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“Few tasks are more like the torture of Sisyphus
than housework, with its endless repetition:
the clean becomes soiled, the soiled is
made clean, over and over, day after day.”

—Simone de Beauvoir






Foreword

 Penelope Green

 



 




On a bright Sunday afternoon in the fall of 2008, on one of those preelection weekends when the Dow had taken a near-vertical dive on the preceding Friday, a curious scene was being enacted in a specialty shop in Manhattan’s Chelsea neighborhood. At the Container Store on Sixth Avenue, lines of shoppers snaked through the building. True, it was during the store’s annual shelving sale, but the people in the lines didn’t seem to be loaded up with much in the way of shelves. Instead, their carts were filled with cedar sock organizers, bamboo CD holders, plastic sweater bags, and other esoterica (like linen-covered boxes that were $69 and not on sale that day) that had been created under the premise that people will pay top dollar for objects that purport to make their lives tidier. Oh, the poignant promise lurking in a plain linen box!

I can tell you what was in those carts because I was one of the shoppers (my cart held plastic file tubs, a clutch of wooden hangers, and, though I’m embarrassed to admit it, one of those $69 linen numbers). My daughter’s college fund had been eviscerated, yet I was  buying pricey organizing supplies. You didn’t need a PhD to analyze my behavior or that of the other shoppers: The world was in chaos, but if our mail could be stacked properly and our shoes lined up just so, perhaps the center would hold.

“Where’s the recession?” I asked the woman who rang up my purchases. She shrugged eloquently.

“It’s not in here,” she said. “It’s been crazy like this every day.”

No matter what the economic climate is, Americans have always been enraptured and ensnared by the metaphor of the clean (or dirty) house. And marketers have long found success in mining that conflict. From Mrs. Beeton’s early household guides to Martha Stewart’s late-twentieth-century media empire or the creation of the National Association of Professional Organizers—otherwise known as NAPO—whose 4,300 members are ever poised to declutter the lives of some 135,000 anguished clients annually, the business of clean and the abolition of mess have flourished through good times and bad. Last fall was not a happy time to be a retailer, by any measure, but the organizing systems business, as it is called, was holding steady, according to Closets magazine, which tracks that sort of thing—indeed, last fall it was still a $3 billion industry that includes the ministrations of the NAPO folks as well as the offerings at the Container Store, the fetish-worthy tools in the Homekeeping line at Williams-Sonoma (which sells things like Australian lamb’s-wool dusters for $135), and the organizing systems sold by closet designers and makers of office supplies.

The reasons behind this particularly American phenomenon—an anxiety, really, that plays out in a tidy versus messy dialectic that pits spouse against spouse, parent against child, ego against id—could and should fill a book. And at last they have, in this anthology! How we think about our messes, who wields the vacuum and why, and what our cleaning styles—or lack thereof—reveal about our innermost selves are a few of the potent emotional engines for the essays collected in the following pages. 


Katy Brennan looks deep in her muddled closet and finds a reflection, as she writes, “of who I’ve been and who I am, not who I’d like to be.” How many of us would recognize ourselves in Brennan’s clear-eyed diagnosis: “I am sentimental, confused, and conflicted.” Julianne Malveaux takes pride in living with dust bunnies the size of tumbleweeds and explores racial history in her own cleaning ambivalence: “Perhaps in utter rebellion against the historic roles of African American women, I cultivated a studied indifference to housework,” she writes. “I used to joke that I had a dust ball that had grown so tall I might date it one day.” On the other side of the broom is Louise Rafkin, who decodes the emotional life of a house’s inhabitants as she cleans the objects in it, tracking the breakup of a marriage, noting the empty spaces in the house of a lonely man.

In cleaning a house . . . ,” Rafkin writes, “I am part of the rightful order of things. I contribute to the continuation of the story.”

Finally, consider the emotions surrounding Laura Shaine Cunningham’s relationship to the pumpkin-pine floorboards in a beloved farmhouse. Twice a year she enacts a ritual obeisance toward those floors, crawling on hands and knees, classical music blaring, rubbing Butcher’s floor wax into each honey-colored plank. It is an act born from memory—of a long-dead mother—and the sort of house pride an adult orphan takes in joyfully putting together her own home. Cunningham’s floor waxing is a celebration of a relationship that has lasted for decades, one that is still, as she puts it, “charged with erotic overtones and undertones of subjugation, drudgery, and ecstasy. I confess—my floors have brought me to a place no man has ever done: my knees.”

 



Pledge, anyone?






DIRT: AN INTRODUCTION


Three things in life are certain: death, taxes, and dirt. No matter how hard or frequently we clean, we can’t escape the dust, soot, grime, soil, crumbs, and clutter that are bound to besmirch our homes. Domestic cleaning is among the most humbling and recurrent of all human conditions. For dust thou art. Set thy house in order. Cleanliness is next to godliness. On your knees, humans! Amen. And so were invented Mr. Clean, the washing machine, the dishwasher, the self-cleaning oven, the vacuum cleaner, the DustBuster, the Swiffer, the HEPA filter, the cleaning woman/person/service/housekeeper/nanny, the legal and illegal immigrant day worker, the stay-at-home dad, the housewife, and various other time- and labor-saving devices.

Our housekeeping styles express who we are on the most intimate psychological level. In cleaning (much as in writing) we make sense of our lives, sort our messes, restore order to our psyches, work out our anger and frustration, rediscover the beauty in our lives, and express our love for (and resentment toward) others. Housecleaning is the daily/weekly/monthly—or in some cases, quarterly, semiannual, or  way-long-overdue—necessary ritual of restoration. For many, it’s an ongoing, constant occupation; for others, an easily overlooked distraction.

In these pages, thirty-eight talented writers come clean on how they deal with dirt in their physical, psychological, and relational environments. Male and female, spanning generations, our contributors are journalists, essayists, memoirists, novelists, and short story writers who also happen to be hoarders and tossers, clutterbugs and neatniks, slackers and dust-busters.

Following our authors from bathrooms to kitchens, living rooms to bedrooms, nurseries to studies, we peer through their streaky or spotless windows while they empty their closets, vacuum the rugs, wax their floors, gather their dust bunnies, load their dishwashers, scrub their sinks, all the while confronting their spouses, children, parents, roommates—and their own habits. Reading their stories, we learn about their origins, aspirations, pet peeves, obsessions, and cleaning tips.

Embedded in these contemporary narratives are traces of the shift in domestic ideals from generation to generation, into the new millennium. We’ve come a long way from the idealized, smiling, beaproned housewife of the 1950s, rebellion and the birth of feminism in the explosive ’60s and freewheeling ’70s, the rise of divorce and the single- and working-parent household, inflation and recession in the ’80s and ’90s. The Collyer brothers and Bouvier Beales, were they alive today, would likely be diagnosed with OCD and have their choice of Hoarders Anonymous or Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors. And how many of our mothers, in their cleaning-frenzied heyday, might today have been in need of therapeutic intervention?

In this age of unprecedented time pressure, when space is at a premium, Container Stores are scattered around cities and shopping malls, and household cleansers are a potent chemical brew, we are faced with new dilemmas in dealing with dirt and clutter. As our stuff overflows our closets and attics into landfills and oceans, the  ability to find creative solutions is imperative. Clutter has also gone cyber, as evidenced by the digital info-glut that besieges our minds and our hard drives. As an antidote to the time spent staring into monitors, housecleaning can be for some—myself included—a way of reconnecting to material, nonvirtual reality.

 



 



I owe the inspiration for this anthology to three sources, the first being that prime cleaner, my mother, from whose eagle eye a speck of dust has not a chance of escaping and who, I suspect, single-handedly keeps the paper-towel and plastic-storage-bag industry in business (thanks, Mom, for setting a clean example). Now in her eighth decade, my mom’s eyes are still sharp, but her militant tendencies have relaxed.

The experience of growing up under the influence of a cleanliness-obsessed mother instilled in me some basic life lessons. Back in the days when divorce was a dirty word, single-parenting a rare phenomenon, and gender roles as well as salaries fixed and unfair, I witnessed firsthand my working mother’s frustration at life’s pressures being subjugated into vigorous cleaning rituals and saw that this activity seemed to calm and restore her. I learned early that order and cleanliness are essential life priorities that require vigilance. I also learned that styles of housekeeping reflect both psychological and cultural context, as exemplified by my thoroughly modern mom and my old-fashioned down-on-hands-and-knees floor-scrubbing but not overly meticulous grandmother.

Housekeeping also provided my first object lesson in social hierarchy and labor economics. Early in my childhood, when my parents separated, my mother took a full-time job and hired a housekeeper (then called a cleaning lady or, worse, cleaning girl). Marie came several times a week to our lower Manhattan apartment complex from her similar-but-not-equal Harlem housing project. In addition to cooking and cleaning, Marie bathed, fed, and walked me  to school and taught me to tie my shoes and write my name. I learned that there were people you could pay to clean your house for you, who then had to go home and clean their own houses. A whole social macrocosm and psychological microcosm were revealed through the ongoing daily battle with dust, dirt, laundry, and disorder.

As a teenager in the 1960s, I perceived myself as an isolated victim of my mother’s maniacal lust to eradicate dust. My rebellion was emblematic of an era, an age, a lifestyle (the Whole Earth Catalog vs. House Beautiful). Yet, when I moved into my own apartment at age nineteen, the very first thing I did was head to the local hardware store to buy my own mop and bucket and set out with determination to forge my own identity and cleaning style.

Which brings me to the second inspiration for this book: the creatively cluttered Manhattan apartment in which I have lived and worked and inhaled dust for over three decades. Over the years, my apartment has been alternately a haven of domestic solace, a creative retreat, and a dust-ridden workplace to which I gradually became allergic.

Finally, the idea for this anthology was inspired by the talented students in my nonfiction writing classes at The Writer’s Voice of the Westside YMCA who responded to a writing prompt (“Write about your physical home environment”) with insightful, revealing personal essays—several, included in these pages—that explored not only clutter, aesthetics, housekeeping styles, and cleaning habits but also family relationships. A spark was lit as I realized the universality and scope of the topic. Shortly afterward, when a friend invited me to see Sarah Ruhl’s remarkable play, “The Clean House,” the profound implications of the two sisters’ different approaches to cleaning (one cleans, the other doesn’t) brought chills of affirmation.

Since then, the concept has seemed to surface everywhere: in noteworthy books like A Perfect Mess: The Hidden Benefits of Disorder; in the email tips on personal organization that arrive weekly in my inbox, and in enticing tidbits that come my way by way of friends  and Internet. (Thoreau, it seems, took time off from Walden Pond to visit his mother and brought along his laundry for her to wash.) Frequently evoked in literature, the topic of dirt, cleaning, and clutter can also be found in the classics (there’s a special place in Dante’s  Inferno reserved for Hoarders and Wasters) and across disciplines. Anthropologist Mary Douglas’s definition of dirt as “matter out of place”—an idea so seminal it’s known to anthropologists simply as MOOP—points to the subjective nature of our ideas of cleanliness and order, underscoring what we surely already know: One person’s order can be another person’s chaos.

Then there are the anecdotes that pour forth whenever I mention this book. I’ve heard compulsive clutterbugs recoil in horror at the idea of dusting because “dust is only dangerous if it’s stirred up.” A retired psychiatrist friend confessed that although he knows he should discard the boxes of client records stored in his basement to spare his wife and children the task should something happen to him, he just can’t bring himself to. Why? he wondered, then realized: The files not only contain intimate details of lives and psyches entrusted to him in confidence, they also represent his own professional life—his “best self.”1


The greatest pleasure of editing this collection has been reading these essays. Amidst the dust and grime, there are some surprising moments—ranging from erotic (Mimi Schwartz finds consummate pleasure in waxing her floors) to familial (Joyce Maynard takes a break from cleaning up after her children to appreciate the glitter in her floorboards) to spiritual (Katy Brennan encounters Buddha in the closet, and Nancy Peacock ecstatically cleans other people’s toilets). On the darker side, Mira Bartók excerpts tips on housecleaning and life from her homeless mother’s journals, and Alissa Quart wistfully recalls a more authentic, dirtier New York City. In a comic mode, Richard Goodman imagines Thoreau’s alternate profession in “The Walden Pond Cleaning Service.” There’s even a real-life postscript: Patty Dann and Michael Hill, whose poignant essays explore cleaning, loss, and  catharsis after the death of a spouse, were recently remarried—to each other (no thanks to this anthology, but still, happy news).

Dirt, and how we deal with it, is a subject that goes far deeper than appearances. Identity and relationship are at the heart of these essays. Thought provoking, insightful, and deeply human, they present an honest look into a dusty yet sharply reflective mirror in which we can observe, empathize, laugh at, question, and recognize ourselves.

I invite you to set down your mops and buckets, put your feet up, and enjoy.






 I. FAMILY DIRT

“Cleaning your house while your kids are still growing is like shoveling the walk before it stops snowing.”

—Phyllis Diller




My Dirty Little Secret 

Sally Koslow


 



 




This morning my husband announced he’d had a dream in which I starred. I was certain it was a lush sexual fantasy with me in the role usually played by Angelina Jolie. Whoo-hoo! But, no. This was a nightmare, he said, in which I had deeply disappointed him. Had I neglected our children? Gained two hundred pounds? Run away to Rome with Gabriel Byrne, a predictable yet understandable choice? Unless it was the latter, I decided I did not especially want to hear his download of nocturnal anxiety—what good can come from such a conversation? But I had no choice.

In Dreamland, he’d walked into our kitchen and caught me washing the dishes with the sponge relegated to wiping up grunge. This cleaning device is, in his mind, apparently one molecule short of the Ebola virus, despite the fact that we sterilize it daily via the microwave’s highest temperature. Dream-Me vehemently denied my odious housekeeping. Dream-Him waved the foul object in my face. “You’re lying. I have evidence—the bad sponge has suds on it” were his last words before he woke in a cold sweat.

Dr. Freud, is this sponge just a sponge? Or does it reveal the most obvious dirty secret within my marriage, that my husband believes—apparently, 24/7—that he is better than I, or at least the better housekeeper?

 



 



Consider further testimony. I am married to a man who after reading  The New York Times will leave it not only out of order but with sections crumpled and opened to whatever page has last caught his fancy—never, for the record, page one. When he receives junk mail, he reads  it, after which the torn envelope and its contents are strewn about, creating multiple heaps of rubbish where once there was a conveniently disposable piece. The man rarely feels the need to shut the door to a closet, even after he’s forgotten to hang his coat in it. Carbon footprints be damned, he rarely turns off the light or television in a room he has exited, often for the rest of the day. In the morning, yesterday’s socks greet me like dead hamsters. I choose not to discuss boxer shorts.

On the other hand, there’s me. After reading the Times, I reorder its sections, which I daintily fold to prepare the newspaper for future users. I toss junk mail, unopened, into the recycling bin. I close cupboards. Closets, too, which I long ago discovered are handy storage nooks for recently worn clothes, which live on hangers. My undies land either in the bathroom hamper or in a lingerie bag—the flowery one for light-colored items, black mesh for darks. Obviously, I deserve to be canonized, yet my husband not only gives me no credit for these saintly acts, he persists in believing he is the superior housekeeper.

We have a long history, my husband and I. We met in college, when my culinary skills were embryonic. The trouble began the day he requested a sandwich. Innocently, I opened a can, scooped tuna into a bowl, plopped in a spoonful of mayo, blended, spread the tangy mixture on toast, and called it lunch.

He gagged. “Why didn’t you drain the oil?”

You were supposed to drain the oil? Really?

We were off to the races. If I bug him to pick up after himself, he brushes me off like dandruff. But when my housekeeping isn’t up to his and Martha Stewart’s freakishly high standards, he reacts to my efforts with one glower short of a glare and has been known to, say, wrest a vacuum cleaner from my hands to complete the task at hand his way. The right way.

Glass-half-full people might say our differences balance one another. I love to live in my own personal Anthropologie store, with bag and baggage artfully arranged—alphabetized, let’s say, or sorted by color (behold my closet, a rainbow of shirts, jackets, and pants), while the big guy’s all about knowing the scientific way to poach an egg. The trouble is our differences don’t complement; my husband often walks around pissed because not only does he see the glass as half-empty, he usually feels it’s not washed as well as it might be.

Even when we more or less agree, our yin and yang go bang, bang, bang. Neither one of us can leave the house without making the bed. But my bed-making is, in his opinion, substandard. My corners wouldn’t pass muster in a hospital, a barracks, or the Adirondack boys’ camp he attended all summer long starting at age five. (You read that right; sadly, Child Welfare no longer gives a damn.) I’m not half-bad at laundry: I get the obvious principles, having learned from the unfortunate experience of turning my son’s new white Armani shirt to pale pink—sorry, honey—but my folding isn’t justified by a T-square. I’ve attempted ironing. There’s something Zen-like about converting wrinkles into smooth planes, but try as I might, I do not iron as well as my husband, a man who, when he finally picks up his clothes from the heap in our bedroom, can press them as well as the tailor at Barney’s.

The fact (and I hate to admit it) is that I like a home that looks fluffed and accessorized—candles lit, cocktail napkins at the ready—but I’m essentially an unskilled, undocumented worker, a neat freak who’s only read the CliffsNotes. My husband, on the other hand (calloused from scrubbing) is able to overlook mess but, regarding the basics, has a self-taught PhD.

I trace my inadequacy to home economics, required in seventh and eighth grade. Because of some sort of celestial tomfoolery, I happened to have been raised in a midwestern town: Fargo, North Dakota. In my day, girls there popped out of the womb knowing how to darn and de-ice, to hem and to hoe. Yet clearly I sprang from a different gene pool; my pie crust was dry, my dirndl skirt lopsided, and my home ec grades all Cs. I never got past Rice Krispie treats.

Then it dawned on me: This is not the worst thing. When I grow up, I will simply relocate to New York City, where people think there are two choices for meals—restaurants and take-out—and it’s a point of honor not to know how to operate a DustBuster. The rare woman in Manhattan who wants a hand-sewn dirndl finds some fraulein to whip it up. But I hadn’t counted on marrying a guy who, while raised by a mother with live-in “help”—a laundress, even—and a father who didn’t know a nail from a nine-iron, nonetheless mystically learned to reattach his missing buttons. And he’s not even a girly-man. My spouse can split a log and flip a mattress. No, I hadn’t counted on his strange competence, or that his feminine side expressed through mops and Murphy’s Oil Soap would be more highly evolved than my own.

Regardless of how little attention I paid to the dowdy lessons of home ec, I slowly discovered there is cachet in a woman baking light-as-air biscuits, coaxing near-lifeless orchids into a second bloom, and knowing how to make a wood floor gleam. That I have fallen short in every one of these categories is a source of private humiliation but one I can bear. What gets me is public censure. Just last week Mr. Clean cast a jaundiced eye on the manner in which I was pouring champagne and removed the bubbly from my hand squarely in front of guests. A bolder woman might have whacked the bottle over his head. I simply sunk into myself and wondered how I could be so truly inept.

That is, until he had that dream, which caused my own epiphany. I suddenly realized that I will never get it right, and this recognition  has offered tremendous liberation. After years of feeling inferior because my husband chops an onion faster and better than I ever will, it has finally occurred to me that I should simply let him knock himself out. I will watch from the sidelines, setting a pretty table and arranging bookshelves while he scours away like Cinderella.

 



 



Our son and his girlfriend recently moved in together. My motherly advice was for him to think long and hard about the daily minutiae of living, because deal-breaking habits take root faster than bamboo. You start with “Darling, did you rinse those dishes before you put them in the dishwasher?” and before you know it you’re at “Moron, double-bag the stinking garbage before it leaks.”

In relationships, the way we approach housekeeping becomes a metaphor, a power struggle, and a curse. Unless a couple is serviced by Windex-toting elves, someone always does it wrong. One of the partners has to back off. In my marriage, I’ve designated that person as me.

I’ve also decided I’m not that worried about our son. If he has paid attention to his fatherly role model, he already knows how to concoct a poultice to remove red wine stains from marble countertops. At least by one parent, the kid’s been raised right.




No Elves in the Night 

Joyce Maynard

 



 




I spent the winter I was pregnant with my first child cleaning the house. This was probably the only time in my twenty-three years of life on earth that I’d been interested in housework, and in the thirty years since, I don’t think I’ve ever again summoned anything close to that level of interest. It wasn’t really cleanliness that consumed me at the time, even then. It was order. The appearance of order, anyway. As defined by a tidy house, every object in its place.

So like a mother cat, a dog, a penguin, I was readying the nest for the family to come. All that long, pregnant winter I pushed my vacuum cleaner and dusted, folded, and refolded the same ten thrift-shop sleeper suits, the same little stack of cloth diapers, rearranging the baby powder, smoothing the sheets on the crib. A photograph of me a few weeks before my due date (a picture I made my husband take) showed me standing proudly next to our open freezer, which I’d stocked with a couple dozen frozen meals I was hoarding for the weeks after the birth. I barely let him eat anything I cooked in those days, I was so obsessed with stocking up for the future. I wanted  things to be perfect once the baby came. As if a clean house and a full freezer could ensure those things.

Then our daughter was born and life got messy fast. With Audrey in my arms most of the day, Audrey at my breast, I moved through the house one-armed. Brushing my hair and getting dressed became as much maintenance as I could pull off, most days, as dust accumulated on the furniture and a mountain of laundry grew on the bedroom floor.

Nobody could have explained to me the kind of havoc a seven-pound infant could create in a household, and I never fully understood how it happened. But the diaper pail overflowed, the dishes from one meal lay buried at the bottom of the sink, under the dishes from the next, and when space ran out there, they teetered on the counter.

When she was a little over six months old, I left our daughter for the first time with a babysitter. But my child care story was different from most. I stayed home; my daughter was the one who went out, to Mary’s house, three mornings a week. And though I wanted to write stories—a book even, was the dream—I remember how I spent that first three hours of solitude: cleaning.

Maybe this was the moment that revealed to me a central truth of parenthood that has continued to present itself in the thirty years since that long-ago summer. It’s untidy. Not just in the literal sense—not just because of all the diapers and gear, the damp spots on the bed, the car seats and blocks and misplaced sippy cups and spilled juice and Cheerios between the sofa cushions—but because of how the fact of having and caring for children, and loving them as one does, messes with your mind. It is as if someone had opened a down comforter directly over my head and turned on the fan, leaving a million feathers to blow around the room before settling on every surface. Most particularly, my brain.

What I longed for most in those days was a clear head and concentration. I had this new person in my life, whom I loved more than I knew possible, but getting her had cost me dearly. It seemed  that when I’d gained a daughter, I’d lost myself. I’d sit at the kitchen table, mornings after I’d dropped Audrey off at Mary’s, and stare at the blank paper in the typewriter, with no thoughts but of her. The only thing coming out of me—by midmorning, or sooner, if I let an image of her come to mind—was milk, literally seeping through my blouse. And so I’d do the one thing I could that seemed, in tangible terms, to address the problem: the laundry.

For me, the act of cleaning house came to represent my endless pursuit of control, in a life where virtually none existed. We were broke. My career life seemed hopeless. (Barely more than a year earlier, I’d been a reporter in New York City, wearing my smart black suit, carrying my notebook, filing stories on deadline. Now, if I wasn’t taking care of my daughter, I was folding sleeper suits or pureeing fruit.)

But the heart of the problem was this: My marriage was in trouble. And what we argued about, often, was housework.

Better, maybe, if it had been something like differing spiritual goals, or attitudes about sex or politics or the meaning of life that provided the source of our arguments, instead of something so foolishly insignificant as cleaning the sink. But housework and laundry (and the question of who took care of them) became one of the central points of friction between my husband and me. I thought he should do more. If he loved me the way I wished, he would want me to have time and space for something besides laundry and cleaning, I said. But he—a more naturally tidy person—couldn’t understand where all the messes came from in the first place.

I wanted our home, and the meals I served in it, to be an artwork, an expression of love for my family—though at the time, if you’d looked at our home as in indication of our lives, it would have served as the physical manifestation of chaos. No doubt it didn’t help that the house we lived in was a two-hundred-year-old farmhouse where heat came from a woodstove (a never-ending source of ashes) and that—lacking cupboards—our dishes were stored on bookshelves.  Nothing in this kitchen could be called efficient: The refrigerator was relegated to the pantry. A marble set on the floor would roll away and disappear.

At the very moment in recent history when women my age were off pursuing high-powered careers and reclaiming selfhood, I had chosen the domestic life, but with perpetual frustration and ambivalence. I wanted wonderful smells in our house: of roast chicken and homemade soup on the stove, pie in the oven. But on rare trips to New York City, I dropped in at the offices of The New York Times  (the first few years, anyway; after that, never) to show off my baby and, afterward, wept for my abandoned career, my lost promise, my brain gone soft with scrubbing.

It was humiliating—pathetic, even—how much I thought about things like cleaning products and dust prevention, how the object of my dreams had gone from the sublime to the appliance section. Charter subscriber to Ms. magazine, I now longed for an orderly kitchen the way some women of my generation yearned for a corner office. Not just the tidy and beautiful house of course, but the life it represented. I wanted to bake pies (flour on the floor, blueberry juice dripping on the bottom of the oven). I wanted lilacs on the table, and craft projects, and homemade spaghetti sauce.

“It isn’t fair that you go play basketball Saturday mornings and I do laundry,” I told my husband. “You have all this free time.”

“Let’s be honest, Joyce,” he said. “You wouldn’t know what to do with free time if you had some.”

He was probably right. When he’d take our daughter on a long bike ride, I’d drift through the rooms of our messy house, never able to stick with one project more than a few minutes, before getting waylaid and launching into another. When he came home—exercised and invigorated—he’d ask if I’d had a productive day.

“I polished the silverware,” I said. “I canned our tomatoes.” So there were fifteen quarts of homemade spaghetti sauce on the pantry shelf. And more dishes to wash.

“I thought you were going to write,” he said.

“I couldn’t think of anything,” I told him. But one thing about housework that’s different from the first sentence of a novel: Words may be hard to locate. Mess never is.

 



 



Audrey spent a lot of her life on the floor in those days, learning to crawl. While I’d be cooking, she was down at my feet, opening cupboards, taking out pots and pans. By the time I’d get the casserole in the oven, or the cake, every plastic dish and metal pan we owned would be out on the floor. I picked them up, mostly, but after a while, living this way, you begin to understand something about living in a house with young children: that it’s a little pointless tidying up messes that will only happen all over again, a minute later.

Another baby came, and another after. I got better at certain things: I hired a friend to build me a little cabin where I would go to relocate my concentration and work in the morning, after taking the children to daycare and school. I managed to write books and articles. (About my children often, since they were the main characters in my life at that point. If a wave is about to knock you over, the best thing to do is dive into it rather than resist.)

It’s not accurate, though, to suggest that I found my creative expression by escaping the responsibilities of the domestic life. Gritting my teeth sometimes, I embraced them. The truth is—books and articles, columns and essays notwithstanding—nothing I undertook or accomplished in those years I spent, home with young children, provided the satisfaction and creative possibility that raising our children and making a home for us all did. Our house was like a big art studio, and I wanted to fill it with projects and possibilities—markers and paints, boxes of collage supplies and pipe cleaners and old wooden spools and cardboard boxes and glitter and dress-up clothes and puppets and books, pots to bang on, egg cartons with seeds starting in them, avocado seeds on toothpicks in the windowsill, ripped-up  newspaper for papier-mâché, and discarded wheels from the dump, and science experiments, and clay, and fabric, and ribbon, and glue. Given a choice between tidiness and fun, fun tended to win out.

But our marriage was unraveling, and with dismaying frequency it was the topics of our kitchen sink, the bathroom floor, the dust, and laundry, and the refrigerator bin that served as the battleground. When I was upset I reorganized the pantry. Or baked a dozen pies, leaving a trail of flour and apple peelings. I vacillated wildly between joyful abandon and manic scrubbing. There were days when I let it all go for a while. And days when I exploded and stormed around the house with a giant garbage bag, throwing in toys and socks, unfinished art projects, abandoned yogurt containers and (one terrible Christmas day) crumpled-up wrapping paper and even the gifts that came in it.

“No allowances for anyone this week,” I told them when things got bad.

“I am not the maid in this family,” I announced.

“There are no elves who come in the night to put things away.”

 



 



But in a way, there was an elf. She was me. Sometimes, in the night, I’d tiptoe into our children’s rooms and sit on the floor with plastic bins all around me, sorting tiny toy pieces. Green LEGOs in one bin. Blue in another. Ninja turtles. Barbie clothes. My Little Ponies. G.I. Joes.

“Come to bed,” my husband sighed.

I’m cleaning. (Silent message: And you’re not.)

 



 



I had to get our house under control. I had to get our life under control. I got the two confused on a regular basis.

When Audrey was around eight, one of her friends gave her, for her birthday, a doll called Crystal Barbie. Crystal Barbie was a regular  Barbie except for one crucial and irresistible detail: She had tiny little see-through shoes, like Cinderella slippers. Small as the nail on your pinkie but, to an eight-year-old Barbie lover, wonderful.

I knew my daughter well enough—and knew birthday parties with many eight-year-old girls in attendance, and knew our messy house, and knew most of all the importance of those shoes to Audrey—that the minute she opened the box I told her, “Let’s put the shoes in a safe place.” But all the girls at the party wanted to see, naturally. So there was a lot of passing Crystal Barbie around, with those shoes the main attraction.

Then the party was over, and I was (as usual) cleaning. Audrey was gathering up her presents and the cards and bits of ribbon that had decorated the packages. Suddenly, from one room over, I heard a sound like a scream. One of Crystal Barbie’s shoes was gone. My daughter was heartbroken.

I spent the next three hours tearing our house apart, searching for that shoe. Somewhere around hour number two and a quarter, even Audrey urged me to stop, but by then I was a woman consumed with her mission. For a few hours at least, that afternoon, that shoe, and my inability to locate it seemed to signify everything that was wrong with our messy, messy house, my frustration at the books I wasn’t writing, the evenings I wasn’t spending in calm quiet, romantic times with my husband, the life I wanted and didn’t have.

 



 



The marriage ended, eventually. My children and I moved to another house—where the struggles I once waged with their father over things like clearing away one’s dishes and carrying out the trash no longer carried the same heat or tension. One thing I did, early on, after we moved to that house: I took more money than I had any business spending and put it toward a total kitchen renovation. There would still be bits of piecrust on the floor, but this one was covered in linoleum tile, not uneven pine boards. Easier to mop.  More important, though, I was a happier woman. Our house was hardly orderly. But the fact that it wasn’t no longer seemed like such a big problem. For one whole season, Audrey kept a bucket of glitter next to our front door. Every morning, as she headed out the door to school, she’d toss a handful of glitter in the air, walking through it as she headed out the door, leaving faint, barely discernible flecks of gold in her hair and on her clothes, her eyelashes even. And our floor. No point in vacuuming. And anyway, I liked it.

 



 



When they were teenagers, we moved again—all the way across the country, this time to California. My daughter was heading off to college by now. My sons had grown into young men who cleaned up after themselves mostly and did their own laundry. Now it was Charlie and Willy who lectured me about leaving carrot peelings and coffee grounds in the sink, and sweeping up dirt only as far as the corner of a room, with the broom propped up over the pile.

Still, my children made their presence known in the house by the sheer volume of the space they took up. So there were CD cases strewn around, and bongo drums and art supplies and skateboards and bottles of Snapple, and drawings, and homework, not to mention—because they were outgoing boys—the possessions of their friends, and, eventually, of the girlfriends.

If there is one image that summons those years for me, more than any other, it is the sight of big sneakers scattered in the front hall by the door, sometimes more than a dozen of them. The old me had knelt on the floor to line up my children’s Matchbox vehicles like cars in a parking lot, but the passage of time and maybe my own greater peace of mind had taken away much of my old, futile obsession with cleaning up. Somewhere along the line, I had ceased to need the appearance of order in our home—maybe because, at a deeper level, we’d located it at last, in a way that had nothing to do with whether or not the crisper drawer had been cleaned out lately.

When you’re unhappy, those things can take on a great significance, and when life feels good, a little mess isn’t such a threatening thing. The sight of all those sneakers in the front hall always made me happy. It meant the people who wore them could not be far away.

Then they were gone—first one child, then the other, then the last. At first they left their stuff in their rooms, but after a while they took what mattered to their dormitory rooms and apartments. I boxed up the rest, gave stuff away, sold the drum set, turned their bedrooms into a rental space for a tidy bachelor. Upstairs, too, the kitchen was clean at last, most of the time. No point baking pies just for myself.

For a while then, I felt as though a major limb had been cut from my body, but seven years since the departure of the last one, I’ve grown accustomed finally to life in an orderly house. The strangely tidy rooms, the washing machine idle for as long as a week at a time, the refrigerator almost empty.

They come home a few times a year now, seldom for more than a few days. Only it’s not their home anymore, is what I have come to recognize. They have their own places. When my adult children speak of home now, they mean the apartment in Prospect Heights, the apartment in L.A., the cabin in New Hampshire, where they live their own lives. (What does it mean, I wonder, that the most recent musical composition by the older of my two sons—currently in play on YouTube—is a song that features the refrain “Why do we make the bed, just to mess it up again?”)

There is no returning to the country I used to live in—the Valentinemaking supplies spilling out over the dining-room table, the half-completed papier-mâché dinosaurs and Halloween costumes and sticker collections and rock collections and baseball cards and glitter glue. All those socks lying around, no two of which ever seemed to make a pair.

For a while, I actually thought I missed their mess. But really, I understood, I just miss the ones who made it, the life we knew once—the happy clutter of days gone by when all of us were younger and glitter shone between the cracks in my floorboards.




I Don’t Know What to Do with You 

Lisa Selin Davis

 



 




The house, when I arrived that summer, had fully succumbed to my stepmother’s preferred color palate, the walls and furniture all awash in a womby shade of pink she doggedly referred to as dusty rose. Everything else was cranberry—there was no such thing as maroon at 28 George Street.

I was fifteen, freshly sprung from tenth grade in a western Massachusetts college town; I lived there with my mom during the school year in a working-class suburban subdivision, in a crummy little mustard-colored ranch house that embarrassed me to no end. My father, on the other hand, still inhabited the 1871 Italianate brick house in upstate New York that I’d lived in as an infant, which he and my mother had purchased for $13,000 in 1972. She told me many years later that leaving the house was so much harder than leaving my father, that its modest, elegant architecture always held more potential than their marriage.

In all those years since we’d left, repairs and improvements had been meager—some wallpaper torn down here, a floor refinished  there when a little cash was handy. But now, as I prepared to summer there once again, I encountered the most dramatic changes yet: The bedroom and living room had been outfitted with new custom cream-colored shelves and the bathroom renewed with flowered peach tiles (a diversion from dusty rose, at least). My stepmother had finished grad school and was now an official social worker—low paid but affording a tiny home improvement fund. I could see where she was going with this aesthetic, aiming to make the pages of Country Homes Beautiful Garden Today, or some such publication.

With the ameliorated house came a revised code of conduct. The previous summer I had discovered activities such as shoplifting, smoking pot, and standing in the center of the street screaming the word “abusive” at the top of my lungs in reference to my parents’ treatment of me, and so my stepmother had sent me a contract before I came this year—a list, on dusty-rose stationery, of rules I was to obey. I must help either clean up or prepare every meal; attend family days at least once a week; pick up any of my items left orphaned around the house; hold down the full-time job they had selected for me, wearing a hard hat and shitkickers and digging footbridges in the state park for minimum wage—as if they were taking cues from Flashdance and preparing me to be both a nice Jewish girl and a JD all at once. I turned the letter over to look for my father’s handwriting, to see which rules had been his design. Nothing.

My own summer plans had included certain rites of passage: Get the red-headed kid from three blocks over to have sex with me, so I could overcome this whole virgin thing; inhale speed through a $10 bill; drive around in the back of Rachel’s Volvo with the Grateful Dead blasting, my feet, in beaded anklets, dangling out the window. Housework was nowhere on my list. My friends (the kinds most parents refer to as “bad influences”) all lived on the east side, like me, in dilapidated Victorians perched on the narrow grid of streets; it was 
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