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ANNE RIVERS SIDDOYS

Anne River Siddons hard a work pool side. Siddons’ ‘The House Next Door’ is a psychological thriller
that turns a suburban setting into a thrilling nightmare.
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“And as awriter, one of the things that
I've always been interested in doing is
actually invading your comfort space,”
says the famous horror fiction writer
Stephen King. “Because that’s what we’re
supposedito do. Get under your skin, and
make you react.”

One of the most popular book genres
is horror, which is especially relevant
during this time of the year. As the leaves
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“Haun ting.”

~The New York Post

change color and the air gets colder,
chilling narratives and haunting images
cling to readers’ minds like a curse that
cannot be broken. But what makes a
scary book truly terrifying? How does an
author manage to successfully spook
their audience?

The art of scaring someone is no
easy task—especially when they’re
expecting the fright to come. Tropes in
horror books and movies are common
and can be a “dead” giveaway! So, to
successfully terrify readers, the writer
must approach horror writing
differently.

King recognized Georgia author
Anne Rivers Siddons for her ability to do
just that in his 1981 nonfiction book,
Danse Macabre. Danse Macabre
highlights horror in various forms of
media—not just books—from movies to
television to radio.

King discussed Siddons’ book, The
House Next Door (1978), in a section on
the top recently published and influential
horror novels, in his opinion. The House
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Next Door follows a woman named
Colquitt “Col” Kennedy and her husband,
living in an Atlanta suburb. Their
familiarity to good, everyday people
establishes a connection with readers
early on.

The horror begins with a newly built,
modern-looking home next door. As this
house welcomes in multiple new owners,
each family has their lives destroyed.
From murder to madness, Col and her
husband watch the drama unfold next
door. Col begins to warn others about the
house’s dark power, which leads to the
house going after them.

The premise of the story is not
completely unheard of, as haunted house
stories have been around as long as
humans have needed shelter. But the
relatability makes it personal. Siddons
writes a tale that many of her readers
could see themselves in—just an average,
nice, well-to-do person doing their best
when faced with the supernatural.
Thoughts like “If this is happening to
them, it could happen to me,” seep
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through the cracks of the reader’s mind, infiltrating their
brain. And that is exactly what King meant when he said he
wanted to “get under your skin.”

Siddons, a master of Southern fiction, writes these
characters authentically. They exist outside of the
supernatural occurrences—they have dreams, hobbies, and
desires all within their social context. This makes the readers
root for Col even more so.

It wasn’t just the characters that made The House Next
Door so terrifying, but the psychological dread. The mystery
of how the house operates, the complete unknown, is enough
to turn typical suburbia into a nightmare.

Siddons uses language to achieve this effect masterfully.
She doesn’t try to cheaply shock readers with unexpected
violence, much like a “jump scare” in a horror film does.
Instead, she builds psychological dread over the course of the
entire novel. The tragic, horrific instances that occur all make
up the monster that neither the reader nor Col can see.

This monster itself, which has taken the form of the
house next door, is another indicator of Siddons’ talent.
Most haunted house stories begin with a family moving into
an old, run-down, clearly Spooky property. It is a trope that
has been repeated time and time again. In Siddons’ novel,
however, we get to experience the haunted house from a
neighborly perspective. Not to mention, the house in
question is newly built and modern. Siddons flips the trope
onits head, and readers are left scrambling to solve the
mystery alongside Col!

The House Next Door, by Anne Rivers Siddons, is one
example of many horror stories that can stay in readers’
minds and haunt their dreams long after they’ve finished
reading it. The familiarity combined with the unknown makes
abook full of tension, fear, and dread. As this novel is so
deeply grounded in reality, it can make a reader question
everything they think they trust.

As carved pumpkins adorn front porches and leaves
gather on the sidewalks, more and more readers reach for
nail-biting stories. While horror novels can be divided into
subgenres like slasher, psychological, and sci-fi, one thing
remains the same—these authors want to scare you! How they
go about doing that all depends on their ability to master
language. Georgia native Anne Rivers Siddons was one of
those masters. She proved that true horror doesn’t need gore
or monsters; it needs a quiet street, a beautiful house, and the
feeling that something is very, very wrong.
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