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TheClost

A friend once told me tha being aroundmoney makes even theair seem crisper,
cleaner. And thoughmy discarded Baptist uplkringing meant | could still call to mind
many verses abouttheincompdibilities of riches and heaven, standing in Edward®
enomous beautiful closet, where 1@ pulled asidethe velvet, aubeginecurtainsto see
the snow-duged hump of MountSt. Helens | knew my friend was ablutely right

Edward, my employer, had a closet bigge and better-designed than my bedroom,
with floorto ceiling built-insdbdrawers and dressers and shdvesband leaded glass
windows, thick wool carpeting, and atelephone Jug beingin thecloset, surroundel by
thetextures of expensve, tailored suit jackets and thelingaing smell of thedry cleaner
camed me. In theclost, it didn®matter that | was over thirty thousind dollars in debt,
had stoppel ansvering my phoneto avoid theangry voices of creditors and was messily
fallingin lovewith someonemethodically notfallingin lovewith me. But @ been
saved--1 had ajob.

| folded a stack of Edward® navy and black polo shirts and putthem in the
drawer specifically for navy and black polo shirts, then gazed over the blue-green bow of
thecity to the elegant, pristine peaks of the mountans | was calm and happy, sure |
findly had afoothold on that ladde leading out of the hand to mouth pit 1@ been in, and
areprieve fromthefeeling tha accompanies the delivery of those thin, immediately

recognizable envdopes containing overdraft notices.



Asl haveaM.F.A. in creative writing and few other practical skills, beng hired
as apersond assstant was aleap of faith, or maybe desperation, for al involved. My
therapist, who@ let me run atab for morths had findly referred me to his temp-agency
owning ex-wife, and shetold me that | seemed like exactly what Lance and Edward were
looking for: an intelligent, educated and creative person who didn®mind cleaning the
occasiond toilet.

| would have offered to clean theoccasiond toilet sixteen timesaday if it meant |
wouldn®have to borrow money frommy parents. | been unemployed for five morths
since returning from athree-week booktourBmy first, and notthelucrative venture 1@
imaginedbto find myself permanently off the schedule at my restaurant job. Theowner,
Sheena, wouldn®return my calls. A bit of deuthing revealed that Sheena@ much
younge husdand thoughtl was pretty. In fact, hethoughtl looked kind of like Sheena
had, when shewas younge, and he@ told her so.

Andas| grew more desperate for work | applied for an assortment of postions
for which | was unsauited: School busdriver, water filter system cold caller, chiropractic
assistant, and used car saleswoman. | recently fourd theletter of application for theused
car sales postion on my computer. 1@ written, Orhoughl Qe never sold cars before, as a
writer and teacher | possess great powers of persuasion and intuition. If | bdieveina
produd, my enthusasm has no boundsand | will sell it.O

| didn®even get an interview, and sheepishly remembered how, only months

before, onmy booktour, 1@ been so high onthe perceived importance of being on



naiond TV tha 1@ forgotten to call my dad on his birthday. How youngl was then, |

thought

| droveto Lance and Edward® enormoushous in the hills on a crisp November
morning and parked my batered hand-me-down Subau down the street, far out of view.
What 1@ been told was that they were successful, intelligent, wealthy, politically active
and articulate partners of nearly thirty years with anine-year-old son, Jeremy, who they@
adopied at birth. Lance, nowretired, had been a therapist for twenty-seven years. Edward
was an author and motivationd speaker who traveled the world giving team-bulding
seminars for Fortune500 corporations

They greeted me warmly, and then Jeremy went outside to practice rampson his
skateboad while Edward and Lance and | sat in asun-drenched brocade sitting room
drinking coffee from heavy, hand-thrown mugsand talking aboutart, booksand
internationd travel. Edward was a striking, broad-shouldered man with amane of thick
dark har, Lance was dim and blond and soft-spoken. It was clear they were good
patners, each listened and didn®interrupt while the other spoke They wereglad | was a
writer; they loved literature, they said.

Then Lance took me onatouw of the hous while Edward went updairsto pack
for abusnesstrip to Tokyo.

Thehous was smply beautiful. Built at theturn of the century for Margaret and
Nancy Ardenwald, daughters of the shipping magnate and prominent busnessman
Captain Elton Ardenwald, it had four stories, ninebedroons, a giant, light-flooded

landing with a grand piano, a homework room, three offices and two sunroonmsb



gorgeous octagond, many-windowed spaces. It also had an opium coudh, which now
passed for a comfortable window seat with a view to the mountains Lance showed me
thetracks where a velvet curtain had hung,and the glass-cased shdves where
paaphandiawas onae kept. Theuser could pull thedrapes, patake in hisor her
afternoonddight, and then snooz on the coudh, undisturbed.

My job description was to indudecleaning and laundry, shopping and food
preparation, and would eventudly involve party-planning and trueinvolvement in the
family membersGmportant, busy lives. Lance and Edward wanted at least a year
commitment from me, buthopéully more like two. 1@ never had ajobfor longe than
six months butl kept quiet.

Qe don® want Jeremy to view women as people who leave, OEdward said.

A wisp of aboy with pade skin, cowlicked dark har, and atiny, elegant turned-up
nose, Jeremy used phrases like, (Hence the name,Oand O kid you not,Oand liked goa
cheese and beet greens. During my secondinterview, which conssted of shopping for,
cooking for, and serving dinne to thefamily, hewas shy and polite and wiggly, as hehad
been when | first met him. But after 1@ donethedishes, heand | went to the sprawling,
furnished basement, where, despite my longskirt and high-hesled boots, we played wall-
bdl for an hour. We laughel and teased each other and duded with red foam bas untl he
gotalittle too excited and had to be putto bed.

(Heredlly likes you,OL ance said, as he showed me out

| could lovethiskid, I thought



| @ never consdered making abed to beskilled labor. Like tying shoes or toasting
bread, it@ something mog people do withoutthinking. But thefirst time | stripped Lance
and Edward® bed for thewash, and then tried to make it up again, | redlized | didn®
know whos pillow was whose, or what order they@ been set in.

King-sized with creamy, smooth, cotton sheets, thebed was a home magazine
dream of fluffy white down and awealth of pillows. But now | couldn®seem to get the
comforter to sit rightEit looked awkward and rumpled ingead of casud and chic.
Quickly, | was sweating, thinking, whait® wrongwith me? Qe mademy bed my whole
life. Why can®I dothis?

| spent nearly two hours trying to achieve tha casual, thrown-together look they
liked. When Lance came home tha afternoonl told him, with some embarrassment, tha
|@ had a hard time making their bed. | didn® mention how strangdy intimate it was, too,
astheliving, lingaing smells madeit impossible notto wonde aboutthedeails of thar
very long patnership.

Q@ showyou,OLance said, laughing. ONe®e kind of paticular.O

Upgairs, hedemongrated how thelargest bulk of feathersin the comforter should
be near the head of thebed, so they drifted down. The pillows, set with the heaviest,
oldest oneon Edward® side, and thelarger, fluffier ones on Lance@, gotfluffed and the
centers punded down so the corners would turn up like rabbit ears. When hedid it, it
looked right, when | did it, it didn@®. | told him it was an oddthing to be doing, really,
making a stranga@ bed. | didn®add what | was thinking, which was, GEspecially when
you have a graduae degree that youd planned to use.O

Not that | wasn@ grateful to bethere. | was



But | also figured Lance would knowwhat | was thinking, even if | hadn®said it,
since he(@ been atherapist for twenty-seven years and had probably deslt with alot of
people who were frudrated at thar urfulfilled potential. Then agan, those people were
paying him for aservice, and na the other way around, buthe had thekind, wise, cam,
listening face tha goodtherapists have, and hewas clearly very sendtive: He fielded
dozensof phonecalls every day and always asked, GHow are you?Oin away conveying
tha the caller was very special and much loved. He listened more than hetalked. Q really
hear that,Ohe@ say. O really get wha youde saying.O

When | tried outthe phrases on my soonto beex-boyfriend, Harold, helooked at
measif | were very young or very sow, andsaid, Q guess | wasrightin assuming
English was your native languaye O

Harold didn®like hisjob either, and didn®yet understand tha both what you say
and theway you say it can up<st people.

But Lance clearly undestood Even when he examined Edward@ shirtsthat 1@
pangakingly ironed and then literally laughed outloud, hedid it with a measure of
kindness. He thoughtit was funny.He undestoodthat | hadn® been taughtto iron, at
least notwell, or usng starch. Still, | felt sheepish, as 1@ been proudof my work. And |
really liked bangin thelaundly room with its soft carpd, big, east-facing windows, the
heat of thedryer and the soothing voices of NPR. Therest of thehouse was silentELance
wanted it tha way even thoughhewas rarely thereband tha silence sometimes rendeed

my thoughs far too loud. Or oude lucky to behere, Ol told myself. Mon@dblow it.O



A Baptist upbiinging doesn®ever just go away, so it was inevitable that Bible
verses | learned twenty years before would pester me while working in such ornae
settings Verily | say unto you, it iseaser for a camel to pass throughthe eye of a needle
thanfor a rich manto enter the kingdomof heavenE

| @ worked for Lance and Edward for nearly a morth when | was asked to clean
and organize afew of the many storageroonsin thefurnished basement. | spent aweek
cleaning, filing, organizing, and wrestling with towers of dugy boxes, disposng of the
many skis, boots and poles of seasonspast, unearthing old camera equipment, and taking
inventory of over adozen leather briefcases, a mountain of decorativeting faded Easter
grass, old pet carriers, and cracked aquaiums. | foundatin of changeweighing at least
twenty pounds, and broughtit upgairs, excited, asthere were likely hundedsof dollars
waiting to be counted.

Lance was on the phone nodding and agreeing, and seemed nonplssed by my
discovery. | foughtthe urgeto sit down on thefloor and dunp outthetin® contents, to
spread outthat glittering carpet of history, to arrange them in stacks of quaters, nickels
and dimes by dates theway my grandfather and | used to with his old pennies. Jeremy
would lovethis, | thought but hewasn®home from school, because it was Tuesday, and
he had band practice, and then soccer. Jeremy was a sore loser, so | hopel his game was
going well. | left thetin onthe countr and went up to thethird floor to hang new
mothbadls near the African tapestries | @ unpaked for airing.

Jeremy won his game, and we celebrated with pizza.

Three weeks later thetin of coinswas still onthekitchen counter, unopened and

unmentiondd.



Wha Lance did mention, though,was tha | definitely needed to ask wha the
correct way of doing something was before | did it. Specifically, when |@ cleaned outthe
basement | @ filled the garbage can too full, and thusthe garbage men had refused to
empty it. And wha | would have, and should have, done hadl asked was keep some of
the excessfilled trash bagsin thecold storagerooms. That way, | could in add oneto the
regular trash load each week and eventudly dispose of all them withoutthrowing off the
entire garbagecycle.

| told Harold this story and helooked at me, speechless. He@ been reading the
newspaoer, and hejus hdd up thefront page, asif to say, Gh my god theworld is
falling apart and they®e freaked out aboutthe way you take outthetrash?0

Q know, | know,Ol said, feeling my mouth starting to tremble with tears.

| took to calling Lance and Edward@ house, OrheBig House,Oand both in and
out of my place of employment, thoughtaboutMargaret ArdenwaldN theartistic
daughter of Captain Ardenwald who@ lived and died there. Lance told me everything he
knew abouther, and | went downtown to thehistorical sodety to see what else | could
find. | couldn®find much. But | knew she@ studied art at the Sorbonneafter high school,
and it was for her tha thebanksof doping, skylight-like windows had been indalled on
thethird floor. Thethird floor main roomwas twice the size of mos convenience stores,
and was only used for Jeremy@® sleepove paties or birthdays. It was therepostory of
furniture styles pastN nubbycoudes and beanbag charsN and also a king-sized bed
situaed beneath those large, lovdy windowsEin the exact place Margaret had panted. |

sometimes stretched out on the bed, watching the cloudsrace past the glass, imagining



what life was like for herN aprivileged, yet free-thinking bohenian artist in a stuffy
town, who, at twenty, mug have felt strongly wha many of usfed at twenty: All avenues
are open.

| was no longe twenty, and knew some avenues had definitely closed, but | took
strangecomfort in theroomwhere | could feel Margaret mogt vividly. Actudly, | felt her
whenever | congioudy noticed how gargeousthelightin thehous was, as shewould
have been always aware of it.

Thoughl didn®know wha her furniture had been like, today even thefancy rugs
and art and carefully chosen drapes and furniture smply pded agang the bloomns of light
tha mellowed the white enameled banisters of thewinding stairway, thebumt orange
carpet of themusc room or thegiant, fancy kitchen. Thebeauty of thelight in tha
hous, andthedtill, calm peace tha settlesin the afternoonfelt at onae safe and tenuou®
abubbk of safety and hopefloaing abovea sharp and dangerousworld.

Jeremy had spent his entire life in this sort of safety and beauty. He didn®
necessarily know he was wealthy, and this was both touching and ridiculous He®@ been
taughtto befrugd, so despite thefact tha his piggy bank was far richer than my savings
account, he didn@®demand expensve things He gat them, but didn® demand them. He
obvioudy knew he had more than some people, but he also received birthday presents
from people who owned jets and idands and thushis measuring stick listed different
numbers than mine

My dads said when you got here you didn® even know how to make a bed,0
Jeremy said, oneday, teasing. We were in thebasement, hitting tennis bdls againg the

wall with badminton rackets. He tackled me and we wrestled and laughed until he got



totally out of controlEhis eyes blazed as hetook arunning start and hurled himself at me.
| tried to fend him off with a huge stuffed gorilla. He was laughing, wildly.

QDkay, Jeremy, it@ time to calm down,Ol said, over and over, trying to befirm,
Edward was on busness and Lance was at a symphonybendfit. It took at least ten
minutes until he sngppeal out of it, and then we read Harry Potter aoud,but | was till
thinking aboutthe bed-making comment. Wha else had they told him aboutme?

Thenext day, | decided to show him my car. If hewanted a story 1@ giveit to
him. My carb-an old red Subau with white racing stripes alongthetop and backb-had
been given to me by an ex-boyfriend® bandmete. It had been given to my ex-boyfriend®
bandmete when he@ needed a car, and given to the guy who gave it to himin similar
circumstances. It had no passenge siderear view, no dome light, noradio, and weekly
leaked two quats of oil in large Rorshachson thestreet. As| had been since thefirst day
| met thefamily, | parked it far fromthe house, certain they@ bebothered by such an
eyesore. Lance and Edward thoughtl was still taking the businto the hillswith the other
cleaning ladies. But now| let Jeremy sit inthefront seat, and even let him putonthered
and white striped motorcycle hdmet that had, inexplicably, come with thecar. Ot@ a
karma car,Ol said, and explained my undestanding of cause and effect.

Lance said, GHow wondeful! Owhen Jeremy told him aboutthe karma car.

QCan | ridein it?2QJeremy asked, hopping up and down.

Avedl see,OLance said, butit was the kind of we@ see that meansnot onyour

life.
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A few dayslater black smoke suddenly erupted from the backside of the karma
car and it died within minutes. Thenext day | tookthe#15businto thehills, and quickly

realized tha mog of uswere cleaning ladies.

| spent alot of time in Edward@® closet, spent alot of time washing and folding
his clothes and taking them to and from the dry cleaners. He was often away on busness,
butl felt asif | knew him because | knew thesmell of his swesat, knew which shirtshe
loved and which shirts herepeatedly attempted to wear, then changed his mind aboutand
threw onthefloor. | did the same thing with severa of my shirts, except | was also the
onewho picked them up. And thoughhe was clearly a high-powered busnessman, he
had a soft side, too: On his bedddetable were Feeding the Hungry Heart; After the
Ecstasy, the Laundry; The Power of Now and Flesh andthe Word 4.

Edward had thirty-two suits, with the accompanying trousers hanging upsde-
down on smooth wooden hange'stha hdd the cuffs togehe withoutcausng wrinkles.
His thirty-five shiny pairs of dress shoes sat in careful rows benesth the suits. Some had
tassels, some were wingtips some were loaers. On either side of the suit closet were
smaller inset closets, jud astall, but narrow, and shdved. Onehdd eleven pars of
running shoes, six parsof identical blueterry cloth dippesin varying states of decline
nine pars of boa shoes, twenty-seven pars of leather casud shoes and six parsof Teva
sandds. Theother tall, narrow, shelved closet was for his casud pants, (thirty-two pars
of jeansand twenty-onepars of khekis), and | wondeed, often, why in god3 name a

single person needed tha many pars of pants. Was each par noticeably different from
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the other twenty? True | had five black cardigan sweaters, and my mother has never met
anavy shirt shedidn®like, butit was a question of scale.

In the master bedroomwas an armoire containing eighty-four wool sweaters. In
thar respective closts Lance and Edward had many, many thin sweaters in navy,
charcod and black, so | guessed the sweatersin the armoire were for ski trips Jud likein
high school, when | @ worked at theill-fated Benettonin theBend River Mall, dividing
clothing by color and creating even, expertly folded stacks made me pretend there was
order in theworld, thoughthefact tha two people living in atemperate clime owned

eighty-four heavy wool sweaters made clear tha no such order existed.

Some afternoonsl waked down to the elementary school to get Jeremy and stood
with the othe mothers on therain-misted asphdt, watching thekids play wall-bdl.
Fiercely compditive, and impressively clever, Jeremy changed rules and flung exacting
insultsin order to stay @nOafew minutes longe. Embarrassed, 1@ study my unkempt
fingenails, or thevariationsof fur fringeon the other mother® coats.

Mid you see me? Did you see how goodl am?0Jeremy would ask, excitedly,
tugging on my deeve.

At arecent dinne party | asked friendsto bring pictures of themselves as
children. When | taped them up onthewall, we al laughed at how clearly visible our
adult selves were, jug biding time beneath the baby fat. And sometimes, watching
Jeremy, | saw clearly the powerful, entitled man he would become, and caught myself

thinking, | knowwho you are, andit isn® pretty.
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But sometimes he(@ fall asleep as | read to him, and he seemed so fragile and
perfect that | wasfilled with tenderness, jus watching him, not wanting to move
Sometimes hehuggel me when heleft for school, and his head warmed the space jus
bdow my breast, the space where a child seemed to go. For three days during my
employment, | thoughtl was pregnant and | moved asif throughwarm, silky water,
imagining, foolishly, tha my forthcoming child might have all thethingsl saw, touded,
and felt in thishous, thisworld, so high abovethegrit of thecity.

| wasn®pregnant. | was relieved and disappointed.

Onemorning | woketo find five messages on my voicemail. Theringe was off,
but on each messagewas aloudaarm bdl, then an automated voice listing atelephone
number. When | called this number to complain of a mistake, thewoman at the
answering service said, briskly, Perhgpsyou®e on someoned emergency list and thar
alarmis going off.O

| quickly called Lance and Edward, fearful of wha might have hgppened. Lance
laughed and said, GDh, you aren®on our emergengy list!O

A few weeks later, at six am. ona Sunday morning, my phoné3 repested ringing
wokeme up. | @ stayed at my soon to be ex-boyfriend® messy, work-in-progress hous,
and | stumbled over histool box as| went to theliving roomto listen to Lance@ frantic
message Orhe busto the mountin is leaving any second, and | need to knowwhat you

did with Jeremy@ snowsuit. Call me when you get this.O
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This was a snowsuit 1@ never laid eyes on, but| called back. GDh, never mind O
Lance laughal. He had remembered, after leaving the message, tha the snowsuit was at
the cleane's, beng waterproofed.

Harold, my soonto be ex-boyfriend, was angry. This was sort of touching but also
ridiculous given the dynamics of our relationship, and | didn@wantto getinto it, so |
jug snugglkd agang him until hefindly stoppel talking and fell adeep. | lay wide-
awake, thinking. Through therain-spatered window | watched robinslanding onthe
broken toilet lying upended in theunkempt yard and | realized tha in themovie version

of my life, this was the moment to get up, get dressed, and get out But | didn®

Margaret Ardenwald had many lovers but never married. A few photographsshe
took of picnics at the old turbinenear the White River are on pemanent display in the
basement gdlery of thecity@ historical sodety, and standing before them, | tried to
imaginetha black and white scene as vibrantly asit was viewed throughher lens When
Margaret looked out thewindows of the closet that is now Edward@, pressed her nose
agang the cold panes and watched he fanning breath momentarily obsure theview, she
saw what | saw.

Sheknew many colorful andintelligent people, and | imagine shethoughtand did
many imaginaive and dighty subvesive thingsthat no oneremembers. Her sister Nancy
died in thewinter of 1948 and Margaret dowly began to lose her mind.

When | ingoected the warren-like closet onthethird floor | foundstrandsof dark
har wrapped arounda nal, bent and stuck into awall. | imagined thehar was he's, and

holdingit, | thoughtof everythingwe do tha findly matters notat al. | lay down onthe
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bed | thoughtof as hers, and remembered how safe and warm 1@ once felt in Edward@
closet. And now | wanted out | wastired of bangahouskeeper, especially abad one |
suppo® | could have been better, but it seemed ridiculousto spend one3 life this way.

On atypical morning, after 1@ putthe dishes |eft for me ontop of thedishwasher
into thedishwasher, madethe beds and thrown the clothes | eft strewn onthefloor down
thelaundiy chute, | had housto kill. Sometimes | tested the har produds standing like a
small army massed for baitle on the marble counters. Even in salonsthere wasn®such
variety of produd, and| tested mog of these products, each time making my finger
marksin thelittle tubsof gooresemble Edward@, and madeallist of all forty-four and
rated them for hold, smell, and whether or notthar performance matched ther
overwroughtcopy. My favorite was John FriedaShaping Glossing Balm, andits claim to
provide Gan immediate exploson of shine, highlights and body O

1@ also examined myself, at least once, in every mirror in thehouse. Andthis
made clear how often 1@ been rewarded for beng prettyEnere, mostly along or with a
little boy and two gay men, | didn® have thefoothold 1@ always used withoutrealizing
it. | regarded myself coldly as| went from floor to floor, repeating thelondy tasks that
were never finished. | was, unwittingly, afifties housewife, withoutthe occasiond sex or
satisfactiontha | was doing wha sodety expected and my reflectionreminded methat |
was here, now, for better or worse.

Taped on Jeremy® bathroom mirror was a computer-generated note from his
dads reminding him that hewas brightand funnyand cherished and would surely do
amazing thingswith hislife. He was involved in everything a privileged nine-year- old

would beBsoccer and piano and basebd| and saxophoneand lacrosse and talent shows
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and science fairs, and in each thing hedid, each new skateboadingtrick learned, | saw
his clear sense tha he could choo his path andfollow it toward success. | saw his hope
his expectation, and had to swallow the ugly urgeto say, O did all thoge things too.

Don®get carried away.O

Thoughadmittedly disguged with the excess of Edward@ closet, | honestly loved
benginit. | felt proudof the caretaking | did for this man who didn®even have time to
know his own family, let alonepick up after himsdf. | loved theway theyellow light
filtered throughtheleaves and warmed thewindowvpanes. | liked being responsble for
thefact tha every item of clothing he ownedBsave for what he was wearing at the
moment or had packed negtly in his suitcasebwas clean, pressed, folded, and organized
by patern or weight or material. These were thingsEdward didn®have to worry about
leaving him to worry aboutother thing€Eimportant things

So | was surprised when onemorning after Edward had left for Japan on busness,
Lance said, CEdward told me to mention his closetN he said you mug not be spending
enoughtimein thee.O

| asked for specifics.

Q don®know, exactly,OLance said. Or ou@ have to ask him.O

Edward wasn®dueback for nearly two weeks, but| went updairs and stoodin his
silent, immaculate closet, wondeing what 1@ been missing. | stayed there for hdf an
hour, opening and closing drawers, looking for clues. QVha am | not seeing?0l asked

myself, wishing for my own computer-generated note. | felt so small in tha clean,
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beautiful space, so confused and reprimanded, tha | findly sank down ontheorange
carpet 1@ spot cleaned theweek before with arag and hot sogpy water.

When 1@ stoppe crying | went up to Margaret® roomand lay on her bed,
thinking. That night| applied for adjund teaching postionsat two local community

colleges, and soonwas offered two night classes.

| was onae agan goingto bepaid to think! Andto ingire and talk aboutliterature
and writing! And this allowed me to more openly resent thefact that while Lance and
Edward traveled theworld, truging me with ther hous, ther clothing and ther child,
they didn®pay me enoughto make endsmeet.

| was also newly frugrated by my opposngroles. | was suppo®d to act like part
of thefamily while beng treated as the hired hdp, disposable. When Lance and Edward
were out of town, | was Jeremy@ source for love and food and attention and
trangortation. But when | organized ther holiday party, | answered thedoar, took codas,
fetched drinksand wasn®even introduced to ther friends | was the hep, after all. But
during my time on this planet @ sort of grown accusomed to being seen, being spoken
to.

| knew | should be grateful. But bang recognized as a person doesn®seem like

something for which oneshould really have to begrateful, no matter how bad thingsge.

Part of thereason | stayed at The Big House is that upontaking thejob | @ been

promised araise after three months Not by Lance and Edward, admittedly, butby my
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therapist® ex-wife, who@ sold me thejob onther behdf. And 1@ been waiting, literally
marking the calenda.

So onthefateful day, while heating tomato soupfor Lance and Jeremy, | tooka
deep breath and brough up the question of more money. Lance waited until Jeremy had
finished his lundh, and then asked him to go upgairs and practice his piano, and then he
kindly but clearly informed me of my lack of proficiency. Of our skills aren®excellent,O
Lance said. Of ou aren®focused here, onusO

He and Edward had wanted me to take more initiative in runrning their hous, and
to do much more than the day-to-day work 1@ been doing, butas | hadn®quite been able
to master the more menial tasks, such asthe garbage, they@ been unable to give me more
responsbility.

Lance had really been bothered by thetrash inddent, asit illudrated the depth of
my distraction.

It wastrue | wasdistracted. | often thoughtmuch more aboutnotwanting to be
aboutthere than | did aboutwhat | was actudly doing. And | was preoccupied with
teaching, and Harold, and the many more important thingsl could bedoing in theworld
than keeping house for awealthy couple with too many sweaters and too many demands

But suddenly theraise was not at issue, but my continuing employment. Mog of
me wanted to shout QPraise God!Oand sprint out the door, but| also undestoodtha |
couldn®suppot myself teaching part-time at a community college

QWhy don®you take a week and think aboutwhether or not you really want to be
here,OLance said, looking at me kindly, with his therapist@ doublke gaze. QVe want you

here, butonly if youreally wantto behee.O
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He was truly shodked when, three days later, | admitted that, in fact, | did not
want to bethere. With wondeful timing, oneof my friendsin foodservice had called:
Hisfellow server had failed to card an undecover OregonLiquar Control Commission
agent and was quickly fined and fired. And my friend wanted to knowif | mightbe

available four nights aweek starting rightnow. Ores, | definitely mightOl said.

My last day at Lance and Edward@ | went throughevery room, taking in the
lovey light and artifacts and rich colors 1@ looked at so many times. | made Jeremy®
bed and then tidied his stuffed animals hegped in the corner, then folded the ugly fleece
blanket heloved to drag throughthe house. In Edward@ big, windowed closet | pressed
my no% agang the cold windowpane, looking over theturreted roofs of the
neghbohood,down throughthetreetopsto Wordswvorth School, and over thecity to the
smooth-flanked mountains In Edward® closet | straightened some of the hanging shirts,
lined up thedress- and semi-dress shoes, then ingected theridiculouspile of identical
terry cloth dippesjug to remind myself tha leaving was absolutely therightthing.

In thethird floor closet | touched the bit of dark har wrapped arounda bent nall
in thewall andtold Margaret Ardenwald | would miss her.

| never said goodbyeto Jeremy. It was Thursday, and he had band, and then piano
lessons | composed severa different goodbyenotes on yellow Pog-its, but noneof them
seemed right He would undestand, whaever | said, tha | didn®care enoughabouthim
to stay; | was oneof thewomen who had left. Lance had told me | was always welcome,

and that perhaps| should come to oneof Jeremy( soccer games to ease thetrangtion, |
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knew 1@ never see him agan. They@ close ranks they@ tell stories: When she cane, she
didn®even knowhowto make a bed!

It was thelast time 1@ ridethe#15 And surroundel by the other cleaning ladies
who were also clearly relieved to be heading home, | was overjoyed by absolutely
everything aroundmeEthe bright, rolling laughter, shiny braidsand chipping brown
barettes, thewarm, powdery smell of deodorant mixed with newspgper ink. White
blossoms had bloomed on thetrees overnight, and before usthe twilight city was starting
to twinkle. | saw a par of teenagegirlstryingto syncthar steps and watched a man stop
abrupty in themiddle of thesidewalk to kiss his fat black lab onthetop of the head.
G5od, | lovethis place,0l said aloud

And suddenly theworld felt like mineagain.

20



