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  I will go to the garden.




  I will be a romantic. I will sell




  myself in hell,




  in heaven also I will be.
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  There’s a fine line between gardening and madness.




  —Cliff Clavin in Cheers
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PROLOGUE


  


  Gentleman Farmer




  “Why can’t Dad be more like other dads?” Katie asked my wife recently. “All my friends’ dads spend Sundays watching football and drinking beer.” Then for good measure she added, “I wish we had a normal family.”




  I was flabbergasted when I heard this. This is a thirteen-year-old’s ideal of a father? Belching beer in front of the TV on a Sunday afternoon? I realize that most teenage girls think their families are weird (and their friends’ families cool), but still I was a little hurt. While this conversation was taking place, I was in the garden, of course, even though it was December. The first hard freeze of the season was coming in overnight, and I needed to harvest the remaining leeks. Later, while the Jets were blowing a close one, I was in the kitchen, making steaming leek-potato soup that Katie positively swooned over at dinner. And she wanted to trade me in for a beer-drinking couch potato?




  Granted, I have my obsessions and eccentricities, the garden being the most obvious, and maybe I’m not a typical dad, but I’m certainly normal. I decided to visit Zach’s bedroom for a reality check from a levelheaded seventeen-year-old.




  “Zach, you’d say I’m a normal dad and we’re a normal family, wouldn’t you?”




  “Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha …” He nearly fell out of his chair, where he might have vanished for days beneath a deep pile of unwashed laundry, sweatshirts, textbooks, magazines, a trombone and a euphonium, and two guitars.




  “I’ll take that as a no?”




  “You’ve got to be kidding,” Zach said, turning to face me directly. Zach has mastered the teenage art of subtly turning the tables on parent-child roles and making me feel the child, sheepish and a little embarrassed as he assumes the role of wise parent. “Nothing is normal about this family,” he lectured, not smiling.




  I’ve long known that I’m a little short on self-awareness, but this gap between my very own kids’ perception of our family life and mine was shocking nonetheless.




  “In what ways, Zach? It feels pretty normal to me.”




  “Dad, just look around,” Zach said, becoming exasperated with my denseness. “Take this house, for one. And you just came in from the garden. In freakin’ December.”




  “How was that leek soup tonight?”




  “And you cook.”




  “It was good, wasn’t it? I think the leeks are sweeter late in the year.”




  Zach spun his chair back to his computer, sighing and shaking his head. “December,” I heard him mutter under his breath.
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  Whore in the Bedroom, Horticulturist in the Garden




  Nature, Mr. Allnutt, is what we are put in this world to rise above.


  —Katharine Hepburn to Humphrey Bogart in The African Queen




  Bridget arrived for her interview late, breathless, and blond. As we drank herbal tea around the kitchen table, she dug deep into a leather portfolio, emerging with glossy photographs of gardens she had designed for previous clients. Anne ooh-aahed over the photographs, which looked like rather ordinary gardens to me, but to be fair, I was only seeing them peripherally. My eyes were riveted on the hands holding the photographs. Delicate, lightly freckled hands with dirty—filthy—fingernails. Real gardener’s fingernails. The effect was startling, at once repulsive and erotic. The phrase whore in the bedroom, horticulturist in the garden popped into my head. I tried to blink it away. When I finally looked up, Bridget smiled and squinted her crinkly green eyes at me. A winkless wink. Had I been caught ogling her dirty hands?




  After reviewing her credentials and our project, we strolled through the property, Bridget and I falling into lockstep as Anne trailed slightly behind. Passing various anonymous plants and flowers, Bridget would point to what was to me some nameless weedy shrub and exclaim in a breathless whisper something like, “Ah, a beautiful Maximus clitoris.” She knew all the botanical names, the Latin rolling off her tongue like steamy profanity in the heat of passion.




  We hired Bridget on the spot, without interviewing anyone else. It seems she’d made an impression on Anne as well.




  “Did you notice her beautiful teeth?” Anne sighed as Bridget drove off in her battered Toyota, vanishing in a cloud of smoke and noise.




  Beautiful teeth? Who were we talking about, Seabiscuit? My wife, a physician, tends to be a little clinical at times. Sometimes I catch her taking my pulse or listening to my heart murmur while I think we’re making love. So the fact that she would sit across from a beautiful woman and mainly notice her teeth should not have surprised me. In fact, Anne is fascinated with, and jealous of, anyone with better teeth than she, which is to say just about anyone born after about 1970.




  “Her teeth? Not really,” I said, being more interested in my burgeoning dirty-fingernail fetish.




  We hired Bridget even though she had never designed a vegetable garden. Who has, after all? People hire landscape architects to design entire landscapes, or patio and pool plantings, or civic gardens. Who hires a professional to figure out where to put the tomatoes? You put down a few railroad ties and throw down some seeds, right? Not us.




  After two years of staring at “the baseball field,” the elongated, sloping piece of land in a hollow between our kitchen and the neighbors’ driveway, and after hours of studying garden-design books, we still hadn’t a clue how to proceed. We wanted something more than the usual boring rectangular beds. We wanted a little pizzazz with our parsley. And it was, to be sure, a challenging space. Bordered on our neighbors’ side by a railroad-tie retaining wall and on the opposite side by our ninety-year-old stone wall, the garden was oddly below grade and, after a rain, held water like a huge sponge. Furthermore, it sloped about fifteen feet along its seventy-five-foot length, so some type of terracing seemed inevitable. We needed professional help.




  The fact that we even had a suitable plot for a garden had come as a bit of a surprise. We had nicknamed the area “the baseball field” because both before and after we moved into our house, the neighborhood kids used it daily for baseball. Not our kids, of course. Katie was still a toddler, and Zach—well, the most useful thing Zach had ever done with a baseball bat was to use it at age five to reach the screen door latch, locking me out of the house while I was waiting on the porch with my glove and ball. He wanted to stay inside and read, not play baseball with his dad.




  So the four of us watched from afar as the kids next door played spirited baseball games in the field. We assumed the land belonged to our next-door neighbors Larry and Claire, whose two sons spent most of their summer afternoons on it. We watched curiously that first summer as the games became difficult when the unmowed grass grew ankle high, then stopped altogether when the grass reached knee height. One day I finally flagged Larry down while he was mowing the rest of his yard and asked why he’d stopped mowing the field. He looked at me as if I were an idiot and said, “Because it’s yours,” gave a tug on his mower, and was off.




  Ours? My first, instinctive reaction was, “Wow, I’ve got more land than I thought! What a deal!” I ran inside to tell Anne. She was, well, unimpressed. Or more accurately, not interested. Clearly the territorial gene resides on the Y chromosome. But even my landowner’s euphoria quickly faded to a more sobering, “Jesus, this worthless patch of lawn is going to add another half hour of mowing every week.” Not to mention that it was now midsummer and the grass had grown to a height of two feet. My third reaction—if you can call a thought that takes several years to arrive a reaction—was, “What a great spot for a kitchen garden.” Not a mere patch for a few tomatoes and baseball-bat-size zucchini (we had already done that), but a real, landscaped, eat-your-heart-out-Monet, gardenmagazine-quality garden—only we would grow mainly vegetables instead of flowers in it.




  Bridget, she of the Scandinavian green eyes and strawberry blond hair, with her perfect teeth and botanical Latin, would design it. Her husband, a landscaper who specialized in garden construction, would build it. One contractor, no hassle. That’s the way we like it.




  Bridget had promised us a preliminary plan in two weeks. As it was just early summer, we had plenty of time. Our goal was to have construction started by Labor Day; that would allow plenty of time to complete the project before the autumn rains turned our yard into a quagmire of slick yellow clay. We really wanted the garden completed by fall, because we were eager to get early potatoes, peas, and spinach planted the following March. If construction was delayed till spring, who knew when it would be completed, and we would lose a half year of crops. Bridget readily agreed that Labor Day was no problem.




  Two weeks came and went, then three. No plan. Two months passed. Finally Bridget called. She had the plans, behind schedule, she acknowledged, but worth waiting for. A few days later, Bridget arrived, still late, breathless, and blond. And smelling of the earth, of a fresh potato patch. She unrolled a large, professional-looking blueprint onto the kitchen table, smoothing it out under her dirty fingernails. It was a lovely work of art, with carefully drawn circles for shrubs, and smaller circles for plants, and little curly things for flowers, with (of course) Latin names indicated for everything. The content, however, was not what I had envisioned. Her design was essentially rows of rectangular beds, separated by two grass paths running up the middle and transversely across the garden. There were some nice touches: where the paths intersected, she had put in stone circles with birdbaths or ornaments, and she had a nice stone staircase descending to the sunken garden. It was a perfectly fine garden, it was just a little… I struggled for a word, just the right word, as Bridget nervously studied my face. “Cartesian,” I said.




  Bridget blinked. “Cartesian?”




  I looked to Anne for help. She pretended not to know me.




  “You know,” I said. “Rectangular. Planar. I guess we had something more rambling in mind.”




  Bridget looked at the plan and thought for a minute, and this is what she must have said to herself: “My husband is going to use Big Machinery to shape and terrace the land; therefore the terraces have to be perpendicular. Irregularly shaped terraces would require him to build them by hand, which he is not about to do at any price.”




  Obviously, she couldn’t say that to a client. Here instead is the translation she supplied to the naive and gullible homeowner.




  “The problem is, Bill”—it was strange, tingly, and totally convincing to hear her say my name—“you have to terrace it to deal with the slope, and terraces have to be rectangular.”




  Oh. Well, that shows how much I know. Of course, terraces have to be rectangular. (It would be some years before I realized the blatant untruth of that statement.) Okay, so much for winding, rambling paths. Rectangular is fine. I moved my attention to the broad, grassy paths. “I don’t know that I like the idea of having to mow my garden. Can we put something else in here?”




  Bridget crinkled her green eyes at me. “But, Bill, the grass paths will look so grand,” she insisted. “So stately. And the mowing is nothing. Two swipes with the mower. You think about it; I know you’ll want the grass.” I looked to Anne for guidance, but she was gazing at Bridget.




  The garden architect flashed her pearlies in Anne’s direction. Anne, I think involuntarily, smiled back. What kind of spell had this Valkyrie cast over us?




  Okay, rectangular and grassy. Sounds good to me. And she does have all those beautiful architectural symbols and Latin names, and the great teeth. We wrote out a check and agreed we would see her husband around Labor Day.




  AS LABOR DAY APPROACHED, Anne and I were flush with excitement. We had signed a contract, made a down payment for the construction phase, and spent our idle minutes running our fingers over the smooth blueprints and poring over seed catalogs. One moonless night in August, we grabbed some blankets and lay on our backs in the tall grass in the garden-to-be, touching hands, looking at the constellations, discussing what to plant. We were going to have a two-thousand-square-foot garden next year! To a couple of former city dwellers, this seemed like a small farm. No more agonizing decisions over whether to plant squash or lettuce. We could plant everything. I fancied myself a small farmer, self-sufficient in vegetables for at least several months of the year, and longer for storage crops like potatoes and winter squash. With the occasional shooting star shamelessly egging us on, Anne topped my ambitions with her romantic dreams of canning, making the garden’s bounty last twelve months of the year. I responded with homemade sun-dried tomatoes, tasting of sunshine and acidic sweetness.




  “Fresh blueberries,” Anne moaned, “that turn your lips blue.”




  “Cherry tomatoes,” I countered. “Popped whole into your mouth.”




  Before long we were rolling in the summer grass, our way of saying farewell to the baseball field with its little vegetable patch and welcoming the kitchen garden.




  With these tantalizing visions dangling before us, we didn’t mind sacrificing the last few late tomatoes of the year, ripping out the plants and disassembling the beds in anticipation of Big Machinery that would be arriving any day.




  Labor Day arrived. No Big Machinery. I called Bridget to try to get a start date.




  “George is held up on a job on Long Island,” she explained. “He spends every summer working on an estate, and the job’s running long this year. But we’ll definitely be starting by Columbus Day.”




  Long Island? That’s a hundred miles away. This guy gets around.




  “You don’t say, Bridget. I’m from Long Island. What town is he in?” As if I didn’t know.




  “East Hampton.”




  Great. I’ve just ripped out my tomatoes, rainy season is approaching, and my landscaper is summering in the Hamptons. Just great.




  “I just wouldn’t let it slip past Columbus Day,” I warned her once I caught my breath. “After the first hard frost hits, our soil gets very slick, and your machinery is going to get stuck on the hill.”




  “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Bridget breezed. “George is pretty good with the equipment.”




  Sure, I wanted to tell her. So was Napoleon until he encountered Russian mud.




  POOR THING (BRIDGET OR NAPOLEON) didn’t have a clue. But I had witnessed my own Waterloo after our septic system failed almost as soon as we’d moved into the house (naturally). Actually, it’s not quite accurate to say our “septic system” failed. Unknown to (1) our crack home inspector, (2) the bank holding the mortgage, and (3) the novice buyers, our ninety-year-old house did not have anything resembling a septic system. In fact, I didn’t even know what a septic system was. The only accommodation for waste was some ancient, brittle clay pipe that ran underground for about a hundred feet down the hill, under an old stone wall (which had partially collapsed the pipe), and into a stone well, whose exact location was a closely held secret. The liquids apparently escaped between the well stones into the surrounding soil, while the solid wastes … well, I don’t know what became of them except that after a few months of our family’s flushing the toilets, nothing was going anywhere.




  We brought in Lou, a local excavator who was recommended to us by our plumber. He checked my credit, flushed some expensive transmitting device down the toilet, and listened through headphones for the plaintive beep that would reveal the location of the secret well.




  It was never heard from again.




  We did eventually locate and open the ancient stone tank with the help of a former owner and, after seeing it, immediately came to the conclusion that we needed a new, modern system. Within a few days, Lou had dropped in a twelve-hundred-gallon concrete holding tank and said he’d be back to complete the more time-consuming part of the system—the drainage, or leach, field—in a few weeks, after he’d completed another job. Lou explained helpfully that the way a septic system works is that all effluence goes into a concrete tank planted in your lawn. Near the very top of the tank is a pipe that leads out to a leach field, which consists of a set of underground perforated pipes. As waste enters the tank, solids drop to the bottom, where they are broken down by naturally occurring bacteria. The clean liquids on the surface flow out the pipe to the leach field, where they seep into the earth to be filtered and broken down before reentering the water table.




  Grateful for the ability to flush our toilets again, we didn’t fuss over the delay or even over the fact that in lieu of a drainage field for the liquid wastes, Lou had run a long hose down to the woods that constitute the lower half of our property. A little pee in the woods for a couple of weeks couldn’t hurt anything. And it flowed away from the house.




  A couple of weeks stretched into a couple of months. I started calling Lou regularly as the leaves began falling from the trees. I thought I was always polite, but Lou didn’t appreciate what he felt was harassment. What had started as a cordial partnership between homeowner and contractor soon turned tense, then rancorous.




  “What are you complaining about? At least you can flush your toilet,” he snapped once. “Do you think I’m loafing around? I’m taking care of people who can’t flush their toilets! I was there for you when you needed me, wasn’t I?” He followed with a vague threat about walking off the job if I wasn’t happy with him, and hung up. Uhoh. That was the last thing I needed—to start over with a new contractor. I stopped calling.




  Either in spite of, because of, or irrespective of my discontinued phone calls, one day in early November, Lou and his backhoe did materialize in the backyard and immediately started making huge gashes in the steeply sloped lawn behind the kitchen. Another day or two and the leach field would be completed.




  The next morning we woke to the season’s first hard frost, a sparkling carpet of silver across the grass and exposed soil. Lou arrived at 7:30 a.m. and fired up the back-hoe. As I made coffee, I heard unfamiliar whining sounds coming from the machinery, not unlike the sound of a car spinning its wheels on ice. I looked out the window. The backhoe was stuck in the melting frost, the treads whirring helplessly in place. Lou came around to the house.




  “I can’t do anything here. I’m going to come back around noon, after the sun has dried out the ground.” But the low November sun never did dry out the ground, not that day nor the next. There was once a thriving brick industry in town, and apparently a vein of brick-quality clay ran right through our property. Each morning’s frost or dew brought more moisture to the clay that lay only inches below the surface of the lawn. Lou gave it a noble effort. I watched, unbelieving, as he “walked” the backhoe up the hill by pushing the blade into the earth and lifting the treads off the ground. But clearly one could not put in a leach field by walking a backhoe around the property. Nevertheless, Lou wasn’t ready to give up.




  “It’s supposed to get warmer next week,” he explained. “Let’s just leave it untouched, and I’ll be back in a week to finish up.”




  I must have looked doubtful.




  “Don’t worry, we’re going to get this done.”




  And indeed, as Lou predicted, a warm front did come in. Preceded by a thunderstorm. Torrents of water rushed through the little canyons left from the digging, leaving mud and wet, sticky clay everywhere.




  Game, set, and match. Lou announced he would be back next spring to put in the leach field. We were disappointed and upset, but at least we were sure that he would keep his word, that he wouldn’t walk off a job that had become a nightmare for him and for us, as some contractors might have done. In fact, we were absolutely, positively sure he’d be back.




  We had his backhoe.




  Right outside our kitchen window. First stuck on slick clay, then stuck in frozen clay, then covered with a blanket of snow. All fall, winter, and spring, the accusatory backhoe sat there, huge and school-bus yellow, its open jaws mocking, laughing at us, every minute we spent in the kitchen. Our Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter guests were incredulous as they stared out our kitchen window, mouths agape.




  “You mean he just left it here?” was the typical response. “Is he paying you for storage?” He wasn’t, of course. The hose carrying our liquid wastes down the hill also attracted some interest. I looked at our water bill and did a little math. Our typical water consumption was about six thousand gallons a month. Sounds incredible, and I can’t figure out how we use all that water, but apparently that figure is typical for a family of four. Since virtually all of the water that comes into the house leaves the house via the sewage system, over the nine months between septic tank installation and leach field installation, fifty-four thousand gallons of urine, dishwater, bathwater, and anything else that went down the drain ran down our hill into the woods. Just how far down the hill that liquid got before disappearing into the ground, we never knew. We did wonder if the neighbors far on the other side of the woods ever noticed anything peculiar, but we were too chicken to ask.




  As the high sun of late spring slowly dried out the clay, our uninvited guest sat motionless like a loyal pet awaiting an owner who would never return, the knuckles of its fingered scoop resting on the ground. It turned out that over the winter, Lou, who had spent his navy years in ships’ boiler rooms, had been diagnosed with mesothelioma, a particularly vicious cancer of the lining of the lung. I saw him only once again. I was shocked; at first I didn’t recognize him. Lou had literally become the clichéd “shell of his former self,” his skin hanging too large for his emaciated body. He managed a weak, but definitely not warm, smile for me. I wished him well and shook his hand. A month later he was dead. Someone else showed up to fire up the backhoe and finish the job. But I felt, and still feel to this day, ashamed at myself for my impatience, the angry phone calls, and the ensuing bitterness. I promised myself I would never again allow a relationship with a contractor to become bitter (a promise I would break the very next year).




  ALL OF WHICH IS to explain why, when Halloween approached and Bridget’s husband and his Big Machinery still had not arrived, Anne, sweet Anne who absolutely hates to get involved with contractors, Anne who would rather suffer months in silence than verbalize a complaint, Anne who is totally nonconfrontational in nature, woke up and saw the frost on the pumpkin and called Bridget.




  “You may know landscaping,” she told a shocked Bridget, “but Bill knows his soil. You need to start this job. Now.”




  And a couple of weeks later, in early November, they did. I took the day off from work and anxiously awaited George and his Big Machinery. Three hours late, still breathless and blond, Bridget pulled into the driveway in her battered Toyota, followed by a flatbed truck carrying Big Machinery. A young man in his twenties, with a long, flowing blond mane and familiar crinkly green eyes got out of the truck. Bridget introduced me to Lars and explained that George was finishing up a job and would be available in a couple of days to do the “skilled” work. Meanwhile, little brother Lars’s job was to pull out the brush and tear up the soil, loosening things up for the terracing operation. Bridget gave Lars a few instructions—one of which, oddly, was, “Don’t drive too fast”—and was off. Lars unloaded the tractor and a disc. The disc, which I remembered seeing as a child on the TV show Modern Farmer very early on Saturday mornings, is a frightening device, resembling something used in the Spanish Inquisition: a two-foot-diameter metal disc that sits off kilter on a large tricycle. Hitched to the tractor, it slices deep into the soil at about a forty-five-degree angle, breaking up and loosening the earth so that it can be pushed around by other Big Machinery.




  I watched from a discreet distance as Lars tried unsuccessfully to hook up the disc to the tractor, struggling with a pin-and-socket fitting. More than once, he thought he had it figured out, only to drive off and leave the disc comically behind, like a motorcycle speeding off without its sidecar. The few times it stayed attached, it bounced ineffectively over the turf. I couldn’t bear to watch, so I considered offering my assistance, although I doubted I could be of much help. Even though I am the director of technology at a research institute, where I manage the computer systems, technology for me begins where machinery leaves off. Or even later. Originally an engineering major in college, I wisely switched to English literature after a frustrating freshman year spent in the basement of the engineering building, unsuccessfully struggling to get a picture on the oscilloscope. Things haven’t improved much in the decades since. I’m the guy who brings his car to the dealer because I can’t unfold the backseat. The most significant automotive advance of the last fifty years? My vote goes to the symmetrical car key, because until its arrival I inserted my key upside down at least half the time.




  Thus I had no business helping Lars, but the poor soul looked so pathetically perplexed that I wandered over toward the tractor to offer, if nothing else, moral support. Besides, I had a question.




  “Ever use one of these things, Lars?” I inquired as politely as possible.




  Lars grinned somewhat guiltily and shook his blond locks from side to side.




  After a few minutes of fiddling with the connection, I had it hooked up to the tractor. Lars, relieved and smiling, hopped aboard.




  “Remember, Bridget said don’t drive too—” He raced off, tearing around the field like a kid in a go-cart, ripping up the earth, sending clods of grass and earthworms flying. It was a horrific sight. I couldn’t bear to watch. Fortunately it was growing dark by this time, so a few minutes later he climbed into his truck and drove off without doing too much damage. Oddly he never showed up again, and his name was never mentioned. Instead, a couple of days later, I arrived home from work to the sounds and smells of Big Machinery. Anne met me in the driveway.




  “George is here,” she said, her voice a mixture of excitement and relief.




  “What’s he like?”




  “Handsome.”




  Interesting response.




  Despite that flaw, and his perfect Hamptons tan underneath a trimmed beard, George was, I had to admit, instantly likable, assertive, knowledgeable, and skilled. But it was now winter on the Russian steppe, and he, like Napoleon the Emperor and Lou the Excavator before him, was no match for the brick-quality clay, his tractor slipping and sliding helplessly. If it were a horse, they would have shot it.




  “I never saw anything like this,” he exclaimed as he loaded his machinery onto the flatbed for the winter. At least he didn’t leave it behind.




  I couldn’t resist getting in a parting shot. “We tried to warn you,” I said. “You may know your business, but I know my land.”
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  We Know Where You Live




  Don’t live in a town where there are no doctors.


  —Jewish proverb




  We were immigrants to this land, having fled the city of Yonkers a few years earlier in search of more breathing room. Our neighborhood in that working-class city bordering the Bronx was populated by old-school Italian and Polish families who weren’t quite sure what to make of the “strangers,” as we heard ourselves called. I guess we were strange. Anne, rather than staying home to raise kids, was putting in hundred-hour weeks as a medical resident, while I often filled both the traditional mother and father roles.




  Yonkers was for us a city of contrasts. We loved our home but felt out of place in the neighborhood; we loved being able to walk to the corner market but sometimes came home numbed from the unsolicited advice of neighbors (“What is that child doing out of the house before she’s been baptized!”).




  The most memorable advice came from a car. One night a Pontiac parked in the street woke us, warning, “Please step away from the vehicle,” in a spooky Orwellian voice for hours on end, freaking out Zach, waking Anne and Katie, and very nearly inciting me to violence.




  Once Anne completed her residency in internal medicine at Montefiore Hospital in the Bronx, we were free—and more than ready—to go. After a year of scouring a hundred-mile radius of New York City, we had found a wonderful small town nestled in the hills along the Hudson River, a place I nicknamed the Town That Time Forgot. Originally a farming and mill town, later a summer retreat for city dwellers, who would arrive by steamboat to be ferried to their summer homes by horse and buggy, it was a town that still took pride in its Fourth of July celebration and Memorial Day parade and had not one but two cozy libraries, a charming tavern/restaurant, and a working farm. Most important, it satisfied the two prerequisites we had set for any prospective town: a Main Street and a local newspaper, both of which we felt were essential for a sense of community, and not as easy to find as one might think. More often we found only a strip mall with a post office, a supermarket, and a pizzeria where the town center should have been. But after searching for months, we still hadn’t been able to find the right house and hadn’t sold our current house.




  We cherished our Yonkers house, a 1910 foursquare with chestnut paneling, crown molding, and hand-cut parquet floors, and knew we wouldn’t be happy in a 1960s split-level or an ’80s raised ranch. Houses speak, and we had learned to listen. From our foursquare we heard the pride of the immigrant skilled laborers who had painstakingly trimmed mahogany and oak to create the decorative corners of the parquet floors, and the gaslight fixtures whispered to us of distant winter nights, inviting us to imagine the house suffused with the warm glow of gaslight. When I cleaned eighty years of cigarette smoke and grime off the chestnut paneling in the dining room, alchemically transforming it from grimy black to a warm, vibrant brown, I felt I was touching history, bringing forth new life from a species of tree now all but extinct.




  In contrast, the houses we were being shown in the Town That Time Forgot were mute, without character or soul, cold modern ranches or cramped 1940s homes with neighbors within snoring distance. There were some fine older homes in town, to be sure, but they hardly ever seemed to go on the market, and the ones that did were out of our price range. It seemed hopeless.




  Until we saw the Big Brown House.




  We had hired a babysitter and excitedly driven up from Yonkers to see what the real estate agent had described as the perfect house for us. In the car I reminded Anne of the warning our Yonkers agent, the one trying to sell our current house, had given us. “Don’t fall in love with a house before you own it. You will either be heartbroken or pay too much.”




  It looked as though there would be no chance of that today. The real estate agent’s “perfect house” was a five-year-old prefab with all the character of a shoebox. But within sight of the shoebox, looming on the hill above, was an old, abandoned, boarded-up cedar and stone house boasting broken windows and an overgrown lawn.




  “Stop here for a second,” I asked the broker as we drove past on the way back to the office. “What’s the deal with this place?”




  She laughed at my joke and then with embarrassment realized I wasn’t joking one bit and stopped the car. “It’s not on the market,” she said, then paused ominously. “You don’t want that house.” So of course we immediately did.




  Anne and I went back to explore it on our own afterward, peering through gaps in the plywood that covered the windows. We could make out a fireplace, wood floors, and a wide staircase. What was the story with this abandoned house? We knocked on the door of the house next door, hoping to find out.




  “You’re about the fiftieth person to ask about this place,” said the smiling but clearly exasperated woman who answered, understandably not happy with her role as surrogate realty agent.




  “But we’re actually going to buy it,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood.




  “Larry and I would love to see someone buy it,” she said. “It’s such an eyesore.”




  She didn’t know much about the status of the house, other than that it had not been lived in for some time. After a little detective work, I found out the house had been foreclosed on by the bank and, after years of legal proceedings, was about to go on the market “as is.” We tracked down the bank’s real estate agent and were the very first ones to see it.




  It was a disaster. I was prepared for an abandoned house, but not for a complete dump. The previous owners had defaulted in the midst of “renovating” (a euphemism for destroying historic property). The deconstruction stage had gotten pretty far along, but the bank had lost its patience and thrown them out before they could start the re construction stage. We wandered around the maze of rooms on the first floor for a bit.




  “Where’s the kitchen?” Anne wondered after a while. We hadn’t seen any rooms with, say, a stove or a sink.




  Judging by the two stubby pipes sticking up out of the floor, we were standing in it. Something inspired me to tug on one of them, and it easily came free in my hand. I offered it to Anne.




  “Here’s the hot water. Or maybe it’s the cold water.”




  She was not amused. She wanted this house. I could see it in her eyes; I could sense her quickening pulse. Never mind the sheets of paint peeling from the walls in every room, the floors left half-sanded when the power company literally pulled the plug on the delinquent owners. Or the rooms that had no floors at all, just bare plywood. Never mind the lack of a heating system because vandals had stolen everything they could cut or twist off the old steam boiler. Not to mention the three acres of overgrown grass, weeds, vines, and scrub trees that made it hazardous to walk in what was presumably once a yard. The listing said there was a small barn on the property; we couldn’t even find it, although it would later reveal itself only one hundred feet from the house, obscured under wild grape and poison ivy, two wrecked cars rusting inside.




  To Anne, these were not barriers to ownership; these were merely flaws of the house she had prematurely fallen in love with.




  I could see why. It clearly had been a grand old house at one time, before falling into neglect. It was truly one of a kind—a large, rambling place (we momentarily lost each other on the first visit) with a butler’s pantry and a maid’s staircase, floors built of heart pine (most likely from local forests), large windows and French doors everywhere, located on a ridge with views of the Hudson River and on a clear day the Catskill Mountains. And you could walk to town, which was important to Anne.




  This house desperately needed a loving owner with handyman skills and tons of free time. Anne smiled sweetly, hope and love flashing in her eyes, nominating me. “I can’t do it,” I said later that night, breaking her heart. I had just spent years renovating our Yonkers home, scrubbing, painting, and wallpapering, moving a load-bearing wall to make room for our newborn, Katie, building a bathroom, renovating a kitchen, and installing countless light switches and fixtures. And I had done it without help, because with Anne carrying a huge medical school debt and working in the medical profession’s slave-labor pool known as residency, we were more or less broke. And to make things more difficult, it was all on-the-job learning, as I had barely touched a hammer before we bought the house. I was doing all of these fix-it jobs for the first time, studying how-to books at night, learning from mistakes during the day.




  The thought of doing it again, on a scale that dwarfed the Yonkers project, was daunting. I was tired, we had a baby and a four-year-old, and we were still broke. The bank was asking a lot of money for a wreck, when you figured in the expense of adding a new roof, a heating system, plumbing, and a kitchen. I didn’t think we could swing it, financially or emotionally. So for the next year we continued looking at houses, mainly ranches and colonials (whatever they are—no two seemed to have anything in common, but they were all called colonials). Anne cried on the way home one day when I became enthusiastic about a house on a secluded mountain road, because she couldn’t bear the thought of not being able to walk to town. The prospect of living in that house loomed like a prison sentence to her. Soon after, she stopped seeing houses with me altogether.




  “Let me know when you find something,” she said flatly. “I can’t do this anymore.” She was really saying, “I’ve found the house I want. If you want something else, you go ahead, but leave me out of it.”




  Anne has a tough, even unyielding, side that she rarely reveals. She saves it for big occasions, such as getting the house she wants. Or the man. I had a flashback to the day she lay down a similar gauntlet about our relationship. We had been dating exclusively for close to two years when she asked if we were going to get married. I was noncommittal.




  “I’m done courting,” she responded. “I’m not getting any younger.” We were both thirty-one. She gave me three months to make up my mind. If I wasn’t ready for marriage by then, she was moving on.




  I was stunned, although I shouldn’t have been. The subject of marriage had come up once before, as we were walking down Manhattan’s Ninth Avenue.




  “You know what tomorrow is, don’t you?” Anne asked, tugging on my arm.




  My mind raced. Had I forgotten her birthday? Some kind of obscure anniversary that only women remember, like our first date? I came up empty.




  “Saturday?”




  “Sadie Hawkins Day.”




  I vaguely remembered Sadie Hawkins Day from Li’l Abner comics, but it didn’t hold any significance for me. “We’re going to a square dance?”




  “It’s the one day a year when a woman can propose to a man,” she said, studying my reaction.




  And what a reaction. She got to watch the blood drain out of my face and my knees buckle slightly. She held tightly to my arm to keep me from wobbling to the pavement.




  “I don’t know that that would be a good idea right now,” I gasped when I found my voice. “We hardly know each other.” Anne erupted with something between a guffaw and a shriek. We knew each other quite well, and what’s more, we were one of those oddball perfect matches, although I was too dense to realize it. Anne was fairly gregarious; I was a loner. Anne was a sunny optimist; I was a worrying pragmatist. I wanted to live in the country; she, in the city. Surely a match this poor couldn’t help but succeed.




  She teased me all the next day and even flirted with popping the question but did not propose. She was having too much fun watching me squirm to spoil the game with a marriage proposal.




  But this time she was serious. Three months. I let the clock tick down to the last month before coming to my senses. I invited her to dinner at my apartment to propose. I can still remember the menu: duck with lime glaze, wild rice, baby carrots, and strawberries for dessert.




  “I’ve been thinking about things,” I said when she arrived. She knew what that meant.




  “Can we have dinner first?” she asked, her voice tight, her face tense. She was sure this was to be our final date and wanted to enjoy one last meal with me. It made me wonder for a moment about her motivations for marriage: Was she looking for a good husband or a good meal?




  In the end, of course, her hardball strategy won her the husband she wanted (and I hope the one she expected) and me the wife I needed. And—another example of her discipline—two remarkably timed children: Zach between medical school and residency, and Katie between residency and employment. Now, as we approached another milestone in our lives—choosing the home where we would raise our family and live our lives for the foreseeable future, maybe forever—Anne was playing tough again. But this was no mere husband we were talking about—this was a house.




  I continued solo, seeing more raised ranches, houses built in other house’s backyards, houses being rented by college kids lounging in their underwear at four in the afternoon; but every house was wrong, wrong, wrong. I found myself after each disappointing trip driving back to the old wreck on the ridge, which was still awaiting a buyer to restore it to its former glory. I’d sit in the driveway, looking at the house, the three acres, the potential for building gardens and orchards, visualizing the old barn as a future woodshop, looking for a vibe, wondering if I could muster the energy to restore this fine, neglected house. Anne had already taken a job in a city clinic outside what we were already thinking of as “our town” and was feeling the strain of commuting three hours a day. Kindergarten was fast approaching for Zach. I knew we couldn’t do this much longer. And trip after trip, little by little, the house was pulling me in; it was starting to speak to me. So one day I called Anne at work and said in as casual a voice as I could muster, “What the hell, let’s buy the Big Brown House.” I think she cried.
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