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Introduction
CONFESSIONS
OF A SLOB


My name is Paula, and I’m a slob. I’m lax about putting things away, I’m careless about polishing, and I hate waxing floors.



“You make the beds, you do the dishes, and six months later you have to start all over again.”

—JOAN RIVERS



I’d rather arrange flowers and light candles than dust the table they sit on. I avoid ironing, washing windows, and vacuuming the rug. Yet my house looks pretty decent most of the time. How do I get away with it? I cheat. A lot.

I grew up in a family of eleven: five brothers, two parents, an aunt, an uncle, and a cousin. Because I was the only girl, I had the only single bedroom, a room that was legend throughout the neighborhood. I was either being yelled at or grounded for the piles of clothes on the floor, the unmade bed, and the stuff I could never chuck. But even without the mess the room was ugly. Rickety Victorian pieces darkened its corners; a gray chenille bedspread was meant to cover the bed; and purple, yellow, and gray paper blistered and peeled (with a little help from me) on the walls. I could argue, had I thought of it, that the room was not worth keeping clean, but my mother probably would have swatted me.

Not that she would have earned the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval. The house was a mess. It wasn’t dirty (I never saw a cockroach or a mouse until I had a city apartment of my own), but Mom had no eye for order, and the flotsam and jetsam produced by a household of eleven was staggering. As a survivor of the Depression, she saved every magazine, newspaper, and school paper that came into the house. And there never seemed to be enough money to replace the spring-popped sofa where we kids jumped and wrestled, the chandelier my brother broke practicing his golf swing, or the stain-sucking linoleum my uncle got a deal on. Plus there was a collie who shed year-round and a one-eyed cat who sharpened her claws on the table legs. No wonder my mother was happier tending her garden than dealing with the circus inside.

At sixteen, with money from my first job, I took matters into my own hands. I steamed and stripped the god-awful paper off the walls in my room; replaced the grotesque furniture with some unpainted contemporary pieces I enameled white; painted three of the walls a dusty pink; papered the fourth (very chic at the time) in white, pink, mauve, and gold; and bought a pink quilted comforter shot through with golden threads.

My room looked so good I started my recovery. I knew I’d never be a Suzy Homemaker, but the new look inspired me to keep the room tidier, and it was easier to keep it that way. There was no excess ornamentation in the furniture to trap dust and cobwebs, there was more room to stash my stuff, and the rumpled blankets didn’t show nearly as much under the thick comforter. Small discoveries, but I knew I was on to something. I also knew I never wanted to grow up to be one of those TV commercial housewives who fretted over the yellowing of their bathroom bowls, sank into depression with ring around the collar, and constantly worried about waxy buildup.

Still, I struggled to keep my messiness under control. When I went through flight-attendant training, our beds, closets, and drawers were checked every morning; if everything wasn’t just so, we’d receive demerits; enough demerits and we were outa there. While everyone else was worried about being sent home for not smiling enough or not passing emergency training, I was scared they were going to find out about the pig in their midst. Somehow they didn’t.

Out in the real world, every roommate I ever had was a neatnik by comparison, and I couldn’t afford, for financial and psychological reasons, to have them move out in disgust. I read books on getting organized, scoured the closet shops for better ways of dealing with the overflow, and looked for ways to hide the gravy stains from all those TV dinners. But I was inherently lazy, and when company came I would shovel everything into the already bulging closet.

Marriage to Mr. Clean, then having two babies, made avoiding housework more difficult, but I took on the challenge and let adversity propel me forward. Building two houses and remodeling a third gave me the opportunity to find new ways to wage my war against housework. But still I wasn’t satisfied. Greed was getting the better of me. What I wanted now was a self-cleaning house.

I went back to school and studied interior design, hoping it would give me further clues and insights into camouflage and decorating secrets. While my younger classmates were swooning over Italian furnishings and French fabrics, I was more interested in low maintenance than in high style. Sure, hand-painted silk pillows are exquisite, but will they hide Ovaltine stains? Will the white Berber survive black track cleats? Will the new down sofa hold up to old bad habits?

I never developed the self-cleaning house, but I did find new ways to deflect the dirt and make it look cleaner.

There are thousands of choices to be made when feathering the nest. Choosing well and using a few survival tactics lets us get away with more than we thought we could, and look good, maybe even great, in the process.




Part I
THE NEW TECHNIQUES







Chapter 1
A NEW APPROACH


Housework has never been easy, but it was at least manageable when Dad went to work and Mom went to the broom closet.



“Nobody ever died from a little bit of dust.”

—HELOISE



With Mom out of the closet and in the workforce, the job has become almost overwhelming to men and women alike. Reports show that we spend twenty-six to fifty hours a week on household chores, leaving us with a minimum of free time and energy.

You may have come a long way, baby, but you’ve got the short end of the broomstick today.

In fact, the farther back we go, the easier it gets. Prehistoric housekeepers had little to do other than sweep the bones out of the cave. Ancient Romans had slaves to keep the bath and vomitorium tidy, and housekeepers in the Dark Ages kept dust and odors in check by throwing a few reeds and herbs around. The average person lived rather simply up until the end of the nineteenth century, when homes started getting cluttered and life became more complicated.

Twentieth-century technology has actually contributed to the glut of household chores. Instead of beating rugs semiannually like Great-grandma, we now feel compelled to vacuum at least weekly. Instead of draping the tables, as was once the practice, we feel pressured to keep them highly polished. Instead of spot-cleaning a few carefully worn garments, we change our clothes sometimes two or three times a day, then face mountains of wash every week.



THE PERILS OF PERFECTION

They may not be in the medical books, but the following maladies have been known to result from overenthusiastic cleaning and should be avoided at all costs:

 	Carpal tunnel dusting syndrome
 	Polishing elbow
 	Carpet cleaner’s cramps
 	TBCS, or toilet-bowl-cleaner sensitivity
 	Mopping migraine
 	Floor scrubber’s water-on-the-knee
 	Vacuum hearing loss
 	Dustpan depression
 	Window washer’s bursitis
 	Sweeper’s shoulder
 





“Housework can kill you if you do it right.”

—ERMA BOMBECK



Technology has given us high-speed buffers so we can have glossy floors, state-of-the-art fabric finishes so we can upholster in white wool and pale silk, and sophisticated kitchen equipment so we can dine in gourmet elegance. Sure we can.

Why do we set such unrealistic standards for ourselves when our lives are already so complicated?

We’ve been conditioned. Before we could walk, we were read stories about the virtues of housework. Beauty kept out of trouble with chores before she met Beast, Cinderella developed an appealing modesty by scrubbing, and Snow White stayed safe by sweeping up after seven little men.

TV is also a factor. You’d think June Cleaver was still dusting lightbulbs by the looks of things. But no, Mom’s either performing brain surgery, reporting world events, or defending civil rights. Attorney Clair Huxtable has a large family, who, along with their friends, raid the fridge, watch TV, and dance in the living room. Yet despite the absence of a maid, there are never crumbs on the counter, sweat-shirts on the sofa, or homework piled on the dining table. Murphy Brown’s apartment is still as clean and orderly as it was before she had the kid. And you never see anyone actually wash those satin sheets or make those designer beds they’re so quick to jump into on the soaps.



“A house unkempt cannot be so distressing as a life unlived.”

—ROSE MACAULAY



Decorating magazines also perpetrate the spotless-house myth. There are never newspapers, magazines, or mail strewn about, no bulging closets, no dirty dishes in the sink. Comparing our less-than-perfect surroundings with those in House Beautiful is like comparing our less-than-perfect bodies with those we see in Vogue. Maybe if we starve ourselves and work out like maniacs every day we’ll start to resemble high-fashion models, and maybe if we chain ourselves to the vacuum cleaner and pin dust mitts to our sleeves we’ll have model-clean homes. But do we want “homeorexia” as well as the anorexia that may result from setting such unrealistic standards?

In his book, Home, a Short History of an Idea, architecture professor Witold Rybczynski writes:

Hominess is not neatness. Otherwise everyone would live in replicas of the kinds of sterile and impersonal homes that appear in interior design and architectural magazines. What these spotless rooms lack, or what crafty photographers have carefully removed, is any evidence of human occupation. In spite of the artfully placed vases and casually arranged art books, the imprint of their inhabitants is missing. These pristine interiors fascinate and repel me. Can people really live without clutter? How do they stop the Sunday papers from spreading all over the living room? How do they manage without toothpaste tubes and half-used soap bars in their bathrooms? Where do they hide the detritus of their everyday lives?

There are those who “hide the detritus of their … lives” quite well. We all know the fanatically house-proud person who maintains a museum of a home, a home that seems to have a velvet rope across each room, where family members tiptoe around for fear of making it look like someone actually lived there.



“Homes are built to live in, more than to look on.”

—FRANCIS BACON



Few us feel comfortable in these monuments to housekeeping one psychologist describes as “places where the furnishings flourish, but the spirit surely wilts.”

We’re afraid we’ll upset the balance of nature by putting down a teacup next to the carefully arranged tablescape or actually reading one of those coffee-table books. Whether it’s the overly calculated decor, or the fuss-budget attitude of the keeper, most of us want out.

I had a next-door neighbor whose apartment was far from a paragon of order. It seemed permanently littered with books, projects, and other paraphernalia. There was always a game or puzzle set up somewhere, and the coffeepot was always on. It was set up more to accommodate her friends than to impress them—the kind of place you could drop by, plop down, and feel perfectly at home. I mourned when she moved and hope she never discovered domestic perfection.

Yet we all crave order and beauty. “People are doing less housework because they don’t have the time,” observes household tips expert Mary Ellen Pinkham, “but they’re very concerned about how their homes look.”

The home should provide refuge from this crazy world instead of making us crazy trying to keep it. Keeping sane while keeping house means replacing the pursuit of perfection for a more realistic approach: like chucking that stain-prone rug, putting away the doodads that always need dusting, and simply closing the door on that landfill your kid calls a bedroom.

We can also eliminate the tedious and the time consuming through the use of dirt-deflecting materials; easy-to-maintain furnishings; and the art of illusion, camouflage, and delegation.

It is possible to have reasonably clean and orderly surroundings without knocking ourselves for a loop. We just need to lighten up, pare down, and take a new approach to this age-old problem.



“The height of security is not to give a damn.”

—MARIO BUATTA




Chapter 2
AN OUNCE OF PREVENTION


Listen. Can you hear it? It’s the sound of dust, dander, and dirt drifting, scratching, and marching into our homes, mucking up our floors, soiling our fabrics, and adding hours to our workweek. If we can keep them at bay, we can get a leg up on housework.



“Housework can’t kill you, but why take the risk?”

—PHYLLIS DILLER



PARK THOSE PUMAS

The Carpet and Rug Institute estimates 80 percent of the dirt in our homes hitchhikes in on our shoes. Considering the wafflelike soles most of us wear and the muck they wade through in the course of a day, it’s easy to see why.

Doormats help, but they’re not the answer. At least not with the deeply embedded soles of the athletic shoes that are so popular today. Besides, few people actually shuffle before entering, and simply walking across even the best-designed mat won’t pull the dirt out of those Michelin-like treads. Mats even add to the problem by becoming saturated with dirt and drifting it, along with worn bits of fiber, plastic, or rubber, inside.

Inside mats carry the added hassle of having to move them every time we vacuum, sweep, or mop. They also detract from the decor and, when we don’t clean them often enough, just add to the household dirt.

Great Britain’s National Trust, an organization that preserves, maintains, and shows historic properties, has found at least three feet of absorbent matting is needed to clean flat-soled shoes. But there doesn’t seem to be enough matting in the United Kingdom to handle the deeply embossed soles favored by tourists. The dirt they deposit has been so damaging to the Trust’s manor houses, palaces, and castles, they’re experimenting with other preventive measures, including vinyl or paper slippers to be worn over shoes, especially in inclement weather.



“Housekeeping ain’t no joke.”

—LOUISA MAY ALCOTT



Paper slippers were the answer to a prayer for the Mormon Church when it opened its new temple in San Diego in the spring of ’93. The thousands of visitors who tramped through its hallowed halls were issued disposable shoe covers to protect the new carpeting and marble floors from a holy mess of mud, grit, and germs.

Booties are also issued to tourists at Hawaii’s Iolani Palace to protect the century-old Douglas fir floors from the ravages of sandy soles.

In our own homes, the best way to avoid tread dirt is to get in the habit of trading “outside shoes” for “inside shoes”, slippers, or socks at the door. It may seem like a hassle at first, but it becomes habit over time.

The Korean side of our family made a believer out of me. It took a while to catch on, but I finally realized why their floors looked better than mine, with half the hassle. By removing their shoes, they leave the dirt that grimes up the house outside, where it belongs. From Tokyo to Istanbul, half the world leaves its shoes at the door, and half the world’s floors stay clean without the benefit of electric cleaners, shampooers, and buffers. It’s time we got with it.

• Set up a bench or chair by the family entrance for easy shoe removal.

• Buy or build a low cabinet or bookcase to house shoes and slippers.

• Keep “room shoes” (shoes that never leave the house), slippers, or socks on a shelf or in a large basket or bin.

• Ask workers to remove their shoes, and hope guests will. But don’t worry too much about outsiders. Ninety percent of dirt is generated by the household.



“There are two types of dirt: the dark kind, attracted to light objects; and the light kind, attracted to dark objects.”

—ELY SLICK



• Keep a boot brush outside the door to dislodge clumps of dirt before boots are brought into the “shoe room.”

• Be especially vigilant in winter. The salts and other chemicals used to melt ice and snow are tracked in and break down fibers and finishes.

SHUN SCUM, SPOTS, AND SCALE

Hard water means hard work—in the form of spotted dishes, gray laundry, crusty showerheads, and ring around the tub and toilet bowl.

Well water can be nasty too, since its high iron content leaves rust stains on clothes, around drains, and anywhere else it touches. Iron also corrodes pipes, water heaters, and ice makers.

A water-softening unit removes these problem minerals by filtering them through tiny resin beads coated with sodium ions. The softened water then flows through the faucets, and the mineral brine that causes scum, spots, and residue is flushed away.

In addition to reducing housework, softened water also prolongs the life of water-using appliances, increases the efficiency of water heaters, and, since it dissolves scale, boosts the water flow in pipes.



SICK OF DIRT

Shoe removal not only adds to the life of floors but may add to our own longevity as well. In a test house at the Southwest Research Institute in San Antonio, scientists found sixteen different toxins, including pesticides and lead dust, had been tracked in on the soles of shoes. Pesticides can remain active for years and lead dust attacks the nervous system. Children are at highest risk with their developing bodies and proximity to the floor; babies crawl and taste everything they see there, including the carpet, and older children spend much of their time there, playing, reading, and watching TV.





A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A SHOE

7:00 A.M.  Out of the closet onto the feet.

7:45 A.M.  Down the subway stairs wading through sticky papers, wads of gum, and puddles of stale beer.

8:15 A.M.  Into the workplace with hundreds of other soles. Who knows where they’ve been?

10:00 A.M.  Rest-room break. Floors are a little wet around the toilet. Hmmmm.

12:00 P.M.  Lunch in the park. Watch out for the dog poop!

5:30 P.M.  The market. Nice and clean here. I hear they spray the floors regularly to keep roaches under control.

6:00 P.M.  Home again. Must inspect the lawn to see if the herbicide is doing the job on the weeds.

6:10 P.M.  Think I’ll just rest up here on the coffee table awhile. Wonder why the new carpet looks so grungy? The dog doesn’t look so good either. That woman is scrubbing again. Says those damn floors are going to be the death of her yet.



Except for the salt you have to feed it every so often, a water softener requires little maintenance. However, it does consume water—about a shower’s worth weekly to flush out contaminants.

Unit prices vary widely. Water-softening companies generally charge more, appliance stores and home centers less.

• Use potassium granules instead of salt if you’re on a septic system. Salt destroys the bacteria that break down solids in a septic system.

• If you’re hooked up to a municipal sewer system, check to see if your community allows water softeners. Some cities have banned new installations because of water-reclamation projects.

• Install a backflow preventer to keep sewer water from touching the drainpipe. “Mr. Drain” is the trade name of one such device.

• Buy a water-softening unit with a wide opening to make salt or potassium refills easy.

• Choose a demand-control unit, one that regenerates according to fluctuating water use, rather than a timed model that generates automatically whether it needs it or not. A demand-control unit uses less water.

• If there’s a high iron content in the water supply, install an oxidizing filtering system in place of, or in addition to, a conventional unit.

• Avoid having a water-softening company test for hardness. It’s like asking a car dealer if you need another car. Instead, buy a water-testing kit from a hardware store or home center, or have water tested by a state-certified agency or private lab. Check the Yellow Pages under “Laboratories Testing.”

• Don’t expect a water softener to make water more palatable. It removes work-making minerals, not unpleasant odor and taste.

• If a water softener isn’t in the picture for you, use Borax or a water-conditioning powder like White King in the washing machine, Calgon in the tub, and a cup or so of white vinegar in the dishwasher.

DEFY DUST

An air purifier may be one of the best-kept secrets when it comes to dodging the dust rag. Museums, art galleries, and fine antique shops have long used them to reduce maintenance and protect their merchandise. Allergy sufferers who use them find their sinuses as well as their homes stay cleaner. They’re also useful if there’s a smoker in the house, for the health of the nonsmokers as well as for the appearance and life span of fabrics and finishes.

Purifiers use various types of filtration to trap or suck out airborne dust. Some are simple pleated fiber panels that fit the return duct of the central furnace and air conditioner. They retail for under ten dollars and are fairly effective if they’re changed semiannually. Others, like electronic furnace panels and portable floor units, are more sophisticated, expensive, and proficient.



THE AGE-OLD QUEST FOR BETTER WATER

People have been struggling to clean up their water supplies since the beginning of civilization. Ancient Egyptians siphoned water out of clay drums, leaving sediment behind. Sparta’s water was so foul a cup was designed to disguise its unappetizing color and gunk. Romans built miles of aqueducts to transport pure mountain water into their cities. Unfortunately, the aqueducts were lined with lead, now known to be toxic.

In Renaissance Venice, rainwater was filtered through earth and sand much like modern municipal systems that use layers of anthracite coal and sand to remove suspended solids.

Today, distillation, carbon filters, and reverse-osmosis devices further purify drinking water, and water softeners remove the mineral crud that complicates housework.



• In order for an air cleaner to be effective, make sure windows and doors are weather sealed and all cracks and crevices are plugged.

• Count on an air cleaner to zap airborne dust before it lands, not to clean an already dusty room.

• Replace disposable furnace and central air-conditioning filters at the beginning or end of each heating and cooling season.

• Keep the furnace fan on even when the heat is off.

• Toss electronic filters in the dishwasher twice a year.

• Expect a floor unit to bust dust only in the room it’s in.

• Expect little from a tabletop unit. Because of its compact size, it’s unable to process much air.

• Have the air ducts professionally cleaned. They’re tough to reach with their twists and turns and often have such an accumulation of oil, dust, and dirt, it gets blown through the house.

CONFINE DINING

When every room is a dining room, every surface is fair game for crumbs, splatters, and stains. Do yourself a favor, and confine meals and snacks to the easily maintained spaces they were designed for.

RESTRICT ROVER

One of the easiest ways to avoid hard-core cleaning is to avoid having furry friends. But since they’re sometimes preferable to the human kind, taking a few preventive measures helps us keep Rover and Kitty as well as our sanity. Housing them outside, or at least keeping them restricted to certain areas, inside cuts down on scratched table legs, carpet stains, and hairy upholstery.

 	Keep the home fairly free from fur of indoor/outdoor pets by stapling strips of Velcro around the pet door.
 	Restrict the dog to the kitchen to keep the rest of the house flea, fur, and dander free, and to ensure the floor gets a regular tongue scrubbing. 
 



YOU NEED PREVENTATIVE MEASURES WHEN

• Your floors look like a fertilizer farm and need to be swept or vacuumed every time you turn around.

• The furnishings are so dusty they’d look at home in the Addams family mansion.

• Your sofa is colored and patterned with salsa stains, cola spills, and crushed cookie crumbs.

• Your once-clear drinking glasses have frosted.

• That formerly snow-white warm-up has turned grungy gray.

• There are mysterious orange spots on your favorite white jeans.

• That comfy velvet chair looks like it’s been slipcovered in kitty-colored fur.

• The family thinks the dining room is anywhere in front of the TV.




Chapter 3
THE NEW MIX


Our decorating style pretty much determines just how much time and energy we need to keep the place up.



“Use what works. If Louis XIV had had it, he would have used Formica and track lighting.”

—INTERIOR DESIGNER EDWARD ZAJAC



Generally speaking, an informal, relaxed look is a lot easier to maintain than a formal style that needs constant spit and polish. But every style has its maintenance strengths and weaknesses. By knowing what they are we can adopt and adapt anything from early cave to post-modern.

“With a good mix you don’t have the stale kind of model home look that’s matchey-match and here today and gone tomorrow,” said Wendy Livesay Grumet, an award-winning interior designer. “What you’ll have is a look of timelessness.”

With timelessness and timesaving in mind, some of the vices and virtues of today’s most popular decorating styles are listed below.

AMERICAN COUNTRY

Homey, casual, and comfortable, American Country is the kind of look you can prop your feet up on. Scratches, dents, and peeling paint add to the character of the already well-worn woods; and old chests, Shaker boxes, and decorative pegs combine storage with style.

Plus, warm muted prints of cranberry, camel, and gold camouflage peanut-butter-and-jelly stains; while natural fabrics like gingham, chintz, and calico easily come clean in the wash.

The problem with country is that it feeds the fantasies of the collector. Too much stuff can turn it into a cleaning nightmare. Restraint pays off here.

The advantages:

 	the “plain and simple” Shaker philosophy
 	handcrafted irregularity
 	heavily grained woods like knotty pine, oak, and maple
 	multipurpose furnishings like storage benches and coffee table/chests
 	large cupboards that store dust catchers
 	sponge-painted furniture
 	low-gloss finishes
 	bare wood floors
 	cafe curtains
 	ironware
 	small dense prints
 	deep rich plaids
 	afghans and patchwork quilts
 	durable denims
 	pewter and tin
 	stenciling
 

The disadvantages:

 	dust-catching dried floral arrangements
 	difficult-to-clean twig furniture
 	an abundance of floor cloths
 	too many “things”
 

CONTEMPORARY

Spare, sleek, and understated, this is a look that gives maximum effect with a minimum of furnishings. Never fussy, it has clean lines and smooth surfaces that make it one of the easiest styles to maintain.

Easy-care elements are:

 	flecked, low-napped, commercial or Berber carpeting
 	bare floors
 	machine-washable cotton dhurrie rugs
 	stainless steel
 	recessed lighting
 	vertical blinds and simple crisp shades
 	Scandinavian-designed, highly functional furnishings
 	whitewashed and light-toned woods with urethane finishes
 	plastic laminate and polyester cabinets
 	built-in storage
 	large-scale furnishings (fewer pieces to maintain)
 	tile and stone flooring
 	highly textured fabrics that create a soil-disguising light/shadow effect
 

While smooth, glossy surfaces usually mean smooth cleaning, care should be taken with contemporary trademark materials and colors: mirror, lacquer, and chrome show every fingerprint, and clear, pale colors, as well as stark white and solid black showcase soil and dust. Better to go with low-gloss surfaces, contrasting textures, and rich jewel tones, or warm, earthy neutrals.

In its pure form, contemporary can be as cold and impersonal as a motel lobby. More than any other style, it benefits from a mix with older and warmer furnishings.

SOUTHWEST

A blend of Mexican, Native American, and Anglo influences, this earthy yet sophisticated style is a natural in many settings.

Rugged pine furnishings take on a patina with wear, and geometric Native American prints hide soil till you’re ready to deal with it.
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