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W illiam Turley, the older gentleman who lived next 
door, slipped on a patch of black ice along his front 
walk and was carried in a passing pickup truck 
to the county hospital where Dr. Nancy Huggins 
now practiced. He died that afternoon, the 29th 

of December, 2008. The truck driver, quite shaken, brought the news 
back to Rockvale, to the courthouse, to the post offi ce, to the police, 
even to the public library, and to the bank where Lawrence Huggins 
was the manager. When husband and wife, banker and pediatrician, 
met at home that evening, they had the same sad tale to tell.

Lawrence and Nancy were among the few black couples in the 
county and the sole professional one. They had moved out from 
Chicago two years ago when AmTrust absorbed the Sinnissippi County 
Bank and offered Lawrence, at last, a managership. Nancy had hated 
to abandon the urban population she felt responsible for, but there was 
a position at the county hospital she could fi ll for now. It was a foray 
into the rural white world such as their daughter Chloe was making 
for graduate school far up in Wisconsin. They hoped their stay would 
be equally brief and, after doing good service, they would be promoted 
back to Chicago to crown their working lives.

But the Hugginses had come to feel suffi ciently at home in Rockvale 
to mingle unselfconsciously with storekeepers, patrons, and patients. 
Everyone was polite, to an extent even warm, but William Turley, 
the quiet old man next door, had taken them truly to heart. Late one 
afternoon some months after their arrival, they had encountered him 
on the sidewalk and, with a spontaneous neighborliness, proposed he 

Their Neighbor
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join them for some simple home cooking. The postman had previously 
informed Lawrence that Mr. Turley never visited anyone’s home, but 
astonishingly he accepted the invitation.

The old man, who declined mail delivery to his door, left his 
house only to empty his box at the post offi ce or, Lawrence knew, to 
withdraw cash from the considerable bank account he kept, for some 
reason, at another AmTrust branch in the neighboring county. He also 
made use of the public library’s computer, so the librarian had told 
Nancy, to order more for his collection of old books, and he might be 
seen carrying home a padded book mailer along with a small bag of 
groceries from the IGA or some bagged item from Freddy’s Hardware. 
To any greeting Mr. Turley would respond with a plain how-de-do. He 
seemed to have no friend in all of Sinnissippi County.

Susie Gitchell, the librarian, had also told Nancy that William 
Turley had been reclusive ever since he came to town as a young man. 
Susie was then in sixth grade and often watched him from her bedroom 
window across the street while he tended his garden, now long lying 
fallow, or went out on his brief errands. Sometimes he would carry 
home a particularly heavy-looking carton of what the old postmistress 
told her were rare volumes the shy young man ordered from a well-
known dealer in Chicago. As a girl, Susie had made up stories about 
William Turley. She asserted that he was rather attractive back then, 
with a pleasant softness not yet turned to bulk, but if they passed on 
the sidewalk all she had ever got from him was a nod or a slight smile. 
And that had still been true these many years later.

So before he arrived at the Hugginses’ for that fi rst supper, their 
neighbor was a considerable mystery to them. Why had he accepted their 
invitation? Perhaps he did not wish to appear racist by begging off. In 
everything that happened in this small new white world, Lawrence and 
Nancy naturally suspected an element of prejudice, even in the kindest 
gestures, perhaps especially in them. They kept at a certain remove, as 
did their other near neighbors. It was diffi cult to be entirely at ease with 
folks who had such little acquaintance with black people or cities. They 
anticipated a somewhat awkward evening with Mr. Turley, sequestered as 
he had long been in the dark brick Victorian house next door.

In outline, it was a near twin to their own, but of a rusty brown brick 
not creamy white clapboard. At night the Hugginses kept a light burning 
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in every room while next door there was always but one lighted window 
on the second fl oor. The human silhouette on the drawn shade held an 
open book. At times it leaned forward or stretched back and gestured 
with one hand. Now and then it faded to a dimmer gray shadow standing 
or moving about, book still in hand. By daylight there was nothing to be 
seen over there at all, but on a hot summer afternoon behind a humming 
fan by an open window they could almost detect a reading voice, rising 
and falling with some degree of passion. And when the setting sun 
shone through the tall windows on the far side of the Turley house, the 
Hugginses caught an impression of a book-lined front parlor. But even 
after Will Turley had been their supper guest a dozen times, they knew 
no more of the interior of his house or what he did there all day or, for 
all their conversations, who the old man really was.

And now after nearly two years, on a late December evening, Nancy 
and Lawrence had to deliver to each other their reports of his death.

Nancy had heard a bustle out in the corridor when two orderlies, 
followed by the Good Samaritan truck driver, wheeled the dying man 
past on a gurney. Later, she asked at the front desk what had occurred. 
It seemed an elderly gentleman had cracked his head open on his icy 
front walk. He was in a coma but soon had been pronounced dead. The 
man who had driven him, the receptionist said, did odd jobs around 
town. “A sweet guy,” she said, “named Henry Settle.” When Dr. Nancy 
checked the hospital log she discovered the dead man’s name and, 
sitting back in her consulting room, leaned her head on her arms and 
let the tears come.

From his offi ce at the bank, Lawrence had heard a man’s shaky 
voice talking to the tellers out front. He was saying how the dead man’s 
wallet had in it only an AmTrust card and a card for the Rockvale 
library. The name was William Turley. “You know him, Millie,” came 
the truck driver’s voice. “He’s the old gent from Phelps Street.” “Oh, 
gosh, and you’re the one that found him?” asked the teller. “Flat out on 
the cement walk,” the shaky voice replied. Lawrence sat motionless at 
his desk, pressing his thumbs to his throbbing temples, and stayed like 
that for some minutes. He could not make himself get up to go ask for 
more details. He may not have known much about his neighbor of the 
last two years, but now he knew the one fi nal thing: how the man’s life 
had come to an end.
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So Lawrence and Nancy Huggins, having fi nished their stories, 
embraced and then, without either suggesting it, put their winter coats 
back on, opened their front door, and went down the steps and across 
the frosted grass to locate that deceptive patch of ice. It was too dark 
to see more than a faint refl ection from the streetlamp and nearby 
a darker splotch that might be frozen blood. They had never before 
ventured this far up William Turley’s front walk. It was always out on 
the public sidewalk that they offered their invitations. Now, too late, 
they approached the house. Shadows of arborvitaes and yews fell across 
their path. They passed the front bay window and carefully stepped up 
to the side porch where a bare wistaria vine tangled around the railing 
and ran up the pillars. The brass “17” beside the door shone in the 
light from their own living room bay window. On the door was affi xed 
a white-enamel oval bearing a picture of a nesting bird and the word 
“Whippoorwill,” as if to name the house and not the man who had 
lived within it.

“Who can know what comes next in a life!” Lawrence said with his 
arm around his wife as they retreated.

“And this morning it was all melting,” she said.
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His Obituary

N
ext morning a light snow had covered the dangerous 
ice patch and any spots of blood that might show by 
day. On his walk to work, Lawrence stopped at the 
courthouse to inquire into the death of his neighbor. 
The hospital had notifi ed the county clerk who had 

suffi cient documentation—a deed and insurance records and tax forms—
to enable him to contact the deceased’s lawyer in the neighboring county, 
where they had transported the body. The next of kin—fi rst cousins once 
removed who lived somewhere in the East—had been notifi ed as well. “I 
know he maintained an AmTrust account, Mr. Huggins,” the clerk said, 
“or I wouldn’t be telling you this much, it being a private matter.”

“I wonder,” Lawrence ventured, “why he did his business at the 
Riparian branch. He only used ours to cash his checks, never even used 
the ATM.”

“He was a strange old codger,” said the clerk. “Hey, his lawyer 
mentioned something about having to contact you, Mr. Huggins. 
Between you and me,” the clerk said leaning forward across the 
counter, “the fellow must’ve had a pile of dough. He never worked a 
day in his life. We should all be so lucky!”

Lawrence returned a commiserating smirk and made his way to the 
bank thinking how, back before the AmTrust takeover, that Riparian 
County bank bore no relation to the one here. Back then, local banks 
trusted folk enough to cash their out-of-town checks. For whatever 
reason, Will Turley had lived here in Sinnissippi County but kept his 
money in Riparian. He had not known that mergers and electronic 
banking would eventually moot his precautions.
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