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TO MY READERS
 IN READERS

(now or before you know it)

AND OUR FARSIGHTED FUTURE





I’ve been absolutely terrified every moment of my life—
 and I’ve never let it keep me from doing a
 single thing I wanted to do.

—GEORGIA O’KEEFFE
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CHAPTER 1




OKAY, so I accidentally wrapped my reading glasses in one of the packages I mailed.

“It could have happened to anyone,” I said to my daughter, Shannon.

“Wow, that’s pretty lame. Even for you, Mom.” The all-knowingness of her three and a half months of marriage reverberated through the phone line.

I ignored it. “If you get them, just mail them back, okay, honey?”

The minute life starts getting easier, your eyes go. So the time you once spent looking after your kids is now spent looking for your reading glasses. I hated that.

“Good one, Sand,” my best friend, Denise, said when I called her next. “Remember that time you left Luke at the pediatrician’s office in his baby carrier?”

“Your point?” I said.

As if summoned by the decades-old reference, Luke lumbered into the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee. He nodded once, either by way of thanks or a belated good morning, then turned and thudded his way back down to the bat cave.

“Good morning to you, too, honey,” I yelled after him.

I was packing up our old life in order to drag my husband kicking and screaming into a new one. The rest of the morning’s boxes were still sitting on the kitchen island, so I rifled through them quickly. Foam packing peanuts fluttered to the floor like a dusting of snow. As soon as each box proved itself glasses-free, I tore a strip from a mammoth roll of packing tape and sealed it shut.

It’s not like I didn’t have other readers. There were at least a dozen pairs scattered throughout the house. Somewhere. But this pair had been my hands-down absolute favorite. Midnight blue with subtle black stripes and a little extra bling from some silver detailing on the sidepieces. The perfect strong rectangular shape to offset my swiftly sagging jawline. Unique in a world of boring drugstore glasses, they were my go-to readers whenever I needed to see anything smaller than a bread box. The only thing about them that drove me crazy was their tendency to fall off my face when I leaned forward.

It turned out to be their fatal flaw.

Once I’d determined that they’d left the premises, I’d retraced my steps to the post office. The man who’d waited on me earlier was a total jerk. So, of course, wouldn’t you just know he’d still be working when I walked back in.

A kind of angry arrogance radiated from this guy, maybe fueled by the inadequacy of a spindly gray ponytail that petered out inches after it began. “Anything liquid, fragile, perishable, or potentially hazardous?” he’d always ask in such a bullying tone that he’d manage to convince me I was a closet pyromaniac and he was the first to catch on.

I thought my best bet was to strategize so I’d get the nice woman at the other end of the counter. I counted the people in the single line, divided by two, and gave up my place to the person behind me.

Somehow I still got the mean guy.

“Anything liquid, fragile, perishable, or potentially hazardous?” he sneered.

“Yeah,” I said. “Apparently my life.” I laughed my best laugh, the one designed to melt the heart of even a great big bully of a jerk.

His flat eyes scanned me like a bar code. “This. Is. Not. A. Joking. Matter.” He took a slow step back and reached for something under the counter. An alarm? A can of Mace? A double-barreled shotgun?

I held up one hand like it might actually protect me. “Sorry,” I said. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. It’s just that you’re not going to believe what I—”

His hand was still under the counter. The crowded post office had gone quiet. I seemed to have fallen into a Seinfeld episode. The guy behind the counter was the post office Nazi. I was Elaine. At least I hoped I was Elaine and not George. Or even Newman. Oh, God, please don’t let me be Newman.

“Answer. The. Question.”

“No,” I said.

One gray eyebrow shot up. “No? You’re refusing to answer the question?”

“No,” I said. “No is the answer to the potentially hazardous question.”

The whole room was staring. I tried to imagine a graceful segue to getting my packages back just long enough for a quick peek inside. No post office rules about how once you send them, neither rain nor snow nor sleet nor reading glasses can impede your packages’ journey to their final destination. No extra charge for double mailing. Ponytail Guy would even help me tape my packages back up with federally funded tape.

I shook my head. “Never mind,” I said. “Final answer.”

ONCE I GOT HOME I made my phone calls. I took a moment to shrug off the post office fiasco and to grieve the at least temporary loss of my favorite reading glasses. Then I moved on.

I turned on the TV to keep me company while I searched for backup cheaters. I found a hot pink pair (what had I been thinking?) in the junk drawer in the kitchen. They were a bit weak, maybe a 2.25 or 2.50, but they’d do in a pinch. I found two pairs of narrow, full-strength readers, still in their tubular cases, no less, at the bottom of my unbleached canvas grocery bag. One was kind of a dull bronze and the other more of a flat pewter. I wasn’t really crazy about either of them.

A little retail therapy seemed like the next logical step, so I sat down at the kitchen island and fired up my laptop. Best deal on large quantity of funky but not over-the-top bargain-priced reading glasses to replace lost favorites and if at all possible to make midlife woman feel like her pre-vision-impaired hip self again I typed into the Google search bar. Amazingly, it fit.

I paused, my index finger hovering over Google Search. I moved it incrementally to the right and contemplated the single-result-producing button. I’m Feeling Lucky, it said.

It was more than a slight exaggeration, but I pressed it anyway.

SEND YOUR FRUMPY READERS PACKING! Pitch your boring and outdated drugstore readers and become a fashion-forward reading spectacle! Pack a pair in your purse, tote, car, office, home, and vacation getaway bag, and you’ll never be blindsided again. Set includes 8 pairs stylish reading glasses in fashionista colors, along with 1 pair reading sunglasses in root beer with tortoise highlights, plus 9 individual color-coded drawstring pouches and 1 designer polypropylene water-resistant case. That’s 19, count ’em, 19 individual pieces for an astonishing $29.95. Retail value $169.99. Styled in the U.S.A./Made in China.

It seemed too good to be true, but who cared. The price was right, and they looked great in the photo, so the worst that could happen was that I’d wear each pair a couple of times and dump them when they fell apart. The truth was that I thought husbands and houses should be built to last forever, but the less sturdy nature of everything else could be a good thing. I mean, who wanted to be married to an outdated set of dishes or a dining room table you were completely over but couldn’t afford to unload because you’d spent a veritable fortune on it? Cheaper, easily replaceable items could be the spices of life.

From across the room, the television clicked into my consciousness. I glanced up. A blond reporter who looked about twelve was standing in front of a cookie-cutter house. She was surrounded by an assortment of broken chairs and three Easy-Bake ovens. Two overflowing Dumpsters were parked in the driveway like cars.

She took a quick, shallow breath. “A four-month search for a local woman came to a grisly end this week when her husband spotted her feet poking out from under a floor-to-ceiling pile of filth.”

A cat sprang on top of one of the ovens. The reporter jumped. “Police say they searched the house behind me many times, even bringing in cadaver dogs, but they were unable to locate the body among the endless layers of clothing, knickknacks, and rotting food.”

I gave my disheveled kitchen a quick glance, assessing the potential challenge to cadaver dogs.

The camera pulled back, and the reporter introduced an expert on hoarding.

“Two to five percent of Americans are chronic hoarders,” the expert began. “But that doesn’t let the rest of us off the hook. The problem for so many of us . . .”

I waited. The flavor-of-the-month reporter nodded her highlighted head encouragingly. Or maybe just to speed things up so she could breathe again.

“. . . is that we’re drowning in our stuff. We can’t find what we have. So we buy more. We can’t remember what we have. So we buy more. We’re emotionally attached to what we have, and we can’t let it go. And still we buy more. We can’t get past all the accumulated stuff in our lives to get to our own next chapters. We’re stuck, and until we get rid of all the stuff that’s holding us back and stop the endless accumulation of stuff, stuff, and more stuff . . . we’ll stay stuck.”

“Thanks for sharing,” the reporter said. “And now a word from our friends at Big Lots.”

I clicked off the TV, but I couldn’t shake the image of that poor dead woman with her feet sticking out from under a pile of junk, like some new twist on the Wicked Witch of the East. This was it, the exact message I needed to hear at the exact moment in time I needed to hear it.

I wouldn’t just pack up the mess and relocate it. I’d weed out my life. Eradicate. Eliminate. Streamline. Simplify. And once the dust settled, my next chapter would sprout up to greet me like a sunflower on a fierce summer day.

But first I leaned over my laptop and ordered nine new pairs of reading glasses, just so I’d be able to see my way out.








CHAPTER 2




VOLTAIRE SAID that illusion is the first of all pleasures. As a professional home stager, I’d have to say he was spot-on. Home staging is all about illusion. It’s the sleight of hand that infuses an ordinary house with heart, with panache, with soul. After the purging and scrubbing, the organizing and arranging, it’s the single perfect strand of pearls for that little black dress. It’s the art of creating a mood.

The way you live in your house and the way you sell it are two completely different things. Proper home staging will ensure that your home appeals to the greatest number of buyers, thereby selling more quickly, even in a down market.

I loved my work, and I was good at it. I had a string of local Realtors who referred clients to me, backed up by terrific word of mouth that rippled out and brought in the next wave. But I had to admit that I hadn’t exactly been walking my talk on the home front. Oh, the complicated and treacherous mysteries of our overloaded lives. Does the land surveyor’s family know where its property lines are, and why-oh-why don’t the cobbler’s kids have any shoes?

OMG, as my daughter would say, I am old enough to remember cobblers.

I’ll fast-forward. In college I double-majored in philosophy and art history. With a minor in women’s studies, no less. My dorm was perpetually shrouded in pot haze, and when I walked the length of the hallway, my feet stuck to keg leak, which may have contributed to the fact that I never once considered employability as I boogied down my academic path. When reality reared its ugly head at graduation, I decided my only hope was to teach.

I set my sights on elementary art, because I thought the kids would be young enough not to notice that while I could tell them anything they wanted to know about Picasso’s blue period, I couldn’t draw for beans. I kicked butt when it came to macaroni necklaces though. And tracing chubby little hands to make turkey place mats.

When the budget cuts came, we lost most of our department as well as the art room. I spent a few years rolling an overstuffed art cart from classroom to classroom. I bailed when they added another two schools to my rotation. I still miss the kids. Sometimes I dream that “Tutti Frutti” is blasting on the portable CD player I carted everywhere, and we’re all dancing around with a colored marker in each hand, laughing like crazy and drawing the sound of the music on one monstrous strip of shared paper. I was an awesome teacher.

Next I managed an art gallery until it went under, which was absolutely not my fault. I started wallpapering when a contractor friend came out of our bathroom at a party and asked for the phone number of the person who’d done that great wallpaper job in there. When wallpaper went out of style, I hopped to faux finishing.

Faux finishing died a merciful death, and suddenly home staging was all the rage. And the wonderful thing about this crazy world we live in is that you can be anything you want to be if you just jump in with both feet and fake it till you make it.

IT WAS PROBABLY Gertrude Lanabaster’s bordello of a bathroom that put me over the edge.

She met me at the door and guided me through an obstacle course of dusty ceramic figurines and fuzzy African violets perched on tarnished silver tray tables. A philodendron began in a pot in the living room and wound its way up the wall, across the narrow hallway, and into the dining room, guided by green twist ties attached to white cup hooks screwed into the ceiling. The ceilings were popcorn throughout and yellowed like they’d been doused with butter.

By the time we got to the bathroom I had my game plan. “Mrs. Lanabaster—”

“Trudy.” She ran her gnarled, gold-ringed fingers over the black lace she was holding. When she smiled, more gold twinkled at her gumline.

“Sandra,” I said. “Trudy, staging a home for sale is less about personal taste and more about neutralizing the home so potential buyers can imagine their own possessions there.”

“Lovely, dear. Now about my bathroom.” She held up the black lace. “I think we’ve got just enough here for the windows and a shower curtain.”

I took in the shiny brass fixtures, the strip of Hollywood lights above the ornate gold gilt medicine cabinet. A mildew-spotted Rubenesque nude posed coquettishly on the wall over the toilet tank, peering down at the fluffy zebra-striped toilet seat cover. On top of the tank, the legs of a Barbie-like doll pierced a roll of toilet paper, which was discreetly covered by the crocheted flounce of her skirt. For just a moment I imagined making Knockoff Barbie a jaunty little hat with leftover scraps of the black lace.

I tore myself away and went for the big guns. “You are hoping to sell your house, aren’t you, Trudy?”

“Mother of God, no. They’ll have to carry me out in a box.”

I looked through her bifocals and into her eyes, trying to figure out if anyone was home behind them.

“Do you know what a home stager is, Trudy?” I finally asked.

“I do, dear. I’ve got every single episode of Designed to Sell on DVD.”

The impact of HGTV on our society simply can’t be overstated. Home & Garden TV rocked our world. Everyone from eight to eighty has been sprawled on their couches ever since it first appeared in 1994, addicted as if to porn, literally watching the grass grow, the deck go up, the walls change color. We spend hours and hours sucked in by House Hunters, Divine Design, Curb Appeal, and Color Splash, becoming armchair experts at everything from electrical wiring to decorating.

I took a stab at it. “So you’re saying that even though you’re not selling your house, you want me to stage it anyway?”

She held up the lace. “Yes, dear. I want you to stage this bathroom until it’s so hot it could fry an egg. And then I’m going to keep it for myself.”

WTF, as my kids would say.

Mrs. Lanabaster and I had a blast. I didn’t want to overcharge her, so we dragged out her old sewing machine and I got to work right then and there. There was enough crap in her house that in only a couple of hours we had a bathroom bordello that would make any octogenarian with bad taste proud. All it needed was a couple of red bulbs for the strip light.

It wasn’t until I was coming out of Home Depot with the bulbs that a shiver came over me. It started between my shoulder blades and ran up the back of my neck. It was easily distinguishable from a hot flash by both temperature and trajectory, since as everybody who’s been there knows, hot flashes tended to begin in the face and work their way down.

An epiphany arrived with the chill: If I didn’t play my cards right, in a few short decades I could be Mrs. Lanabaster.

My husband and I would still be living in the house we’d meant to dump years ago to downsize, before we got too old and it all became too overwhelming. Halfhearted piles of book-filled boxes would be sitting in limbo. The roof would need to be replaced again. Even our prized granite kitchen counters would have gone hopelessly out of fashion as we dawdled and dawdled and dawdled some more. A balding Luke would still be down in the bat cave, where half-eaten bowls of ramen noodles would be stacked floor to ceiling. And, best staged plans and all, my doddering old husband and I would have missed that glorious second honeymoon of life, when the kids are gone but not forgotten, and the two of you buy a tiny cottage near a warm beach somewhere just like you’d always planned.

When I finally pulled into our driveway, my husband, Greg, was leaning up against our freshly painted house, stretching his hamstrings in the unseasonably warm weather.

“What a workout,” he said.

“What else did you do today?” I said.

He switched legs. “How was your day?”

I walked by him without answering.

Luke was at the kitchen sink, draining a pot of ramen noodles.

“How can you eat those things?” I said.

He poured them into a bowl. “I like them. They remind me of college.”

I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t yell, Oh grow up.

“We used to heat the water on the radiator,” Luke said for what might have been the zillionth time. “We’d all gather around and shoot the crap while we waited for it to boil. Actually, it never totally made it to a boil—”

“We need to talk,” I said just as Greg took a careful step into the kitchen.

Greg froze. He slid one sneaker backward. It squeaked against the newly refinished floor.

“Don’t even think about it,” I said.

“What?” they both said at once.

I pointed to the dining room, which we only used for holidays and family meetings.

“Somebody please tell me it’s Thanksgiving,” Luke said. He twirled his noodles around a fork as he walked.

Greg pulled out my chair for me. He leaned over to kiss me on top of the head as I sat down. “Don’t try to butter me up,” I said.

I waited while Greg walked around the table and took the seat across from me and next to Luke. Then I slapped both palms down on the distressed farm table.

They both jumped a bit. As well they should have.

“The plan,” I said. “Remember?”

I could feel them wanting to look at each other.

My husband stretched his sweaty T-shirt away from his body. He hated not being able to change as soon as he got home from a run. “Of course we do, hon,” he said.

I looked at Luke. He shrugged. “What he said.”

I bit my tongue and counted slowly to ten.

“What’s the date today?” I asked when I finished.

Luke checked his cell phone. He started to raise his hand, then remembered his school days were over and self-corrected. “March fifteenth. Whoa, beware the ides of March.”

I nodded. “And we were going to have the house on the market when?”

“Sometime in March?” Greg said.

“March first,” I said. “And we’re not even close to being ready. Do we need to go through our lists again?”

They shook their heads in tandem.

I blew out a frigid gust of air. “Listen. We made a deal. You know what you have to do. You’ve got two weeks. Either shape up . . .”

I watched them shift in their chairs while I let the tension build.

When I’d decided they’d had enough, I cleared my throat. “. . . or I ship out. And don’t think I’m kidding.”








CHAPTER 3




SOME PEOPLE were born for early retirement, and my husband, Greg, was one of them. He’d never looked better. He’d never felt better. His days were a blur of running to the beach, driving to the gym, and playing tennis with a group of guys who were in the same boat. They met up at the town tennis courts every day at four and played for an hour. If it snowed, they brought shovels.

Greg was a civil engineer and had spent most of his career with the same company. When they went under, he never looked back. We moved his 401K into a cash reserve fund until we could figure out what to do with it, and purely by luck, when the market crashed we didn’t lose a cent.

He had a small pension waiting down the road for him, and I had an even smaller one from my teaching days. Our two kids were both out of college, at least physically, and our daughter was married. Greg and I would jump on our Social Security the minute we turned sixty-two, since we were both of the get-it-while-you-can philosophy.

But that was the better part of a decade away. Technically, Greg was still consulting, though there was not a lot happening in the building arena these days. I pulled in decent money, so we were holding our own. But while our mortgage was all but paid off, we’d rolled most of two college educations and one wedding into a home equity loan. Every time I looked at the balance, my breath would catch and my heart would add an extra beat.

Our house was our ticket out.

Situated in a resident-only beach town with train service to Boston, the house was a sprawling 1890 Victorian with an attached screened gazebo porch. It was set on a pie slice–shaped acre of lawn that looked like an old New England town common. The lawn was bisected about a third of the way up from the point by a driveway that opened at either end onto charming tree-lined streets. Massive conifers reached for the sky, and perennial gardens curved seductively.

We’d applied for and received official recognition by the historical society. A white oval plaque edged in black arrived by mail and confirmed the date and the home’s original owner, John Otis. The fact that his wife’s name wasn’t on there, too, totally pissed me off. Even though Massachusetts had passed a law in 1854 that stated women could own property separate from their husbands, the reality, confirmed by a careful drive around my plaque-filled town, was that they didn’t even co-own the house they lived in with their husbands. I thought we could at least give it to Mrs. Otis posthumously, but my arguments didn’t fly with the historical society. Principle eventually caved to increased property value, and I nailed the damn plaque over the massive original front door anyway.

Inside the house were maple floors, ten-foot ceilings, and some of the most beautiful decorative moldings I’d ever seen. A wide central hallway led to an elegant mahogany staircase and opened to large, gracious rooms on either side. A mudroom straddled the space between house and garage, and from the mudroom a back staircase led up to separate quarters for the maid and butler. Since neither had come with the house, the kids used it as a playroom. They called it the secret room.

Our current home was a testament to the benefits of sweat equity and naïveté. When our previous house, a one-bath ranch, began triggering at least one family battle a day, we decided to brave another rung on the property ladder. We hired a Saturday afternoon sitter for the kids while a Realtor friend showed us a series of boring garrison Colonials on cul-de-sacs.

“What about that one?” Greg pointed as we drove by a FOR SALE sign in front of a big white house that was shielded from the road by a half circle of ancient trees.

“Ha,” our Realtor said. “Rent The Money Pit first and then we’ll talk.”

“How bad can it be?” I said.

The smell inside the house wasn’t very encouraging, and we couldn’t turn on the lights because the electricity had been shut off. The wooden pulpit in the center of the front parlor and the REPENT sign over the fireplace didn’t exactly add to the ambiance. Royal blue shag carpeting was everywhere, and a massive burgundy stain halfway up the stairs made it look like someone had died there. A huge stainless steel commercial refrigerator blocked the bay window in the dining room. We actually found empty shotgun shells in the room up over the garage.

“D’ya think I was kidding?” our Realtor said.

On the way out, I couldn’t resist opening the mammoth refrigerator for a quick peek. Twenty years later I can still taste the smell of the rotting chicken inside.

I WAS IN THE MIDDLE OF A DREAM when Greg came back to the bedroom and woke me. Movie theater–style buttered popcorn had been popping off Mrs. Lanabaster’s ceiling, and the two of us had been taking turns seeing who could catch more in the Barbie toilet paper cover’s skirt. We were giggling like kids. Mrs. Lanabaster’s hand-eye coordination was amazing for her age, but I was holding my own.

“Bummer,” I said. “I liked that dream. Could you keep the noise down a little next time?” I opened my eyes and tried to decide whether I had enough energy to make my own bathroom run or whether my bladder could hold its own through another sleep cycle.

The sound of Greg glugging half a bottle of bedside water made the decision for me. He climbed back into bed and yanked most of my covers over to his side. I yanked back, even though I’d been just about to kick them off and head for the bathroom.

“Hey,” he whispered. “You awake?”

“Why?”

“You’re not going to believe this.”

“Your prostate’s better?”

“No, there’s a girl in our kitchen.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. They’re popping popcorn together. And get this, she’s wearing Luke’s Dungeons and Dragons T-shirt. And nothing else.”

I rolled over in Greg’s direction. “You went down there? God, Greg, you didn’t.” Luke had had a Goth girlfriend his senior year in high school and a gamer girlfriend throughout most of college. From what we could tell, he’d been in a dry spell ever since graduation, possibly connected to the fact that he never left the house.

Greg made a quarter turn toward me. “No, of course not. Jeez, give me some credit, will you? I sat on the stairs and spied on them through the hallway mirror.”

“Oh, good.” I yawned. “Do you think the kids ever caught on to that? I don’t remember it being on Shannon’s endless list of the things she got away with while letting us pretend we had the upper hand.”

Greg yawned. “I’m pretty sure they used it on us, too. Especially at Christmas. Remember, we caught them? The bicycle year, when the two of us were downstairs swearing at each other. Shannon said Luke thought he heard reindeer and she was just keeping an eye on him to make sure he didn’t get trampled.”

“I couldn’t believe you didn’t pay for them to put the bikes together at the store. I was ready to kill you.”

“I had it under control,” Greg said. “You were just being impatient.”

“It was two A.M. We’d told the kids they could get out of bed at six. They were too old to fall for the changing-the-time-on-all-the-clocks trick.”

Greg laughed. “That was a good one.”

“Shh. What does she look like?”

“Who?”

“The girl. With Luke.”

“I don’t know. Young. I just hope all that time down in the bat cave hasn’t turned him into a vampire.” Greg rolled toward me and tried to bite my neck.

I pushed him away. “Ha. He should be that trendy. Young—you’re so observant. I hope she has her own apartment. And good social skills. And a rich, full-bodied life.”

“What’s a rich, full-bodied life?”

I rolled over. “I can’t remember. Leave me alone. I’m trying to sleep.”

Greg draped an arm across me. “He’ll be fine.”

I didn’t say anything.

Greg massaged the knot between my right shoulder and my neck with a practiced hand. “We’ll get there, Sandy. We’ll get the house sold. We’ll find our next place. Try not to get so stressed-out about it.”

I let him massage the matching knot on the other side, then I rolled away.

“If I don’t get stressed, nothing happens, Greg. Ever.”

I kicked my way out of the covers and headed for the bathroom.








CHAPTER 4




MY NEW CLIENT was in total denial. she was also desperate for her house to sell. My mission, should I choose to accept it, would be to connect the dots between the two.

“Mrs. Bentley,” I began after we finished a silent walk-through.

I waited for her to tell me to call her Jane. She didn’t.

“Okay,” I said. “Well, the good news is I can tell you why your house is still on the market after six months.”

“Five and a half.”

I shrugged. She had icy blue eyes and three distinct vertical lines between them that would have made her look like a bitch even if she wasn’t, which she was.

She ran a dry hand through her flat tan hair. Neither of us said anything. I had half an urge to wait her out and make her speak first. But it was a relatively straightforward job and I’d already decided I wanted it, so I cut to the chase.

“Mrs. Bentley, your home is lovely, but it’s a bit stuck in the eighties. I’d recommend a combination of updating and staging.”

I followed her eyes as they scanned the black tubular dining room furniture, the mint green and pale pink sectional, the matching glass-and-brass coffee and end tables. I wondered if her kids still had their banana hair clips and slap bracelets.

“Slipcovers over the sectional and the dining room chairs,” I continued. “We’ll change out the tables. I’m thinking dark wood, some eclectic pieces to give the decor depth. I’ll poke around and let you know what’s out there. We can rent, or you can buy and take it with you.”

“Do you have any idea how much I paid for those tables?”

I opened my eyes wide. “Do you have any idea how much I paid for my shoulder pads? And all the hairspray for that big eighties hair?”

She glared at me. It could have been my imagination, but it looked like a fourth frown line was sprouting between her very eyes.

I gave her a moment to fume before I continued. “I mean, look at you. Your hair and makeup are totally up to date. And see how beautifully you’re dressed.” This was actually a slight exaggeration, but it was for a good cause. “So many of us forget that our homes need to change with the times, too. We’ve looked at everything in them for so long we can’t even see it anymore.”

Mrs. Bentley crossed her arms over her chest. “What else?”

“We’ll switch out the heavy drapes for bamboo blinds, replace the brass hardware in the kitchen and baths with brushed chrome. Neutral paint on the walls, maybe Benjamin Moore Pismo Dunes. China White trim throughout.”

I walked over to one of the three silk ficus trees that had invaded the formal living room. I shook a branch and released a cloud of dust. “We’ll get rid of these.”

“But—”

I cut her off with a sneeze. I didn’t even have to fake it. “Do you have a tissue?”

Mrs. Bentley pointed to the box.

I blew my nose dramatically.

When I finished, I smiled my most dazzling smile. “For all the rest, we’ll use items you’ve already got to make your house pop.” I looked around but couldn’t find any examples, so I just let it go. “And then we’ll have you out the door and into that cute little condo in no time.”

Mrs. Bentley just stood there, as if chewing on her lower lip long enough might make me go away.

“How much?” she finally asked, and I knew I had her.

WHEN WE BOUGHT the big white house, the rotting chicken came with it. Greg gave two guys he knew from around town fifty bucks for Saturday night drinking money to take the refrigerator to the town dump.

One of them came back the next day while Greg and I were dragging a filthy hunk of blue shag carpeting down the front steps. He parked his rusty pickup, kicked the truck door open, and slid out until his feet hit the driveway. His hair was sticking up all over the place, and his T-shirt was on inside out. But who was I to criticize, since my family and I didn’t look so hot ourselves. Greg and I had each tied a bandanna around our heads and another one over our mouths. The kids were running around their new yard in mismatched, outgrown Garanimals.

We threw the carpet into a rented Dumpster. Our little boom box was sitting on the edge of the driveway, and Cyndi Lauper was belting out “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” It was Shannon’s favorite, so we had to listen to it at least eighteen times a day. I squatted down to lower the volume.

“Hey, man, how did it go at the landfill?” Greg yelled.

The guy pressed the heels of his hands over his eyes. “Whoa, keep it down, will ya? We really tied one on last night.”

“Glad we could contribute to the cause,” Greg said.

The guy nodded. “Yeah, so, nobody told us about the law that ya have to take the doors off the fridge before they let ya dump it.”

Greg and I looked at each other. “We didn’t know,” Greg said.

The guy uncovered his eyes. “It was friggin’ hell, but we finally got the friggin’ doors off.” He turned his bloodshot eyes to me. “Pardon my French.”

“Not a problem,” I said.

He scratched his belly with one hand. “Then I puked all over the chicken.”

“Eww,” I said.

He coughed, then reached for a cigarette. “Friggin’ chicken smelled so bad everybody started jumpin’ back into their cars and drivin’ away before they even finished unloadin’ their trash.”

Greg apologized, gave him another twenty we couldn’t afford, and thanked him again.

He blew a cloud of smoke in our direction and grinned. “Anytime.”

Even with the refrigerator and the chicken gone, the house was in rough shape. It had been on the market for two years when we made our ridiculously low offer. We should have been scared away when the owners just said yes, but we couldn’t believe our good luck. This was the kind of house rich people lived in.

The couple we bought it from had been using it as a ministry for wayward boys. That explained the pulpit, and possibly even the shotgun shells. The owners had tried to get tax-exempt status as a church in Massachusetts, and when they couldn’t, they’d decided to move to Vermont.

Our Realtor assured us that the house would be empty and clean before the final walk-through prior to the closing. We never even got a final walk-through. When we showed up, the sellers simply refused to let us in the door.

The Realtor called a lawyer. The lawyer called the sellers. The lawyer called our Realtor back.

The Realtor turned to us. “Crazy people can get away with a lot of things,” she said. “Do you want the house or not?”

Everything we owned had already been loaded into a moving van. We’d just closed on the sale of our three-bedroom ranch an hour before. It was the way we had to do it. Without the money from the first house, we couldn’t buy the second.

“How bad can it be?” I said.

We went to our second closing of the day. After a lot of arguing, and a minisermon by the minister, the Realtor got us a six-hundred-dollar escrow to cover the cost of cleaning and removing anything that hadn’t already been removed by the sellers. Twenty years ago, that was a lot of money.

But not enough. The movers managed to cram everything we owned into the garage. We piled ourselves into Greg’s mother’s rumpus room until we could make our new home livable, all four of us sleeping on one big mattress on the floor.

Each night we had a painfully repetitive dinner conversation with my mother-in-law. No matter how we tried to redirect the conversation—current events, local gossip—she always brought it back to two topics: the kids not eating their vegetables and the kids not sitting still at the table.

“When you were their age, Gregory, we could take the four of you anywhere. You’d sit at the table like little angels.”

“Ma,” Greg would say, “what are you smoking?”

“Don’t smoke, Grammy,” Shannon would say.

“Don’t you remember, Ma? We used to slide down the banister in our cowboy boots, and jump on those big dusty drapes at Grammy and Grandpa’s house and try to swing across the room on them? Grandpa would chase us around, yelling, ‘I’ll get you little bastards,’ and Grammy would back him up with a frying pan.”

Luke would look up from furtively rolling his grandmother’s salty canned peas one by one off the tray of his high chair. “Bastards,” he’d say.

“See what you just taught him,” Greg’s mother would say. “My children never swore.”

“Damn right we didn’t,” Greg would say.

Everybody but my mother-in-law would crack up. And the next night, we’d do it all over again.

After dinner, Greg would head back over to the new house to get a little more work done. I’d give the kids their baths and put them to bed. Then I’d hide out in the rumpus room until Greg came back, a prisoner in someone else’s home.

One night, just for something to do, I looked up rumpus in an ancient dictionary I found on the knotty pine bookshelves. Noisy clamor. Disruptive commotion. Confused disturbance. Din; tumult; stir; fuss.

We’d entered our rumpus years.








CHAPTER 5




I UNSCREWED the last kitchen cabinet door and stood back to take it all in. If eyes were the windows to your soul, then doorless kitchen cabinets were the portholes to your life. The last two decades lay before me, totally exposed.

The white bowls with the turquoise and chocolate stripes that we’d bought at the Dansk factory outlet on a trip to Kittery, Maine, were so old they were back in style again. I lifted them up and sponged the shelf clean, then arranged them into a snazzy little triangle.

Way in the back of a cabinet, I found a box of artificial sweetener packets, circa 1990-ish. I’d bought it for a diabetic neighbor of the same decade who used to stop by for coffee, and no one else had ever touched it. I hadn’t thought of this neighbor in years, and hadn’t even been all that crazy about her, but I had a sudden urge to track her down and send the rest of the box off to her. I pitched it instead.

I packed up a collection of Danish modern stainless serving trays to send to Shannon. They’d go perfectly with the sleek, contemporary look she was shooting for in her new house. They’d been wedding presents, but I had no urge to ever serve another appetizer again. If I changed my mind, I’d find something else to put them on.

I’d spent the better part of my life accumulating things, and now I couldn’t let them go fast enough.

I worked my way through another cabinet, dividing the stuff into boxes labeled SHANNON, LUKE, DONATE, PITCH, and PACK. I returned just a few items to the cabinets—things we couldn’t live without and things that would show nicely when a prospective buyer inevitably peeked inside.

I dropped twenty-nine perfectly good, if slightly crusty, cabinet knobs into a plastic Stop & Shop bag and tied it in a double knot. They weren’t awful, but new knobs bring instant sparkle to a kitchen, and I’d already found some great replacements. I dropped the bag into the DONATE box. Who knew, my old knobs could be somebody’s big find at the Vietnam veterans’ charity thrift shop.

I took a deep breath and kept going. Mismatched soupspoons. Three teapots. Dog dishes that had outlived our much-loved series of family dogs. A melon baller. Two ice cream scoops. A bread maker. A waffle maker. A hot dog steamer. A George Foreman grill.

I was a long way from a guest appearance on Hoarding: Buried Alive, but I could relate to the emotional lure of things. It required vigilance to keep them from taking over your life. Those ice cream scoops might remind me of hazy, lazy summer afternoons, all four of us just back from the beach, when the kids were at their cutest and mint chocolate chip or cookie dough was the most earth-shattering decision of the day.

But I could let go of the scoops and still keep the memories. Sometimes I even advised my clients to take a photo of an object before getting rid of it. I crisscrossed the two scratched plastic ice cream scoops—one turquoise, one pink—on the counter and ran upstairs to grab my camera.

I knew the drill. When deciding whether to let something go, there are two important questions to ask: Have I used it in the last year? In the unlikely event that I ever need it again, could I replace it?

I rummaged through another cabinet. My mother’s prized collection of Tupperware, including a cake carrier and a deviled egg tray. A stuffed Betty Crocker doll from my grandmother that I’d tucked in with the cookbooks. The Reddy Kilowatt pin I’d earned at my first cooking class when I was six.

We had a theme: ridiculous things you are emotionally attached to. The trick was to whittle down the collection as much as possible. I pulled out another box and labeled it CRAZY. Anything I could fit in here I could keep. I hadn’t baked in years, and Shannon would only laugh at me if I shipped it to her, so I dumped the Tupperware into the DONATE box. If there was a heaven, my mother was now one pissed-off angel. I tucked the doll and the pin into the CRAZY box.

I pulled out the junk drawer and set it on the counter. I reached into the tangled mess, pitching the dried-out markers, the twisted paper clips, the keyless key chains.

“Little Jack Horner” flashed randomly through my mind as I reached in again, but instead of a plum I pulled out my old mood ring from high school. I couldn’t imagine how it had ended up in the junk drawer. I sat down in a chair, stretched the adjustable silver band out as far as it would go, and forced the ring over my knuckle and onto my finger.

“Aww,” I said out loud.

Back in high school my friends and I had taken our mood rings seriously. We checked in with them all day long to tell us what we were feeling. Am I in a good mood today? Do I have a crush on Michael Sylvester?

We trusted our mood rings the way we’d trusted our Ouija boards and Magic 8 Balls in junior high. But mood rings were far more sophisticated. There was even actual science behind them. The clear glass stone in the center of the mood ring was filled with liquid crystals that were extremely sensitive to heat. The crystals twisted their position in response to your body temperature. The position of the crystals determined the wavelengths of the light that were absorbed. When those wavelengths were reflected back, the stone appeared to change colors.

If the clear stone of your mood ring turned blue while you were wearing it, that meant you were happy. Purple meant passionate. Green indicated calm. Amber signified uncertainty. Black said you were seriously stressed.

Funny that I could still remember all this in such detail, but ask me to figure out a basic algebraic equation, or to conjugate the simplest Spanish verb, and I drew a complete blank.

Luke thudded into the kitchen and grabbed the last of the cabinet doors. He and Greg were arranging them on twenty-nine empty liquor boxes they’d picked up at the package store and spread across the side lawn. The plan was to scrub down the cabinets and drawer fronts and then freshen them up with a coat of white spray paint.

Never spend the money to replace your kitchen cabinets before you sell. Just spruce them up. It’s simply not worth the cash outlay, and you can’t predict the cabinet taste of the next owners. For all you know, you could spend tens of thousands of dollars just to have the new residents rip them right out.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

Luke grunted. His eyes squinted against the unfamiliar morning light.

I grabbed some cleaning supplies and followed him outside. “How’s it going?” I asked again.

“Great,” Greg said. He took two of the cabinet doors from Luke and balanced them on matching Stolichnaya boxes. I hoped the people driving by our house didn’t think we’d actually consumed all this liquor.

“Good,” I said. I held up a spray bottle. “Okay, don’t forget, start with this Simple Green. If that doesn’t work, go right to the trisodium phosphate and bleach.”

“So much for the environment, huh, Mom?” Luke said.

“I’ll make it up to the environment,” I said. “As soon as we get rid of this house.”

Greg checked his watch discreetly. “Got it. We’ll jump right in as soon as we take a little break.”

“Yeah,” Luke said. “I’ve got a couple clients I need to check in with.”

I noticed that Greg was wearing his newest running shoes. The bottom edge of a sweat-wicking running shirt peeked out from under his ratty old T-shirt. Luke was already hunched over his iPhone, texting.

Luke worked from home as a bug tester for several small video game companies. As near as I could tell, his goal was to work exactly enough hours to pay the tiny portion of the college loans that were in his name as well as the meager rent we were charging him for his own good.

I’d suggested that since all he did with the rest of his time was play video games anyway, he might as well rack up some hours and save for his own apartment or even a down payment on a town house. He’d nodded pleasantly. It was impossible to tell whether he was working or playing, since the electronic sounds reverberating up from the bat cave were identical. I figured there was at least a fifty-fifty chance he was simply humoring me.

Luke was smart and sweet and even handsome, with Greg’s shiny brown eyes and athletic build. Somewhere underneath the oddly groomed facial hair, the heavy boots, and the wardrobe of geek T-shirts and pants made shapeless by dozens of pockets was a star waiting to be born. My hope was that pulling the bat cave out from under him would speed up the birth process.

“Listen, you two,” I said. “It’s a one-day job. You’ve got to get the cabinets washed, wiped down, and then sprayed with two light coats of paint before the temperature drops below fifty degrees. And you have to finish early enough that they’ll dry and you can get them back into the house before dark. Then after dinner, if all three of us work together, we should be able to screw them back up tonight. We can save the new knobs for tomorrow.”

Luke’s phone beeped. “New level hot off the presses,” he said as he headed for the bat cave.

I looked at Greg.

“Don’t worry,” my husband said. “Just leave it to me. I’ve got it under control.”

“If I had a nickel for every time I’ve heard that one,” I said as I walked away.

I went right back to sorting through the cabinets so I wouldn’t lose my momentum. I got rid of boxes and boxes of tea—chai, chamomile, peppermint, Red zinger. I dumped a package of coffee filters from the second-to-last coffeemaker we had before the one we had now. I threw out a drawerful of old maps that had become obsolete with the invention of MapQuest, along with the instruction manuals for two toasters and a microwave we no longer owned.

The box for Shannon was full, so I took a break to write her a little note. I tucked it inside and taped up the box.

I peeked out the kitchen window to check on the cabinet progress.

Two of the liquor boxes had tipped over and thrown their cabinet doors to the damp March ground. The Simple Green was exactly where I’d left it, and the roll of paper towels didn’t look any smaller.

Greg and Luke were MIA.

I didn’t really need to check in with my mood ring to know what I was feeling, but I looked down anyway. A furious black stone stared back at me.
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