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The house had a slight German accent.

Bob Lambrick had
just landed his helicopter on the copter deck next to the low rambling
ranch-style house and he was climbing down out of the ship, his portfolio and attaché
case hugged under his left arm.

‘I was about to
kiss that orange tree goodbye,’ said the house from the speaker mounted in the
bird feeder in one of the decorative pines beyond the landing area.

Bob glanced at the
orange tree on his front quarter acre. A long orange was rolling across the
bright grass and toward the edge of the hillside. It tumbled on over and fell
two hundred feet down to the Pacific Ocean and Bob said, ‘I’ve done most of my
flying in Westchester County. That’s in New York State. I’m not used to
California air currents yet, especially those between Carmel here and San
Francisco.’

‘You really came
close to that tree. I suppose they fly more flamboyantly back East.
Particularly in New York. They’re more liberal.’

Bob nodded slowly
in the direction of the tiny loudspeaker. He tapped the side of the copter with
his free hand and silver flecks came off. ‘Scraped the paint a little, too. I
came too close to the decorative grape arbor up on Camino Real. They shouldn’t
put grape arbors on top of highrise office buildings.’

‘You don’t
understand the California mystique yet, Mr Lambrick,’ replied the house. ‘We’re
close to the earth out here, very nature-oriented. And, by the way, don’t
forget to wipe your feet.’

Bob noticed the
clods of mud on his commute boots. I’ll take them off and leave them out here.’
He set his briefcase and portfolio down and gave a tug at one of the boots.

‘Stick your feet in
the bootjack,’ suggested the house.

‘Where is it?’

‘Big cocoa-coloured
box at the corner of the landing deck. You almost sideswiped it coming in. Do
you always land backwards?’

Bob limped, one
boot half off, to the chocolate-coloured appliance mounted at the edge of the
copter area. ‘I usually land the way I did today, yes. Why?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ said
the house. ‘I’m here to serve actually, not to criticize.’

Bob sat down and
watched the automatic bootjack for a moment. Gingerly he opened the door and
stuck one foot into the darkness. The machine whirred and chomped and yanked
off his boot, his sock and part of his trouser leg. Bob said, ‘I guess I don’t
know how to work this thing.’

‘Apparently,’ said
the house. ‘Can I give you a little advice, Mr Lambrick?’

Bob got the other
boot off manually. ‘Don’t stop now.’

‘As I say, it takes
all kinds of people to make up this world of ours. Still I get the notion you’re
hostile to me.’

Bob stood,
gathering his things. ‘We’ve never lived in a fully automated house before.’

‘Your lovely wife
and yourself have been here in the Hardcastle Estates Division of Maison
Technique Homes, Inc., for nearly two weeks and you, Mr Lambrick, are still ill
at ease. Two weeks is rather a long spell for a shakedown cruise, if I may say
so.’

‘What’s a shakedown
cruise?’

‘A nautical term.
Something like a maiden voyage only in the other direction, I believe.’

‘I don’t know much
about boats.’

‘What is your
profession? I mean what sort of work are you looking for?’

Bob came, partially
barefooted, across the lawn. ‘Public relations. I was with a publicity outfit
in New York City for three-and-a-quarter years. Now we’re trying to relocate
here in California.’

‘I thought public
relations involved getting along with people,’ said the house. ‘If I may say
so, Mr Lambrick, you’re not very affable.’

‘With people I get
along fine. With machines, well, it depends on the individual machine.’ He
reached out for the oaken door of his house.

‘Let me,’ said the
house. The door opened automatically.

   

Bob came into the cocktail area sideways
and dripping wet.

His wife said, ‘Now
what?’ She was a small slender girl, with bright dark eyes and bright dark
hair, twenty-seven years old.

‘I was trying to
take a shower before dinner,’ said Bob. He was thirty, tall and about eight
pounds overweight. He still had his business suit on and one sock.

‘You don’t take a
shower,’ said Hildy, ‘you let the house give you one.’

‘Whichever,’ said
Bob. ‘The stall grabbed me, threw me down on the tiles and scrubbed me all over
with a rough brush.’

‘You must have had
it set for Pets.’

‘What do you mean,
pets?’

‘Pets. You know
what pets are. Some people like to give their dogs a bath indoors now and then.’

‘It didn’t even
wait till I got my clothes off.’

‘Because dogs don’t
have clothes. So it’s not programmed to wait.’ Hildy smiled gently at her
husband and then turned toward the view window. The sun was dropping, orange
and bright, down to the pale blue edge of the ocean. ‘Have a drink, Bob.’

‘I’m soggy.’

“The laundry room
will dry the suit and give you a change of clothes. I loaded it this morning.’

Bob glanced at the
white door beyond the kitchen area. ‘I’d rather stay soggy.’

‘Bob, you’re not
accepting this house, are you?’

‘You think I’m
hostile, huh?’

‘Myself, I think it’s
great that Pete and Alice let us sublease it while Peter’s setting up that new
thermal underwear factory in Brazil.’

‘Um,’ said Bob.

‘We couldn’t afford
an automated, computerized house like this yet on our own budget. A lot of
people even a decade older than us, and with children, can’t afford a house
like this.’

Bob grunted, took
off his suit coat and then eased out of his wet shirt.

Hildy asked, ‘Didn’t
you wear any underwear today, Bob?’

‘No.’

‘Don’t you get
along with your clothes closet either?’

‘It gave me three
pairs of shorts and a sweat sock but no T-shirt.’

Hildy smiled. ‘Oh,
I know why. The house thinks you’ll look better, with your little paunch,
wearing those new elasticized singlets. I’m going to pick up some while I’m
shopping tomorrow.’

‘Wait, wait,’ said
Bob, dropping his pants. ‘The house thinks I’d look better?’

‘It’s only one man’s
opinion,’ said the house from a speaker grid in the ceiling beam.

‘Go away,’ Bob
shouted upwards. ‘Don’t interrupt.’

‘He’s only trying
to be helpful, Bob.’

Bob said, ‘Full
automation, computer in the cellar, ninety-five separate appliances and servomechanisms,
robot-controlled indoor environmental system, electronic entertainment system
coupled with wall-size TV screen and a memory bank of three thousand classic
films plus television shows from TVs golden age … all that I might accept.
But why does he have to talk?’ 

‘Well,’ said Hildy,
‘it only cost five thousand dollars more to have the house talk. This is 1985,
after all, and Pete and Alice figured they…’

‘Might as well go
first-class,’ Bob finished. ‘Okay, Hildy. Look, would you mind taking my
clothes out there to the laundry room and getting me some clean ones?’

Hildy sighed, still
smiling. ‘Sure, Bob. Go ahead and get a drink while I’m gone.’

‘I’ll have a scotch
and branch water,’ he said toward the portable bar.

‘This is
California,’ said the house, as the buff-coloured bar wheeled itself over to
Bob. ‘How about a little Napa rose wine instead?’

‘Scotch,’ repeated
Bob. He sat down in his shorts and watched the sun set.

The next day,
Saturday, Hildy took the copter and flew into the Carmel Valley Supermarket
Complex to shop. Bob stayed at home.

At morning’s end he
walked cautiously into the kitchen area. He set the stove to Manual and crossed
to the food compartments in the opposite wall.

‘Hungover? How
about a glass of tomato juice with some lime concentrate squeezed in it?’ asked
the house. Its speaker outlet in here was just above the sink.

‘Shut up.’ Bob
squinted at the dialing instructions posted under the control mechanisms for
the food compartments.

‘How about a nice
cup of mocha Java?’ asked the house. It chuckled. ‘That’s an old W. C. Fields
line. You ought to be amused by that. You’re always lolling around on rainy
days watching old Fields movies on the TV wall.’

‘Shut up.’ Bob
dialled two eggs and waited.

‘We’re all out of
eggs,’ the house told him. ‘Hildy’s got eggs at the top of her shopping list.’

Bob redialled eggs.
Then he tried oatmeal. The food wall whirred and a packet of oatmeal shot out
of a little door high up. Bob caught it.

‘Why don’t you let
me fix you some hot cakes?’ asked the house. ‘I’ve got a new recipe for
Swedish-style dollar-size pancakes I’m anxious to try out. How’s that sound?
Swedish-style dollar pancakes, Canadian bacon and a hot cup of mocha Java.’

‘Shut up.’ Bob
pushed the dish button to the left of the sink and a platter popped up through
the slot in the breakfast table.

‘You have to set it
for mush bowl,’ pointed out the house. ‘Use the dial next to the dish button.’

Bob set the dial,
pushed the button. A flower-striped bowl came up through the slot and nudged
the platter up and off.

After the platter
had smashed on the yellow vinyl floor, the house said, ‘Peter and Alice’s
favourite platter. Real china. I’ll take care of it.’

A panel along the
floor swished open and a flat vacuum rolled out. It sucked up the fragments of
the smashed platter and withdrew.

Bob said, ‘Thanks.’
He shook the instant oatmeal into the bowl and took it to hold under the sink
faucet. He slammed the hot water toggle with his free fist. Black machine oil
splurted from the nozzle and onto the dry oatmeal.

‘Oops,’ said the
house. ‘You must have hit it too hard.’

Bob made a
murmuring sound behind his tightly closed lips. Finally he said, ‘Look. I
thought you were supposed to work for me.’

‘I work for the
good of the house,’ said the house. ‘What you’re hearing is the voice of the
controlling computer. The type of computer used to manage each of the two dozen
homes in Hardcastle Estates is of an exclusive design perfected by Maison Technique
Homes, Inc. No other comparably priced home can match us.’

‘So much for the
commercial,’ said Bob. ‘Were you this nasty with Pete and Alice?’

‘Nasty?’ said the
house from its black-and-olive kitchen grid. ‘That’s a matter of opinion, isn’t
it? What is good sense to some may seem like a vicious attack to others. Of
course, Pete and Alice owned this house. That might have given them more of a
sense of well-being. Ownership, I often think, cuts down on hostility.’

‘I suppose Pete and
Alice told you to keep an eye on me. See that I didn’t botch up their house too
much?’

‘Of course, they
are the owners and your landlords. Naturally I look out for their interests.’

‘I’m paying six
hundred dollars a month for this place,’ said Bob. ‘Six hundred dollars a month
for you. So keep quiet.’

The house asked, ‘Still
haven’t found a new job?’

‘It’s only been two
weeks.’

‘Perhaps you should
have got the job first and then moved out here.’

‘You sound like
Hildy’s father.’

‘Oh? He seems like
a sensible, successful man. A broker, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, how’d you
know?’

‘Hildy talks about
him now and then.’

‘I don’t want you
to bother her when I’m at work,’ Bob told the house, ‘out looking for work.
Another thing. Are you sure you’re not monitoring us in the master bedroom?’

‘Of course not. You
do push your Privacy button each night?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then privacy is
what you get. I’m only here to help.’ said the house. ‘Any job leads?’

‘A few, but nothing
concrete yet,’ said Bob. ‘Look, what’s wrong with being adventurous when you’re
young? Hildy and I don’t have kids yet. If I want to pick up and move to
California, that’s not a crime. Maybe I’ll take Hildy to Spain, too, someday.’

‘Do you speak
Spanish?’

‘No.’

‘Make doing public
relations in Spain difficult.’

‘Maybe public
relations isn’t what I’ll be doing all my life.’

‘What else?’

‘Maybe I haven’t
decided yet. I’m only thirty. I don’t have to sign up for life right now.’

The house asked, ‘Like
me to fix you some breakfast?’ Bob inhaled, exhaled. Then he said, ‘Okay, you
might as well.’ He went to the breakfast table.

   

The next Friday was their third wedding
anniversary and Bob had a bottle of champagne under his arm along with the
portfolio and attaché case when he came into the ocean-facing house late that
afternoon.

Hildy was at the
view window watching gulls skimming the water. ‘Hi, Bob. Anything?’

Bob laughed. ‘I had
a pretty good interview today. With Alch & Sons. They do mostly industrial
publicity, but they’re a stable outfit and they pay well. I’m going back and
talk to Alch himself on Monday.’

‘Good,’ said the
pretty slender girl. ‘What’s that you have clutched there?’

Bob held out the
bottle of champagne. ‘Another piece of good luck. I found a place that stocks
Taylor. So we can celebrate our anniversary with real New York champagne.’

‘That stuff,’ said
the house.

‘Shut up,’ said
Bob.

‘I thought
everybody knew,’ said the house, ‘that if you can’t afford real French
champagne you ought to choose California champagne.’

‘Chauvinism on our
part,’ said Bob.

Hildy licked her
upper lip thoughtfully. ‘He’s probably right, Bob. He does know a great deal
about wine and food.’

‘Perhaps he does,’
said Bob. ‘Perhaps he is indeed right. However, I am not being sentimental with
this Hardcastle house. I bought this New York champagne for you and me, Hildy.’
He put his things down on one of the two marble top coffee tables. ‘Let’s go
out for dinner. Someplace on the waterfront in Monterey.’

‘We’ve already got
dinner planned,’ said Hildy.

‘We?’

‘The house and I.’

‘I hope he likes
French cuisine.’ The house made a lip-smacking sound.

‘There must,’ said
Bob, ‘be a way to turn him off. Not just in the bedrooms, but all over. I’m
tired of him. In fact, I’m tired of this whole house.’

‘You said you’d be
happy in California,’ said Hildy.

‘I didn’t know I’d
be living inside a gadget.’

‘Pete and Alice had
other people who wanted this place,’ said his wife. ‘I thought you’d made up
your mind you wanted an automatic house.’

‘I don’t know,’
said Bob. ‘I guess Pete talked me into it. We had to live someplace, though.’

Hildy nodded, her
large dark eyes narrowing with concern. ‘We can still go to Monterey for
dinner. If you’re not too tired after flying back and forth to San Francisco.’

Bob hesitated. ‘No,
that’s okay. It’s your anniversary, too. We’ll stay home and enjoy what you’ve
planned.’

She smiled, came to
him, stretched, kissed him. ‘Happy anniversary.’

‘We better get
started on our soufflé,’ reminded the house.

Hildy kissed Bob,
quickly, once more and pivoted out of his arms. Bob was still holding the
bottle of New York champagne.

   *

He was getting better at landing. Bob,
grinning, hopped out of the copter and ran across the bright afternoon
quarter-acre. He’d left his portfolio and briefcase on the bucket seat in the
plane.

He called out, ‘Hey,
Hildy, good news,’ as he approached the house. Then he sensed her off to his
right. She was back in the sun patio, wearing a one-piece black bathing suit,
sitting in a white vinyl deck chair.

She waved as he
approached her. ‘Early,’ she said, smiling quietly, adjusting the wrap-around
strip of sunglass.

‘Listen,’ said Bob.
‘Alch & Sons came through with a great offer. They’re opening a branch
office in Seattle. They want me to manage it. Thirty thousand dollars a year to
start.’

‘I thought,’ said
Hildy, ‘you wanted to live in California for a while?’

‘I don’t know,’
said Bob. ‘This is a good offer. They like me and I, more or less, like them.’

‘Well, maybe you’ll
like it in Seattle.’

‘You mean we’ll
like it.’

Hildy said, ‘I don’t
think I want to move again. I’d like to stay here.’

‘Stay here? By
yourself? What do you mean?’

‘Well, the house
and I have done a lot of talking about this,’ she began.









