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One of Shirley Jackson’s original sketches of Hill House
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 Elizabeth Hand’s sketch of Hill House




Author Note

Dear Reader,

Hill House is an exceptionally dark place: I know, because I lived there for the eighteen months I spent researching and writing this novel.

When I first read (and subsequently reread) Shirley Jackson’s classic as a ten-year-old, I was enthralled by the spooky stuff: inexplicable sounds, words smeared across the walls, a cold spot in the nursery – the Minor Arcana of supernatural fiction. It was only when I revisited the novel several times as an older reader that the genius behind Jackson’s achievement grew clear. Eleanor, the novel’s protagonist, has been trapped in a caretaker’s role for her entire adult life, immured in her mother’s misery and mental illness. The older woman’s death frees Eleanor to explore her own capacity for joy and what we might term self-actualization, a possibility that Jackson brilliantly and distressingly subverts throughout the book, most memorably in its unforgettable ending.

It’s a fictional premise that still rings true today for many women, as it did when Jackson penned Hill House in the late 1950s. So when the Shirley Jackson estate approached me to write a novel revisiting Hill House, it was this theme that I was most interested to delve into. With A Haunting on the Hill, I wanted to explore that notion as it applies to a small group of 21st-century artists whose creative careers and aspirations never quite achieved escape velocity. A residency at Hill House, funded by a promising playwright, seems like the Golden Ticket that will give each of them the chance to finally bring their artistic visions to life, but it comes at a terrible cost. Writing in the present day, I was able to play with the queerness implied in Jackson’s depiction of the friendship between Eleanor and Theodora, as well as touch on the isolation and economic disparities heightened by the pandemic, which made it difficult (impossible) for many artists to thrive.

In the months before I began work on this book, I once again immersed myself in Jackson’s novel. This time, I was intent upon figuring out the floor plan for Hill House, which (to crib a line about another iconic fictional edifice, Edgewood in John Crowley’s Little, Big) is much larger inside than out. I made myriad notes and highlighted a beaten-up paperback of The Haunting of Hill House, but I still felt bedeviled by the house’s apparently countless rooms and hallways and secret parlors. Finally, I asked Jackson’s son and literary executor, Laurence Hyman, if his mother had my chance left any notes or sketches pertaining to Hill House’s layout.

Lo and behold, she had! Laurence very kindly shared scans of his mother’s drawings of the floor plans for Hill House – not an architect’s blueprints but several simple sketches of the top and upper storeys, clearly labelled. Downstairs, among others: the Tower (Library), Card Room (Games etc), Billiards, Dining Room and assorted stairways. Upstairs: the Rose Room, Yellow Room, Blue and Green and Violet Rooms. And, of course, the upstairs Nursery, sandwiched between the Play Room and School Room.

The sketches were rudimentary, with no details – there are a few rooms and doors I remain curious about – yet something about seeing the author’s own simple images, along with her handwriting, made me feel that I had a sort of blueprint that offered insight not just into Hill House, but Jackson’s own creative process while constructing it. I can’t really explain why (and I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this reaction). Perhaps it was a sense that Hill House, existing as it does in a liminal space between nightmare and reality, defies attempts to tether it to something so mundane as a map or architectural rendering. This may be why even the best filmed or illustrative versions fail to capture the place in its full, malign glory. Still, after viewing her sketches, I had a far more powerful sense of Hill House as a massive, malevolent presence: at once inescapable and undeniably seductive.

I have written a number of novels set in large, eerily captivating houses, inspired in part by my grandparents’ large and rambling Queen Anne Victorian that overlooked the Hudson River in New York State. Hill House felt radically different to me. Obviously, it was not my own creation. Houses hold such a primal charge for all of us – we inhabit them in dreams as much as in real life. I spent the eighteen months of writing inhabiting Hill House with my cast. Day after day (and many nights, too, because I dreamed of it constantly), I returned to some of the bleakest corners that Shirley Jackson had explored in Hill House, and also discovered new ones on my own. I often found myself, like the characters, surprised and captivated and sometimes terrified by what I uncovered as I explored its dark rooms and corridors. It was a writing experience unlike any I’ve had before, claustrophobic and exhilarating and occasionally disturbing. I had lots of weird dreams about houses, none of which I recall, but many of which found their way into the novel, as a mood or tone rather than a plot point.

I hope that readers may share some of my experience – definitely unsettling, but with its own shadowy delights – in this return to Shirley Jackson’s sublimely disturbed and disturbing domestic space.

Sincerely,

Elizabeth Hand




This workaday actuality of ours—with its bricks, its streets, its woods, its hills, its waters—may have queer and, possibly, terrifying holes in it.

—Walter de la Mare




PROLOGUE
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Most houses sleep, and nearly all of them dream: of conflagrations and celebrations, births and buckled floors; of children’s footsteps and clapboards in need of repair, of ailing pets and peeling paint, wakes and weddings and windows that no longer keep out rain and snow but welcome them, furtively, when no one is home to notice.

Hill House neither sleeps nor dreams. Shrouded within its overgrown lawns and sprawling woodlands, the long shadows of mountains and ancient oaks, Hill House watches. Hill House waits.




CHAPTER 1
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Ileft the rental just as the sun poked its head above the nearby mountains, and golden light filled the broad stretch of river that ran alongside the little town. Nisa was still curled up in bed, breathing deeply, her dark curls stuck to her cheek. I brushed them aside but she never stirred. Nisa slept like a child. Unlike me, she was never troubled by nightmares or insomnia. It would be another hour or two before she woke. Longer, maybe. Probably.

I kissed her cheek, breathing in her scent—lilac-and-freesia perfume mingled with my own imported Jasmin et Tabac, one of my few luxuries—and ran my hand along her bare shoulder. I was tempted to crawl back into bed beside her, but I also felt an odd restlessness, a nagging sense that there was somewhere I needed to be. There wasn’t—we knew no one around here except for Theresa and Giorgio, and both would be at work in their home offices overlooking the river.

I kissed Nisa again: if she woke, I’d take it as a sign, and remain here. But she didn’t wake.

I scrawled a note on a piece of paper—Nisa often forgot to turn her notifications off, she’d be grumpy all morning if a text woke her. Going for a drive, back with provisions. Love you.

I dressed quickly, propelled by an anticipation I couldn’t explain. Being in a new place, perhaps, and out of New York City after such a long time.

The night before, we’d polished off a bottle of champagne in our rental, and that was after beers and celebratory shots of twelve-year-old Jura at the bar that Theresa had recommended as the best in this part of upstate. The rental had been Theresa’s idea, too. She and her husband, Giorgio, had bought a second home here years ago, but during the pandemic, they’d forsaken their Queens apartment and moved permanently. Ever since, they’d been on me and Nisa and their other friends still in the city to do the same.

“Seriously, Hols, you will love it,” Theresa had urged me the night before. “You should have done it years ago, you know that, right?”

“Right,” Nisa retorted. She thought Theresa and Giorgio were going insane with boredom, which was likely true. They came down to the city at least once or twice a month, couch-surfing because even for them short-term rentals had become too expensive, and they’d sublet their own beautiful two-bedroom in Sunnyside. “And I should have had a father who left me a million dollars when his ultralight crashed last time he was out at Torrey Pines. Why didn’t I think of that?”

Nisa smacked herself in the forehead. Theresa smiled ruefully, made a touché gesture, and ordered another round for all of us. She and her father had long been estranged. The inheritance was a surprise, and she liked to share her largesse.

Still, Theresa had a point. It was beautiful up here. The long winding journey along the river, the city’s sprawl giving way first to outer exurbia—apple orchards, pastures repurposed as solar farms, and warehouses, all those not-yet-gentrified, sketchy-seeming river towns, poisoned by brownfields and decades of poverty. Nisa and I had passed a lot of For Sale by Owner signs, in front of houses that seemed too derelict to merit anything but a teardown. And you’d still have to remediate soil made toxic by runoff from mass agriculture and factories that had been shuttered half a century ago.

But after several hours, the long drive had rewarded us with jeweled villages like this one. Little towns long since colonized by self-styled artists and artisans who are really just people rich enough to flee the city and call themselves whatever they want. Craft brewers, textile designers, glass artists specializing in bespoke bongs and neti pots. Dog chiropractors. Masons who would demolish a centuries-old fieldstone chimney, number each stone, and then rebuild it, piece by piece, in an adjoining room. People who distilled rare liqueurs from echinacea and comfrey, or made syrup out of white pine needles, or wove intricate rings and brooches from your own hair, charging what I earned as a teacher in a month. A very good month.

I tried not to think about that as I eased my old Camry along Main Street, craning my neck to see if the café was open yet. Nisa and I had chatted with the owner the day before—he was from Queens, too. He’d only been here for six months, but he told us that there were lines outside the café every morning when he arrived to unlock the door.

Apparently, he still kept city hours—it was six a.m., and the place was closed. But the parking lot at the Cup and Saucer, on the outskirts of town, was packed, pickups and SUVs sprawled across the cracked asphalt. I pulled in alongside a tractor-trailer rig and stepped inside, past three guys who stood by the door, talking.

“Morning,” one said. He caught my gaze and held it long enough that I felt obligated to smile, though he hadn’t.

I grabbed a to-go coffee, heavy on the half-and-half, glanced at the donuts on the counter. I decided to hold off and get some croissants at the café when I returned. They’d cost twice as much but Nisa didn’t like donuts. Too bad, since these were homemade and the real deal, fried in lard.

I headed back to the car and for a few minutes sat, sipping my coffee as I debated what to do with my restless energy. I didn’t want to return and wake Nisa, not without croissants and lattes. But in the past two days, we’d already combed through the village. I remembered that Theresa and Giorgio had also given us ample suggestions for other well-heeled towns nearby.

“Just don’t bother with Hillsdale.” Giorgio had flicked his fingers, as though Hillsdale were a mosquito buzzing by. “It’s a dump.”

Theresa had nodded. “There must be a problem with the water supply or something. That whole town’s been depressed for as long as we’ve been coming here. You’d think they’d be happy to expand their tax base, but they really, really hate outsiders.”

This seemed odd—that one small town would remain blighted, when surrounded by so many places that had benefited from the real estate boom. But it also suggested that Hillsdale might be someplace where Nisa and I could afford to buy a fixer-upper someday. I decided to do a quick bit of recon. If Hillsdale seemed interesting, we could both head out later to investigate. I finished my coffee, rolled down the window, and drove out of town. I didn’t bother to check my phone for directions. Route 9K was the only real road here, and I was on it.

The air had the intoxicating bite of early autumn: goldenrod and dry sedge and the first fallen leaves, cut with the river’s scent of fish and mud. With the road straight before me, my mind began to wander. Some people hate summer’s end, but I always loved it, the same way I always loved the beginning of the school year as a kid.

That had changed once I started working at a private school in Queens, a job I fell into by chance nearly two decades ago and had never learned to love. I’d had no teaching degree, I wasn’t certified, but you don’t need that to teach at a private school. Not the one that employed me, anyhow. The pay wasn’t great but it wasn’t terrible, and the school covered half my health insurance. For years I’d told myself it was only temporary, I’d find theater work again soon.

That had never happened. If I ever complained, Nisa pointed out that I was lucky to have a job even marginally related to my interests. Who wants to employ an unsuccessful playwright? I taught English, and as time passed, I’d at least been able to incorporate plays for the eighth graders, starting with heavily stripped-down versions of Shakespeare—Macbeth and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Twelfth Night, even Hamlet.

The students read the scripts I adapted aloud in class, and sometimes performed them in the small gymnasium that doubled as an events space, for an audience of parents, siblings, and the few teaching colleagues I could guilt into attending, and filled with the overwhelming scents of Axe, Victoria’s Secret cologne, and fruity lip gloss, like a Walgreens had exploded. It was all light-years away from what I’d set out to do with my life after I got a BFA in playwriting from a top drama school.

And yet those afternoons with the students did, sometimes, ease my despair. Running lines with them; watching them slowly gain confidence; witnessing the magic that never failed to take over, when they finally put on costumes and makeup and looked at themselves in amazement, realizing they had become someone, something, new and wonderful and strange. For those few hours, I could imagine that it wasn’t too late. That I, too, might still be transformed.

Delighted parents, learning of my background, would ask why I didn’t write something for the kids to perform. I always begged off, politely. I was terrified to see my work performed, even by kids. I knew this made me seem standoffish, and I never developed any real relationships among my fellow teachers. Instead, I kept up with a few close friends in the theater world. And while I hadn’t had a play produced since everything blew up all those years ago, I continued to write. More recently, I’d even begun to apply for grants and fellowships.

I didn’t tell Nisa. Instead, over the last few years I’d collected dozens of rejections in secret.

Part of this was superstition—I didn’t want to jinx my possible success. Most of it had to do with the fact that Nisa’s own career was taking off. She’d always had a small but intense following as a singer-songwriter. As the pandemic faded, she’d begun auditioning for acting jobs as well. No one had cast her yet, but she’d had some callbacks. Obviously I wanted my girlfriend to succeed. But I wanted to succeed, too.

And now, at last, it seemed like I had. In the early summer, I’d received a grant for a new play: the first sign of hope in decades, which made it seem like, at last, things really would be different. Ten thousand dollars, to be used however I wanted to further my work. I’d immediately arranged for a leave of absence from teaching for the fall semester. It wasn’t enough money to quit my job (if only!), but it bought me a few months of freedom.

That summer was a wonderful time for me and Nisa, celebrating my good luck with our friends, culminating in this long weekend upstate and this beautiful drive. After all those years of teaching, autumn again felt like possibility—a chance to be someone else, not who I’d been just weeks earlier. A shift in attitude and wardrobe. New shoes; a new career. Being out of the city now, following the river north, made me feel like wonderful things were about to happen. Maybe it wasn’t too late for me to dream, to imagine a life that could conceivably align with the one I’d anticipated, twenty years ago, before everything got derailed by Macy-Lee Barton’s death.




CHAPTER 2
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So here I was, driving aimlessly upstate in early September—too early for leaf-peeping season, too late for the summer people. Second-home owners were still in the city, recovering from Labor Day parties before their kids started school. As I headed toward Hillsdale, there wasn’t much traffic. Pickups rushing out to job sites, a few electric vehicles with out-of-state plates.

The morning sun set the river ablaze, igniting the windows of raised ranches that had been turned into Craftsman homes, and a new Tudor-style mansion on a modest lot where the dirt still bore an outline of a double-wide trailer. Behind security gates, expensive subdivisions had sprung up on former farmland. I noticed a sign for a PYO orchard and thought I’d bring Nisa back later. Nisa loved pie.

I sped on, only slowing when the speed limit dropped. A crooked sign stuck out into the road like a hitchhiker’s thumb.

ENTERING HILLSDALE

Immediately the road surface deteriorated into chunks of blacktop and frost heaves. A sign flapped in front of a burned-out gas station: UNLEADED .99. I passed a boarded-up dollar store, its vacant parking lot glittering with broken glass. You know your town has hit bottom when even the dollar store has closed.

Hillsdale had no sidewalks. One-story houses with cinder-block steps and bug-pocked siding slumped a few yards from the street, separated by patches of putty-colored grass. Children trudged by on their way to school, heads bowed over phones. At one corner, I rolled to a stop and honked at a skinny gray mutt sprawled in the middle of the road, gnawing its front paw. The dog remained where it was, not even looking up as I edged past.

Giorgio and Theresa were right: Hillsdale was a freaking dump. The thought of slipping back into bed beside Nisa with croissants grew more enticing. I looked in vain for a place to turn around without driving onto somebody’s front yard.

But after the next block, things improved. I reached what passed for a downtown. No cross street, though here at least was a sidewalk. And shops, including some that seemed to still be in business. A diner and a real estate agent, a thrift shop, a dingy convenience store that sold lottery tickets and cigarettes.

At the end of the street, an old church missing its steeple stood on a corner. A sign was perched in front of it.

I ATE THIS CHURCH

—SATAN

I frowned, then realized a letter was missing. I HATE THIS CHURCH—SATAN.

I laughed. Nisa would like that. But then I again recalled Macy-Lee Barton, with her talk of ghosts and demon babies, and felt a pinch of unease. I should get back, I thought. It was inconceivable there was anything else in Hillsdale worth seeing. And I didn’t need to fall back down that dark rabbit hole, not now.

Still, I didn’t turn around. I felt light-headed—I should have grabbed one of those donuts at the Cup and Saucer after all—but also oddly unmoored, a compass needle wavering as it seeks north. I lifted my foot from the gas pedal and let the car drift for a few seconds, waiting to see where it took me.

Across from the church stood another gas station, modern pumps incongruous with its ramshackle office. Immediately past that, a dirt road veered off to the left. I glanced at my phone. It had been only half an hour since I’d left the Airbnb. Nina hadn’t texted or called. She’d sleep for another hour and a half if I wasn’t there to wake her.

I looked in the rearview mirror and saw no other cars. That stupid mutt hadn’t moved. Ahead of me, Route 9K was empty, save where the breeze kicked up a dust devil or dead leaves. To the left, the dirt road wound steeply up through a stretch of birch trees, fallen yellow leaves covering its rough surface until it curved and was lost to sight.

What lay beyond? I looked for a street sign but saw nothing. My strange drifty feeling vanished as the anticipation I’d felt earlier returned, just as the sun broke through the trees so that the dirt road gleamed, gold and bronze. I glanced at the dash—plenty of gas—and turned off Route 9K.
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