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      After the death of her father, Dana Morrison noticed that her mother’s house was becoming cluttered. First, she saved grocery bags, then newspapers, and empty boxes. In no time flat, her house was filled with junk, junk, and more junk! Dana made the mistake of cleaning house, but that just made matters worse when her mother decided that her trash was more valuable to her than her daughter.
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      It started innocently enough. Mom decided she’d have a yard sale to get rid of some of dad’s things. She thought it would be a good idea to have plenty of plastic bags—the kind grocery stores provide with a purchase—so she started collecting them. In the meantime, she found it hard to part with dad’s clothes, tools, books, and other personal possessions. I didn’t encourage her. I felt she should be given time to grieve and when she was ready, we’d go through dad’s stuff and keep the items of sentimental value, sell or donate the useful stuff to charity, thus finding the things loving homes, and tossing the rest.

      During those first few months after dad passed, I noticed that clutter was beginning to accumulate in the home I had grown up in. Dirty clothes began to appear in the living room. Newspapers, magazines, and junk mail started to pile up on every flat surface.

      “Why are you saving all this stuff?” I asked my mom, picking up a four-month-old newspaper.

      “There are articles in there that I want to save,” she said, gently taking the paper from me and placing it back on the pile.

      “Why not go through the paper the day it comes in and cut them out?” I suggested. “Or you could cut them out right now—you aren’t doing anything at the moment.”

      “I’m visiting with you,” she said sweetly, but firmly. “Come into the kitchen and I’ll make us a pot of coffee.” But there was so much junk on the counter—empty food containers and gallon milk jugs—that I couldn’t even see the coffeemaker.

      “Get some milk out of the fridge,” Mom said. But when I opened the refrigerator door, my nostrils were assaulted with the smell of rotting food.

      “When was the last time you cleaned out the fridge?” I asked.

      “A couple of weeks ago. I know something in there stinks, but I was waiting until garbage day to clean it out.” Mom’s trash men came on Wednesdays. This was Saturday.

      “Let’s do it now,” I said.

      “No. If you put the smelly stuff in the trash can, the whole garage will reek.”

      “Not if we double or triple bag it.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll buy some more trash bags the next time I go grocery shopping.”

      “But you’ve got hundreds of old grocery bags right here in this kitchen. We can use them.”

      “Dana, you know I’ve been saving them for the yard sale.”

      “You don’t need as many as you’ve got,” I said and started pulling bowls of leftover vegetables out of the fridge. Most of them contained only a tablespoon or so of leftover food, and many were green and furry. The vegetable crisper drawer was full of rotten celery, onions, and carrots. Since dad died, mom was cooking only once or twice a week, but she was still shopping as though she needed to prepare seven dinners for two every week.

      “The dishwasher is almost full,” I told her. “You should run it later today or early tomorrow.”

      “I’m an adult, Dana. You don’t need to leave instructions and chores for me to do between your visits.”

      “I’m sorry, mom. But I worry that you’re getting overwhelmed.”

      “Maybe I am,” she admitted. “Since your father died, I just don’t have the interest in spending my time cleaning. What for? I’m the only one who sees the house.”

      “I see it, too,” I told her, but she waved a hand in dismissal.

      “You don’t count.”

      No, I didn’t. Many times during my life mom let me know that I didn’t count. I’d been daddy’s little girl, and my younger brother, Steve, had been mom’s pride and joy.

      Steve had gone off to college and never really returned to our little town in Iowa. He now lived in California and was the chief financial officer of a successful software company. Except for a few days when he’d returned to attend dad’s funeral, Steve spent precious few days back home with us. He paid for mom to visit him for a week a few months after dad died. That was his contribution to help mom cope with her loss.

      By the time I left her house that day, I’d cleaned out the fridge and attacked the cluttered kitchen counter and table. The room wasn’t up to my standards of cleanliness, but it looked tidier. While I worked, mom had sat there in silence, her expression one of disapproval.

      I called Steve the minute I got home from visiting mom, but of course, I couldn’t reach him. I left five or six messages before he finally returned my calls five days later.

      “I’m worried about mom,” I told him.

      “So you said in your message,” he said, sounding bored.

      “I don’t think she’s faced her grief over losing dad. Her house is a complete pigpen. I was thinking if you had her come visit you, I could hire a Dumpster and clean out the clutter.”

      “She wouldn’t like that,” Steve predicted.

      “I know, and I wouldn’t toss anything of real value. But she’s got a year’s worth of crap piled everywhere. It’s getting so you can’t even enter our old bedrooms. They’re full of empty cardboard cartons. She collected them to put dad’s things in, but she still says she’s not ready to part with them.”

      “Thing are crazy at work, so now’s not a good time for me to have to entertain a guest,” Steve said. “But my company shuts down for a week in July. I guess she could come to visit then.” He didn’t sound very enthusiastic, but I pushed to make the visit happen. Of course, that conversation occurred in March. That would give Mom almost four additional months to accumulate more junk. But what choice did I have?

      Mom was thrilled to be invited to visit Steve and his family. To celebrate the upcoming trip, she decided to buy a whole new wardrobe. Every Saturday when I visited, I’d find the sink full of dirty dishes, my shoes sticking to the kitchen floor, and bags and bags of the new clothes Mom had bought that she wanted me to see. The sight of them made me heartsick.

      “Mom, you bought ten pairs of shorts. You’ll be at Steve’s for only seven days.”

      “I know, but they were on sale, and you know I can’t resist a bargain.”

      No, she couldn’t. I continued to wash pots and pans and run the dishwasher and the washer and dryer, but my efforts made only a small dent in the list of tasks that needed to be addressed.

      Finally, the big day arrived and I drove mom to the airport. As I kissed her good-bye, she turned to me and said, “Don’t you go messing with my stuff while I’m gone.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to sound innocent.

      Her expression hardened. “You know exactly what I mean. I don’t want you going to the house and touching my things.”

      “I was planning on cleaning out the fridge. You’ve got milk in there that’s already past its use-by date. You don’t want the fridge to smell. I’ll toss it and anything else that’s going bad, wash it out, and have a new carton of milk waiting for you when you come home.”

      “All right. But don’t do anything else. I want you to promise.”

      I didn’t want to lie to her, so I could not say those words. Instead, I said, “Everything you love will be waiting for you when you return. Now, go and have a wonderful time. I’ll see you in a week.” I kissed her good-bye and waited until she’d passed through airport security before I headed for my car. I’d brought along a set of work clothes, as well as a bag full of cleaning products, determined to have the house clean and tidy on mom’s return.

      As promised, the local garbage hauler delivered a twenty-yard dumpster, which was waiting for me when I arrived at mom’s house. I had arranged to take a week’s vacation from my job and hoped it would be enough time to complete the job. To my dismay, the Dumpster was full after two days of tossing trash into it, and I had to order a second. The kitchen and living room were totally free of junk and garbage and looked pretty much the way it had when dad was alive. While I was cleaning and tossing trash, I swear I could feel dad’s presence and felt that he would have been proud of me. The only time he and mom ever argued was when the house became untidy. With dad to keep after her, we’d lived in a cluttered but clean home. Mom had totally given up cleaning since dad’s death.

      During the week she was gone, I kept Steve apprised of my efforts, but with instructions not to tell mom what was happening. Steve kept his word, but his wife, Tiffany, let it slip that I had not only filled one Dumpster with trash but was already filling a second one.

      Needless to say, that news upset my mother terribly. She got on the phone and cried, telling me I was not only a disloyal daughter but a liar as well. She reminded me of the promise she’d asked me to make at the airport. I repeated that the things she loved would still be there.

      She hung up on me.

      Minutes later Steve called me back and apologized for Tiffany’s big mouth, but reminded me that our mother was sure to be furious with me anyway. What was worse, he wasn’t willing to take any responsibility for being part of the clean-up plan, and so my mother blamed only me for the loss of her precious trash.

      When I picked her up at the airport the next day, my mother wouldn’t even speak to me. She found somewhere else to look as I collected her
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