lived
in o 1920s Tudor, a bromding with

moment you step inside i home in which
someone else bas lived,  Ina collective
voice the roams seen (o whisper, “This
Nouse has seen same things that you
haven't.” 1'malways moved by (he
everyday romance of people and events
that Tave become part of o building’s
mottar and plaster. And ronrnee, after
all, is wiiat gets the old-house lover
hrough the wughest renovation projects.

Even a place with the humblest histo-
ry can wend its way into our hearts, espe-
ciully i we've spemt same time there.

1'1§ never forget aur tirst old house, 3
tiny English cotiage of n place that wis
built in the 1940s, Murricd just iwo
years, my hushand und 1 bought it oni
Fand contriet from Mrs, Morris, in
endearing elderly womun whose Tate hus-
and Dad Teft a legaey of sweet peus and
wild groundeover in the backyard,
Whenever | warked in thit garden, 1
could almost picture old Mr. Morris turn-
ing the carth with his hand rowel, or (er-
haps leaming on his rake while surveying
his botnical empire.

After selling her home to us, Mrs,
Morris moved 10 a nursing home. But
not long before she died, her danghter
broughit her back to visit the house, She
was anxious to see how we had decorated
it: T was nervous about showing her the
changes we'd made.  Making her way
cver so slowly through the rooms, Mrs,
Mortis graciously admired our paint and

thick oak woodwork and 3 leaky dungean
of u busement. On winter nights we listen
to & mournful symphony of steam pipes
clanking snd moaning like Marley's
ghost,  Qur house camumands the corner
of w narrow street lined with anciem
maple trees, and we wouldn't trude the
place for i dozen new houses inan
upseale subdivision,

1'm not quite sure how 1o explain my
passion for houses with u past. Bug Lean
trace its beginnings 1o the vacations off
my youth, when my pareims drove me (o
Mt. Vemon, Colonial Williamsburg, and
Salem Villuge, While other Kids
serceched on the theill rides in
Disneyland, | snooped around George
Washington®s bedroom. T leamed wl an
early age thut buildings, like peaple.
acyuire charicter as they maure, And
curiously — despite the “space age™ in
which | grew up — 1 decided that any-
thing that’s been around for a while is
infinitcly more ineresting than @ fulore
we can only imagine.

New houses are, withoat i doubt,
much siore convenient than old ones, IF
you get :t new house that's really well
constructed, you probbly won't see
much of your toal Kit, But Jacuzzi or no
Jacuzzi, there's nlways something miss-
ing in these contemporary custles,

Far one thing, you can‘t build history
into 4 ey house. Time works an inex-
plicable magic: you cun sense it the

lpaper selections. then told me how
she had decormed years before, when her
family wus young,

Daring that visit that | began to
undenstand, on i mueh deeper level, the
inevitable passage of time and how build-
ings connect us to the people who bave
lived in them befare us, 11°s that know-
ledge that mkes it so difficult o leave an
old house when its time to move an,

Suying good-hye 10 my pirenis’
home when it was sold this year was one
of the hardest things ' ve ever done,

Mo just couldn®t keep the house afier
iy father had died of a heart attack in e
driveway, It was too large. tow much
work: and there were too many memuories
hovering in the comers,

Just before we packed my mother's
tast box of china and loaded it into my
car, 1 took one final tour of the fast place
my futher had Toved and ealled his home.
Walking past his study upstairs, | paused
for a woment, half expecting 10 see his
fumiliar gray head leaning aver his roll
top desk. Complerely empty, the room
toaked so much smaller thin it bad
seemed when it was cluttered witl bis
books and fumiture,

But 1 sensed the years of Dad’s
benevolent presence in the very walls of
the little study, and § knew that he waulil,
in his usual guict way, abways haunt the
house,

Cyathia G, La Forle is a freclunce
writer wha lives in Royal Oak.




