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“I loved this deeply felt, bravely honest tale of a professional organizer who discovers just how messy life and love can be, but that everything truly does have a place. A treasure of a novel.”

—MELISSA SENATE, author of The Love Goddess’ Cooking School

“Simultaneously breezy yet thought provoking, this is a fun read that stays with you.”

—SARAH PEKKANEN, author of These Girls

Praise for

JILL SMOLINSKI

[image: images]

“Smart, engaging, and as refreshing as a dip in the surf.”

—JENNIFER WEINER, author of Fly Away Home

“Fresh and fun to read.”

—THE BOSTON GLOBE

“Warm and original.”

—PEOPLE


In the humorous, heartfelt new novel by the author of The Next Thing on My List, a personal organizer must somehow convince a reclusive artist to give up her hoarding ways and let go of the stuff she’s hung on to for decades.
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Lucy Bloom is broke, freshly dumped by her boyfriend, and forced to sell her house to send her nineteen-year-old son to drug rehab. Although she’s lost it all, she’s determined to start over. So when she’s offered a high-paying gig helping clear the clutter from the home of reclusive and eccentric painter Marva Meier Rios, Lucy grabs it. Armed with the organizing expertise she gained while writing her book, Things Are Not People, and fueled by a burning desire to get her life back on track, Lucy rolls up her sleeves to take on the mess that fills every room of Marva’s huge home. Lucy soon learns that the real challenge may be taking on Marva, who seems to love the objects in her home too much to let go of any of them.

While trying to stay on course toward a strict deadline—and with an ex-boyfriend back in the picture, a new romance on the scene, and her son’s rehab not going as planned—Lucy discovers that Marva isn’t just hoarding, she is also hiding a big secret. The two form an unlikely bond, as each learns from the other that there are those things in life we keep, those we need to let go—but it’s not always easy to know the difference.
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Jill Smolinski is the author of the novels The Next Thing on My List and Flip-Flopped. Her work has appeared in major women’s magazines, as well as in an anthology of short stories, American Girls About Town. She lives in Los Angeles with her son.

www.jillsmolinski.com
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chapter one

I remind myself as I enter the coffee shop that it’s actually a good thing I sold my house and, for that matter, almost everything in it. Sure, some may find my situation pitiful—a thirty-nine-year-old woman reduced to sharing a bedroom with her best friend’s preschooler daughter. But for purposes of this particular job interview—I pause to look around to see if anyone is looking around for me—it makes me even more of an expert. Will Meier is going to be downright impressed that the woman he’s thinking of hiring to clear out his mother’s home barely has a possession left of her own.

Not that I’ll mention anything about it to him.

A man at the counter orders one of those ridiculous coffees that sound as if you should get a cake with several people around it singing “Happy Birthday” rather than something in a paper cup. Then he turns his attention to me. “You must be Lucy Bloom.”

This is my guy. “Hi, and you’re Will Meier! Nice to meet you,” I say, shaking his hand. He’s tall, fortyish, clean-cut, and wearing a business suit with the sort of ease that makes it clear he doesn’t usually waste his mornings hanging out in coffee shops.

“I recognized you by your book.” He points toward the copy of Things Are Not People that I’m clutching. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Coffee, black. Thanks.”

Maybe my spartan drinking style will be another check in the yes column for me. The woman is amazing! Even her beverages aren’t cluttered!

The coffee shop is only half-full this late in the morning on a Tuesday. We grab a table near a window.

“So what have you been told about the position?” Will asks.

I take a sip of my coffee to buy myself a few seconds to think. Then I list off some of what the woman at the referral agency explained to me. “You need someone to help you clear out your mother’s home. I’d be supervising crews and working directly with her to determine what stays and what goes. And it’s important the job get done in a timely manner.”

What she said that I elect not to mention: Your mother, besides being renowned artist Marva Meier Rios, is a monumental pain who has either frightened away or turned down every organizer they’ve referred to date. Also, the contents she’s managed to cram into one house could in fact supply an entire third-world nation if there were a way to ship it there … that is, if most of it weren’t junk.

“It needs to be done no later than May fifteenth,” Will says.

Just shy of two months. “Sure.” It seems like a generous amount of time, and I can’t help but wonder what the catch is. “Of course I’ll need to see the house first,” I say in a tone that I hope disguises how desperate I am to get this job. “May I ask why your mother wants to do this now?”

He gives a shrug. “Don’t know.” Pulling his cell phone from his pants pocket, he snaps it open. “Although she’s had health issues. Smokes like a chimney. Diabetes. Been hit with some chronic infections—miracle she’s hung in there this long.” He looks at the screen. “Hold on a sec. I need to return this text.”

It’s all I can do to hide the disgust I feel. Could the man be any colder? Talking about his mother’s failing health as if he’s commenting on the weather! It’s weird how quickly Will Meier morphed from being a man who’d initially struck me as rather good-looking in a Clark Kent sort of way to one who could be but isn’t due to an apparent lack of a heartbeat.

Tucking the phone back in his pocket, he says, “I assume the agency described the pay structure?”

I nod. Although I’m supposed to charge by the hour, Will is offering a weekly salary that, truthfully, isn’t great. But there’s a big, fat bonus if I bring the job in by the deadline—enough to make my eyes roll in my head and make that cha-ching sound like an old-fashioned cash register.

More important, it would be enough to start my life over again.

Will smiles, but I see there’s a challenge in his eyes. “Tell me, Lucy, why should I hire you?”

My mind immediately flashes to the list of credentials I’d mapped out while preparing for the interview.

 

1. I’ve always been good at letting go of things. Back in grade school when they were collecting toy donations to raise money for the starving babies in Africa, I didn’t give them old, broken junk (like some brothers of mine I could name)—I even fixed up my outgrown Sting-Ray bike to add to the pile.

2. On a recent trip to see my parents in Arizona, I managed to talk them into throwing away their entire collection of empty margarine containers, which took up two cupboards.

3. Anyone who can convince her nineteen-year-old son to go away to a drug rehab will have no trouble strong-arming some lady into giving up stuff.

4. I really, really, really need the job—rehab costs a fortune—so I’ll work hard out of sheer desperation. …

 

I pull out the copy of Things Are Not People that I brought. “You should hire me because I’m organized, efficient, and an expert in the field of de-cluttering,” I say as I hand it to him. “This is for you. I would have autographed it, but that seems so pretentious.”

“I’ll admit, I was intrigued when the agency mentioned you’d written a book on clutter. Interesting title.”

“The book is part how-to, but it’s also an exploration of the way people tend to get attached to things—you know, if Susan gives you a mug, and then Susan moves away, you can’t let go of the mug because it reminds you of Susan. The mug becomes Susan.”

“What inspired you to write it?”

“It started as an article on assignment for a magazine—I did a bit of freelancing when I worked for a PR agency, before I opened my own organizing business.” I fish my résumé from my bag and hand it to Will. “The article was supposed to be tips for de-cluttering your home, but as I researched it, it grew into something different. The editor liked it so much, he suggested that I shop it as a book.”

“How’d it sell?”

Why do people always ask that? Can’t they just be awed by the fact that I got a book published at all? Does success always have to be based on how many copies it sold? “Quite well … for that type of a book.”

Truthfully, after I got laid off from the PR agency, I’d hoped that writing a series of books about organizing would become the next step in my career. That idea hasn’t panned out since the first book was such a flop. A few months ago, with my unemployment and much of my savings having run dry, I earned a possibly bogus online degree as a professional organizer and decided to try my hand in a new field. My first client was a former neighbor who needed help running a garage sale, which I did for the fee of him helping me run mine. Then, unable to drum up any other business—and too broke to rent office space and hang my “open for business” sign—I stumbled across a referral agency that specializes in placing organizers. Will Meier is the first nibble I’ve had from them.

He sits back in his chair and levels a look at me. “You know who my mother is?”

“I’m familiar with her work, of course.” Originally, I’d planned to gush a bit at this point—mention how Marva Meier Rios practically pioneered the neo-Expressionism movement back in the 1970s, how one of her paintings, Woman, Freshly Tossed, is considered one of the greatest works of art of this century, how she used to hobnob with celebrities from John Lennon to Liza Minnelli, and other fun facts I’d looked up on the Internet (never having heard of her before). Given Will’s chilly attitude toward his mother, however, perhaps understated was the way to go.

“You’re aware she can be difficult,” he says.

“Who could blame her? She’s sick. She’s elderly.”

“You want to see how difficult she can be, try calling her elderly to her face.”

“I’m only saying I can roll with the punches.”

“There might be a few of those, too.”

“You’re joking. I get it.”

He leans in. “Look, here’s the deal: I don’t have time to babysit this project. I’m out in Hinsdale, and the drive here is a hassle. Meanwhile, I’ve got a crew of guys ready to work, and everything’s at a standstill because the client—my mother—is being uncooperative. They can’t get rid of a thing unless she says so. I need somebody in there who can make it happen.”

“I can definitely do that.” I feel a strange urge to leap to my feet and salute.

“She’ll need to meet you first, give her okay, before I can say ‘you’re hired.’”

“Of course.”

“Well then”—he stands, tossing his cup neatly into a trash can—“let’s go face the firing squad.”

As I follow Will Meier’s car the two or so miles from the coffee shop to his mother’s house, I find myself humming along with the radio to calm my nerves. It’s playing one of those cookie-cutter pop songs that my son, Ash, and I used to make fun of—him because he was far too hip for pop music, and me because I wanted him to think I was hip, too.

It’s been a month since Ash left for rehab in Florida. Rough deal, huh—Florida? Staring up at palm trees sure sounds like more fun than looking up at this gray, drizzly Chicago sky. Almost makes it seem ridiculous that anyone could feel sorry for him.

But I do. Feel sorry for Ash.

Or at the very least, feel sorry about him—that his life got so horribly derailed—that instead of being at college pulling all-nighters and playing pickup soccer, he’s sitting in a circle, sharing war stories with a bunch of other drug users.

Plus he’s fair-skinned and burns easily—I know he won’t always remember to wear sunscreen. The sun there is so much stronger than it is here.

And, yes, I do realize how stupid it is to worry about something that minor, considering the circumstances. At least I didn’t call his therapist at rehab to ask if he could remind Ash to use an SPF 30. Although I don’t believe an e-mail on the subject would be entirely out of line.

Anyway, I would say that sending my son away was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but I’ve officially stricken that phrase from my vocabulary. Hear that, Universe? I am no longer making proclamations as to what has or has not been the hardest thing. You can quit upping the ante now. The first time I was foolish enough to say it was twelve years ago when Ash’s father and I divorced. I naively thought that was the height of my bottoming out, so to speak. “This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do,” I sighed to myself again, years later, as I explained to an eleven-year-old Ash that his already infrequent visits with his dad were being suspended altogether because they made the new family “uncomfortable.” By the time Ash and I had battled our way through his later teen years, I’d worn the phrase down to a nub. I’d hardly felt a thing these past couple months while selling my home and cashing in my savings to pay the rehab’s outlandish fees.

It’ll be worth it, though. I gave up everything, and I’d do it again if it means that I’ll have my sweet boy back, instead of the pasty, sullen, almost unrecognizable one I sent away. The one who refused to let me accompany him and the interventionist to the airport.

Like that song, Ash said he didn’t need rehab, no, no, no, but nonetheless he went. It was with checkered Vans sneakers digging into the ground all the way … but he went.

And now here I am.

As I drive down a densely tree-lined street, I can’t help but get excited about the prospect of working in this neighborhood. Oak Park is one of those eclectic, artsy areas of Chicago where you can have a funky bungalow right next to a house personally designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. It’s about a thirty-minute drive from where I’m staying now, depending on traffic, which of course in Chicago you can never depend on.

Will pulls into a curved driveway and parks his car, and I follow. Like the other houses on this block, Marva Meier Rios’s house is set back from the road, with plenty of yard and foliage surrounding it. It’s Craftsman-style in a warm brown with absolutely gorgeous woodwork on the windows. From the description the agency gave me, I half-expected there to be a couple of cars on the lawn jacked up on cement blocks and a refrigerator on the porch.

“Looks perfectly respectable, doesn’t it?” Will says as we get out of our cars and walk toward the porch.

“It’s nice. Is this the only property?”

He snorts a laugh. “This is it. My mother would never invest in anything as bourgeois as real estate. She inherited this from my grandparents.”

“Did you grow up in this house?”

“I grew up in a lot of places.” He pulls out his phone, punches in a number, and says, “We’re here. I’ll give her the tour.” A look of annoyance crosses his face. “Let’s see if she runs screaming before we get into all that.”

My stomach does a flip. That doesn’t sound promising.

Will starts to unlock the front door, then turns to me. “I feel I ought to say something to prepare you for this.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ve seen messy places before. I have a teenager.”

“The mess. Right. Yes, it’s bad. I meant more to prepare you for meeting my mother.”

Okay, now I’m definitely nervous. “I’m sure she’ll like me.”

“No, she won’t. But she doesn’t need to. She only needs to be willing to tolerate you.”

“She won’t like me? Why won’t she like me?”

The question was meant to be rhetorical (I mean, everybody likes me!), but Will gives me a slow once-over. “You’re too …” I can tell he’s searching for the right words to express my inadequacy. I’m tempted to supply some—just toss out a few random adjectives—but I find myself intrigued to see what he might come up with on his own. “You look like you used to be a cheerleader,” he says finally. “You know, too blond. Too girl-next-door. Your clothes color-coordinate. I guess that’s what it is.”

I cross my arms, the ones warmly covered by the brand-new on-sale J.Crew sweater set I splurged on for this interview (because it went so well with my favorite pants). “I wasn’t a cheerleader.”

“Forget it, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“I happened to have been in the National Honor Society, thank you very much. Yearbook editor. Student government.”

“It’s just …” He lets out a sigh, then does that thing that my ex-husband used to do, squeezing the bridge of his nose to collect himself. “Marva would like nothing better than to hire someone exactly like Marva, only that person could never get the job done. I am moderately confident that you can.” Another sigh. “I am so sick of dealing with this. The only reason I got involved in the first place is because I don’t trust her to be discreet if she handled the process herself. The last thing I need is for the media to get hold of this and start reporting on how the great Marva Meier Rios is living in squalor. It would turn into a circus.”

I pause to consider what he’s said. “That would be bad.”

“Exactly. I’ve got a business and a reputation to think about. In this crap economy, I don’t need that kind of negative publicity working against me.”

Ah, your reputation. “I see. Got it.”

“All right. Let’s do this.” Will pushes open the door and we step inside.

I’m braced for what I might see, but what hits me before anything else is the smell. Although that’s probably because it’s so dark that relying on my sense of sight is pointless. The smell isn’t horrible. We’re not talking rotting corpses or anything. It smells … dense. As if I need to breathe in deeper to get enough air. I wonder how long it’s been since anyone’s drawn the drapes and thrown open the windows.

As my eyes adjust to the light, or the lack thereof, I see what I’m about to be up against. I swallow from the shock of it. How does the woman move around in here? We’re standing in what I assume is the living room, but I’m basing this only on the room’s proximity to the main entrance, not on any furniture I can identify. It’s probably there somewhere—a couch and love seat, maybe a coffee table—beneath mountainous piles of bags and books and vases and papers and knickknacks and framed art and sculptures and boxes and who knows what else. It’s impossible to take it all in, much less categorize.

“Okay,” I say, trying not to sound as shocked as I feel. “This is … um … not that … um … okay.”

Will merely replies, “This is the living room. Through that way is the kitchen and dining area. Let me show you the upstairs first.”

There are stairs? Right in front of me, as it turns out, and I couldn’t see them. We pick our way along a twisty path. I wonder if Marva left this path or if it’s been previously cleared with a machete by her son.

“Bedroom … bedroom … bath …” He rattles off the names of the rooms, barely giving me enough time to peek into each one. Doesn’t matter. Every room is much the same. I can’t see the beds in the bedrooms. Or a toilet or bathtub in the bathroom. It’s as if I’m walking through a storage facility—everything is mishmashed together with no sense of order or purpose, other than to cram it in to the rafters.

I stall to get a better look at the last of the rooms. Like the others, it’s a floor-to-ceiling jumble of boxes and trash bags, mixed in with loose objects of every size and type. There are silk pillows, religious artifacts, what appears to be a sculpture constructed of bicycle parts, a disco ball, lamps, baskets, suitcases, a guitar, frames, a ceramic duck with a giant crack in it, and stacks upon stacks of loose paper—enough to fill a dozen filing cabinets if they were filed, which of course they aren’t. I get the impression that Marva started out with proper intentions. I see plastic bins with lids and labels—as if at one point she decided to organize. Then I imagine how she needed to find something—could be anything, a photo, a pair of scissors. She did a bit of rifling, things got shifted, boxes were opened … moved … toppled … and next thing you know, it looked as if people had ransacked the place. Only instead of stealing, they brought in even more stuff.

“So there are four bedrooms and a bath and a half up here,” Will says. “There are another two bedrooms downstairs that are much larger. One is where my mother sleeps, and the other she uses as an office.”

I nod, trying not to let my slipping confidence show. The more I see, the more I worry about working for Marva Meier Rios. My only real experience as a professional organizer was writing the book—and that was advice for managing ordinary clutter, such as messy closets and overstuffed cupboards. Being here in her home, I realize I’m out of my depth in more ways than one. Because Marva doesn’t need an organizing expert—she needs therapy. Seriously. It’s not normal to have so many things. That she’s been willing to squeeze herself into a tiny space so her belongings can take over makes me wonder how hard it will be to get her to let go now. I mean, she has a box of doll heads! What could she possibly be saving them for? And why would she have them in the first place?

We make our way back downstairs, through a dining area. Or at least that’s what room Will tells me it is. “Now around this corner here is the kitchen. …”

I steel myself. The kitchen. Surely it’s going to be crammed with congealing food and trash and, I shudder, possibly bugs and rats and … “Hey!” I say, not hiding the surprise from my voice as we walk in. “This room isn’t so bad.” Granted, stuff is piled up on the countertop, and the kitchen table is buried beneath clutter—but the mess is nothing like I’d feared. The stovetop is covered with stacks of magazines, and costume jewelry dangles from the ceiling rack where pots and pans would normally hang. “Guess she doesn’t do much cooking, huh?”

“There’s a part-time housekeeper. She brings in my mother’s meals. Special diet. So you ready?”

I’m busy imagining what a housekeeper could possibly do in here—if you dusted the place, it’d create a sandstorm—and then I realize Will is asking me if I’m ready to meet Marva. “Sure,” I say, and turn to head down the last hall before I can lose my nerve, but Will doesn’t move.

Instead, he pulls out his phone again. All he says into it is “We’re out here.”

After he hangs up, I say, “I won’t be seeing the last few rooms?”

“You can see from here the mudroom that leads to the backyard, and there’s a laundry area through there.” He points to a door off the kitchen. “All that’s left is a bedroom and a bathroom. An office. Bungalow out back. More of the same.”

With that, I hear a door slam, followed by the sound of steps, and a thumping noise. Grumbling … words like “damn knees … taking forever …” More steps, more thumping.

I straighten, ready to meet Marva—then remember how cheerleaders are known for their posture, so I go for more of an attentive slouch.

Will leans close. “She’s going to try to intimidate you. Grill you down. It’s how she operates. Don’t let her or it’s over.”

Marva Meier Rios emerges from around a corner, leaning heavily on a cane. As soon as I see her, I feel like a fool for having imagined her elderly and frail—especially since I knew from my research she’s only in her midsixties. In her heyday, she was quite the striking brunette. Now the hair is peppered with gray and tugged into a careless bun, and the once-smooth olive skin carries some wrinkles and sags a bit, but she has the sort of strong bone structure that defies time. While not much taller than my five feet four inches, her air is imposing. She’s wearing a brightly colored cape that on anyone else would look like a superhero costume but on her seems regal, and her black eyeliner and red lipstick are expertly applied. The crazy-lady appearance of the house does not extend to the woman herself.

Will does the introductions—I notice he calls his mother Marva. Weird … I can’t imagine Ash calling me by my first name. Then again, when the drugs were talking, he called me lots of things.

“It’s an honor to meet you,” I say.

“Lisa is it?” she says.

“Lucy.”

Irritation flickers across her face. “Luuuuuucy,” she says, and draws it out to make it clear how inconvenient it is for her to shape her mouth into the u sound. “Tell me. Are you easily offended?”

I barely pause to wonder why she’d ask such a question before I think, With what I’ve been through in the past year? Is she kidding? I almost have to laugh.

“I prefer to think I’m easily amused.”

Marva stares at me without expression. I swallow over the dry lump that’s formed in my throat. I’ve blown it. Why did I have to be glib? I couldn’t have simply said, No, I’m not? I want to explain to her that’s what I do when I’m on edge. I crack stupid jokes. Please don’t take it seriously. Please understand that I need this job, even if I am entirely unqualified for it—even if I’m only a laid-off PR writer and hack author parading herself as an organizational guru. Give me this chance and I swear I’ll—

Marva turns away, and the thump of the cane makes it clear she’s going to leave.

I’m still silently pleading when Marva says, “Fine.” She flicks a hand dismissively toward Will. “I suppose this one will do as well as any other.”
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chapter two

When you hold on to everything in case you might someday love it/want it/need it, you block the path to what is truly valuable to you.

—Things Are Not People

It’s 2:00 a.m., and I’m lying here while Abigail digs her feet rhythmically into my side. For a four-year-old, she can really go at it with force. She’s managed to wriggle herself so she’s lying horizontally on the bed, wedging me into the crevasse between the bed and the wall. Rather than attempt to push her away, I climb over her to the mattress on the floor, where her mother—my friend Heather—tucked her in earlier. Won’t do me much good. Abigail is a pixie-haired, green-eyed heat-seeking missile. She’ll find me again.

Ah, well. It’s not as if I’m going to be able to sleep anyway. I’m too busy worrying.

I’d feel better about my first day on the job if I had an idea of what to expect. I want there to be a lady from HR, greeting me with an employee packet and a video on sexual harassment in the workplace. Seems instead I’m on my own.

Will and I did talk awhile after Marva left as he walked me to my car. Although at first, all he could do was utter variations on “I don’t get it. Why you?”

It went on long enough that I felt compelled to ask if he had a problem with me.

“You’re fine. But she didn’t even talk to you. As far as she knows, you could be a serial killer.”

“Or perhaps,” I pointed out, speaking slowly, “she trusts that her son wouldn’t bring someone inappropriate into her home.”

He stared absently toward the house. “No, that’s not it.”

Whatever. I’m to report to work at ten o’clock, although I’m free to arrange different hours with Marva. I can use the bungalow outside as an office. I don’t have to do physical labor; there’s hired muscle for that. Will’s already hired an art expert, whom I’m to coordinate with to take any valuable art and high-end items to auction. The rest—the majority—is either trash or for a yard sale. Anything that doesn’t sell will go to charity.

“Your mother certainly has a nice, big yard for a sale!” I said. “And this neighborhood will draw in the customers. People love—”

“You will not conduct the sale here,” Will snapped, as if I’d proposed running live nudie shows on the roof. “Do I need to explain the importance of discretion? I’ve rented a storage unit. Anything to sell is to be transported there. You will oversee the estate sale there, at the facility, when the job is complete.”

Boy, somebody got himself worked up mighty quickly. “Sounds like a plan!” I said, eager to prove he hired the right woman for the job.

“Naturally, you can’t get rid of a single thing here without my mother approving it.”

“Nothing?” I’d already mentally been wielding an ax and smashing that ugly, cracked duck statue upstairs to smithereens.

“Nothing. I may have hired you, but she’s the one paying your salary. And she decides where each and every item goes.”

“You don’t mean what’s obviously trash.”

“I mean everything.”

I picked up a crumpled potato chip bag. “This.”

“Yes, that.”

The objects in the house seemed to suddenly glow and dance and mock me. I’m no math whiz, but even I can figure out it’s going to be impossible to personally handle all of what’s in Marva’s house in the span of time available to me. I have less than eight weeks—fifty-two days to be exact, and some of those are weekend days when I won’t be working. It seemed doable when I thought I’d merely be pointing to entire piles and telling the work crew, “All this goes.” But piece by piece by piece … multiplied by a bazillion? The paperwork alone! I’m screwed. Her house is huge. Even my dinky two-bedroom house took some time to dismantle after I sold it.

My house.

Siiiiiiigh.

It’s been a week since I packed up the last few things and drove away—seven days of playing musical beds with Abigail and being an awkward add-on to Heather’s perfect family until I get back on my feet. (And I’m not exaggerating about the wonderfulness of her family. Her husband, Hank, is the poster husband for a nice guy. Their son DJ’s only fault is being close in age to Ash, so every time I see him do normal high school things, it’s a stab in the gut.)

To think a year or two ago I had what appeared to be a good life. A house, a job, and a son—things that at least let me pretend it all wasn’t falling apart. I also had a boyfriend, Daniel, whom I was wild about and who I thought loved me back. That was, until he dumped me … and for a reason that hurt more than anything I could have foreseen. I’d rather it have been another woman than what it was.

Now all I have left is a closet-size storage unit and what I’ve brought with me here, which isn’t much. Clothes, sundries … the bare essentials. The one precious item I’ve kept is a photo of Ash, which I keep tucked in my wallet. It’s his senior portrait. He’d had the flu the day it was taken, although now I wonder if he wasn’t sick at all but hungover. Still, I love it. Ash is giving his usual smirk … the smile that tips more on the left side. His blond hair is falling into his eyes the way it always does. He has a slight sunburn across his nose. For the split second that the photographer clicked the shutter, Ash looks like any high school student with his whole future ahead of him.

I roll over onto my stomach, determined to get some sleep. Maybe I’m fretting over nothing. Will told me his mother is ready to do this. She might need prompting—a hand to hold hers and lead it ever so gently to release whatever’s clutched in it—but I can do that.

I’m sure it won’t be the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

Marva is sitting on the front porch smoking a cigarette when I pull up. I’m hyperaware of the rattling of my car’s engine. It’s long overdue for a tune-up, but I’m afraid to take it in because they’re going to tell me what else is wrong with it. I drive a classic cherry-red 1971 Ford Mustang convertible that I’ve had for twelve years—although the top is broken so it’s technically not a convertible anymore. As cars go, it’s not “me,” but that’s exactly why I bought it. It was my “F-you, Billy” purchase after my divorce, once my money was my own and I could afford to flip him off with the car he’d always coveted. I was surprised to find how much I actually grew to love it—the feeling of driving a car so sexy. Even when running errands around town, the Mustang suddenly made me feel as if I weren’t the mom with her hair shoved back in a ponytail but, rather, the girl who dared wear black fishnets to the wedding. It brought out a side in me I didn’t know was there. That’s why, when I’m financially flush again, I plan to restore my car to its former glory. Put the top down and ride off into my shiny new life.

But I get ahead of myself.

“Morning!” I call out cheerily as I climb from the car. Marva is wearing a fuchsia print caftan and lots of bangly jewelry. Her legs are crossed, and I can see she’s in flip-flops, though it can’t be more than fifty degrees out. I grab the carry bag of organizational supplies I brought and head up to the porch. “Looks like it’s trying real hard to be sunny out today.”

She takes a drag on her cigarette and gives a noncommittal nod.

“It’s been so rainy lately.”

When there’s no reaction from her, I say, “I’m Lucy. I’m here to—”

“I know who you are.”

“Okay, great then.”

Not certain how to proceed, I make a show of noticing a bush off to the side of her porch. “Does that flower?”

“Please don’t feel that you need to make chitchat. I quite enjoy the morning quiet.”

“It is nice, isn’t it? So peaceful. I remember once when I lived right off a busy street and I’d wake up every morning to—”

Marva is barely suppressing her irritation as she looks away.

Oh. Right.

Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I say, “Do you mind if I show myself inside and take another look around? You can let me know when you’re ready to get started.”

She waves her cigarette in the direction of the front door, which I take to mean go on in, so I do.

Squeezed into the living room, I’m startled all over again by the squalor. How does anyone get used to this?

For the next hour, I poke in any closets, drawers, and cupboards I can manage to wriggle into. It’s funny what you can learn about people by what they keep. For example, I am learning that Marva might be a pack rat, but she’s not a slob. There is a difference. Although there’s a ton of stuff here, it isn’t garbage. No food or dirty bowls or snuffed-out cigarettes, at least that I’ve seen. Then again, anything could pop up. My toes scrunch at the idea of mice scurrying across them.

At one point I am wedged beneath the dining table—butt in the air reaching for what I thought might be a huge diamond ring but turned out to be a broken piece of a chandelier—when I hear Marva: “May as well get this show on the road. What’s your plan, Princess?”

“I have one!” I say, overeagerly I realize as soon as the words are out of my mouth. I drag myself from beneath the table and face Marva, who is seated in the one cleared chair in the kitchen. “I have one,” I say again, calmly this time, choosing to ignore the sarcasm in her little nickname for me. “A plan on how to proceed. I believe you’re going to be very happy with it.”

I pull the organizational system I spent much of last night devising from my bag, setting it on a tiny cleared space on the kitchen counter. I feel like an advertising exec giving a pitch to a client—but that’s fine. Marva needs to be on board or it’s not going to work. So I need to sell, sell, sell. The lucky news: I’m using Post-its. Who doesn’t love an organizational system with Post-its?

“To start, I’d like to free up space, so that means clearing out some of the larger items first. I have these”—I hold up a handful of Post-its in a variety of colors—“so we can tag where each item is to go.” Then I hold up the chart I designed on the computer—a pie chart, because who doesn’t love pie charts? “As you see here, pink is for anything that’s trash, yellow is recycling, blue is charity, purple is yard sale, orange is auction—”

“Charity should be orange,” Marva says.

“Excuse me?”

“Charity. I’ve always thought of it more as orange, not blue. Blue is for recycling. Everyone knows that.”

“Um … okay … we can switch that.” I start rifling through my bag. If I learned anything from my years in advertising and PR, it’s to placate the client. “I’m sure I have a Sharpie in here. We can make any changes you’d like. After all, you’re the artist!”

“And why isn’t there green?”

“Green? I just—”

“Green is a very calming color. I can’t imagine going through this process, using these tags of yours, and not one of them being green.”

“No problem. I can get green. For now we can substitute a different color that’s close to green—like we could use blue and yellow together, right? That makes green.” I find the Sharpie pen and wait with it poised at the chart. “What category is green to you?”

Marva grabs for her cane and uses it to hoist herself to standing. “I can’t see this working as it is. Tell you what: You run get those green tabs and make the changes to your chart. In the meantime, I have other things I need to handle. Perhaps we can reconvene later this afternoon.”

Perhaps? This afternoon? It’s not as if I can get started without her. She has to approve everything I do. “We don’t have to bother with the tags right now,” I say. “You could point to things, and I can—”

“I’ll be in my office. I don’t want to be disturbed.”

She goes to the refrigerator and pulls out what appears to be a boxed lunch.

Oh, no, she’s bringing provisions. I could lose the whole day. “How will I know when you’re ready?” My voice is a desperate squeak. I can’t help myself. If day one sets a tone for how this project is going to go, it’s looking grim.

“If I’m ready later today, I’ll come find you,” she says as she disappears down the hall. I hear a door shut.

I flop down into the chair Marva vacated. So much for diving right in.

Two o’clock. Marva has yet to emerge. I’ve been checking at regular intervals, peeking down the hall for signs of life. In the meantime, I bought those stupid green Post-its (and a bunch of other colors and patterns, too, just in case) and grabbed lunch.

Then to kill time, I decide to rearrange what Will called the bungalow so I can use it as an office. It’s a converted one-car garage—tiny, with thankfully no car squeezed inside. I guess if you don’t go anywhere, you don’t need one. The bungalow is separated from the main house by two enormous oaks and accessible by a side driveway. What was once the garage door is now a wall, and there are curtained windows and a bathroom. It is potentially quite cozy. More important, it’ll make a nice place to hide from Marva.

And based on the empty pop cans and fast-food wrappers I see stuffed in a trash can, I’m not the first to have this idea.

I sustain only minor injuries as I shove things around to make room, even managing to single-handedly drag down a couch that was standing on end.

Mmm, a couch.

I could use a break. It’s been such a frustrating day so far. Couldn’t hurt to lie down and relax. Rest my weary bones. Take a few moments to contemplate my next move …

The dream bubble pops above my head.

Eerf. I must’ve fallen asleep. My face is smashed into a couch pillow. I feel sticky and muddled and … ugh. What is that smell?

I attempt to tug my eyes open and drag myself up.

“Hey, lookit here, Sleeping Beauty is waking up.” At the sound of a male voice, my eyes fly open like a window shade with a haywire spring. I’m trying to yank myself upright, only my legs keep tangling up against the guy, who is sitting on the end of the couch, eating beef jerky from a bag.

“Move already!” I snap, pushing at him with my feet.

Another man’s voice: “Gee, somebody’s cranky when she wakes up.”

“What the—” I practically fly to a standing position. My hands feel around on my body to see if I can tell if I’ve been groped. My clothes appear to be intact. “What are you doing in here?”

The owner of the second voice is sitting with his back propped up against the wall, gnawing on a giant pita sandwich (which explains the smell). They’re both youngish, midtwenties I’d guess, tatted up—one of them sporting muttonchops and the other that weird strip of chin hair as if he missed a spot shaving.

Muttonchops says, “You that chick they hired?”

I glare at him. “You have no right to be here. This happens to be my office now.”

“So I’ll take that as a yes.”

A toilet flushes and a third guy walks out of the bungalow’s small bathroom. I whip around to him. “You didn’t wash your hands?”

He gives me that deer-in-the-headlights look. “Uh … yes, I did.”

“You did not! I didn’t hear water running!”

“Um, okay, well, I can—”

“No,” I say, sensing my hysteria rising. “It’s too late now. All of you get out. In fact, even better, where is your supervisor? He ought to hear how”—I narrow my eyes at the guy on the couch, who is chuckling—“his workers find it so funny to sneak up on innocent women while they’re resting and do God knows what.”

“Whoa, hey, babe, chill.”

As if I’m going to take that from a guy with filthy hands. “I will not chill. I—”

The bungalow door opens, and another guy walks in, this one scribbling on a clipboard he’s holding. He must be the one in charge. “Oh, hey, you’re awake, cool,” he says when he glances up.

“No, it is not,” I say. “It is not the slightest bit cool to wake up surrounded by a bunch of … of …”

He looks at the others while I search for a word besides hooligans. “You were in here while she was sleeping?” They don’t answer, and he says to me, “I’m sorry. Sometimes they’re idiots. Unfortunately, they’re also my cousins and they work for me. By the way, I’m Niko Pavlopoulos—and you must be Lucy.”

He extends a hand for me to shake, which I reluctantly accept. Niko is about the same age as the others, but at least he doesn’t sport that fresh-from-prison look that they do. In fact, he has a nice face … good brows, and the kind of lashes that make the ladies grumble what a waste they are on a man.

“They scared me half to death,” I say, not entirely ready to let go of my fight.

Niko tips his head toward the door. “Guys … out. I picked up the pipes for the basement. Start on that.” Surprisingly, they gather up their food and cheerfully file out.

After they’re gone, I drop back down onto the couch. “Basement,” I say, groaning, “I forgot about the basement. I’ll bet it’s a nightmare down there.”

“You’re in luck. Pipes busted—that’s why Will brought us on in the first place. Water damage was so bad, we had to haul everything straight to a Dumpster. Even then, Marva was trying to stop us, tell my guys it wasn’t wrecked that bad.” Niko settles onto the arm of the couch. “That’s why I’m so glad you’re here. Somebody needs to get this project moving.”

I don’t sense sarcasm from him, even though moments ago I’d been caught drooling into a couch cushion. “I’m usually more a woman of action than you saw here today,” I say, sheepish.

“No worries. So how’s it going so far?”

“With Marva?”

“Yeah. I brought all three guys with me today figuring by now you’d have stuff for us to haul out.”

I look at my watch—it’s almost six o’clock. There’s no point in lying. I’ve blown the whole day. “I didn’t get anywhere. Marva sent me out to buy Post-its, and then she locked herself in her office.”

“Post-its?”

I explain to him my organizational system, and how Marva thought the colors should be different, and green should be represented, and you know these artists, how temperamental they can be, and the best thing is to humor them so they believe they’re getting their way and … and …

Niko is laughing.

“What is so funny?” I ask.

“Man, she saw you coming.”

“And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

“It means she played you.”

“She did not!”

“You spent your day buying office supplies.”

“Those Post-its happen to be an integral part of my organizational system.”

“Whatever you say.”

I’d like to hit him with a snappy comeback, but I’m haunted by the image of Marva walking away this morning as I was too cowed to say a thing, and I slump in defeat. “You’re right. I let her totally manipulate me.”

I want to cry—it’s Ash all over again. It’s Ash, telling me some elaborate story about how it wasn’t his pipe or his stash or his pills—he was only holding them for this guy he hardly knows. And me being a sucker and believing it, time and time again, because I didn’t want to think about what the truth would mean.

Niko slides down so he’s on the couch, facing me. “Don’t feel bad. None of us have been able to get her to do anything for weeks now. Her own son couldn’t do it. That’s why he had to bring you in.” He pauses. “This was only one day. You’ll get the hang of it.”

“There’s just so much.”

“We could wipe out everything in that house in less than a week if it weren’t for her. It’s only a big job because she’s making it that way. As much as she wants it done, she doesn’t want to do it.”

“Well then,” I say, putting on my brave-girl face, “I’ll have to use my awesome powers of persuasion.”

His mouth pulls up in a smile. “I look forward to seeing that.”

Niko leaves to join the crew in the basement. Out of sheer stubbornness, I’m tempted to stay and wait Marva out—even if it takes all night—but I have to be at Heather’s son’s birthday party in half an hour. Instead of skulking out defeated, I screw up the courage to go to Marva’s office, where on the door is taped a note: Do not disturb. The blocky forward-slant of her handwriting seems aggressive enough that I hesitate. When it dawns on me that I’m such a pushover that I’m even intimidated by this woman’s writing, I make myself knock.

I hear Marva call for me to come in. As soon as I open the door, it’s as if I’m walloped by a cyclone of color. The walls are covered with paintings of every size, and canvases are stacked up against them, pulsing with such intensity that it’s overwhelming. “Wow, are these yours?”

“What is it you need?” Marva asks. She’s sitting in front of a desk, making some sort of notes in a book that’s set on top of a pile of papers. “Are you finally ready to get back to work?”

Me? Finally ready? I want to pull one of those paintings off the wall and clobber her over the head with it.

“I thought you didn’t want to be disturbed.”

She doesn’t glance up. “That being the case, why are you willing to disturb me now?”

A red painting with orange and yellow swirls exudes a sense of violence, plus it looks real heavy. That’s the one I’ll hit her with.

“I wanted to say good night.”

“Good night.”

This is where I should leave, but I find myself lingering. A portrait of a morose young girl who vaguely resembles Marva stares at me. It’s done in the style I recognize as hers: realistic, yet exaggerated, as if she purposely colored outside the lines.

Marva stops writing. “Yes?” Although typically a positive word—yes!—the way she says it is better translated as “Why are you still here?” Or, more accurately, “Don’t be here.”

I turn to go but then stop myself. “The painting behind you, is that a self-portrait?”

“Only egotists do self-portraits.”

“So, then I take that as a no?”

She graces me with what could almost be called a smile—it’s achieved mostly through a lift of the eyebrows rather than a curve of the lips. “Touché. Now good night.”

This time I take the hint and leave, although not without first telling Marva that we’ll start tomorrow morning at ten o’clock sharp. She’d better be ready to roll up her caftan sleeves and get work done because I’ll be cracking the whip something fierce. Okay, maybe I only confirmed the time and stopped there, but I believe the rest was implied.

I get to the bowling alley in time to help Heather’s husband, Hank, carry pitchers of pop from the concession stand. It’s one of those new, glossy bowling alleys with the high-tech video screens and pulsing music. Tonight is eighties night, and Cyndi Lauper is reminding us how girls just want to have fun.

“I can’t believe DJ is eighteen. I’m the father of an adult,” Hank says, setting the pitchers down on a table next to a cake and a pile of gifts. “I’m barely an adult myself.”

“They grow so fast when you feed them,” I say. “So where is everybody?”

“The kids are bowling. The moms are hanging by the bar.”

“Who’s here?” I keep my voice nonchalant, but Hank picks up on my tension. Or more likely, Heather has prepped him, reminding him of how I’ve been avoiding people for a reason. She must have told me a dozen times I didn’t have to come tonight, but that’s like when people invite you to Tupperware parties and say you don’t have to buy anything. They never mean it.

“Don’t worry, we kept it small. Let’s see … DJ invited Zac, Nicholas, Samantha, and of course Crystal. So that means mom-wise we have—”

“My worst nightmare?”

“Nah, merely a few of your dearest, closest friends.” He chucks me under the chin. Hank is an ex–college football player, gone soft over the years, and the master of the gentle gesture, having one too many times not known his own strength. “You’ll be fine. Nobody’s going to say anything about it.”

It being Ash. It being rehab. It being the talk of our suburb for a while, although never to my face.

Hank excuses himself to go drag little Abigail away from the teenagers before she picks up any new words. I mentally dress myself in armor and head to the bar area.

As I approach, Mary Beth Abernathy gives a wave from the booth where they’re sitting. She’s in her uniform of mom jeans, sneakers, and a sweatshirt advertising one of her kids’ sports teams—her bangs a tad too short, as if she cut them herself. “Why, look, Heather, here comes your roommate now!”

Impressive. She didn’t even give me time to get a drink before she managed to embarrass me about having to bunk with Heather’s family.

Heather rolls her eyes. She doesn’t like Mary Beth any more than I do, but their sons have been best friends since grade school. They’re practically in-laws.

Janie—who is the mom of DJ’s girlfriend, Crystal—pours a margarita from a pitcher on the table and hands it to me. “I hear today was your first day on a new job. I’m guessing you need this.”

“Straight tequila might be more appropriate.”

“That bad?” Heather asks, scooting over to make room for me. Heather has been my best friend since we met in college, and I swear she hasn’t aged ten minutes since then. She still has that sleek, coltish, coed look—as if she spends her days playing tennis and lunching with the gals, instead of what she really does, which is take care of everybody and everything.

“I’m joking,” I say. “It was all right.” I turn to Mary Beth, eager to change the subject to something other than me. “So has Nicholas decided on a college yet?”

And off they go—I’m free to sit back and enjoy my drink while the three of them go back and forth about SAT scores and graduation and college choices and the higher-education prep I didn’t get to go through with Ash. I’d always thought I would. Ash is smart, as in “I don’t have to study but I still ace the test” smart. Although he’s a year older than DJ, they used to hang out in the same crowd—nice kids with great grades that managed to sidestep being tagged as nerds. Of course, once my son got into drugs, the lifelong friends went by the wayside, along with the grades. His new crowd looked as if he’d pulled them out from under a collapsed building.

From where I’m seated, I can see DJ and the others as they bowl. Samantha—whom Ash briefly dated in his junior year—throws a gutter ball. Then she skips to her seat, high-fiving as she goes. I take a bite of a tortilla chip from a basket on the table, wondering if it will ever stop hurting seeing normal kids having a normal time.

I’m about to go for another handful of chips when Mary Beth clasps my reaching hand across the table. “Lucy. Dear Lucy. Tell me. How is Ash?”

The question came out of nowhere—or maybe it didn’t. I wasn’t paying much attention to the conversation. She gets my stock answer. “He’s doing well.”

“When I heard about, you know, I was so upset. I said to myself, not our Ash!”

This is awkward, and I want my hand back. Plus, yech, her hand is moist.

Janie says, “It’s fantastic that he’s doing what he’s doing. Good for him.”

I try to ease my hand toward me, but Mary Beth has a death grip on it. “Thanks, Janie,” I say, and with that I make a pointing gesture at her that makes utterly no sense but provides the excuse for claiming my hand back.

Heather smacks the table so hard it jostles the drinks. “What are we, a bunch of old ladies? Sitting here when there’s bowling to do? Shame on us! I’ve been practicing on the Wii all week—I’ve got some teenaged butt to kick on the lanes!”

I tap her foot with mine under the table—nice save. No awards for subtlety, but nice.

Mary Beth leans back. “Oh, let’s let those kids be kids for a while.” That even gets an eye roll from Janie—it’s common knowledge that no one is more involved in the minutiae of her children’s lives than Mary Beth Abernathy. “When’s the last time you talked to him?” Mary Beth asks, turning back to me.

Ouch, straight shot to the kidneys. “I haven’t yet. That’s one of the rules. No outside contact for a while.”

This is not entirely true, but that’s the cornerstone of good lying. Stay as close to the truth as possible. Ash wasn’t allowed calls his first two weeks, but he was encouraged to write to me. He never did. Not one measly letter. Not so much as a sentence, even though I sent him a nice letter full of well wishes and support and completely free of any hint of bitterness. Now he and I are allowed a ten-minute phone call. So far he’s declined. I have been able to talk to his therapist, but those conversations are mostly me asking how Ash is doing, and Dr. Paul saying, “I’m not legally allowed to say anything, he is an adult, but …” Then he divulges some crumb of Ash’s recovery that will have to sustain me until such time that my son is willing to talk to me.
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