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Introduction


Hearts May Become One, but Houses Collide


“Why is it your furniture and my stuff?” DC asked.


“Stuff,” I thought to myself, was actually putting it nicely.


DC and I were in our fifties, and had just gotten engaged and bought a house. We were now negotiating the rocky territory of whose furnishings and housewares would go and whose would stay.


It turns out that his question was just the beginning of many good questions (and a few arguments) that arose as our hearts—and our households—not so seamlessly became one. Experts later told me that these turf wars shake the core of even the most stable relationships.


As is the case in four out of ten marriages today (according to a 2014 Pew Research Center analysis), DC and I were both remarrying. Among the many differences between getting married or moving in together in your early twenties for the first time and marrying, remarrying, or cohabitating later in life is that you have more stuff. When you’re young, you blend your bookcase made of pine planks and cinder block with your sweetheart’s stained, hand-me-down sofa and beanbag chair, and build from there. More mature unions bring to the merger two dining room sets, two collections of holiday decorations, and two vacuum cleaners.


One look at the statistics showed that DC and I have plenty of company. Marriage and remarriage are thriving in America, and brides and grooms are older on average than ever. Remarriages—and thus the rate at which more established households are merging—are at a historic high. Back in the sixties, most marriages were one-and-done deals. Only one in five marriages ended in divorce. Only 13 percent of those who divorced or who lost a spouse got remarried. Today, the divorce rate hovers around 50 per-cent. In two out of five marriages, at least one partner has been married before. In one out of five marriages, both partners have been married before, as in our case. Older Americans are leading the trend: half of previously married seniors have tied the knot again, according to the 2014 Pew report.


Today’s couples are also waiting longer to say “I do” for the first time. According to a study by the US Census Bureau in 2018, the average age at first marriage in the United States is 27 for women and 29 for men. That’s up from ages 23 and 26, respectively, in 1990, and 20 and 22 in the 1960s. These statistics don’t account for all the mature committed couples blending households.


All this means is that today, by the time two established adults walk down the aisle—whether for the first, second, or fifth time—they very likely have two complete households in tow: homes full of belongings that reflect who they are and where they’ve been, their style, and their history.


They bring to the mix belongings they worked hard for and have become attached to, an often sizable collection of material possessions that entwine with the stories of their lives. Multiply that by two, and you can see why when you merge you must purge. The math goes like this:


1 house + 1 house must = 1 house.


That means each partner must downsize by roughly half. Ouch! That is a lot of letting go. Though the merger math is simple, applying it is not.


And that is why, all across America, as hearts and homes become one, couples are saying what I said to DC: “Darlin’, I love you. But your stuff, not so much.”


MERGER IN MIDLIFE


Like so many couples marrying and remarrying, DC and I weren’t just starting out. I was a divorced mom forging a new life after my marriage of 24 years ended. DC had lost his wife of 27 years to cancer and had a lot of living left to do. Our combined family of five grown children, then ages 21 to 35, were out of the house. My two were in college, and his three were forging their careers and starting families.


Though battered by the storms of life, we still believed in love, and we both, fortunately, had the nerve to drop a line in the water and try online dating.


DC, who’d had a good experience with his marriage, was more optimistic about finding a partner. I was less hopeful and more skittish. I thought the possibility of finding that special someone who would appreciate and understand my many quirks while also meeting my must-have criteria was about as likely as finding a Nordstrom on Mars.


Still, at the prodding of my two daughters, I nervously ventured onto a dating site. Shortly afterward, my profile surfaced as one of his matches, and he sent me a message.


We met on a Sunday afternoon in the spring of 2014 over a glass of wine, a date that lasted four hours. Fourteen magical months later, while standing in the empty kitchen of a four-bedroom Mediterranean-style house in Winter Park, Florida, that we’d just signed the papers on, DC proposed.


I thought my feet would never touch the ground again. However, as we discussed blending our respective homes along with our considerable collection of lifelong possessions, my feet not only touched the ground, my heels dug in like a pair of farm plows.


I, for one, was bringing more to the joint venture than a trousseau and a hope chest. DC wasn’t traveling light, either. We both had entire households, belongings we’d acquired over half a century of living and raising families. We both had many cherished possessions we would need to sort through, vet, part with, and blend in a way that not only looked good, but also felt good, and felt fair.


We were fast discovering that when two houses become one, something’s got to go, and you don’t want it to be the relationship. Downsizing two homes to blend into one can either lead to an ugly turf war, where a clash of styles leaves behind a tsunami of hurt feelings, or a harmonious blending that lets each person shed and evolve, and that brings out and blends the best of both.


The challenge then becomes how to fairly, sensitively, and artfully cut the combined contents by half and blend what’s left of two homes into one beautiful arrangement.


I wrote Downsizing the Blended Home to help couples do just that.


Using the story of my midlife merger as a backdrop, I added advice from experts, and tales from others who have made it through the transition, to write this book, a torch that will light the way as you purge, edit, and blend to create a home that is about the best of you both, now and going forward—not who you used to be.


Welcome to the journey.





PART ONE
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Merger Math:


1 House + 1 House Must = 1 House


The merger math is simple. Applying it is not. When two houses become one, something has to give, and you don’t want it to be the relationship. Discover what you both want in a home before you commit. Here’s how to find that common ground where you will thrive as a couple.
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I’ve Got This
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When DC and I decided we were going to get a house together, I actually said to him, “Lucky for you, I can decorate. Consider that a gift to the relationship.” We laugh about that now, but I was serious.


While I was honestly thinking, I’ve got this. I’ll take this from here and you won’t have to worry about it, DC, a lawyer who can spot manipulation from a football field away, heard this: You think I have no taste. That sounds more like a trap than a gift, and I’m part of this process, too.


A delicate discussion ensued, beneath which lay these thoughts:


ME: Since I’m the one who writes the home design column, and has written books on home design, and has staged many houses to help them sell, naturally this will be my job. Plus, my furniture is better.


HIM: Wait a second. Why do I feel as if my identity is about to be swept away in the next Goodwill truck, along with my collection of Pittsburgh sports mugs? Besides, I like my furniture, and, to be frank, some of yours I don’t like. Take your landscape art, for instance—please, take it away.


We both knew better than to speak our minds.


But what I did say, trying to appeal to his legal side, was: “I have actual evidence of my decorating skills. Show me yours.”


And he memorably said, “I don’t want to feel like I’m living in your house.”


That pretty much summed it up. In that educational instant, DC not only gave voice to all the other partners in the world who feel forced into homes that don’t reflect them, but also helped myopic me see the situation from another perspective—his.


Oooh boy. Merging our two fully loaded households was going to be like trying to park a moving truck in a mailbox. For the first time, it occurred to me that this wasn’t going to be as simple as putting what I liked where I liked.


MAKE ROOM FOR THE RELATIONSHIP


Though the dynamics of every blended home are different, one fact is constant: Whether two people are moving into a place new to both of them, as we were, or one partner is moving into the other’s home, both parties need to downsize—unless one party is coming to the relationship with nothing but a backpack—or resentment will build. Plus, letting go of stuff, metaphorically speaking, shows you are letting go of the past and making room for the future; in this case, the new relationship. If one partner is moving into the other’s home, for instance, the incumbent needs to do a lot more than move his or her clothes over to make space in the closet. You are remodeling your life, and your home needs to reflect that.


While moving into one partner’s existing home is often the best choice for practical reasons, when both parties move into a new place, they have the advantage of working in neutral territory. In our case, while we were both moving into a new house, the living situations we were moving out of were very different.


I had already gone through a major purge—several, actually. I came to our “together house” after having moved six times in four years. I had pared down, lightened up, and purged all I could bear to spare. I pretty much thought I was living like a monk.


My first move was out of a large family home in Colorado. As my marriage was unwinding, I needed to look for steady work during the recession. I found a reporting job at a newspaper in Florida. My oldest daughter was off to college in Texas. The younger one came with me to finish high school.


We moved to the Sunshine State in spring 2011. Because trying to sell a big house in the recession was pointless, we rented out the Colorado home to a family who wound up buying about a third of the furniture. My then husband took some of the furniture to his new place, and I brought the rest to Florida. That right there cut my load by 60 percent.


In Florida, I fell into an arrangement where I became a live-in home stager. In exchange for good taste, extreme neatness, and flexibility, my daughter and I lived in various high-end properties that I would stage with my furniture to help them sell. In return, I got greatly reduced rent and didn’t have to sign long-term leases or take on another mortgage.


After the initial move to Florida, I would change houses five more times before moving into what would soon become known as the Happy Yellow House.


When DC first called me in March 2014, I was in the middle of moving from my third staging project to my fourth. Because I needed to pack, move, and unpack a 3,500-square-foot (325 sq m) house in under forty-eight hours while keeping both places show-ready, I asked if he would call back in a few days, after the move.


Fortunately, he did.


Every time I moved, I purged. Knowing that I was living in a house for sale and that the next move was imminent, I would ask myself: Do I really want to haul this box again? Do I really need these books I’ve already read, and these baby blankets, now that my girls are in high school and college? By move number five, I did not have a single belonging that I hadn’t carefully considered ditching.


DC, on the other hand, had lived in the same house for eighteen years—a house he had shared with his late wife and their three now-grown kids. It was packed with the stuff families collect over the years: hundreds of photos; closets of clothes that weren’t his; his daughter’s dancing awards; his son’s soccer trophies; and his late wife’s sewing, baking, crafting, and gardening supplies. It was as if they were all still there.


He knew that when he met the right woman, she would not want to live in that home, with all its connections. But he also wisely realized he didn’t want to buy another home before meeting the next Ms. Right, because he figured she’d have her opinions.


And she did!


WHERE ARE WE GOING?


The first question couples need to answer after Do we make this move? is Where are we going to live? Circumstances often dictate that one party move into the other’s home, which has a series of dynamics that moving into a home new to both does not have. We’ll look at both.


However, whether you rent a house or apartment or buy one, looking for a new place together—the place you will share—is the first step in envisioning your new life together. The home you choose will literally shape how you live. Think about what features you want that will nurture you as individuals and as a couple, and choose thoughtfully.
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House Hunting in the Hypothetical
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One year after that Sunday afternoon glass of wine . . .


“I am not a house snob,” I said to DC.


He raised his eyebrows, lowered his chin, and regarded me over the top of his glasses. After a year of dating, DC said he wanted to sell his house and move on. He wanted to go house hunting—with me—but thought pleasing me might be a tall order.


“Okay,” I continued, “so maybe I’m what some might call particular, but that’s just because I have a point of view.”


DC stayed wisely silent. His lips formed a doubtful seam. Thanks to his legal background, he’s well trained in the art of choosing battles and seeing where arguments will lead, which I am not. I tried to look at it from his viewpoint.


I guess I couldn’t blame him. If I were dating a home design columnist, author, and stager who had also built and designed three houses, I might find the prospect of looking at houses with this person a bit daunting, too.


If I were also contemplating buying a house in which said home design columnist just might possibly, Lord willing and the creek don’t rise, live in—with me—the situation just might cement my shoes to the sidewalk.


On top of that, when DC asked me to go house hunting, I had a hunch that beneath the invitation lay a thinly disguised marriage proposal. Being the traditional types, we both had said that if the right person were to come along, we would like to remarry. Neither of us was interested in just living together.


DC knew that the way to my heart was through my home. I had already fallen for him; once I fell for a house, I’d be a goner.


He also knew me well enough to know that I could not resist an invitation to house shop. I love sizing up properties and getting a voyeur’s view into how others live. I also like to look at houses and dream, just a little, about another life I might possibly live.


Sure, I could keep living my vagabond life as a human prop, with a perpetual lockbox on my front door, or I could be open to the prospect of a wonderful stable home with a wonderful stable man.


“I don’t want you to have to go through that again,” DC said after my sixth move to a new staging project, possibly the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me—which is how we found ourselves sitting together on the sofa surfing realtor.com before tackling the bigger question of our future together.


DC, whom I fondly refer to as Mr. Two Steps Ahead, started many conversations with one handy word that made everything less scary: Hypothetically.


“Hypothetically speaking, what part of town would you like to live in?” Or, “Hypothetically, what size house would be ideal?” Or, “How do you feel about having a home theater, hypothetically, of course?”


Hypothetically became our code for if stars and hearts align, and the heavens smile, and the kids get along, then, maybe, a house, maybe, together.


Hypothetically, what’s to worry about?


We toured dozens of homes online, selecting those in a 20-mile (32 km) circle around our respective workplaces. The “discussion” typically went like this:


DC: “What do you think of this one?”


ME: Nose wrinkle.


Without ever leaving the sofa, we surfed through houses in a wide range of sizes and prices. We dialed in likes, dislikes, musts, and must nots, and learned more about ourselves and each other in the process. And I learned that when buying a house to accommodate a new life and a new start with a new someone, begin online. This lets you stay emotionally detached—at least from a property.


This is the time to ask yourself and each other what features you’re looking for in a home. Create your must-have list and your would-like-to-have list before seeing properties in person.


WHAT DO YOU WANT IN A HOME?


After you set your price range, talk to each other about the following factors (hypothetically speaking, of course). All these considerations will greatly affect your quality of life together. Then make a checklist.


•  SIZE. Picture your new life together, and how much room you will need to support it. How small is too small? How big is too big? Both sizes can backfire. Be thoughtful.


•  LIFESTYLE. What activities do you each love and want your home to support? For example, do you enjoy gourmet cooking, entertaining, movie watching, reading, or gardening? Do you need to work from home? Do you require a mother-in-law suite?


•  ROOMS. How many bedrooms and bathrooms do you collectively need (really need) and why?


•  PETS. If either of you has animals, how will the space accommodate them? Will they need a fenced yard or nearby park?


•  Urban or Suburban. How important is walkability to you, or proximity to work, culture, shopping, and restaurants? Conversely, how important to you are open spaces, views of nature, and getting more house for less money?


•  SCHOOLS. Even if you don’t have kids in public school, being in a neighborhood with good schools is important for a home’s resale value, and also speaks to the values and stability of its residents.


•  COMMUTE. How long is the drive or train ride to work? If you commute to work or school, try to pick a place that makes the trip as short as possible for both of you while still meeting other housing criteria.


•  STYLE. How important are looks to you? Your home should make you feel happy when you drive up. Does the home have great appeal, or can you give it some?


Make a Checklist


Here’s what our checklist looked like. Yours might look very different, but the point is to make a list together and talk about what matters in your home.


•  CURB APPEAL. I wanted a place that made me happy when I pulled up. If I didn’t get that good drive-up feeling, I didn’t even want to go in.


•  CHARACTER. Many homes lack character. I wanted a non-cookie-cutter house with a distinct architectural style.


•  ENOUGH BEDROOMS. Together DC and I have five grown kids. Two were married and just starting families. We expected all would come visit and stay, but not necessarily all at once. Yet, we didn’t want to maintain a home with rooms we would only use at most two-thirds of the year.


•  A NICE, NOT-TOO-BIG YARD. I wanted to plant some flowers, and have room for DC’s dog, Peapod, and maybe one more, but not a yard so big that we’d become hostage to it.


•  A WELL-TENDED STREET. Part of a home’s appeal is what’s around it. If the prospective house has great landscaping but the other yards on the street are dumpy, it’s a nonstarter.


•  A TERRIFIC KITCHEN AND GREAT ROOM. These two spaces are the heart of the home, and we both envisioned big gatherings of family and friends here.


•  DEDICATED SPACES. I wanted a place for a home office. DC wanted a room where he could play guitar.


•  A HIDDEN GARAGE. This is just me, but I prefer a house you don’t drive into, thus a garage entry either perpendicular to the street, or behind the house.


•  A SEPARATE DINING ROOM. We both wanted a dining room that didn’t look into the kitchen.


•  AN OUTDOOR EATING SPACE. No matter how much my kids complain about it, I still love to eat outside when weather permits.


•  A HOUSE THAT ENTERTAINS WELL. A home is for living in, and having family and friends over is living at its best.


HOUSE HUNTING LIVE


Eventually, we put away the laptop and got into the car. So began a standing date. Once a week for several weeks during a long lunch hour, we looked at houses with DC’s real estate agent, Wendy.


Before each session, Wendy would email us links to contenders that fit most of our needs. Seeing all of them was not possible, as the list was full of mixed signals: big yard for the dog; low-maintenance landscape. We’d tour each home online first, ruling out many. If the house didn’t have photographic appeal, promise, and potential; was geographically undesirable; or had obvious chronic issues, we hit delete. Eventually we winnowed candidates down to a handful to see in person.


This process is exactly like online dating, we agreed. Because we had found each other online against all odds, we had some faith, but we also knew that not every person or every place is as advertised. Like much of life, the house-hunting process turned out to be a string of butterfly-high hopes followed by canyons of disappointment. Houses with so much promise online turned out to have fatal flaws—literally. One faced a cemetery.


The in-person house encounters were also a lot like many first dates—demoralizing. Nonetheless, each week, we climbed into Wendy’s SUV and toured a handful of homes.


Many houses that DC liked, I nixed. “I like a broader range of houses than you do,” he said (his diplomatic way of saying I was a picky pain in the posterior).


True, I eliminated prospects swiftly: ceilings too low, character lacking, price too high, too much work, funky flow, cheap finishes, outdated everything. Just like dating.


DC was more generous. “What’s wrong with this one?” he asked about a house he liked.


“It’s too brown.”


The more we looked, the more specific the criteria became about what we (okay, mostly me) were looking for. And then we found it.


THE HOUSE THAT GOT AWAY


I knew the minute I found “The House.” It checked all the boxes. And then it got away. I hadn’t been this heartsick since I got sent home from summer camp with mono.


On one of our weekly house-hunting escapades-slash-therapy sessions, Wendy drove us by a sunny-colored Mediterranean-style house that had just come on the market. I craned my neck so hard as we drove past my head almost came unscrewed. The house oozed charm. What’s more, all the houses on the street were equally delightful. Wendy made an appointment for us to see the house that Sunday.


I arrived before DC. The listing agent was there, and had opened the home to show other buyers, too. As I walked through the door, a warm fluttery sensation started at the bottom of my stomach and branched up like an electric tree through the tips of my ears. I later deconstructed this gestalt to be a cocktail of the warm, butter-colored walls, dark hardwood floors, substantial plantation shutters, 10-foot (3 m) ceilings, crown moldings, wrought-iron balusters, granite counters, and harmonious marriage of exterior and interior architecture.


Whoever had chosen the finishes had a sure hand and good taste, and knew better than to take a shortcut. By the time I walked through the kitchen and great room to the enclosed brick courtyard out back, where a fountain was softly burbling, my knees could barely hold me up.


Just then, DC walked in. “What do you think?” he asked.


My eyes turned into twin Ferris wheels. Then I put a finger to my lips. Another buyer was walking through the house with her agent, and I didn’t want to tip our hand.


Outside on the sidewalk, we huddled with Wendy, and within minutes told her to submit an offer. I was giddy on DC’s behalf, and, hypothetically, on mine. That night, Wendy called. The house had sold.


“Sold?”


“Before I could submit the offer,” she said.


“What? How?”


Apparently, the other buyer who was there called her husband after we left, and before Wendy had a chance to write up and submit our offer, they swooped in with an offer the sellers accepted on the spot.


“Will they take a backup offer?” I asked, groveling.


“No,” said Wendy, “the deal was solid, full price and all cash.”


Tears welled. My heart fell fifteen floors. I tried giving myself a “meant-to-be” pep talk, which didn’t work. They never do.


“Houses are like buses,” DC said, consoling me as I mopped a pond of tears. “Another one always comes along.”


“But that’s the bus I, I mean, you, I mean, we, want.”


Two days later, Wendy called. The cash deal had fallen apart. The selling agent wanted to know if we were still interested in the Happy Yellow House. By that evening, we had a deal.
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