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The crocuses are up, the sky is bluing, the buds are bursting, the sap is rising, and the birds are gathering twigs and straw for their nests. There’s no denying it. Spring housecleaning is upon us. 

The Family Model

For many people, many women at least, it isn’t necessary to look for these signs. Their own biological rhythms tell them it’s time to rid the house of the wintry buildup of grime and dinge, let in the light, bring out the soap and water, and make home and hearth sparkle with all the renewal and vigor of spring. But me, I have to look for the signs.
It appears I’m missing some kind of gene, for I come from a long line of industrious Germanic women who excelled at housecleaning, not only in the spring, but all year round, every season, every day, every hour. Dirt was as abhorrent to them as the AIDS virus or e-coli. Though it was never stated, I think my mother, aunts, and grandmothers actually put cleanliness on the same level as godliness, if not above it.
Mother’s daily routine included vacuuming the entire house, organizing a closet or two, dusting everything that wasn’t edible and some things that were, and washing, starching, and ironing one room’s worth of curtain or dust ruffles, as well as Daddy’s and my clothes worn the day before. Every time I put an arm through a blouse sleeve, it crackled as the starch separated. At the end of each day, she cleaned the broom and mop and wiped down the Electrolux.

Mother’s weekly agenda encompassed sloshing the inside of the window sills with soapy water, washing and waxing the kitchen and bathroom floors, sweeping out the car, the garage, and the porches, and reorganizing the attic. Every Friday she took out every dish from her “dust proof” china cabinet and gave it a good wash. What she did to bathroom fixtures can’t be reported in a respectable newspaper or the Courier. You understand I’m just hitting the highlights here. My dad’s role in all of this was to pay for the cleaning supplies and to buy a new broom from the Lions Club from time to time. 
The Swirling Planets Theory
I have taken a different approach to housecleaning and housework in general, based on my belief in the “Swirling Planets School of Housewifery.” Devotees of this philosophy believe that since the 14-billion-year-old universe is made up of a massive system of galaxies, planets, asteroids, and stars gyrating amidst vast cloud of interplanetary rock and dust and given that we occupy one tiny nana-zillionth of a piece, how can we possibly be expected to keep it clean? Now, my husband Jack is somewhat scornful of this theory, saying it all falls apart when you get up in the middle of the night and step barefoot onto a hairbrush or an earring inadvertently left on the floor by your careless wife.
Not only do Jack and I approach household cleanliness from different philosophical positions, we are motivated by different rationales. Jack actually enjoys living in a clean and tidy environment. He notices inconsequential things--like dog hair in the corner of the floor, paint chips off the woodwork, mold collecting on the shower curtain, discolored curtains in the kitchen, fingerprints on the doors and walls, gummy windows. 
I, on the other hand, am blind to such trivialities and have not been truly motivated since I lost my parents a few years ago, and Mother no longer comes to visit. Now there was motivation! I would turn myself into a virtual army of Merry Maids for a 48-hour period before their arrival, using up all of my personal days from work, and scouring every surface to try to convinced my mom I was the daughter she deserved. I even put scented liner in the drawers and starched Jack’s pajamas before neatly folding them and filing them in his dresser. 
“You don’t really think you’re fooling her,” Jack always said. This remark would have annoyed a lesser woman. Certainly, it never deterred me from the charade.

Now the only thing that motivates me is when the disorder gets so out of control I can’t find anything. On any given day I have to ask Jack to find one or two things that I’ve misplaced—a bill from Allegheny Power, a pair of black tights, the phonebook. But when it reaches three or four lost items per hour, I know it’s time to clean house. (Jack is famous for being able to find anything. He can even find things that aren’t there. The Obama administration want to hire Jack to find Bin Laden, but he’s already under contract to me in perpetuity.)
One reason Jack knows where everything is that he refuses to throw anything away. Instead, he squirrels it away. This accounts for his hundreds of trips to the attic when we go into cleaning mode. It also accounts for the fact that the attic is now impassable. In contrast, I throw everything away to make the tidying process go faster, like current passports, the Allegheny bill, the registration for the Ford Focus, the phone.

The Compromise
In order to preserve our marriage, we’ve had to arrive at a compromise when it comes to the housecleaning issue. It’s really just an extension of the general division of labor that rules our life together as a modern couple. Jack does everything that requires standing up; I do everything that requires sitting down. In this way we take advantage of each of our strengths.

Jack’s Responsibilities: Vacuuming, washing down walls, and repainting are primary responsibilities for Jack. Over the years, I’ve gradually added to his list to include power washing the porch furniture and other outdoor surfaces, scrubbing area rugs, organizing the attic, straightening the closets, washing windows, sloshing out the sills, etc. As a man, he naturally is totally in charge of the vehicles and the carport.
Liz’s Responsibilities: Planning is a major part of any enterprise. Sitting at my computer, I come up with elaborate tables and charts showing the order in which rooms and tasks should be tackled, the time estimated to accomplish them, and comparison with graphs of earlier years’ cleaning agendas. 
I also order the dumpster for all the things I try to throw away. I say try, because Jack always goes through my gleanings. This year he found everything but the Ford registration. He’s equally attentive when it comes to culling my Good Will offerings, leaving me with a closet full of clothes I haven’t been able to get into since 1972. (He missed the new fully lined wool pants and Hermes scarf I tossed out by mistake.)
Another important task is ordering organizational tools on the Internet from office supply and container stores, so that in future we will never again get in such a mess—a new rolodex here, a clever mail sorter there. This can take hours of comparative shopping to get the best deals, my train of thought disturbed only by the sound of Jack vacuuming and power washing below. Additional hours of real-life shopping are required to replace raggedy towels and  hot pads, as well as smallish kitchen utensils that have fallen and disappeared permanently between the cabinet and the fridge. 

Another important task occurs in the wake of Jack’s annual overzealous decision to fling the barely sullied kitchen curtains into the washing machine and shrink them to the size of cocktail napkins. This despite the fact that I always tell him I’ll wash them by hand and hang them up to line dry…someday. So every spring I get to go to JoAnn’s Fabrics and choose material for new curtains. This year I tried to decide between a floral and a handsome plaid. Eventually I settled on both, mixing and matching the valences and the tiers. This is my favorite part of spring cleaning—choosing fabric. Actually making the curtains is less fun and tends to drag on a bit.
Another order of business for me is writing a column on spring housecleaning for the April Courier. Somebody has to do, Heavens knows.

I must admit, I do enjoy the sweet-smelling cleanliness of a well-ordered home for the 5 or 10 minutes it lasts until the mail arrives with 14 items of junk mail to dispose of, or the dogs dash in from the backyard on their 12 muddy paws. The prospect of keeping a house clean is so overwhelming, it reminds me of diligently threading beads on a string, with no knot on the end. Thankfully, my part of it is over for this year—except for finishing up that last valence.
