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CHAPTER ONE

"He Don't Know Shit About Septics"
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TWENTY-ONE YEARS AGO, when my wife, Margaret, and I first moved up to the country from New York City and bought an eighteenth-century farmhouse in Pleasant Valley, New York, not far from Poughkeepsie, we didn't give much thought to our new neighbors, who were mostly hardworking dairy farmers of seventeenth-century Dutch or English stock and, while not exactly unfriendly, were reluctant to enter into conversation with people who didn't raise Holsteins and weren't interested in the price of milk.


Along with the house, we acquired (or were acquired by) a bluff, jovial, pink-cheeked old man in his late sixties named Harold Roe, a local who mowed lawns and was reputedly handy with a backhoe, a bush hog, a York rake, and a dozer bladeall objects that were soon to loom larger in our lives than we had supposed.


Harold turned up in the driveway the day we took possession of our new home and announced that everything was running to rack and ruin. A bulky, muscular man, despite his age, he waved around him to indicate how widespread our problems were. More than slightly deaf, Harold had a voice to wake the dead. Our trees needed pruning, wiring, fertilizing, our lawns needed emergency care, our shrubs wanted "whacking back"a favorite phrase of his, as we were soon to discover, and by which he meant a kind of scorched earth policy; he didn't like the look of our cedar-shingled roof or our wooden gutters either, into one of which he contemptuously drove the blade of his folding penknife and announced with great satisfaction: "Dry rot."


Although the previous owners were still within earshot of normal speech, let alone Harold's roar, and were going through a small emotional moment together as they gave up their home of thirty years, he pointed to them as the source of our troubles. "They was do-it-themselves-ers," he shouted. "Did all the work without knowing how." He voiced his contempt: "Too tight with the dollar to hire help."


Harold was part of a numerous local clan of canny countrymenthere were a good many mailboxes around us that bore the name Roeand one of his daughters had married into the Daley clan, which was almost as canny and widespread, and included the local highway superintendent and his brother "Turk" Daley, Harold's son-in-law, who dealt in sand, gravel, and septic system installation.


Harold himself, we soon learned, was one of those vanishing Americans who could set his hand to pretty much anything, from welding to fencing, and who put in an uncomplaining fourteen or fifteen hours a day of hard manual labor, for which he insisted on being paid in cashthe offer of a check had roughly the same effect on him as that of a cross when presented to a vampire. His only hobby was snowmobiling, a sport that had not hitherto played any part in our lives; in fact, he was the president of the local snowmobilers' club, and we had hardly shaken hands before he asked us to open up our land to them. This, as we soon discovered, was the first thing most of our neighbors wanted to know about us. Would we keep our land open to the Rombout Hunt, for foxhunting? Would we continue to let our neighbor to the south hay our fields? Would we open our land at the appropriate season to pheasant shooters, bird-watchers, cross-country skiers, and deer hunters, not to speak of one neighbor who trapped animals for their fur? Most of these people took rejection badly. Our home might be our castle, but our land appeared to be community property.


Shortly after we had settled in, on a hot summer day, we gave a dinner party to celebrate our new home, and as I was greeting guests in the driveway, I noticed an unfamiliar and unpleasant smell. I traced it to its source, and found the unmistakable signs of sewage rising in the garden, just in front of the dining room windows. Clearly, the situation was not going to get any better, so even though it was a Saturday evening, I called Harold, who soon appeared with son-in-law Turk in a pickup truck. Together, they sniffed the aroma, agreed on what it was, then proceeded to dig up the garden Harold had only just planted for us at considerable expense.


Since I felt obliged to show a certain amount of interest, I abandoned our guests from time to time to see how the work was getting on and bring Harold and Turk iced tea. Soon they had uprooted Margaret's favorite hedge and dug deep into the lawn, in search of the septic tank. On my next visit I brought them a couple of beers and asked a few questions, if only to show that I was interested and no citified snob. When they finally found the tank, would it have to be replaced? How much of our precious lawn would have to be backhoed if there was a problem with our leach field? Could the broken pipe to the tankthe prime source of the trouble, though not, as it was turning out, the sum total of itbe repaired, or would it have to be replaced?


Neither Harold nor Turk was eager to answer questions. Like surgeons, they refused to make guesses. "We'll have to see," or "It depends," was about as much as I was able to get out of them, and that was that. In the end, they went away as darkness fell, promising to return the next day with a backhoe and a bulldozer, leaving me with the task of telling Margaret that her lawn was about to be transformed into the equivalent of the testing grounds of the Royal Tank Corps at Chobam, and would she please not flush the toilet.


Eventually, in a saga that involved huge pieces of diesel-powered machinery and many, many hours of labor, the problem was solved. A few days later, I was having a cup of coffee in the Great Little Restaurant in Pleasant Valley, where the locals then met at or before dawn for breakfast, and the owner's wife asked if I was the Mr. Korda who owned the old Hewlett farm (for years locals continued to refer to it as "the old Hewlett farm," even though no Hewletts have lived in it since the 1940s, or as "the old Hubner place," after the family that owned it since then). I said I was. She brushed the hair out of her eyes with her hand and gave me a slightly embarrassed smile. "I figured," she said. "Harold Roe and Turk Daley was talking about you this morning, over breakfast."


What did they have to say? I asked her.


She screwed up her face. "Well," she said, "they said you seemed like a real smart guy, but then Turk said to Harold, 'I'll tell you one thing, thoughhe don't know shit about septics.'"





MOST OF MY LIFE I've had a hard time telling people where I was from, whenever the subject came up.


I know where I was born all right (Marylebone Parish in Londonit says so on my birth certificate), but I've lived in so many places since then that it seems inappropriate to call myself a Londoner, and I don't.


As a child I lived in England and France until the war (we lived in France so much that for a while I thought I was French, until my English nanny sternly put me straight), then we moved to Beverly Hills, California, after the Blitz, during which our house near Hampstead Heath in London was blown up by the Luftwaffe. After Beverly Hills, I went to New York City with my mother when she and my father separated, then back to England, boarding school in Switzerland, the Royal Air Force, Oxford, and eventually back to New York City again.


I lived on and off for yearsdecadesin New York City, but I don't think of myself as a New Yorker any more than I think of myself as Swiss because I lived for several years in Switzerland. For a time I lived in New Mexico, but I'm not "from" there either.


Of course none of this mattered much really until I took up residence in the United States for good, andeventuallybecame a citizen. Almost the first question anybody asks you in America is, Where are you from? (The other one is, What do you do? which I've always found it fairly simple to deal withI edit books.) Most people can answer the question of where they come from easily enough. They say "L.A.," "Chicago," "Wichita Falls," or "Shaker Heights," or they name a state or a regionwherever it was that they grew up, and where, still, by implication, they have family, ties, roots.


I'm one of those people whose roots have wandered or withered away over the years. It's not that I have a gypsy soul or that I'm a rover by nature, not at allin fact, mine is a distinctly sedentary nature; I'm immune to wanderlust, and once I've arrived somewhere, my first instinct is to stay putit's just that in my formative years my family was so busy and so often on the move that such roots as there might have been never got put down. Wandering stones, they gathered no moss, and had no regrets on the subject.


Perhaps a Freudian might say that this gave me an unconscious need to put down roots of my own, some need that went deeper than owning a cooperative apartment on Central Park West or buying a vacation condominium with a pool in Florida. Roots, at some basic psychological level, in my case at any rate, require land, trees, a place in a community with some sort of history. The suburbs won't do, nor will a summer vacation place, however many summers one spends there, since the year-round residents who look after the summer places have a monopoly on the local roots. At the back of my mind, however dimly, I perceived that putting down roots was something that would have to be done in "the country," out beyond the suburbs, where there are farms and feed stores and old cemeteries and a Masonic lodge on Main Street, a world in which, as it happened, I had never lived, and had only seen briefly from time to time through the windshield of a car when for some reason I had been obliged to get off the thruway or parkway in search of gas or directions.


It was not a sudden thing, nothing like Saul's vision on the road to DamascusI didn't wake up one morning with a need to smell silage or live on a dirt road with a Rural Route address, nothing like that; it was a more gradual thing, a growing feeling that something was wrong about my life.


About our life, I should say, for my wife, Margaret, despite having been a model and a world traveler and living a conspicuously sophisticated life in New York, already had roots galore, firmly planted in the English countryside, where she had grown up as a farmer's daughter. Although a woman of considerable glamour, she never thought of herself as a city girl, and she was just as much at home among sheep, cattle, and horses as she was in midtown Manhattan, though one would never have guessed it at first sight.





AS IT HAPPENED, it was a mutual love of horses and riding that brought us together in the first place, and that would eventually place us in the country. For years I kept a horse in Manhattan's last surviving livery stable, on West Eighty-ninth Street, and rode every morning on the bridlepaths in Central Park before going to work. I had learned to ride as a child, in England and in California, and it was something I kept up, like riding a motorcycle, which I still do to this day. Owning a horse in New York City was neither cheap nor easy, and made one a member of a fiercely embattled minority (consisting then of about twelve people). Most of my fellow Manhattan horse owners rode later than I did, so I had the park pretty much to myself in the early morning, until one day I saw a stunning blond woman riding around the reservoir in the opposite direction to mine. Her expression did not encourage conversation, so for many weeks we continued to ride in opposite directions, nodding to each other as we passed. Eventually, as if by unspoken consent, we found ourselves riding in the same direction one morning, and after that things accelerated.


Margaret had ridden since childhoodshe was one of those typical English country girls who received her first pony (Snowy) at four and never got over itbut she had only recently taken it up again, and so had rented her horse. By the time we were married, however, she had bought a horse of her own, a big, flashy Thoroughbred gelding named Tabasco, so although we lived in Manhattan in a small apartment at the time, we were a one-car, one-cat, two-horse family. When Tabasco developed a back problem, Margaret wanted to send him to the country to recover from it. I had sent my own horse, Malplaquet,* to a farm in Dutchess County one summer, but I made all the arrangements for his vacation by telephone, with Katherine Boyer, who owned the farm and who had been recommended to me by a friend, so I never visited the place. The horse was collected in a trailer and brought back not only in one piece but so fit that it was a job to stay on him, and better groomed than I had ever seen him before, so I felt safe in recommending the same place for Tabasco's recuperation, which turned out to be an extended one.


Margaret is not the kind of person who would send an animal away without visiting it, and since Dutchess County is about two hours away from New York, she drove up several times, and came back each time tired from the drive there and back but aglow with enthusiasm about the countryside, the farm, and Tabasco's health, which soon improved to the point where Margaret could hack him lightly.


Had I listened with more attention, I might have realized that Margaret was being drawn back to the transatlantic version of her roots, and that after nearly two decades of haute couture, glamorous parties, and first-class hotels, she was reaching out to embrace the countryor perhaps it was reaching out to embrace her. She returned in the evenings with mud on her boots, her hair tousled, her clothes smelling ever so faintly of horses and dogs, and was exuberantly happy. The only thing that would complete her happiness, it soon appeared, would be if I came up to see how wonderful it was myself. Katherine would provide me with a horse, and we could go out on the hunt trails, and have dinner at a country inn somewhere on the way home.


This sounded like a pleasant enough day to me, so I shortly found myself driving north up the Taconic State Parkway to visit the farm where Malplaquet had once spent the summer, at considerable expense, and where Tabasco was now living the life of Reilly.


After that, it was all over but the shouting. Dutchess County, at any rate seen from the Taconic and the saddle of a horse, looked like exactly the kind of place in which it would be possible to put down roots, and indeed where Margaret, whose ability to put down roots almost instantly is something of a miracle, had already done soshe could already find her way over the trails, knew the shortcuts to the farm, and even had the names of several local real-estate agents who specialized in "country properties." She was not a country girl for nothing.


Still, I hesitated to take the plungeor, at any rate, I tried to put a toe in the water first. I suggested that we shouldn't restrict our search to Dutchess County. I drew a half circle on the map of New York State, to indicate places that were within a maximum of two and a half hours' driving time from Manhattan, and on weekends over the next few months we explored them, ranging into Connecticut and Westchester and driving a small army of realtors mad. Actually, distance from Manhattan, while important to me, was less important to Margaret than distance from Tarrytown, for we had finally given in to the inevitable, as the park became more dangerous and the stables more decrepit, and moved our horses from the city to the Sleepy Hollow Country Club stables, right next door to the Rockefeller estate at Pocantico, the trails of which were open to us. We wanted to be able to drive down to Tarrytown to ride on the weekends, and an hour-and-a-half journey seemed about the most we were willing to undertake.


We soon learned the first and most important thing about the real-estate business, which is: nobody listens to a word you say! No matter how many times we explained that we were looking for a nice old farm with a barn and a modest amount of land, we were either shown brand-new houses on one-acre lots, collapsing shacks straight out of Tobacco Road, or vast great houses in the style of Gatsby's mansion, with tennis courts and pools, built by people who went broke in the Crash. We rejected a twee little rose-covered cottage in Westchester; a vast, baronial, crenellated, and uninhabitable Gothic castle near the Hudson, more suitable perhaps for Count Dracula; a house in the style of Marie Antoinette, like a miniature Versailles, complete with an orangery, in Dutchess Countyan endless tribute to the fantasies and improvidence of people who had made enough money to build their dream house at one time or another, then gone bust. The only old farmhouse we saw that matched our idea of what we wanted had walls that were crumbling with damp rot and was surrounded by decrepit trailers on half-acre lots, with abandoned pickup trucks on cement blocks as lawn decorations and angry dogs chained to their rusty bumpers.


More by accident than by design, we finally stumbled upon an eighteenth-century farmhouse in Millbrook, Dutchess County, that seemed to fit the bill. It required considerable work, but not a total rebuild, and retained much of its original interior. More out of exhaustion than enthusiasm, we decided, rather tentatively, to make an offer. I comforted myself with the thought that it would take weeks or months to negotiate for it, and many, many months to make the house livable.


No sooner had I called the realtor, however, than I received an urgent call from Margaret, who had gone up to Dutchess County for the day. I was to drop everything, and forget all about the house in Millbrook. Margaret had found just the house we were looking for, in nearby Pleasant Valley, not ten minutes from where our horses were.


She came back to New York full of excitement this time. Here was a house with not one, but two, barns, with twenty acres of land and no visible neighbors; built in 1785, it was surrounded on all sides by apple orchards and dairy farmsin brief, a country paradise, just what we were looking for. Lovingly kept by an elderly couple who had lived there for thirty years, it was in the process of being restored by a local builder, who had nearly finished the job. Nothing more needed doing; we could move in tomorrowall we needed was a bed, a couple of chairs, and about $250,000.


The next Saturday, we drove up to Dutchess County, about ninety miles north of New York City, to look at it. The day could hardly have been less promising. Sheets of rain poured down, hammering the car, the Sawmill Parkway was flooded, heavy fog blanketed the Taconic State Parkway, gale-force winds sent leaves and branches flying. Pleasant Valley, when we passed through it, looked small, sodden, and lifeless, a bunch of vinyl-sided houses straddling Route 44, dominated by a red-brick Grand Union supermarket and an abandoned mill. The one traffic light was swinging back and forth in the wind like a pendulum.


The house, when we got to it, was hard to see, being surrounded by huge old maple trees looming out of the fog. There was so much water that it was erupting out of the culverts like Old Faithful, and cascading over the sides of the gutters. It was not, in any case, clear to me how Margaret was going to make her way to the house, or up and down stairs, since she was on crutches, having suffered a compound fracture of the leg when my horse had kicked her one day when we were riding together. I glimpsed two barns, which looked as if they might need a good bit of work, a well housewhich set off a mild sense of alarm in someone whose previous experience with water supply had always consisted of turning on the tapsome run-down outbuildings that might be anything. The path to the house was made of huge stones, unevenly laid, that looked as if they had been placed there by careless giants.


Once we had made our way to the porch with great difficulty over the stones, which were lethally slippery with rain and moss, and were inside the front door, I could see in an instant that Margaret had exaggerated nothing. Every detail was as she had described it, from the original wide-plank floors, darkened by age and newly sanded and polyurethaned to a fine glow, to the delicate Greek Revival moldings, the rough-hewn overhead beams, and the four fireplaces (two of them vast brick-and-stone ones, big enough to roast a sheep in). Many of the windows still retained the original eighteenth-century windowpanes, the glass streaked, full of bubbles, slightly greenish, and everywhere there were the kind of details that no modern house can provide, from wrought-iron hinges, the work, no doubt, of some local blacksmith, to strangely placed wall cupboards and warming ovensin short, the whole house had character, a sense of history, the feeling that it was old without being either quaint or precious.


The house, as we were soon to discover, had once been a tavern on the road between Poughkeepsie and Hudson, New York, where a ferry then took travelers across the Hudson River to Albany back in the eighteenth century for a three-day journey then, if you were lucky. The dining room still showed traces of having once been the main room of a tavern-the enormous fireplace, the warming ovens, the ancient beams darkened by smoke and cooking. Early in the nineteenth century, the tavern must have gone out of businessperhaps a victim of the first steamboatsand it once again became a farmhouse, which soon proved to be too small for the family that lived in it, at which point, rather than building an extension, they bought the house across the road and had it moved a quarter of a mile on rollers and joined on to the original house. Although by the twentieth century the join looked seamless, as if the house had originally been built that way, the fact was that if you looked carefully you could actually see where the two met, since the floors were at different levels, necessitating a lot of otherwise inexplicable stairs and steps, remarkably well calculated to send the unwary plummeting to the floor, as well as several rooms with ceilings that seemed low even by eighteenth-century standards. Sometime in the early twentieth century, porches had been added, as well as indoor plumbing and, eventually, electricity, but everywhere were reminders that our house had been built before George Washington was president of the United States, some of them pleasant, others inconvenient and likely to demand expensive repairs at some point in the future. Though something of a hodgepodge, it managed to look reasonably harmonious, though without even the slightest hint of ostentationthis was clearly a farmhouse or onetime tavern, not by any stretch of the imagination a manor house. As a result of joining two houses togetherand perhaps also because a tavern needed one entrance for guests and another for the owner's family and the help, the house ended up with no fewer than five front doors, a curiosity that was to cause great inconvenience to Federal Express and the UPS until they got to know us, and so many windows that privacy was almost impossible on the ground floor, so that any moment one was likely to look up from one's work to find somebody looking right back, trying to figure out which was the front door. These were minor matters, things that gave the house character, we convinced ourselves, nothing compared to the view through the kitchen windows across a broad sweep of lawn to the woodsour woodsor the giant maples and sycamores that surrounded the house (and which, we were soon to learn, would require heroic pruning and miles of expensive stainless-steel cable if they weren't going to come right down on our heads at the first severe windstorm).


Our house did have a newly installed modern kitchen and reasonably up-to-date bathroomsnothing fancy, no Jacuzzis or anything like that, but at least here at last was the first house we had seen about which the realtor hadn't said, "Of course it will need a new kitchen and modern bathrooms." In this case, the builder, Tom Kirchhoff, who lived just down the road, was also the realtor. His wife, Betty, he explained, as he showed us over the house, had actually decorated it herself. His men had started to put up the wallpapers she had chosen, but if we wanted to make a change, it wasn't too late. But we didn't want to change a thing, in factit was all fine. Less than an hour after we got there we had shaken hands on a deal. It would take time to draw up the contract, get a mortgage, arrange for a closing, Kirchhoff said genially, but in the meantime if we wanted to move some furniture in and start using the house on weekends, it was okay with him. So far as he was concerned, it was our house now.


As a bonus, he gave me the bulky ledgers that he had found in the attic while rebuilding the house, some of them going back to the mid-eighteenth century. It was an odd but not unpleasant feeling, this sense that we owned not only a house of our ownand land, however impossible it might be to actually see as the rain poured down in sheetsbut one with a history of its own. It was not spectacular historyGeorge Washington had never slept here, though he did inspect the local militia, drawn up for his benefit, at Rhinebeck, not twenty miles awaybut it was nevertheless real. We might not have roots of our own here, but our house certainly did.


I drove back to New York, in part relieved that the search was over, in part feeling a leaden weight of responsibility on my shoulders, not just in the sense that the house would have to be paid for, but with the dawning realization that if the house was now as good as mine, so were the many mysteries and problems that it no doubt concealed. I had neglected to do any of the things neophytes are advised to do when buying a country house. I had no idea how the heating system operated, where the water came from, or who would look after it during the week while we were in New York. A glimpse of the cellar, the door of which Tom Kirchhoff had briefly opened for me, had revealed a low, dark, damp cavern, lit by a single overhead bulb and apparently carved out of bedrock, filled with twisting pipes and ducts like something out of a Rube Goldberg drawing, behind which an ancient furnace hunkered down in a corner on its haunches like some primitive, angry beast. "We didn't do too much down there," Kirchhoff said quickly, closing the door. I said it looked a little old-fashioned. It was that, he conceded, but all good, solid workmanship, the like of which you couldn't duplicate today, real copper pipes, not plastic like everyone uses these days...  Anyway, if it ain't broke, don't fix it, was his motto.


I agreed that made sense to me too, but somewhere deep inside my mind was a picture of myself, hunched over, flashlight in hand, groping through that maze of plumbing in the middle of the night to find the furnace, or the hot water heater, or whatever other vital organs the cellar contained, and fix ithow?


Honesty, had I been challenged on the subject, would have obliged me to admit that I had never developed any of the skills of a handyman. Most of my adult life had been spent in apartments, where the solution to almost any problemleaking faucets, blocked drains or toilets, failure of the heating system or the air-conditioning, blown fuseswas to call the superintendent and have a twenty-dollar bill handy. I had the average man's obstinate and unrealistic pride in my mechanical abilitieswhat real man will admit to his wife that he doesn't know one end of a screwdriver from another, or that he can't hang a picture without making a hole in the wall like that caused by a twenty-millimeter cannon shell?but I knew my own limitations when it came to anything much more difficult than changing a lightbulb.


"Did you ask whether the water was hard or soft?" Margaret said.


Not only had I not asked this question, I wasn't even sure what it meant. Up to now I had always turned on the tap and water came out, tasting slightly of chlorine, but otherwise perfectly adequate. Hard water, it transpired, would be difficult for Margaret to wash her hair in, among other things.


I promised to add this to the ever-growing list of questions I had for Tom Kirchhoff.





MOST OF THE FRIENDS with whom I shared the news that we had become the owners of a home in the country seemed delighted, though I noted a certain Schadenfreude among those who already owned a country home, along with a pronounced tendency to ask questions to which I didn't know the answers. Was the house cedar-shingled, and had I checked the shingles? Was the heating system zoned, so we could shut off the heat in part of the house? Had the house been rewired to code? Had it been inspected for termites, dry rot, fire ants, rodents? Had we tested for radon in the basement? I added all these questions (and many more) to my list, reassuring myself with the thought that since it had been standing since 1785, there was a pretty good chance it would go on standing for a while.


When I happened to mention that we had a bought a country home to my old friend Irving Paul ("Swifty") Lazar, the Hollywood superagent, he paused to digest the news. Was it centrally air-conditioned? he wanted to know.


Here, at last, was a question I could answer. Not only was it not centrally air-conditioned, the previous owners didn't even have a window unit in their bedroom. I had asked Tom Kirchhoff about this, but he told me not to worry. This was the country, not the city; up here there was always a pleasant breezeI would probably be needing an extra blanket in the summer, not an air conditioner.


Lazar snorted with contempt when I repeated this. "It's the Hudson Valley, kiddo," he said. "It's the same there in the summer as it is in New York City, only more humid." He paused. "I'm going to give you a piece of advice you'll thank me for. Tear the whole house down and build one with central air-conditioning."


I pointed out that it was almost two hundred years olda piece of history. The Pleasant Valley Historical Society had actually placed an engraved brass plaque on the side of the porch attesting to its age.


Lazar was not impressed. "Tear it down, put up a new one with central air-conditioning, then reassemble the old house around it," he said. "That's what Paul Mellon did when he bought an historic house in Virginia. Trust me. Come June, you'll see I was right."


Time would tell, I said. Goddamn right it would, Lazar snapped back. "And while you're at it, kiddo," he added, "make sure to test the water. Some of those places, the water is so hard you can't even brush your teeth with it."


Kirchhoff, when I questioned him about all this, was calm. The shingles were cedar, and in good shape, the new wiring was up to code (about the old wiring he was less forthcoming), the house would be checked for everything before the closing, there would be a structural engineer's inspection, the whole nine yards, I was not to worry. As for the water, his house was just down the roadhe and Betty and their children had been drinking it and washing in it for nearly twenty years with no ill effects.


Kirchhoff was as good as his word. I found myself a local lawyer, and paperwork soon flooded my desk attesting to the soundness of our house, the absence of termites, even the quality of the water, which was free from any contaminants. Within a month of having first seen the house, we were seated around our lawyer's conference table in Poughkeepsie on a cold, rainy day in 1979, as I passed out checks like confetti, made out to people I had never met and whose functions seemed mysterious. At the end of the session, we all shook hands solemnly, Kirchhoff handed me the key, and Margaret and I drove back to the houseour house nowwhere we first met Harold Roe.













CHAPTER TWO

Asleep at the Switch
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AS THE NEWEST RESIDENTS of Pleasant Valley (population then around 8,000), Margaret and I were lamentably ignorant of the place where we were henceforth to live and vote. Except for a couple of visits to the supermarket on the way back and forth to New York, we had hardly set foot there, in fact.


At first sight, on a bleak day in March, it did not in any case appear to be the kind of place that caused tourists to stop and reach for their cameras. The Hudson Valley, as it happens, is a tourist attraction, particularly in the autumn, when the parkways are crowded with people driving up from the city to look at the leaves turning and buy apples and pumpkins from the local farm stands, but nobody wandering off the Taconic State Parkway onto Route 44 in search of gas or a bathroom would mistake Pleasant Valley for a picturesque village. There are picturesque villages aplenty nearbyMillbrook and Rhinebeck are both well-known tourist attractions and not twenty minutes away in different directionsbut Pleasant Valley is not among them.


There is nothing "quaint" about Pleasant Valley. On the contrary, at first sight it presents itself as almost defiantly ordinary. This, it seems to be saying, is not one of your effete, precious New England or Connecticut postcard villages, in which every house around the meticulously kept village green is a perfectly preserved eighteenth-century landmark, and where Washington, or at least one of his lieutenants, spent the night in the inn. So far as is known, neither General Washington nor any of his lieutenants ever spent the night in Pleasant Valley.


In fact, the chief monument of Pleasant Valley, when we first started to take stock of it, was the Grand Union supermarket and its parking lot. The main street had long since given up its white picket fences and stately trees to become a state highway, along which were to be found three gas stations, an automobile parts store, several bars and pizza parlors, a small department store (selling work clothes, bait, ammunition, and notions), a feed storethe one throwback to the rural pasta hardware store, three churches with cemeteries, a fire house, a liquor store, and a Masonic lodge. The local building material of choice was vinyl siding, and any exploration of the town soon revealed rather more trailers and small trailer parks hidden away than most tourists would have wanted to see. Here, clearly, was the typical American small town that pollsters are always looking for in the Midwest, with no pretensions and a decided blue-collar atmosphere.


As it happens, Pleasant Valley's identity had been more or less fixed after the Second World War by the simple fact of its proximity to Poughkeepsie, situated about ten miles to the west on the Hudson River. With a population of over one hundred thousand people, Poughkeepsie was hardly a glittering or scenic metropoliseven in the nineteenth century it was widely caricatured by New Yorkers as a place full of comic country bumpkins with Dutch names (it was no accident that the action of the Broadway musical Hello, Dolly! not only takes place in Poughkeepsie but parts of the movie version were actually filmed there)but it was big enough to turn Pleasant Valley into a predominantly white suburb of the nearby (and increasingly poor black) big, bad city, thus swamping its modest rural roots.


These roots went way back, however, and there were still traces of them to be seen, despite the postwar effort to cover everything in sight with blacktop and franchise fast-food restaurants. Originally consisting of three tiny hamlets settled largely by Presbyterians fleeing the intense dislike of their neighbors in Connecticut, a few no doubt equally unpopular Quakers and Baptists, and a leavening of the original Dutch settlers, Pleasant Valley had been founded in the first half of the eighteenth century as the humble site of a gristmill for local farmers, and prospered mildly because it was along its main street that herders drove their cattle to the Poughkeepsie slaughterhouse. (The nearby village of Salt Point was named thus because it was here that the cattle were fed as much salt as possible by their canny owners, then watered in the local stream so as to increase their weight before they reached the slaughterhouse, and the few picket fences that still remain derived from the need to keep the cattle from browsing in people's gardens as they made their way slowly down the muddy road to Poughkeepsie.)


By the beginning of the nineteenth century, thanks to water power, Wappingers Creek had spawned several thriving mills, of that "dark, satanic" appearance memorialized by the poet William Blake, and Pleasant Valley became a mill town, like those of New Englandbasically a cluster of small houses and churches for the mill workers, surrounding the gray, grim mill with its smoking stack, the whole set among the farms that sent milk, cattle, and produce down to feed New York City by boat or rail via Poughkeepsie.


It was not until 1821 that Pleasant Valley was finally incorporated as a town, taking as its symbol on the town seal the famous two-lane wooden covered bridge that was its center, and which, with an early and typical act of unsentimentality, was torn down and replaced with an ugly modern one at the dawn of the automobile age. A singular lack of zeal for the preservation of the past was then, as now, the spirit that separated Pleasant Valley from its more scenic rivals. In Millbrook, on the other side of the Taconic, every remnant of the past is still lovingly protected; in Rhinebeck, only twenty minutes to the north, old houses are zealously preserved and even the slightest suggestion of change orGod forbid!"commercialization" is furiously opposed at the meetings of the town planning board, but Pleasant Valley has never looked toward the past with a sentimental eye, whether it came to the old covered bridge or, in the days after our arrival, its last surviving old hotel, the 1830 Inn, which was replaced by a parking lot for the new A&P, and the last old mill building, which was torn down unceremoniously and without regret to make room for a McDonald's.


Unbeknownst to us, Margaret and I had chosen the "wrong" side of the Taconic to live in. The "gentry," with their rolling farms and great estates, lived on the other side of the Taconic, around Millbrook, and referred to Pleasant Valley as "Peasant Valley," when they mentioned it at all. Pleasant Valley's place in Dutchess County history was perhaps best symbolized by the fact that it was the site of a famous train wreck in 1902, when one of the locals, Everett (Sok) Kellerhouse, fell sound asleep at the switch and allowed two trains of the now defunct P&E (the Poughkeepsie & Eastern Line, nicknamed the "Perverse & Eccentric") to run head-on into each other, with calamitous results.


I suppose if all this had been clear to us before we bought our house, we might have hesitated, perhaps even have opted for a place among the polo-playing, foxhunting gentry on the "right" side of the Taconic, with their acres of pasture and beautifully fenced fields, but perhaps fortunately for us, the idea never crossed our minds. A careful drive down our road, for instance, might have revealed that our next-door neighbors to the north consisted of a commune of young people living in a rusty trailer on cinder blocks on a one-acre plot hidden away in the trees, right on our property line, or that our immediate neighbors to the south, also mercifully hidden, were a huge family with many snarling dogs and no-neck teenage children, living in the middle of a kind of mini wrecking yard of worn-out snowmobiles and pickup trucks in a ramshackle house from which the toilet emptied onto the lawn without the benefit of a septic system. From the trailer to the north there came the sound of loud rock music and wild late-night parties; from the south there came the noise of revving chain saws, chained dogs barking, and the occasional gunshot.


That this was not Walden Pond did not dismay us, even as we discovered the fact bit by bit. After all, we told ourselves, it was a weekend house, not a full-time home, and for people who had been living on Central Park West, it was still plenty quiet and bucolic, with our nearest neighbors at least half a mile away, as opposed to the other side of the wall. At first, however, we found it curiously difficult to sleep. The house was big, as well as oldfour bedrooms, five bathrooms, a dining room, a living room, a library, and some kind of studio or family room, with many narrow staircases and doors that led God knows where. Late at night it was easy to convince oneself, lying in bed, that there was an intruder creeping around somewhere in the dark as the house creaked and moaned like a sailing ship in heavy seas, for all the world as if it had a life of its own, while from below the ancient furnace in the basement roared, rumbled, and sent up a sound like heavy breathing through the heating vents, punctuated by the occasional muffled explosion, not to speak of the sound of tiny clawed feet running up and down behind the walls as our resident colony of mice went about their business. It took a while before we got used to it, what with the hoot of the owls, the creaking of the floorboards, and the faraway barking of dogs. Perhaps too, we missed the familiar background noise of traffic, police sirens, quarrelsome neighbors, and garbage cans being picked up at five in the morningthe night sounds of New York City.


Throughout that spring, as Margaret's leg healed and she progressed from crutches to a cane, we got used to our new routinelate Friday afternoon we left the city, with Margaret's cat Irving (a retired world traveler, who in his younger days had journeyed to Beverly Hills, the Okefenokee Swamp, and Cuernavaca) in his box on the backseat, and late Sunday night the three of us made the return journey. We didn't shop much in Pleasant Valleywe brought along with us full shopping bags from the local West Side food stores, as if we were setting out every weekend on safari.


We did not really feel that we lived in the countrythe house remained largely unfurnished, pretty much as it had been the day it changed hands. Most of the rooms were empty, and looked like staying so for some timeindeed, when Margaret's parents came over from England to visit, it was so uncomfortable by their standards that they fled back to our apartment in the city, though they were country dwellers themselves. Her father, Paul, a Gloucestershire farmer, was polite enough about our new house, but clearly felt that we had bitten off more than we could chew, and cast a jaundiced professional eye on our twenty acres of land, which seemed to him rocky, poorly drained, and infested with cedars, weeds, and second growth. "You won't do much with this lot," he told me glumly after a walk to the end of our property line.


I didn't have the heart to tell him I wasn't planning to do anything with it. Once upon a time, over thirty years ago, it had been part of a farm that went back to the eighteenth century, "the old Hewlett farm," as it became known and as locals still referred to it, but the Hewletts had long since fallen on hard times, either through improvidence or bad farming, sold off their land in bits and pieces until there was nothing left, and now lived in trailers scattered all over the local countryside. Here and there, buried in the undergrowth, were traces of their labors, or lack thereofan abandoned chicken house, rusty farm machinery and cattle troughs, a derelict old barn in which sheep had once been kept, rotted fence posts, rusty barbed wire, and crumbling stone walls that marked the borders of what must once have been fields. It was amazing how quickly and completely the second growth had obliterated the farm and turned the field into impenetrable thickets of thorn and scrub clearly nature here was almost as quick to reclaim her own as in the Amazonian rain forests. "You'll have to cut all this back," Paul said grimly. "Cost you a packet."












CHAPTER THREE


"Whack It All Back!�
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PAUL'S OPINION was shared by Harold Roe.


"Whack it all back!" he shouted at me every time he appeared in the driveway in his pickup truck, towing a flatbed with a small tractor, and waving toward the horizon as if he intended to clear the land from here to Albany or the Canadian border.


Everything, Harold told us, needed whacking back, and he was just the man to do it. The forsythia and lilacs that surrounded the house (and were part of its charm) needed pruning and thinning out, our hedges needed trimming; even the old mulberry tree by the porch, one of the things that had sold Margaret on the house, needed attention.


As we were soon to discover, Harold's approach to pruning and thinning was drastic, and his favored instrument was a chain saw rather than a pair of pruning shears. His first attack on our foliage left Margaret in tearstears of anger, as it happenedbut Harold was not a man to be swayed from his task by tears of any kind. He grumbled, argued, pretended to complete deafness, then, since we were only there on weekends, went right back to doing whatever he wanted to do the moment our backs were turned.


No plant, brush, shrub, or tree was safe from his assault. Only once he had reduced whatever it was to a stump of its former self was he satisfied. "All that dead stuff needed whacking back," he would say proudly, admiring a lilac that had been cut back to bare, leafless stalks. "She'll grow back in no time."


But nothing Harold took his chain saw to grew back, not in a hurry anyway. He had the reverse of a green thumb, a black thumb, perhapsexcept for lawns, where his touch was surer. He wasn't much interested in planting things, either. He liked machinery, the noisier and more destructive the bettera day with the backhoe or the bulldozer, sending up clouds of diesel smoke and reconfiguring the landscape, was Harold's idea of a day well spent. Gardens he held in genial contempthe just didn't see the point of things like flowers or herbaceous borders, it was all just "pretty" stuff. In any case such gardening as couldn't be accomplished with a backhoe, a dozer blade, or a chain saw Harold dismissed as beneath him, and performed only under duress.


The notion of dismissing Harold never occurred to usor occurred to us only on those occasions when he went too far and cut down something to which Margaret had become specially attached, like the tiger lilies by the driveway. For one thing, he seemed to be as much a part of the house as the hand-hewed beams, and for another he was the only person who understood the intricate drainage system. Besides, cantankerous, opinionated, and stubborn as he was, we liked him. He and Margaret fought like cat and dog over every leaf, branch, and tree limb, but he was the only person in Pleasant Valleythe only person we knew, at any ratewho fit her idea of a real countryman, such as might be found in her native Cotswolds, able to put his hand, however hard, to anything from building a fence to cleaning up the debris after a storm.


Something of a perfectionist in his own way, Harold was a workaholic, happy, even eager, to turn up every day at seven in the morning, rain, shine, or hail, and work until long after the sun had gone down, as he mowed and bush-hogged by the lights of his tractor. On one occasion Margaret called his wife"Birdie" Roelate one evening to say that Harold was still out somewhere in the fields bush-hogging and ask if she would like us to send him home. "Nope," Mrs. Roe replied firmly, and that was that.


Harold's bills were firmly presented to mehe didn't believe in presenting bills to womenfolkonce a week, usually just as we were eating lunch. They were meticulously made out by Birdie Roe, in the kind of clear penmanship that hasn't been taught in this country for fifty years, and listed in great detail every minute that Harold had spent on our place during the week. Confusingly, Harold had a different rate for every possible variety of workmowing was different from bush-hogging, pruning was different from weed-whacking, cleaning up was different from leaf-blowing. The one thing that wasn't confusing was the fact that Harold expected to be paid in cash, and to get his money then and there on the spothe made it clear that the idea of settling up tomorrow or next week was not an option. Once the money was in his hands, he placed it in a well-used wallet, bound up with a stout rubber band, in which it was possible to see a thick wad of bills.


He was not poorat one time he and a partner had installed underground tanks for gas stations, and he owned a large number of rentable properties (some said half the village, if you excluded the church and the firehouse) in Salt Point, where he livedhe simply liked working and earning money. Whether he kept all his cash in his mattress or not, I don't knowhe didn't like banks, so anything is possiblebut he kept a deliberately low profile. Birdie sent him out every day with a thin bologna sandwich wrapped in wax paper for his lunch, and his favorite meal, when he finally got home, was fried bologna with mashed potatoes. Once a week the Roes ate out at the local diner, and Harold always had a well-done steak, with ketchup. He seemed to feel the same way about vegetables as he did about checks. On hot days, Harold could be persuaded to drink a beer, but one was his limit. His sole extravagance was snowmobiling, which is the motorized equivalent of ice fishing, testing the ability of the hands, feet, and nose to resist subzero temperatures and windchill factors in the double digits. He was the only man I had ever met who was absolutely indifferent to weatherHarold never took shelter in a rainstorm, never had sunstroke, and never complained about the cold. Nothing stood in the way of his determination to uproot everything in his path, or to whack back whatever he had been told not to touch.


Even boulders were no match for him. Huge lumps of stone that still lay buried where they had been inconveniently placed by the Ice Age, Harold regarded as a challenge. He dug a trench around the boulder, heaved away at it with a long steel crowbar until its hold in the ground was loosened, then gave it the coup de gräce with his bulldozer, leaving a hole like that caused by a heavy artillery shell, which had to be filled in, graded, rolled flat, and seeded with grass. "She'd have broke a mower blade on me one day," he would say with intense satisfaction, to explain why he had spent two days doing something that we hadn't asked him to. "Save you money, in the long run."


The idea of leaving well enough alone seemed never to have occurred to Harold. When he was not occupied in rearranging nature around our house, he prowled around looking for problems closer to hand to bring to our attention, pushing his penknife deep into beams and windowsills to show us that the wood was rotten, peeling off chips of paint to demonstrate that the previous owners had used the wrong kind ("Latex!" he would shout cheerfully. "They didn't know what they was doing!"), stabbing at the edges of our windowpanes to show that the putty needed replacing, prying up shingles from the roof so that he could show us how easily he could crumble them between his fingers, and in general intimating with considerable satisfaction that the house was about to fall down around our ears if we didn't turn him loose on it.


Fortunately, he took no umbrage when we ignored his advice. At least three times a week, sometimes more, he came rattling down the driveway with his equipment in tow, shouting out to us, "Have no fear, Roe is here!" Margaret made an effort to supervise what he was doing at first and keep his mind on our garden, but Harold was craftyas soon as her back was turned, he would go chugging off on his tractor and vanish into the woods, from which there would soon emerge the scream of a chain saw. Early on in our relationship, I discovered that the local Cornell Cooperative Agricultural Extension, just down the road from Pleasant Valley, was actually giving away pine tree seedlings to anyone who would plant them, in an effort to reforest the area.


Thinking that it might be nice to put more trees between us and the road, I ordered a couple of hundred seedlings and borrowed a truck to pick them up with, only to discover to my disappointment that they were so smalleach about the size of a thumbthat I could carry them all home in a couple of buckets.


It had been my thought that Harold would play the Johnny Apple-seed role with my seedlings, but he was deeply resistant to the idea, and did his best to nip it in the bud by not refilling the water in the buckets. In the end, despite his grumbling and many delays, Margaret persuaded him to join the projectHarold was stubborn, but faced with a determined woman, he eventually gave in, as no doubt he did to Birdie at home. Though disgusted by a job that required him to get off the seat of his tractor, Harold went off reluctantly to the Cornell Cooperative Agricultural Extension for exact instructions on planting the seedlings and, claiming that he was following these to the letter, planted most of them in careful, exact rows, too far away from the house to be watered and wherever possible in the shade of large trees, so they would be sure to die. The few that I planted are now sizable, if scrawny, specimens, and not always placed where I would have wanted them, in hindsight, but of Harold's there remains not a tracewhich is probably just as he intended.


He was not above saying "I told you so," especially after any trip Margaret took to the local nursery to bring back flats of plants and flowers. "Money down the drain," Harold would say as we unpacked them, and mostly he was proved right, particularly if they were left in his care for more than an hour or so. On the other hand, in an emergencyof which country living provided plentyHarold could be counted on to appear right away, often without our having phoned him, apparently alerted by the country grapevine. We attributed supernatural powers to him at first, but as we were later to discover, Harold's main recreational activity, as with a lot of people in Dutchess County, was listening to the police channel on the CB radio in his truck and his workshop, so he knew everything that was going on, from a murder to a downed tree limb. He had very little interest in world affairs, unless you include a passion for Joan Collins in Dynasty, but he could fill you in on every domestic disagreement, automobile accident, lost dog, and break-in for twenty miles around. What's more, Harold was at his best in an emergencydoggedly, uncomplainingly, with astonishing strength for a man of his age, he put things right somehow, digging into the camper bed of his truck for whatever he might needlengths of chain, an ax, jumper cables, a winch, a scavenger pump, a portable generatorthere seemed no limit to what he carried there in anticipation, apparently, of Armageddon. Besides, he was our point of contact with our new neighbors, the man who knew everybody (and everything about them). When someone crashed head-on into our fence in the middle of the night, Harold was there, unbidden, in minutes, and everybody in the roadthe state trooper, the deputy sheriff, the EMT people, the flatbed man, even the unfortunate accident victim himself, albeit feeblywaved a hand or a flashlight at him and said, "Hi there, Harold, how's it going?" and stood by as he told them what to do and how to do it, and that they had been doing it all wrong.


With Harold on our side, we had a connection to all those people whose services are vital, but who never seem to answer the phone ("He isn't here now, but I'll get him to call you...  No, I don't rightly know when he'll be back... "), from the plumber to the tree surgeon. They might not know who I was, beyond the fact that I lived in the old Hubner place (or, if they were older, the old Hewlett farm), but Harold Roe they knew. When he called, their wives said, "Hi, Harold, he's down at the Agway, I'll call him in his truck." One call from Harold, and they were on the way. Anyway, without Harold's help, we could never have sorted things out about our land.







OEBPS/map.jpg





OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/13.jpg





OEBPS/29.jpg





OEBPS/35.jpg





OEBPS/MSRCover.png
# HarperCollins e-books






