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Introduction




into every life a little dirt will fall. Add a layer of dust, a few stains, a dash of greasy grime, and a bazillion germs, and now you have a real job on your hands. The problem is that you also have a busy lifestyle, which doesn’t leave much time or energy to deal with everyday grunge. You end up spending a good chunk of your free time cleaning (or feeling guilty that you aren’t cleaning). Or you attempt to keep up as best you can, hoping all the while that you will someday have time to catch up.


Housekeeping is one of those jobs that’s never done. In fact, in many homes it’s a job that’s barely begun. Working women have all but abandoned the traditional role of head housekeeper. Spouses and children have taken up some of the workload, but still, not everything that should get done is getting done. By choice or necessity, standards have been relaxed to accommodate busy schedules that frequently force domestic responsibilities to the bottom of the to-do list.


The simplest solution is to learn how to get your housecleaning done faster, so you can spend more of your free time doing what you’d rather be doing! That’s the purpose of this book — to provide plain and simple cleaning tips, techniques, and strategies that make quick work of housework. Of course, you want to do it right, too. I believe that even veteran cleaners will learn a thing or two in the following pages. Did you know, for example, that liquid chlorine bleach has a shelf life of just three to six months? Or that you should launder underwear last of all your washer loads? Or that the population of germs on your kitchen sponge doubles every 20 minutes? Look for Know and Tell sidebars throughout this book for other interesting facts worth knowing and sharing.




About This Book


Cleaning Plain & Simple is written for busy people who want a clean home and a life. It’s the ideal cleaning guide for people who don’t know the first thing about cleaning, as well as people who want to become better housekeepers and people looking for confirmation that they’re doing it right. You’ll find tips for cleaning everything in and around your home, from kitchen counters to barbecue grills to toilets to septic tanks. And because it takes lifestyles and special needs into consideration, this book also includes cleaning tips for allergy sufferers, strategies to ensure the safety and well-being of children, helpful advice for living with pets, simple ways to clean up the great outdoors, and plentiful information about “green” cleaning with natural, nontoxic products. This book is intended to be a useful, easy-to-read handbook as well as a comprehensive reference.




If you have picked up this book, I have to assume that you want to have a cleaner home. You may even enjoy cleaning. I know I’ve always found cleaning to be therapeutic for the body, mind, and soul. I believe that many of us are striving harder to maintain a clean house in an attempt to cope with a chaotic world. We can’t do anything about terrorism, war, or earthquakes, but we can clean up our own little corner. And that little bit of control gives us a sense of peace.


You may never become a super cleaner. (See the test to determine what type of cleaner you are.) That’s okay. Whatever your cleaning goals, know that the only standards that matter are the ones you set for yourself. My goal is to help you learn how to care for your home in plain and simple ways that will help you achieve your goals in less time and with less effort than you ever imagined possible. So what are you waiting for? The quicker you get to it, the quicker you can say it’s done.









A Brief History of Cleaning




Cleaning has always been a dirty, never-ending job. But before running water and electricity, it was physically harsh labor that required incredible amounts of time, energy, and effort.




Way Back When


Before the industrial era dawned in America, women were responsible for all the household chores, including food production, cooking, laundry, spinning wool and flax, sewing clothes, soapmaking, and candlemaking. As industries grew, there was a huge exodus to cities as men went to work in factories and offices. These very same factories began to produce soap, candles, and clothing that were previously produced on the homestead, thereby eliminating these chores from the daily routine. Earned income also provided the means for people of all classes to hire out at least some of their laundry, which was by far the most dreaded chore of all.




Twentieth-Century Inventions


The introduction of electric power to homes eliminated the need for kerosene lamps and coal- and wood-burning stoves that blackened walls and dirtied furnishings with soot and smoke. It also eliminated all the work associated with maintaining a fire and cleaning out the stove, which was typically work that fell to housewives. The electric washing machine was undoubtedly the most labor-saving invention in the history of cleaning. Introduced around 1900, the washing machine eliminated the need to haul and heat gallons of water and to scrub, wring, lift, and hang heavy, wet clothes and linens. By the early 1930s, mass production and distribution made it possible for nearly every middle-class household to have a washing machine. Other twentieth-century inventions included the electric iron (1903) and the electric vacuum cleaner (1907). By the early 1950s, electric-powered appliances such as washing machines, clothes dryers, and vacuum cleaners were no longer luxuries, but necessities in the average American home.







Today and Tomorrow


Labor-saving devices such as the washing machine, dishwasher, and vacuum cleaner have made the work of cleaning easier. Still, the average full-time homemaker today actually spends about the same, if not more, time on housework as her grandmother did. While technology has taken the drudgery out of housework, it has also caused us to raise our standards of cleanliness. Because the work is easier, we do it more often. Instead of doing a couple of loads of laundry each week, some families wash and dry a couple of loads per day. So there is a constant parade of laundry from dirty clothes hampers to the washing machine and dryer and back. There’s a similar procession of dishes and silverware from cupboards and drawers to the table to the dishwasher. And, in between all the marching, we are cleaning and recleaning floors, countertops, and appliances. It’s no wonder that we are continually searching for ways to cut the time we spend on household chores.






Working Women


According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, only 20 percent of men do housework, versus the vast majority of women. A study by the Ohio State University Extension Service reports that men would need to perform 60 percent more housework to catch up to the current household workload of women.












PART 1The Basics




Ready or not, you’re about to get a crash course in cleaning. What you read here may answer a lot of questions you’ve always wanted to ask, or it may simply confirm that you know what you’re doing or explain why you need to do it. Either way, you’re bound to find at least one “Aha!” or suggestion that will make your life easier. You may also discover some alternative solutions that can save you money.


 Whether you enjoy cleaning or do anything you can to avoid it, there’s no point in making it any harder than it has to be. Armed with proven tips, techniques, and strategies, you’ll be able to accomplish every cleaning task — from disinfecting to decluttering — in record time and with the least amount of effort. Consider the next three chapters your marching orders: clean up and clear out!









Chapter oneGetting Ready




You don’t need a degree in housekeeping to maintain a clean home. A little know-how goes a long way. You also don’t need to spend all your spare time cleaning. What you do need are the basics, which include not only the right tools and supplies but also an understanding of how to use them — along with a clear idea of what you are trying to accomplish and why. Most people would probably enjoy living in a cleaner home — if only they didn’t have to do the work! Guess what? It might not be as hard as you think.




Benefits of Cleaning


Why do you clean? What’s in it for you? Would you like to be able to eat off the floors? Or would you be happy just to be able to fix dinner without first having to clean up the kitchen or empty a sink full of dishes?


There are some obvious benefits of cleaning. First and foremost, a clean home is a healthier home. Germs are everywhere. But some germs, especially germs in the kitchen, bathroom, and nursery, can create and spread illness. While it is impossible to eliminate all germs, cleaning and disinfecting is the best offense against them.


Regular upkeep can also help carpets and furnishings last longer. Frequent vacuuming, for example, can extend the life of carpets by preventing dirt from being ground in, which can destroy carpet fibers. If you can’t keep up a regular cleaning routine, hiring a professional cleaning service could save you money in the long run. Plus, if the need arises to sell your house, a clean home that’s obviously been cared for is more likely to sell quickly — and at the best price.


For many people, cleaning is its own reward. The look and smell of a freshly cleaned home produces a sense of accomplishment, satisfaction, and pride. Many people find cleaning to be good therapy — an opportunity to let your mind wander and ponder your current state of affairs. Even if you don’t enjoy cleaning, you can look at the results of your labor and see the return on your investment. Besides, isn’t it nice to come home to a clean house or apartment?




I hate housework. You make the beds, you wash the dishes, and six months later you have to start all over again.


— Joan Rivers







What, Exactly, Are We Cleaning?




Dirt. This is the stuff we track in on the bottom of our shoes and on our clothes and hair. It’s also the stuff that blows in through open windows, which might include plant debris, pollen, and insects. Dirt also includes food crumbs, pet hair, excrement from household pests, and any other undesirable matter that can be wiped, swept, or vacuumed up.


Dust. Dust bunny is a cute name for something that’s really pretty disgusting. Dust is actually made up of a mixture of things, including tiny fibers shed from feathers and fabrics, pet dander, food particles, bacteria, mold and fungus spores, and insect parts. It also contains dust mites, the microscopic creatures that feed on dust, and their waste products. Yuck. Think about that the next time you are tempted to skip cleaning under your bed.


Germs. Like it or not, you share your home with billions of microscopic beings known as germs, some of which can cause you to become ill. Refer to the Q&A sidebar for more information about cleaning up germs.


Mold. Like germs, mold is a natural part of our environment. Still, we don’t want to look at mold growing in the shower. Although it is not typically a huge health risk, mold often causes allergic responses such as sneezing, runny nose, and red eyes and can trigger asthma attacks.












What Type of Cleaner Are You?




Do you love to clean, or do you go out of your way to avoid it? The way we approach cleaning depends on our attitudes, preferences, experience, time, energy, and goals. Most of us tend to fall into one of four categories: super cleaner, speed cleaner, green cleaner, or catch-up cleaner. Knowing what type of cleaner you are will help you choose the best cleaning products, tools, and techniques for you. Since many of us have traits from more than one category, it might be helpful to read the plain and simple advice for each one.




The Super Cleaner




	You attack dust and dirt with a vengeance.


	You are adept at germ warfare.


	You put cleaning high on your list of priorities.


	You take pride in your ability to maintain and present a clean home.


	You find that cleaning helps relieve stress and even consider it therapeutic.


	You tend toward a more traditional approach to cleaning; for example, you may scrub floors on your hands and knees and/or use tried-and-true cleaning products.


	You are always cleaning something.


	Your home is considered immaculate by most standards.







Plain and simple advice: Go easy with harsh cleaning products that can damage surfaces over time. It’s always best to start with the least harsh cleaning solution first. Since you spend a lot of time wiping counters and whatnot, be sure to disinfect kitchen sponges and dishcloths after use or you will just spread more germs every time you wipe. As a housekeeper extraordinaire, you can and should take pride in your work, but if cleaning starts to feel like an obsession, recognize that you may be using it as an excuse to avoid dealing with something else.


The Speed Cleaner




	You enjoy a clean home, but it’s not one of your top priorities.


	Cleaning frequently gets postponed for one reason or another.


	When you have free time, you don’t want to spend it cleaning toilets.


	You seek quick and easy solutions to your cleaning challenges.


	You may have a tendency to purchase the latest and greatest cleaning products and tools.


	You may have a whole cupboard or closet full of products you’ve tried that may or may not have lived up to their promises.


	If you could afford it, you would hire a professional cleaning service. If you have a cleaning service, you wish you could afford to have them come more often.







Plain and simple advice: If you want to spend less time cleaning overall, clean more often. Start with a thorough cleaning, and then get into the habit of doing a little cleaning each day. Keep cleaning supplies handy to where you use them or put them in a bucket or caddy that makes it easy to tote them to the job. Consider ready-to-use cleaning products such as disinfectant wipes for quick cleanups in between weekly or biweekly cleanups. Give away or discard cleaning supplies that did not work as well as you had expected or that you dislike for any other reason.




The Green Cleaner




	You prefer a softer, gentler approach to cleaning.


	You are not willing to trade dirt and germs for chemicals, nor do you believe that it is necessary to do so.


	You have a better-than-average knowledge and awareness of the ingredients in cleaning products.


	You prefer “natural” cleaning products and are willing to make your own cleaning solutions with natural ingredients.


	You or someone in your home may have allergies to some cleaning products, or you may be concerned about the use or storage of chemical-based cleaning products because you have children or pets or are expecting a child.


	You consciously choose nontoxic products in recyclable or refillable packaging and minimize your use of disposable products.







Plain and simple advice: There are some excellent commercial cleaners that contain natural ingredients on the market. But there are also products in your kitchen that will do the job just as well. White vinegar and water, for example, can be used to clean kitchen counters and floors. Baking soda is the perfect nonabrasive cleaner for the kitchen and bath.


The Catch-up Cleaner




	You have a fairly high tolerance for dust and dirt.


	You put off cleaning until it becomes something that you absolutely must do.


	By the time you decide you need to clean, it’s a monumental job that requires huge amounts of time and effort.


	You tend to accumulate clutter, which makes the task of cleaning seem even more overwhelming.


	You may have discovered that the only way you can keep your home clean is to hire the services of a professional cleaner. But even then, your home quickly falls into disarray between cleanings.







Plain and simple advice: It’s a lot easier to keep up than to catch up. Consider hiring help to get your house clean, or arrange a work trade with family members or friends — their cleaning help in exchange for your cooking or babysitting, for example. Once your home is clean, get in the habit of everyday cleaning. Set a timer for 10 minutes in the morning and 10 minutes at night. Spend 10 minutes on everyday cleanup in your kitchen and bath and 10 minutes on one bigger chore, such as vacuuming. Offer yourself a daily reward for your efforts.












Q&A:The Lowdown on Germs




What are germs?




Germ is an umbrella term for any potentially harmful microorganism. The three types of germs encountered most often in the average household are bacteria, viruses, and fungi and molds. All of these germs need to be cleaned up.




	Hot zones for bacteria include the kitchen, bathroom, and nursery. Raw eggs, dairy products, and the juices from raw meat, poultry, and fish can harbor harmful bacteria such as Salmonella, Staphylococcus, E. coli, and Listeria, which can cause food poisoning. Fecal matter from animals and humans is another common source of bacteria that can cause infection or illness. This is why food handlers in restaurants are required to wash their hands after using the bathroom.


	While viruses can cause illnesses such as chicken pox, measles, and flu, these germs can survive only a short time on surfaces and are more likely to be transmitted through the air.


	Fungi and molds are actually plantlike organisms that thrive in warm, moist conditions and cause ailments ranging from athlete’s foot to asthma and other respiratory problems.







How often should I disinfect surfaces?


A regular habit of washing your hands after using the toilet helps prevent the spread of disease; likewise, regular disinfecting of commonly used household surfaces can help keep you and your family healthy. Always disinfect kitchen countertops and cutting boards before and after preparing foods that may contain harmful bacteria. In most homes, the highest concentrations of bacteria are found on moist surfaces, such as dishcloths, sponges, and cutting boards, and on frequently touched surfaces, such as faucets.


Are antibacterial products effective against germs?


Antibacterial products have been extremely effective in helping to prevent the spread of disease among hospital patients, but no health benefit has been proven for household use. In fact, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention urges prudent use of antibacterial products in the home. The concern is that overuse of these products may cause strains of bacteria to become resistant, much like the overuse and misuse of antibiotics has caused some germs to develop resistance to standard antibiotic treatment.








Cleaning Terms and Definitions




There’s more to cleaning than meets the eye. Sure, vacuuming and dusting get rid of visible dirt. But what about germs that cause illness? The only way to tackle germs is to sanitize or disinfect surfaces. Sometimes you need to deodorize also. And decluttering makes the job of housecleaning a lot easier. Let’s look more closely at the definitions of these terms.


Cleaning. This is the process of removing dust, dirt, grease, and grime, which also reduces the number of germs. Cleaning is accomplished with some sort of detergent, which can be plain old soap and water, dishwashing liquid, or a commercially prepared cleaning solution. When you clean something, you can see the results of your labor, whether it’s a full dustpan or vacuum cleaner bag or a dirty dusting cloth or sponge. And, depending on the products you use, cleaning can also leave your home smelling clean. It’s this look and smell of clean that is probably the most satisfying aspect of housecleaning.


Disinfecting. While cleaning with soap and water will remove most germs from surfaces (just as washing your hands removes most germs from them), disinfectants effectively kill germs. It’s always a good idea to disinfect surfaces in the kitchen, bathroom, and nursery. Disinfecting is also an extra precaution recommended to protect younger and older members of a household and persons with suppressed immune systems. If a household member is sick, you can reduce the risk of spreading viruses and bacteria by disinfecting frequently touched surfaces such as light switches, doorknobs, remote controls, and telephone receivers.




	
Destroy germs. Household disinfectants are designed to destroy harmful bacteria and viruses, including Rhinovirus, the leading cause of the common cold. Only products with an Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) registration number on their label are approved germ-killing disinfectants. Read the product label to ensure that you are getting the type of disinfectant you want; the label will state what type of germs the product kills.


	
Clean before disinfecting. For a disinfectant to be effective, soils should be removed from the surface of the object to be cleaned before the disinfectant is applied. Disinfectant cleaners remove soils and kill germs in one time-saving step. The label of such a product will state that it “cleans and disinfects.”


	
Disinfect with bleach. A commonly used disinfectant is sodium hypochlorite, more commonly known as liquid chlorine bleach. Diluted bleach solutions are extremely effective against many types of microorganisms, including bacteria, fungi, and viruses. For bleach to be effective as a disinfectant, you first need to clean the surface you’ll be using it on. Afterward, swab down the surface with the bleach solution and let it air-dry. Be aware that bleach loses strength rapidly, so the solution needs to be made fresh each time you use it.







Sanitizing. Often confused with disinfecting, sanitizing does not kill germs but reduces the number of harmful germs to a safe level to create a more healthful, hygienic environment. Generally, that’s all that’s needed. Sanitizing basically renders most germs harmless, and those that are left will die a natural death. Cleaning with soap and water not only removes dirt from surfaces but also reduces most germs to less than an infectious dose. White vinegar is another nontoxic agent that’s been proven to destroy or reduce to an acceptable level a broad range of bacteria, yeast, molds, and other microorganisms. And, of course, there are commercial sanitizing products available in many forms, including sprays and wipes.






Know and Tell




Liquid chlorine bleach has a shelf life of only three to six months. Buy only what you can use up in that time period, taking into consideration that the bottle sat on the store’s shelf for some time before you bought it.









Deodorizing. There’s a difference between air freshening and deodorizing. Air freshening simply masks unpleasant household odors; deodorizing kills odor-causing bacteria to completely eliminate odors. Cleaning and disinfecting often remove odors by killing the germs that cause them. Odor around the toilet, for example, is a sign that bacteria are present and a thorough cleaning is needed. Odors that linger after cleaning require deodorizing. Effective deodorizers include baking soda and vinegar, which absorb odors, and certain commercial products that kill bacteria in the air.


Decluttering. Clutter can make the cleanest home look dirtier than it is. Decluttering is the act of finding a home for those things you love and use, and letting go of everything that’s just collecting dust. The less clutter you have, the quicker and easier it is to clean your home and keep it clean. Regular decluttering is an important step in the cleaning process that can save time and energy while improving the appearance of your home.








How To




Disinfect Surfaces




There’s a right way to properly disinfect a surface, such as a countertop, sink, high chair, or floor. You first need to clean it with soap and water or another detergent. If there are any crumbs or dirty residue left on the surface, you will not be able to properly disinfect it. Once the surface is clean, spray or wipe it with a diluted solution of liquid chlorine bleach or a ready-made disinfectant. Let the surface air-dry or wipe it dry with a clean cloth or paper towel. For a simpler alternative, use a commercial disinfectant cleaner that does the job of cleaning and disinfecting in one step.












What’s in Your Cleaning Closet?


If you bought every cleaning tool and product on the market today, you would need an entire house just to store them. While many of these items are worth a look and a try, the only tools and products you need to keep around are the ones you actually use.


Take a look at what’s in your cleaning closet or wherever you keep your cleaning tools and supplies. First, look at your tools. The right tools make any job easier. Is your vacuum cleaner in good working order? Is your mop head worn out? Make a note to repair or replace cleaning tools or purchase replacement accessories as needed. Remove any tools that are broken or unnecessary, such as the dust mop for hardwood floors that you no longer need in your all-carpeted home. Donate usable tools to Goodwill or The Salvation Army, or sell them at your next garage sale.


Recommended cleaning tools to have in your closet include:




	Vacuum cleaner


	Broom and dustpan (plus an outdoor broom if you have a garage or deck)


	Wet mop


	Dust mop for noncarpeted floors


	Two 10-gallon buckets for use in washing floors and windows


	Cleaning caddy or another 10-gallon bucket for toting cleaning supplies


	Rubber gloves to protect your hands from dirt, germs, cleaning solutions, and hot water


	Microfiber cloths or cloth diapers for dusting and cleaning


	
Cellulose scrub sponges in different colors for different jobs: dishes, kitchen counters, bathroom


	Toilet-cleaning brush (best kept near the toilet for use as needed)


	Brushes for the floors and your shower/tub


	Old toothbrush(es) to clean grout and hard-to-reach areas


	White paper towels


	Trash bags


	Spray bottles for mixing homemade cleaners







Next, take a look at your cleaning products. Get rid of all the products you don’t use or need. If you haven’t used them in the past year, you probably won’t ever use them. Read and follow the directions on each product’s label for proper disposal. Do not mix cleaning products when disposing of them; some products, such as ammonia and liquid chlorine bleach, create harmful gases when combined. For more tips on disposing of household cleaners, turn to the end of this chapter.




Basic cleaning products you need include commercial or homemade versions of the following:




	All-purpose cleaner for floors, walls, countertops, and toilets


	Disinfectant


	Glass and mirror cleaner


	Nonabrasive scouring powder


	Tub and tile cleaner


	Oven cleaner


	Wood cleaner


	Furniture polish












The Perfect Vacuum Cleaner?




There are so many vacuum cleaner makes and models available that it can be difficult to choose the right one. When buying, first choose the category of cleaner that best suits your needs. There are five basic categories:


Upright vacuum. Uprights are a good choice for a home with lots of carpeted floors and for anyone who prefers to push the vacuum cleaner rather than pull it. Easy to carry and store, many uprights have an easy-to-use pile height-adjustment feature, which is important if you have carpets of varying thicknesses to clean.


Canister vacuum. Generally a little heavier and pricier than an upright, but also quieter, the canister vacuum is a good choice for homes with lots of bare floors. It’s also ideal for vacuuming under beds and for cleaning a variety of surfaces, including carpeted and noncarpeted stairs, upholstered furniture and draperies, and automobile interiors. Backpack models can be comfortably carried around your home — even up a ladder for easier cleaning of pot shelves and tall furniture such as bookcases and armoires.


Cordless vacuum. A cordless model may be either handheld or upright, but it is designed to be lightweight, portable, and easier to pull out when needed. The cordless handheld vacuum is the perfect choice for cleaning up after everyday messes. Keep one in high-traffic areas for spills, tracked kitty litter, animal hair, and quick touch-ups. Upright models are preferable for quick cleanup of larger areas.


Sweeper/stick vacuum. This “electric broom” is most often used for quick cleanup of carpeted and noncarpeted floors in the kitchen, bath, and entryway but can be used anywhere to pick up debris. Smaller and lighter than a regular vacuum, it’s great for getting kids into the vacuuming routine because it’s so lightweight and easy to use.


Central vacuum system. The most powerful and priciest choice, a central vacuum is a built-in system that consists of a motor, a dirt canister, PVC tubing in the walls, centrally located floor or wall receptacles, a vacuum hose, and cleaning attachments. There’s no heavy unit to push or pull and no electrical cord; simply plug the hose into any central vacuum receptacle to turn it on. Because the motor is installed in your basement or garage, operation is quiet. Unlike portable vacuum cleaners, the central vacuum system carries dirt and debris away from your living area, which also makes for cleaner operation. And the dirt canister generally requires emptying only several times a year.


 When choosing a vacuum, you are likely to gravitate toward the kind your mother used. There’s nothing wrong with that. If you like it, you’re more likely to use it.




 Once you know what type of cleaner you want, choose a brand and model based on other features such as warranty, ease of use, and quiet operation. Other factors to keep in mind include the following:




	Allergy sufferers should look for a high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA) filtration system, which is designed to trap 99 percent of harmful allergens, including mold spores, pollen, and pet dander.


	Bagless models eliminate the need to purchase, store, and change bags; when the collection cup is full, you simply empty it and then put it back in the vacuum. Be aware, however, that emptying the collection cup is a messy process that tends to spew dust into the air; empty outdoors and, if you are sensitive to dust, you’ll want to wear a dust mask. Also, bagless models need emptying more often than models with bags.


	Choose a vacuum cleaner that includes tools you can use: a telescoping wand and dusting brush for cleaning high up, a crevice tool to clean along carpet and floor edges, and an upholstery brush for cleaning furniture and heavy draperies.


	If you suffer from arthritis, choose a model with an ergonomically designed handle to reduce hand and wrist stress. You might also consider a self-propelled upright if pushing or pulling a heavy vacuum cleaner is a problem.


	A vacuum with a rotating brush or combination beater/brush bar is good for most carpets. A suction-only vacuum or one with an adjustable brush lifted away from the carpet is better for wool or wool-blend carpets with thick loop pile construction, which may become fuzzy with too much brushing or rubbing.










Once you declutter your cleaning closet, organize it by grouping together items by use, including any specialized cleaners for your car, laundry, shoes, silver and other metals, leather, and so on. Install hooks and wall-mounted holders for hanging mops, brooms, and dustpans. Store your clean rags, cloths, and towels in a hanging bag or a basket on a shelf. If you don’t have a cleaning closet, here’s an idea: hang an over-the-door shoe bag with clear plastic pockets behind your garage or laundry-room door, and use it for storing cleaning supplies. Just make sure the bag you purchase is compatible with your door and won’t prevent it from closing all the way.




Put your basic cleaning supplies in a cleaning caddy or bucket for easy carting from room to room. Add cleaning cloths, sponges, paper towels, and rubber gloves and you’re ready to clean anywhere, anytime. You might even consider stocking separate caddies for the bathroom and kitchen that you can store in those rooms. That way, you are ready for quick cleanups, without having to fetch what you need. Or hide cleaning supplies in strategic spots, such as behind books on a shelf, so if you get inspired to clean, you can dust off your books or polish your coffee table right then and there.







The Right Sponge for the Job


Cellulose. The good old standby; excellent for Formica and tile floors and walls.


All-surface. A cellulose sponge with an abrasive scrubber on one side for tough cleaning jobs like pots and pans and barbecue grills.


Natural. Harvested from the sea, these soft, highly absorbent sponges are recommended for washing windows and cars.


Nylon scrubbing. A nonabrasive sponge for scrubbing without damaging Teflon-coated cookware and other surfaces that cannot withstand abrasive sponges.


Metal. A curly metal sponge (not steel wool, which can scratch) for all types of tough scouring jobs on surfaces that can withstand an abrasive scrubbing.


Dry cleaning. A cellulose foam-latex pad that is used dry to remove dust and pet hair from upholstery, lampshades, and walls.


Cleaning “eraser.” A melamine sponge designed to be wetted with water and used to “erase” marks and smudges from walls, floors, and other hard surfaces.







Selecting Cleaning Products


Simplify your life by choosing to use cleaning products that do double duty, such as disinfectant cleaners or all-purpose cleaners that can be used to clean toilets as well as countertops, floors, and walls. You may also wish to consider using cleaning products that will not harm the environment. Look for “environmentally friendly” products, or make your own household cleaning solutions from nontoxic materials such as vinegar, pure soap, baking soda, washing soda, and borax. Cut down on waste by making conscious choices about your purchases. Consider using concentrated laundry detergents, which provide more cleaning power with less packaging. Also look for refillable containers and for containers made from recycled materials. Buy in quantities you will use soon, so products don’t end up going to waste.






Everyday Solution


 Microfiber Cleaning Cloths




Microfiber cleaning cloths are a must for every household. Originally designed for clean-room applications in the electronics industry, microfiber is a nonabrasive synthetic material that effortlessly removes dust, dirt, and grease from any hard surface, from mirrors to countertops to floors. Machine washable and reusable, microfiber cloths, mitts, and mops require no cleaning products to be used with them. Simply wet, squeeze, and wipe for a streak-free, lint-free clean without chemicals.







Traditional Disinfectants and Cleaners. These are the big guns: liquid chlorine bleach, ammonia, and pine-oil disinfectants and cleaners. The benefit of using these products is that they can be used for more than one purpose and they are very cost-effective. The disadvantage to these products is that they need to be diluted before use, which means having to mix up solutions. Also, misuse can discolor or damage finishes.


Ready-to-Use Products. It’s a little more expensive to buy cleaning and disinfecting products in ready-mixed form, but it’s far more convenient. Many product manufacturers have added fragrances and other ingredients that leave behind a fresh, clean scent. If you are allergic to fragrance, you can usually find unscented options.


Disposable Products. New disposable cleaning products have revolutionized the way we clean by combining tools and products and eliminating the need to mix or spray anything. Instead of dripping buckets, bottles, and sponges, we have the option of using premoistened, disposable cleaning cloths. Use them to wipe up dirt and germs, and then toss them in the trash, along with the dirt and germs. Disposables include wipes for just about everything:






	Cleaning appliances


	Sanitizing sinks, countertops, toilets, light-switch covers, and faucet handles


	Dusting furniture, television screens, and other surfaces


	Washing windows


	Washing dishes (lathering wipes) and cleaning baked-on foods in microwaves (heat-activated wipes)







Popular disposable products also include wet mops that utilize an onboard dispenser for liquid cleaning solution, as well as a disposable cleaning cloth for the mop head. Flushable toilet-bowl cleaners are another disposable product designed to make a dreaded chore more pleasant.




Portable and easy to use, disposable cleaning products are very popular with today’s busy housekeepers who are willing to pay a little more for convenience. The downside of disposables is the fact that they add unnecessary waste to already-crowded landfills. For this reason, exclusive use of disposable cleaning products is not prudent.


Green Cleaning Products. More and more people are choosing natural or environmentally friendly cleaners, which not only are more effective than early green products, but also have become more widely distributed and price-competitive in recent years. Organic and biodegradable products are the least toxic and most earth-friendly cleaning products. Look for the Green Seal or (in Canada) EcoLogo symbol on product labels. Or make your own eco-products. Green cleaning tools, such as pumice and microfiber cloths, also clean surfaces without chemicals.




Cleaning Naturally


There are natural alternatives that you may prefer over commercially purchased cleaning products, especially if you have allergic reactions to strong scents and chemicals. Baking soda and vinegar have been used for years to effectively clean, freshen, and deodorize homes naturally. And, because both cleaning agents can be purchased in bulk, they make for inexpensive cleaning formulas. The biggest drawback to these homemade cleaning solutions is that they may require a little more effort to get the job done. Do be aware that even natural cleaning products can be harmful if ingested. Be sure to label homemade solutions and keep them out of reach of children and pets.




make your own




All-Purpose Cleaner


Combine 1 teaspoon of a vegetable-oil-based laundry detergent, 1 teaspoon of borax laundry detergent, and 2 tablespoons of white vinegar with 1 quart of hot water.









	
Baking soda makes an excellent nonabrasive scouring powder that cleans, freshens, and removes stains. You can mix it with enough water to form a paste that you apply to the surface to be cleaned, or you can wet the surface and then sprinkle it with baking soda. Use baking soda to scrub sinks, countertops, showers, tubs, and more without scratching. For heavier-duty applications, use it with a nylon mesh sponge. Baking soda also absorbs and eliminates odors on contact. Use it in garbage cans, diaper pails, litter boxes, garbage disposals, and drains, or sprinkle it on carpets before vacuuming. Helpful hint: Buy baking soda in 10-pound containers at a discount club, and pour it into a large metal salt shaker for easy sprinkling. It’s a good idea to label the shaker.









	
White vinegar is a versatile, economical cleaner and sanitizer that cuts through grease, prevents mold from building up, and cleans glass. Buy it by the gallon. Fill a spray bottle with equal parts of white vinegar and water, and use the mixture to clean and sanitize surfaces and remove odors. (If you find the vinegar smell unpleasant, add a splash of lemon juice to the solution.) Add 1 cup of vinegar to 1 quart of water to make a cleaning solution for windows. Pour 1 cup of vinegar into the toilet to clean the bowl. Vinegar can also be used at full strength to sanitize wooden cutting boards or around doorways and windowsills to repel ants.


	
Lemon juice is another natural cleaner and deodorizer. Fill a spray bottle with equal parts of water and lemon juice (you can use presqueezed juice from a bottle); use it to freshen the air in your home. Rub a cut lemon over a wooden cutting board to sanitize it. Or rub the cut end of a lemon over a faucet to remove lime scale. You can also put lemon peel and baking soda in your vacuum cleaner bag to deodorize it.


	
Salt can be used as a cleaning agent and deodorizer. A strong brine solution poured down the kitchen drain can prevent grease buildup and eliminate odors. Other uses suggested by the Salt Institute include using a paste of salt and vinegar to clean tarnished brass or copper or a solution of salt and turpentine to restore whiteness to yellowed enamel bathtubs and toilets. You’ll find more uses for salt sprinkled throughout this book.


	
Hydrogen peroxide (3 percent) is an excellent and inexpensive stain remover for carpets; refer to chapter 4 for tips on using it to clean carpets. Readily available at drugstores and supermarkets, 3 percent hydrogen peroxide can also be used with vinegar to disinfect kitchen counters, cutting boards, and other hard surfaces: Spray a mist of hydrogen peroxide onto the surface and then a mist of vinegar. Allow to sit for a few minutes, and then wipe with a paper towel or a cloth.







make your own




Natural Disinfectant Cleaner




Mix 15 drops of grapefruit seed extract with 2 cups of warm water (or use 1 teaspoon per gallon of water). Pour the solution into a spray bottle. Double the amount of grapefruit seed extract to create a super-strength cleaner for more extreme jobs. Grapefruit seed extract also whitens sinks, tubs, and tiles.


formula courtesy of Pure Liquid Gold








Use Cleaning Products Responsibly




Sensible cleaning includes sensible use of household cleaning products. Take the time to read product labels so you know what you are buying and how to use it. Whenever possible, avoid the use of any products that are labeled as corrosive, reactive or explosive, flammable, toxic, or poisonous. Pregnant women should avoid overuse of household cleaning products, especially liquid chlorine bleach, disinfectants, air fresheners, aerosols, and carpet cleaners; they also should take care to avoid any products containing ammonia, benzene, formaldehyde, mercury, or phosphates.






For Safety’s Sake




Accidental poisoning of children is a very common health hazard associated with cleaning products. Children can also be exposed to risk through inhalation of fumes from a product such as oven cleaner or air-freshener spray, through direct skin contact with cleaning products, or by touching surfaces that have been recently cleaned.


 In the bimonthly newsletter Cleaning Matters, the American Cleaning Institute offered the following tips for the safe use and smart storage of cleaning products around children:




	Schedule cleaning around the kids’ routines, such as nap time or when they’re not around.


	Don’t be distracted when you are cleaning. Children act fast and can get hold of a product and swallow it in a surprisingly short time.


	Never leave cleaning buckets containing liquid unattended. Besides the obvious dangers of spilling, slipping, and sipping, there’s the fact that toddlers are “top heavy.” If they toppled into a bucket, they could drown, even in a very small amount of liquid.


	Close the caps and lids of cleaning product containers securely. Products with more potential hazard, such as some oven and drain cleaners, come with child-resistant packaging, but they don’t come with someone to close the cap properly! It’s up to adults to provide a safe environment.


	Store cleaning products in locations that are away from children, pets, and food. Install childproof locks on the doors of all storage locations.


	Keep cleaning products in their original containers. If a child accidentally ingests or spills something on him- or herself, the label provides information concerning the product’s contents and advice on what immediate first aid to perform.


	Carefully dispose of empty cleaning containers. To protect children, pets, and garbage handlers, replace the lids on the containers first, and then place them in a sealed recycling bin or garbage container.












	
Read product labels. Always read and follow the manufacturer’s instructions carefully to ensure that you are using a product correctly, particularly with regard to ventilation. If the label says to use the product in a well-ventilated area, open windows or turn on a fan to ensure that the space being cleaned has plenty of fresh air.


	
Do not mix products. Never mix liquid chlorine bleach and ammonia, or any products that contain bleach and ammonia. This combination results in a dangerous, even lethal gas. As a general rule, never use two or more types of products in the same room at the same time unless you know for a fact that the two products are compatible.


	
Ask questions. When it comes to the use of household products, there are no stupid questions. Check with the product manufacturer if you have any questions about the use or effectiveness of a product. If you are prone to allergies, or if you or anyone in your house has a diminished lung capacity, check with your doctor about household product use.


	
Avoid skin contact. Many household cleaners contain chemicals that can cause skin irritation. Get in the habit of wearing rubber gloves for household cleaning. Gloves will also protect your hands and nails from the drying effect of water and chemicals. It’s a simple, inexpensive precaution.


	
Remove jewelry. Prolonged contact with water and chemicals can permanently damage gemstones. Always remove jewelry before you start to clean.







Disposing of Cleaning Products


Use up cleaning products before disposing of them, or give products you no longer have a use for to a friend, family member, or neighbor who will use them. The right way to dispose of cleaning products is the way that is best for the environment. Read the product label for disposal instructions. Generally, you will be instructed to use one of the following three methods, depending on the type of product.


Down the Drain. The proper way to dispose of water-soluble products (that is, products that mix with water) is to flush them down the toilet or pour them down the drain with running water. Most liquids, powders, and gels fall into this category. When disposing of powders, dispose of small amounts at a time to prevent clogging the pipes. When you are flushing products in a toilet, be sure that the toilet has not been just cleaned; you want to avoid potential interaction with residue from a toilet-cleaning product. Do not under any circumstances mix products during the disposal process.


Water-soluble cleaning products include:




	Liquid and powdered laundry detergents


	Liquid chlorine bleach


	Liquid fabric softeners


	Dishwashing liquids and powders


	Multipurpose cleaners


	
Powdered cleansers


	Glass cleaners


	Disinfectants


	Ammonia


	Tub/tile/sink cleaners


	Carpet cleaners


	Floor cleaners







If you live in a home with a septic tank, do not flush or pour down the drain any unwanted cleaning products, to avoid the possibility of contaminating well water. Unlike city septic services, private septic systems are not capable of fully treating chemical waste. Instead, use up the products or give them to others.




In the Trash or Recycling Bin. Most solid cleaning products and empty product containers can be thrown in the trash. Plastic, paperboard, and metal containers (even aerosol cans) may be recyclable. Check with your community recycling center for local guidelines. “Trashable” cleaning products include:




	Fabric softener sheets


	Stain remover sticks


	Premoistened towelettes


	Disposable mop pads


	Scouring pads


	Empty aerosol cans







Note that the aerosol cans must be empty before they can be trashed. Use up unwanted aerosol product by going outside and spraying it into a box, staying away from flames, pets, and children. Avoid breathing the fumes. If the aerosol spray is clogged, shake the can for a full 2 minutes. Then turn the can upside down and press the spray nozzle to release air. Turn the can right-side up again and spray until empty.


As Household Hazardous Waste (HHW). Products that fall into the category of household hazardous waste (HHW) require special disposal. Call the manufacturer’s toll-free number for disposal recommendations, or check with your local waste-disposal facility. This category includes, but is not limited to, the following types of cleaning products:




	Polishes and waxes that harden on surfaces (including furniture, metal, and shoe polishes)


	Solutions for removing difficult stains or greases


	Flammable products


	Crystal drain openers


	Dry-cleaning fluid







An alternative to HHW disposal is to evaporate small amounts (less than 1⁄2 gallon) of the product. Move the container to a sheltered, secure outdoor area that is away from the activities of children and pets. Open the lid. The liquid in the product will evaporate over time. When the product has hardened into a solid material, discard it in the trash. But before undertaking this disposal technique, check to find out whether your community incinerates trash. If it does, do not dispose of the hazardous material in the trash, because burning will release the chemicals it contains.









Chapter twoCleaning Strategies




Cleaning is a dirty job, but someone’s got to do it. Even if you hire a housecleaner, you still have some cleanup to do between visits. Everyday cleaning is the simplest way to minimize housework. In this chapter, you will learn proven systems and techniques to get the most common household chores done quickly and easily, with professional-looking results.


 If you live in a household full of people, you probably have extra cleaning challenges — but you also have extra hands to help out. When you learn simple strategies for prompting your family to pitch in, everyone will wonder how you manage to keep your home so clean and tidy.




Everyday Cleaning


When you save up all your housecleaning for the weekend, it seems like a lot of work because it is a lot of work. The trick is to do a little cleaning every day. The payoff is that you will never again feel overwhelmed by housecleaning and your home will be cleaner than ever. Also, by incorporating everyday cleaning into your schedule, you’ll have more time for rest and relaxation on your days off. Use the following everyday to-do list as a starting point, and modify it to suit your needs and lifestyle:




	Make all the beds.


	Check trash cans and wastebaskets; empty as needed.


	Round up dirty laundry and put it in the hamper.


	Wipe bathroom sinks.


	Sweep the kitchen floor.


	
Vacuum carpets in high-traffic areas as needed.


	Clean the kitchen table and countertops.


	Hand-wash dishes or load, run, and unload the dishwasher.


	Start a wash, load and start the dryer, or fold laundry as needed.


	Sort your daily mail into categories: to pay, to file, to read, to call, or to trash or recycle.


	Pick up clutter.







Spend five minutes here and there throughout the day and you’ll be done with your everyday chores before you know it. Challenge yourself to make your bed in under 60 seconds. Wipe bathroom sinks in the morning before leaving the room. Clean up the kitchen after dinner. Carry a trash bag from room to room and empty all the wastebaskets. Pick up clutter before heading to bed. Get the idea?


Helpful hint: Take advantage of convenience products, such as disposable wipes and shower-cleaner sprays, for these 5-minute cleaning sessions to make the job even easier.




My theory on housework is, if the item doesn’t multiply, smell, catch fire, or block the refrigerator door, let it be. No one else cares. Why should you?


— Erma Bombeck






The Quickie Clean: Unexpected Guests




Got company on the way? Here’s how to clean up your act in a hurry:




	Load any dirty dishes into the dishwasher, or put them in a dishpan and stash it under the sink.


	Wipe the kitchen counters and the stovetop.


	Give the toilet a quick brush and flush.


	Grab a roll of paper towels and a bottle of glass cleaner and use them to wipe down mirrors, countertops, and the toilet seat (top and bottom) in the bathroom.


	Hang fresh hand towels in the bathroom and kitchen.


	Pick up stray items and toss them in a laundry basket; store the basket temporarily in a closet.


	Close doors to bedrooms and other rooms not intended for guests.


	Light scented candles or spray some air freshener.


	Dim the lights.










The Weekly Routine


Everyday cleaning will go a long way toward keeping your home clean and tidy. But it’s not enough. You need to develop and implement a systematic cleaning plan for those chores that require time and effort on a regular basis, such as mopping floors or cleaning your refrigerator. Most homes can be maintained with once-a-week cleaning. However, how often you tackle regular cleaning chores largely depends on how many people are living in your home. If you have children or pets, you probably need to vacuum and mop more than once a week. If you live alone without pets, you might be able to squeak by on a biweekly cleaning schedule provided you do everyday cleaning.




Following are three ways to approach weekly cleaning chores. Choose the one that best fits your personality, lifestyle, and goals.


Schedule A: All at Once. This is the traditional approach to weekly cleaning. It works well for people who have two or more days off each week and either enjoy cleaning or enjoy the satisfaction that comes from cleaning the whole house from top to bottom. With the all-at-once approach, every room in your home gets cleaned once a week. Here’s the basic routine:




Bathrooms




	Clean the toilet.


	Sanitize the sink and countertop.


	Clean the tub and/or the shower and shower door.


	Wipe mirrors clean.


	Sweep or vacuum and mop the floor.


	Hang fresh towels.







Kitchen




	Sanitize the sink, drain, and disposal.


	Clean the oven or the refrigerator (alternate every other week).


	Sanitize the countertops.


	Clean the microwave.


	Sweep and mop the floor.







Bedrooms




	Change the linens.


	Put away clean clothes.


	Launder dirty clothes.


	Clean the floor.







Room by Room




	Clean the floors in all rooms (periodically move large items and sweep or vacuum beneath them).


	Sweep away any cobwebs.


	Dust and polish the furniture.


	File or toss paper clutter.


	Pick up other clutter.







Schedule B: 30 Minutes a Day. This could be the best approach for people who might otherwise put off weekly chores. Basically, it requires spending 30 minutes each day on one room or one whole-house cleaning task. The following example lays out one possible room-by-room daily schedule. Refer to chapters within this book for specific cleaning recommendations and instructions for each area.




	
Day 1 Kitchen


	
Day 2 Bathroom


	
Day 3 Living room, family room, dining room


	
Day 4 Bedrooms


	
Day 5 Office, den, entryways


	
Day 6 Laundry room and laundry


	
Day 7 Rest







 As an alternative you could arrange day-by-day cleaning around a task-oriented schedule:






	
Day 1 Clean all mirrors, glass tabletops, and windows as needed.


	
Day 2 Clean the bathroom sink, tub/shower, toilet, and countertops.


	
Day 3 Clean the kitchen countertops, the sink and drain, the microwave, and the refrigerator or oven.


	
Day 4 Do the laundry, change the bedclothes, and put out clean towels.


	
Day 5 Dust and polish the furniture.


	
Day 6 Vacuum, sweep, and mop all floors.


	
Day 7 Rest.







The beauty of this schedule is that you need to get out only the cleaning tools and supplies for a particular chore instead of lugging around a whole caddy full of stuff.


Schedule C: One Task a Day. Make a list of the cleaning tasks that need to be done on a regular basis and post the list on your refrigerator. Pick one task each day and do it. This is a good approach for people who don’t like routines. You get to choose what you feel like doing each day. The key to making this approach work is to do something every day and to complete every task on the list at least once every two weeks. Keep track of your progress by writing next to each item the date when you did the work. If you generate a master list on your computer, you can print clean copies as needed.






Everyday Solution


 No Time


If you are short on time or energy, pick the jobs that are most important to you and do them well.







Deep Cleaning


You can do a deep cleaning of your home once or twice a year. Or you can break up that really big job into smaller monthly jobs by deep-cleaning room by room. Once a month, plan to do a thorough cleaning of one room. In a bedroom, for example, you might wash the walls, windows, curtains, floors, and bedding. You might also declutter and organize the closets and drawers. When all the rooms have been cleaned, start over with the first room.


If you do an extra-thorough cleaning of one room one week, you can usually get by with a quick clean in that room the following week or maybe even coast for two weeks with just everyday cleanup. Alternating deep cleaning with quick cleanups will buy you a little extra time to put toward the monthly cleaning.


Also once a month or so, dust ceiling fans, tops of bookcases and cabinets, and the top of your refrigerator. Extendable pole dusters with microfiber heads that can be locked at an angle help you reach high places for which you might otherwise have to get out the ladder to reach. Other favorite tools for dusting include lamb’s-wool dusters, microfiber cloths, and cloth diapers.







Getting the Job Done


Do you have a hard time getting motivated to clean? Make housecleaning more enjoyable by putting on your favorite music or listening to a book on tape. Or motivate yourself with a reward, such as relaxing afterward in a hot tub, watching your favorite TV show, going out to the movies, or reading a book or magazine. Once you get started, try these proven tips for getting the job done faster and more efficiently.







An Ounce of Prevention


The simplest way to cut your cleaning time is to prevent dirt and dust from accumulating.




	Place good-size doormats inside and out to absorb moisture, trap dirt, and minimize tracking. Clean the mats regularly.


	Institute a “no shoes” rule for your house, but do wear slippers or socks, because the oils on the bottom of your feet may dirty the carpets.


	To reduce the growth of mildew in bathrooms and other moist environments, use a paint with mold inhibitor added when refinishing the walls. You can have cleaner walls and minimize allergy symptoms at the same time.


	Change the filters in your furnace and air conditioners once a month during the heating and cooling seasons for better air cleaning.


	Ban food from bedrooms.


	In your kitchen and children’s rooms, refinish the walls with a semigloss, rather than flat, paint. This will make it easier to clean grease, stains, fingerprints, and crayon marks that accumulate in high-use areas.


	Choose a carpet with built-in stain resistance for high-traffic areas.


	Use liquid or glycerin soap in the shower to reduce soap-scum buildup.












	
Declutter first. Remove clutter from floors, coffee tables, and other horizontal surfaces before you start cleaning. It’s easier to do this if you have something to put things into, such as a basket or tote bag.


	
Clean from top to bottom. Get out a broom and start with those cobwebs along the edges of the ceiling. Then dust the ceiling fans, tops of bookcases, and other higher-up surfaces. Allow the dust to fall to the floor. Work your way down by shaking out curtains, dusting surfaces, polishing furniture, and anything in between. Clean the floors last.


	
Clean from side to side. Instead of removing everything from shelves or cabinets, move everything to the right to clean the left side, and then move everything to the left to clean the right side.


	
Let cleaners do the work. After spraying on a cleaning product, wait a few minutes to allow the product to do its job. Use that time to clean something else. For example, spray your shower and tub with a “scrub-free” cleaner and let it sit while you wipe countertops and clean the mirror. You can also pretreat a rug stain while you dust the family room or clean rings in jewelry cleaner while you wash dishes.


	
Save steps. Use a bucket or caddy to cart cleaning tools and supplies from room to room. A larger home might require two cleaning caddies strategically stored for easy access and a vacuum cleaner on each floor.


	
Focus. Try not to get distracted when you are cleaning. You might not realize it, but when you really get into cleaning, you gain some momentum that works in your favor. Pick a room or task and stick with it until you are done. If the telephone rings, let your answering machine or voice mail service take a message.


	
Work your plan. Clean each room in a clockwise direction, starting from the door, to ensure that every corner gets cleaned.


	
Take shortcuts. Let dishes air-dry. For a quicker, easier way to make your bed, replace a top sheet and quilt with a duvet and cover. Look for other ways to save time on home chores. If you’re a perfectionist, consider lowering your standards a little to create some free time.


	
Don’t make work. Don’t waste time washing an entire wall if all you really need to do is spot-clean. If your clothes aren’t noticeably dirty after one use, wear them an extra time to cut down on laundry. Also, if you habitually iron your sheets, don’t feel you absolutely must. Take whatever time you save and do something for yourself or with family and friends.


	
Develop routines. When you clean in an organized fashion, you clean more efficiently. If you do jobs in the same order each time, cleaning becomes automatic. You get to a point where you don’t even have to think about what you are doing, and it feels less like work.


	
Go easy. Always start with the least harsh cleaners first. You’ll be less apt to ruin things in the process of cleaning. For example, in trying to remove a stain or soil, try water first. If the stain or soil doesn’t budge, then try something stronger, such as dishwashing liquid or an all-purpose cleaner. Do the same with cleaning tools. If a cellulose sponge doesn’t do the job, try a nylon scrubbing sponge.


	
Clean up spills immediately. It’s far easier to clean up spills when they are fresh rather than when they have dried, whether they’re on a kitchen counter, in your oven, or on your clothes.


	
Trash the trash. Place wastebaskets wherever trash accumulates: bathrooms, bedrooms, living room, and so on.


	
Buy easy care. When purchasing furnishings or clothes, look for items that resist stains and are easy to clean and care for.










Allergies, Asthma, and Cleaning


Frequent cleaning can help reduce allergens and irritants that cause allergic reactions. When you wipe countertops, for example, you are wiping away more than germs. You also wipe away pollen, pet dander, dust mites, and mold spores — the four most common indoor allergens. If you’re a long-time allergy sufferer, you already know more about the subject than we can possibly cover in this book. However, if you’re new to living with an allergic person or suspect that you or other members of your household may be developing allergies, here are a few pointers.


Allergic reactions can range from being mildly uncomfortable to being life-threatening, as in a severe asthma attack. Some common signs and symptoms are watery eyes, runny nose, sneezing, nasal congestion, itching, coughing, headache, and fatigue. Obviously, symptoms like a sudden onset of wheezing and difficulty breathing should be addressed immediately by your doctor.







Pet Dander Everywhere




Dog and cat allergens are found in almost every home in the United States, whether or not dogs or cats live there. The highest concentrations are found on sofas, especially upholstered sofas. In July 2004, the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences and the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development conducted a national survey to measure levels of indoor allergens that might trigger asthma. Dog allergen was detected in 100 percent of homes, and cat allergen was detected in 99.9 percent of homes, even though most households don’t own a dog or cat. In homes with dogs and cats, the levels of allergens are almost always high enough that they could trigger allergies or asthma. Even 36 percent of homes without dogs had dog dander levels high enough to provoke symptoms. And 16 percent of homes without a cat had similarly high levels of cat dander. Where does this come from? Presumably it is tracked into the home on clothes and rubs off where people commonly sit. It also gets into the air. HEPA filters can help reduce exposure levels.







While regular and thorough housecleaning is recommended for allergy sufferers, the act of cleaning itself can aggravate symptoms. It’s important to avoid cleaning in the presence of someone with allergies. If possible, clean while he or she is away, and allow at least an hour after cleaning before that person returns to the home. That way, any remaining stirred-up allergens and dust (you can’t possibly remove it all!) can settle down and the air will clear.


If you are the one who suffers from allergy symptoms, wearing a face mask during cleaning might help, as could following the Schedule B plan, where you clean a bit at a time rather than everything all at once. If your allergies are serious, find some way to hire a cleaning service or barter with someone who can do the big cleaning jobs.




There are three things you can do to manage allergens in your home and lessen allergy symptoms, as detailed below.


Control Dust and Dander. Every home has dust mites. These microscopic creatures live off human and animal dander and other particles that make up household dust. Dust mites thrive not only in dust but in sofas, stuffed chairs, carpets, and bedding. You can never entirely get rid of them, but regular cleaning will minimize their population. Following are some tactics that should help if you suffer from an allergy to dust mites:




	Dust with a damp cloth. Dry cloths and feather dusters just stir pet hair and dust mites back into the air.


	Mop or vacuum hard floors rather than sweeping.


	Vacuum all of your carpets, draperies, and upholstered furniture frequently to remove surface dust.


	Cover upholstered furniture with slipcovers that can be washed often.


	Use vacuums with high-efficiency filters or a central vacuum.


	Dust mites live deep in carpets and are not removed by vacuuming. Have carpets deep-cleaned regularly.


	
If you can’t bear to give up your pets, at least try to keep them off the furniture. Bathing dogs weekly will help minimize dander.


	Choose shades or washable curtains over other window coverings that tend to collect dust, such as horizontal blinds.


	Seriously consider replacing wall-to-wall carpets with smooth flooring and washable area rugs, especially in bedrooms.


	Use a mattress cover, and wash it and your sheets in hot water every week.


	Choose hypoallergenic pillows or use pillowcase covers designed to prevent dust mites from collecting in your pillows.







Control Moisture. Follow your nose and use your eyes. A musty odor, moisture on hard surfaces, or water stains may indicate the presence of mold — or at the very least, the ideal environment for mold to grow. The primary locations for mold in the home are basements, bathrooms, refrigerators, and garbage cans. Some strategies for mold control include the following:
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