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For my parents, Neal and Nancy Jameson,
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Foreword


In Downsizing the Family Home, Marni Jameson takes us on a personal journey that promises to impart a new way of thinking when it comes to honoring what we as adult children treasure most: our parents and their legacy.


As cohost of Clean House on the Style Network for nearly a decade, I have had over 300 families from all over the United States open their homes and their hearts to me, contributing incredible insights into how to deal with a house full of stuff and a heart full of stories. The result was captured in my first book, Take the U Out of Clutter, released in 2010, which coincidentally is when Marni and I first made contact.


What began as a simple interview about the stories that hold us back when it comes to clearing out clutter quickly blossomed into a professional kinship rooted in a mutual passion: helping people help themselves. Not only did Marni take my advice, she left no stone unturned.


Armed with “smelling salts and a bulldozer,” Marni takes no prisoners in her quest to clear out her parents’ homestead, keeping the items that truly matter and liquidating those that don’t into the funds needed to sustain her parents in assisted living. Along with her humility and chutzpah, what becomes evidently clear is that she, like many of us—afraid of dishonoring our parents when making decisions about their personal items—proves that it can be done with respect, dignity, and, above all, their approval.


A sign of our times, Downsizing the Family Home is one of the most comprehensive resource books I’ve ever read about how to divvy the goods and allocate precious items in today’s marketplace. Finally, direct answers to the impossible question: What do I keep, sell, donate, or trash? Providing readers with detailed instructions and valuable resources, Marni has emerged as more than an astute columnist and investigative reporter on all things home. She is a true advocate of the heart. And that, my friends, is why this book will serve you and generations to come.


Be prepared to laugh, cry, and let go. Then hold on tight to what matters most.


Enjoy!


MARK BRUNETZ



















Introduction


But It Was Mom’s!


All across the country, the groans are getting louder as the adult children of aging parents, and often the parents themselves, look at a lifetime of accumulations and cry: “What am I going to do with all this stuff?” Never before in history have we been blessed with so much—and felt so overwhelmed by it.


Although I now know that I am not alone, I sure felt alone in January 2013 when I stood paralyzed on the threshold of my childhood home, a fully loaded house where my parents had lived for nearly fifty years. I, too, cried, “What am I going to do with all this stuff?” as I faced the task of clearing out the old homestead and getting it on the market.


Waylaid by emotion and the responsibility for doing the right thing—whatever that was—with my parents’ lifetime’s worth of possessions, I felt ill equipped.


I wanted to be respectful of my parents’ belongings, honor their lives, be a good steward of their assets, and preserve their past and mine. At the same time, I didn’t want to be weighed down by more stuff, even if that stuff meant something—and it almost all did. I had a house full of things, too. Although I knew that most older parents, including mine, want to gift their children with the assets of their productive lives and bequeath them the roots of their history, they do not want their households to be albatrosses.


But the line between bestow and burden is blurry.


I looked for help and found little published about what to do with the avalanche that the greatest generation is leaving to those in its wake. The books I could find were written by estate-sale professionals, who approached a houseful of memories and stuff as a business problem, with the solution being to hire an expert. That seemed to be missing the heart of the matter. Many books also deal with clutter, but calling your parents’ belongings clutter seems demeaning. We’re dealing with a vast amount of memory-laden, historical, occasionally valuable, often irreplaceable acquisitions. In short, we’re talking about the museum of your family’s life.
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The house in Orange, California, my parents and I called home for nearly half a century.


Faced with this, I did what I do. As a journalist and nationally syndicated columnist who has written a column on home life and home design for a dozen years, I called on my own pool of experts—antiques appraisers, organizing gurus, family psychologists, art experts, and garage-sale aficionados—and grilled them.


I applied the pieces of their advice that made sense to me along with my own instincts and wrote about it all as I went through the process. In my weekly column, I chronicled this rite of passage: the learning and loving and letting go.


Never in my nearly thirty years of writing for media had one topic struck such a chord. I received hundreds of e-mails from readers asking me to please put my columns in a book. Some shared their stories. Others asked my advice. One reader told me she’d kept all the columns and put them in her safe deposit box for her kids to read.


I was humbled, of course. And then I did what I do when I am trying to find answers: I wrote a book. It goes like this:


Almost every adult child someday will face a parent’s mortality and, by extension, the contents of that parent’s household. It’s almost inescapable.


Although some adult children tackle the task of dismantling a parent’s home after the parent’s death, others face it when a parent downsizes into a home that is smaller and easier to manage or enters assisted living. Some adult children and their parents work together during this transition, discussing family lore and heritage as they sort. This is ideal but rare. Some older adults—also a minority—anticipate the job their kids will face and get a jump on clearing out their homes as a gift to their children. The majority cling to their belongings partly out of avoidance, partly out of emotional and physical inertia, and with the false belief that they can hand them down to the next generation (which doesn’t really want them).


All this is happening against a backdrop of the greatest age of consumerism in U.S. history. After generations of relative scarcity and thrift, from the 1950s onward, this nation has experienced booming consumerism. A ready, steady supply of inexpensive household goods has filled homes—closets and cupboards, garages and sheds, attics and basements—to bursting. Our consumerism has inspired a whole industry. We now have professionals trained to help people bust their clutter and get organized; it has even spawned a national association of professional organizers. We have books and TV shows devoted to the problem of having and holding on to too much stuff.


Families used to have one radio, but they now have five televisions, one the size of a billboard. The single family-photo album is now box upon box of photos that no family can keep up with. Everyday goods that once were hard to come by—clothing, linens, dishes, tools—are now easy to get but still, for many, hard to let go of.


Add to prolific consumerism the facts that Americans are on average living longer and that the longer we live, the more we tend to have, and that older adults with very full houses often have adult children with their own very full houses … and, well, you can see the snowball effect that happens when one full house gets rolled into another. It’s hard enough to manage our own household’s belongings, but add a parent’s, with its inherent memories, guilt, stories of worth, and the excruciating sentiment—“But it was Mom’s!”—and it can be suffocating.


This generation-on-generation snowball is growing, and whether you are forty or one hundred, you are in its path. Every day, 8,000 Americans turn sixty-five, a trend that will continue until 2030. By then, one in five Americans will be eighty or older.


So what’s the problem? It’s just stuff, you say.


Here’s the problem:


The family home is loaded in every sense. It’s loaded not only with belongings, but also with memories. Most homes have items that can trip those clearing them out into sinkholes of sentiment. As the family museum, the old homestead is filled with relics that represent a lifetime of storied treasures: art collected during travels, dresses worn for special occasions, dining tables where grace was said and milestones celebrated, significant jewelry, military medals, family photos, yearbooks, and mounds of documents, important and not.


Sorting through it all is emotionally, mentally, and physically overwhelming. But if it is done right, I’ve learned, it can be tremendously rewarding.


In this book, I will take you on my journey of clearing out my elderly parents’ home of nearly fifty years, from the moment I stood paralyzed on the threshold to the day it was sold to a new young family.


I also will share the downsizing that was occurring in my parallel life, when I moved from a large family home where I’d raised my children and re-created a new life in a smaller house, a newly single woman with a lot less stuff. Along the way I will share advice from others who have gone down their own roads to downsizing and the many experts I am fortunate enough to work with and call my friends.


These interviews, my midlife experience, and my parents’ downsizing into assisted living made me reflect a lot on the meaning of home, family, memory, what matters, what to keep, what to turn into cash (and how), and what to let go of.


It’s a tough balance, but this book will help you find it.





















PART ONE


The Home Front




NOSTALGIA: A sentimental longing or wistful affection for the past, typically for a period or place with happy personal associations: from the Greek words nostos, “return home,” and algos, “pain.”
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A Tough Call


How to Know When an Aging Parent Needs a New Home




“Things are only worth what you make them worth.”


—MOLIÈRE





My brother and I had a plan for our aging parents. The plan was that they would not age. They would never need to move from the house where they had lived for forty-five years, the only childhood home I could remember.


They had a plan, too. They would manage just fine, thank you.


But as they both approached their ninetieth birthdays, their living situation grew rickety.


Mom took a few spills. Because she couldn’t get up by herself and Dad couldn’t lift her, he had to call the fire department twice and a neighbor once to help her get up. She was getting forgetful, and her clothes weren’t as clean as they should have been.


Meanwhile, Dad was losing weight. When I asked him if that was because of his new dentures, or because he wasn’t shopping, or because he didn’t have the energy to fix meals, he said, “Yes.” He got worn out just going out front to get the paper.


When he turned ninety, his driver’s license would expire. He would have to stop driving, as he should. Their once-robust world, which had been so full of friends and church activities and places to be, had shrunk considerably over the last several years and was about to get even smaller.


My unwillingness to believe that my capable, independent parents were losing their hold did not prevent it from happening. My parents were heroes to me, and, actually, they were in fact heroes. They met in 1945 on Okinawa in Japan, where Mom, who was born in Scotland and grew up in Pennsylvania, was an army nurse, and Dad, a fourth-generation Californian, born and raised in Los Angeles, was a marine fighter pilot. They were brave and dashing. Dad proposed after three weeks. Mom held him off for three years, and then East met West in 1948 when they married and settled in Hollywood. Shortly afterward, Dad went off to Korea as a helicopter evacuation pilot while Mom finished her nursing degree at UCLA and started working as a public health nurse, “telling strange men they had syphilis,” she used to say, at which point my eyebrows would rise.


After the war, Dad went to work as a hydraulics engineer, the mental force behind more than two dozen patents. After kids came along in the late 1950s and early 1960s, Mom worked as a school nurse and created a stable, love-filled home that was the center of our universe.


They had full lives, and I saw no reason for that to end.


See, when I was young, I believed that only about three in ten people really died. As I got older, I thought maybe that number was closer to seven in ten, but my immediate family would remain among the living. Death was for other people.


Now, seeing my parents at this stage, I started thinking the number might actually be close to ten in ten. This awareness might be what some call maturity.


Sensing the storm clouds on the horizon, my older, wiser brother, Craig, began the Talk. For almost a year, Craig, whom my parents had named executor for the family years earlier, had been trying to convince our parents—and me—that they would be much better off—safer, happier, healthier—in a home with some help.


Dad listened with his characteristic calibrated reason and logic.


Mom listened with her characteristic preformed opinion and dislike of change: “I’m sure these places are nice, but we’re managing just fine, thank you.”


To me, we was the operative word. As long as they had each other, they had a cross-check in place—tenuous though it was. Dad’s vision was poor, and so Mom distributed the pills. When Mom fell, Dad got her up even if he had to call in reinforcements. It somehow worked, if a bit precariously.


“What will happen when one of them goes first?” Craig asked me.


“What do you mean when one of them goes?” I said, sounding like Mom and thinking that our parents would be among those, in my calculation, who defied death.


“We would have to instantly move the other one into assisted living, and that would be more traumatic. It would be better to move them together,” he said.


“What about their domestic routines?” I asked. He makes the coffee; she pours the cereal. He makes the bed; she folds the laundry. They take their tea on the patio and watch the birds at the feeder.


“What about their safety and meals and socializing?”


Craig took Dad to see some assisted-living centers around town. Dad warmed to the idea of a social life, prepared meals, and no house and yard to maintain. They weighed factors such as proximity to church and doctors, cost, levels of care, and vibe. Some centers felt like country clubs; others looked so downtrodden that Craig and Dad didn’t get beyond the parking lot.


After a few field trips, they found a center that felt as right as one could feel. The residents and staff seemed happy. The place had beautiful grounds, a gym, a nice dining room, and an available corner apartment that overlooked the well-kept gardens. They could furnish it with their things, albeit a small collection, which I knew would go a long way toward buffering the blow, but a blow it would be to all of us nonetheless.


They brought Mom out and had lunch there.


“This is nice, but we’re managing just fine, thank you,” she declared.


“I put a deposit down,” Dad told me.


“How do you feel about that?” I asked.


“Queasy,” he said.


“Me, too.”


“We’re going to try it for a couple of months,” he told Mom. He’d been telling her for weeks about this plan, repeating it often because she’d forget, and who could blame her?


“But we’re managing just fine.”


“No one’s selling the house,” he assured her, which was true at least at that moment, though it was in the cards for later. “We can always come back,” which was probably not true.


“But we’re managing just fine,” she said. “Aren’t we?”


Though family dynamics differ, all across the nation similar conversations are taking place as the boomer generation takes care of the Greatest Generation, and Gen Xers step up to care for older boomers, the front wave of whom are hitting their seventies. In some situations, older parents are proactively downsizing homes to lighten the eventual load on their offspring.


What everyone in the mix eventually realizes is that if parents live long enough, the time inevitably comes when they must pass the baton—and all that goes with it—to their adult children. Although that natural progression is as old as time, when the seesaw tilts from parent to adult child, all parties feel they are facing a new frontier. And they are.


Deciding it’s time to move a parent from his or her home of many years to assisted living is among the toughest decisions adult children can make. Avoiding the decision or ignoring the issues isn’t in a parent’s best interest.


Ideally, older adults make this decision on their own or in collaboration with their children. Some require an intervention. In our case, Mom and Dad were split. But the fact that Dad saw the need and wanted to proceed helped us work with Mom’s resistance.


Even so, a part of me, the wishful irrational part, wasn’t convinced she was wrong. I certainly would have liked to see my parents age in place. Mom, who was Scottish, as I previously mentioned, identified herself and the rest of the McCormack clan as “the bulldog breed.” She often said, “We McCormacks die in the trenches,” meaning they stayed put.


But as I did my research, I found a clear set of criteria outlining when it’s time to move a parent. Such evaluations require a cool head and a clear unblinking look at issues of safety, health, hygiene, housekeeping, meals, and social life. Craig already had done the analysis and was waiting for me.


As I evaluated whether this move was right for my elderly parents, I had to check every box:




•  Safety. If they’ve had falls, driving mishaps, or bruises or cuts they’d rather you not know about, more support is in their best interest.


•  Health. Failing eyesight, poor balance, forgetfulness, low stamina, poor health, and a combination of these issues are indications that a parent will benefit from more assistance in daily living.


•  Hygiene. A change in hygiene habits is often a sign that parents need help—the kind they are unlikely to ask for. If you notice that your formerly impeccably dressed parent is wearing the same clothes over and over and not noticing when they’re dirty, or if he or she is beginning to have an odor, gently suggest that they may need some help with their daily personal care.


(So far I was three for three.)


•  Housekeeping. If their dishes and laundry are not getting done, the corners of their home have cobwebs, and the housework in their previously well-managed place is sliding, living on their own may be neither hygienic nor safe.


•  Meals. If they’re losing weight, are not getting to the grocery store, or have spoiled food in the refrigerator, a place that provides regular balanced meals could greatly enhance and sustain their lives.


•  Social life. As people age, their circle of friends often diminishes. My parents’ once bustling social life had dwindled to the point where they rarely got out. A good assisted-living (or even independent-living) center can offer stimulation and social activities that can improve quality of life and mental well-being.





As my parents often said, the right choice and the easy choice are rarely the same.


When my brother and I reviewed this situation together, we knew what we had to do. Dad did, too.


Of course, other older adults may not need the level of care my parents did, and will do well moving from a larger family home into a smaller, easier-to-maintain home or a one-floor town home.


Other times, a sudden passing leaves no time for a transition to a smaller place.


Whatever the circumstances—whether parents are downsizing to enjoy a more carefree, lower-maintenance lifestyle or to lighten the load on their children, or if they need more support and assistance in their daily living, or if adult children are intervening out of need or because of a parent’s passing—a houseful of stuff and memories needs to be sorted out.


Get ready for double-black-diamond terrain.




TAKEAWAY


When parents need to move from their longtime home into smaller quarters or an assisted-living center, the path is neither clear nor smooth. Adult children often need to take the reins.
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Get the Right Mind-Set


Facing the Fully Loaded House




“Our house was not unsentient matter—it had a heart and a soul, and eyes to see with…. We never came home from an absence that its face did not light up and speak out its eloquent welcome—and we could not enter it unmoved.”


—MARK TWAIN





My brother and his wife, whom we call Chickie, coordinated the move from my parents’ home to their new assisted-living apartment. They worked with a company with expertise in these types of moves to select what should go (and would fit) and what needed to stay behind and ran it by me to make double sure, as if anyone could be sure.


We tagged their bedroom furniture, complete with the dresser and its accompanying family photos, which we would arrange in exactly the same way; their favorite blue sitting chairs and coffee table; a small kitchen table and two chairs; clothes relevant to their current stage of life; and several pieces of artwork. But 90 percent of their belongings stayed behind in the house they had lived in for nearly half a century.


Chickie took Mom out for lunch and shopping while Craig and Dad supervised the move. I sat on the opposite coast, 3,000 miles away, my stomach producing hydrochloric acid by the gallon.


When they brought Mom to her new place, she made two fists, closed her eyes, and shook her head, and said, “No, no, no.” That was rough.


My brother sent me videos of the new place. It was heartbreakingly heartening, a sort of comforting shock if that’s possible, to see their furnishings lovingly assembled in a new, safer place.


Several months later, after Mom and Dad had settled into their new quarters and grown accustomed to having three hot meals a day in the dining room, Dad told me to “do whatever you need to do” with their household belongings, with the goal of clearing the house out and selling it. He would rest easier—and to put it frankly, he later did die in peace—if this asset (the house plus all its contents) was liquidated and the proceeds were easily accessible to pay for their long-term care.


Because Craig, as the executor, had taken on the huge task of managing my parents’ finances, including health-care affairs, and coordinating the move to assisted living, and because I am the so-called home expert, the task of clearing out and selling the house fell squarely on me. Quite honestly, I wanted to do it.


And I wanted to do it really well.


Therefore, at my father’s request, I embarked on the task of emptying the fully loaded four-bedroom, two-bath house, updating it, and getting it ready to be put on the market.“Whatever you need to do” were his words, though I honestly wasn’t at all sure what that entailed.


RESEARCH MODE—EVALUATING THE OPTIONS


As I started to think about how to tackle this monster project, I did what journalists do: I researched. In my nearly thirty years as a reporter, including more than a decade as a syndicated home-design columnist, I had made a lot of contacts, and I wasn’t shy about using them.


I needed information, a strategy, and an efficient game plan. My parents’ home was in California, and I lived in Florida. I had a teenager in high school and a full-time newspaper job, and so I had to be realistic about how much time I could devote to this task.


Fortunately, the angels of timing smiled down on me. Just as I was in the first stages of paralysis (a recurring sensation over the next two months) and was feeling defeated by the size of the job before I’d even started, help arrived.


As if in answer to my cry to the universe—“Help! I have to clear out my elderly parents’ stuffed-full house, and I don’t know what to do with it all!”—my friend Aaron LaPedis, author of The Garage Sale Millionaire and host of the PBS program of the same name, came to town. I’d interviewed Aaron, who lives in Denver, for my column several times over the years. He e-mailed to let me know he had come to my town, Orlando, to visit the theme parks with his wife and his three-year-old son. I took this happy coincidence for what it was: divine deliverance.


Sure enough, Aaron graciously agreed to interrupt his adventures to squeeze in coffee with me.


He swore he didn’t mind listening to me blubber about my home-life problems when he could be meeting princesses at Epcot.


Aaron has made houses full of stuff his business. He is just as at home at a high-end antiques auction as he is at a low-end yard sale. Though I wasn’t sure, I thought my parents’ stuff fell into both categories. Aaron also gets markets and sees opportunities that others can’t.


“Can I just channel you for the next few months?” I asked.


“You can do this,” he said, a one-man pep squad.


Then I laid out the million-dollar question: “How do you know what to toss and what to keep, and what to sell and where to sell and for how much?” That was all. Could he please just answer that?


That was what I needed to know as I prepared myself for the job ahead, I told him. Not just the disposition of furniture but also the sifting and sorting through Mom’s jewelry and Dad’s tools; their art, dishes, collections, linens, clothing, letters, photos, and locks from first haircuts; and hundreds, perhaps thousands, of random objects that once meant something—if only to them.


By then I was ranting and working myself into a state of panic. When I paused to breathe, Aaron said in summary: “So you want to liquidate.”


As men have a knack for doing, he changed everything in a word.


Liquidate.


“That’s it!” I said. “I’ve been thinking about this all wrong. I’ve had it in my mind that I’m erasing their history—our history—that I am destroying the family museum, writing the final chapter to a bygone era … when I’m just liquidating! Selling assets to help pay for their long-term assisted living.” (And, perhaps, preserving a few treasures and a little legacy for myself, and my children, and maybe their children.)


Lightbulbs were flashing in my brain like paparazzi’s cameras. The pure obviousness was dawning on me. “I’m being sentimental when I need to be practical. You’ve helped me reframe everything!”


He looked at me as if I needed a tranquilizer and nodded politely.


“A lot of people are turning stuff they don’t want into cash for other reasons, including downsizing,” he said.


“I’m liquidating, not erasing history!”


Later I will share Aaron’s golden advice on what to sell where, including what to sell at a garage or estate sale, on Craigslist® or eBay®, at auction or in a consignment store, but the first lesson was this: More than anything else, what I needed—and what you will need whether you’re downsizing your own house or a loved one’s—was the right mind-set.


I needed a mental filter through which to look at the household’s stuff and all the associated memories to help me sort swiftly and decisively. I needed a divining rod to guide me through the process in a way that let me honor the past and not burden the future, and which allowed me to be a respectful steward of my parents’ belongings and our family history—not a sappy sentimentalist who can’t let go.




TAKEAWAY


When downsizing the family home, take care not to let sentiment be your governor. Stay focused on your goal—clear out and liquidating—and hold the rudder steady.
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