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As we plowed
through decades of
her extreme clutter, I
began to notice sim-
ilar tendencies in
my husband
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There’s a snapshot
Aiden took of me a
few days after our
wedding on Christmas
Eve, 2009. I’m stand-
ing outside his moth-
er’s house wearing
disposable coveralls,
gloves, and a particu-
late mask. In the back-
ground is a dumpster.
The ground is thick
with dead, brown palm
fronds. I am beaming
at the camera.

I wished so much that
I could have met Ruth,

Chrissy Teigen dragged into Pizzagate by

veri@ed Twitter truther

 essmeier · 5h
In civilized countries, there are healthcare systems in
place to ensure that people such as Pizzagate truthers
get the help they so desperately need.

The Papadopoulos paradox: Could "coffee boy"

be key to the whole conspiracy?

 cwnidog · 8h
In two posts, purportedly by different people, I've seen
"low level drunk aide" and "drunken ramblings of a low-
level campaign operative". I think we now know what
today's marching orders said.

"It was all golf": A brief look at Trump's week of

getting "back to work"

 david68 · 4h
except for the minor difference that this time it's true!
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my mother in law. I
knew she was a bright,
adventurous woman
who never found work
to suit her lively intelli-
gence. She was a
1960’s housewife fas-
cinated by history and
art and ideas. She
loved dogs. She suf-
fered from untreated
depression and
agoraphobia.

Read more Narrative-

ly: That Time Sigmund
Freud Nearly Killed a
Patient—and Then Got
Hooked on Cocaine

The day Ruth died, her
family just locked up
the house and walked
away. Now, ave years
later, it’s still standing

http://narrative.ly/when-sigmund-freud-got-hooked-on-cocaine/
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=CR0CV9xJMWqruBY-0kwPU5LmoDpygioNPqKzEg-EGv-EeEAEgporXA2DJlvOGgICgGaAB8YP9lQPIAQKoAwHIA8kEqgTwAU_QsrHTIo4c9CJ9EcZ3QsyXe_RfpUvi0cAaKhBWAn1k8Je5WijX9M2hltFeh8b375Hk3ekyC1y3zGi0NR7oLi8wrt_HXvndrUrrrVatj8zf3HNG8gy7U0woC7XmBBAZ0Sf_QgduP6LYh-kerudpgv_lYFOIDr-VxdQ4PxB1OEfN4VWdwGcTn4bXiNxcYs-Mcxq1QrDOhi9kgWMkKdazwnQsex49NOQrtaAB8DWza317dHf5EzOsf62Hp-kx8G9ITaZK5zKZ5NXAId3cnuVJBSZfIIiu6W_MpnwLDmyn3HcIWj_nQkp6rlLO6gOOtzlieqAGAoAHsIu3aqgHpr4b2AcB0ggHCIBhEAEYArEJKso9Uw_08syACgHYEwI&num=1&sig=AOD64_2msHK4n4T8gH8CIwVv5OBzmjePBQ&client=ca-pub-3422016981899845&adurl=https://www.newchic.com/sweaters-and-cardigans-5166/p-1208492.html%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dcpc%26utm_campaign%3Dcnew-wpl-770493-k-us-pc%26utm_content%3Dsun%26utm_design%3D8


1/2/18, 3:17 PMHow cleaning out my hoarder Mother-in-Law’s junk caused my own marriage to crumble - Salon.com

Page 4 of 21https://www.salon.com/2017/06/11/how-cleaning-out-my-hoarder-mother-in-laws-junk-caused-my-own-marriage-to-crumble_partner/

empty. Aiden worries
about it. I worry about
him. No one, I think,
should have to clear
out a parent’s house
alone. His brothers are
no help at all.

“You and I can do it to-
gether,” I say. “It’ll be
our honeymoon. We’ll
take a month and just
get it done.”

And now we’re here.

Read more Narrative-

ly: Decades After
Northern Ireland’s
“Troubles,” Families of
the Dead are Still
Seeking Answers—and
Taking the Investiga-
tions Into Their Own
Hands

The front door opens
into the living room —
an ironic name for
such an uninhabitable
place. I’ve never seen
anything like this.
There are LPs, stained
mattresses, moun-
tains of canned food,
ripped cushions, dog
crates, and hundreds

http://narrative.ly/decades-after-northern-irelands-troubles-families-of-the-dead-are-still-seeking-answers-and-taking-the-investigations-into-their-own-hands/
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=C-IZA-hJMWsbKMszlkwPh1qP4DM-hy_RPwPbhjdUGvIXtrIQMEAEg0reJRGDJlvOGgICgGaABmO270QPIAQKoAwHIA8kEqgSCAU_Qn7dHcYEHHDgkpRmm6eQfYMj0gLgzFQxyr1B-etEVKftLnlIYWYEw9AoK94xJTN3lQdw6tRX1yrZvRzoM4iFrktkxl9-G-wA2vCN88tnPwd7jmzFarAI831yx_PmG-0Uq5onapCN3g-AM4-_4xTfJGGMp57EmmWBUNVUH8T3KZoWgBgKAB9CSxC6oB6a-G9gHAdIIBwiAYRABGAHyCBthZHgtc3Vic3luLTI4MTYwODE2MzAzNDg5NjmxCT0uulwwTKtggAoD2BMM&num=1&sig=AOD64_0nMKS0MI2Ri5R3snT3R985LcjyzQ&client=ca-pub-2053057622751661&adurl=https://www.beartooth.com/


1/2/18, 3:17 PMHow cleaning out my hoarder Mother-in-Law’s junk caused my own marriage to crumble - Salon.com

Page 5 of 21https://www.salon.com/2017/06/11/how-cleaning-out-my-hoarder-mother-in-laws-junk-caused-my-own-marriage-to-crumble_partner/

upon hundreds of box-
es. All fading back
into the darkness. The
smell is beyond stale-
ness or rot. It’s the
stench of sickness, of
time lost.
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veals more of the
woman who raised my
husband — a woman
whom I will otherwise
never know.

Read more Narrative-

ly: The True Story of
the Hitchhiker Who
Was Shot in Pursuit of
Kindness

I haven’t yet heard of
obsessive-compulsive
hoarding. I have no
idea that there’s a clin-
ical name for what I’m
looking at. I only know
that Ruth’s house feels
like a map of a dis-
turbed mind.

Why, I wonder, is the
hoor of the den cov-
ered in newspapers
three feet deep?

“That’s for the dogs,”
Aiden explains, as if it
makes perfect sense.
We start hacking the
newspaper out, a job
that requires pickaxes
and shovels. Clouds
of powdered alth all
the air. The whole
thing is a petriaed
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matt of paper, urine
and excrement.
Decades ago, Ruth
crammed her ever-
growing collection of
dogs — eighteen?
twenty? — into this
single modest-sized
room and left them to
do their thing. When
the hoor got bad, she
simply added another
layer of paper.

In another room, I and
notebooks. Boxes of
them, all densely
crammed with faint,
microscopic handwrit-
ing. They’re lists of
words.

“Oh, Mom was always
learning languages,”
Aiden tells me. Some
of the word-lists are in
English. Others are in
Spanish, German, Pol-
ish, Norwegian. Clear-
ly the work of an intel-
ligent and gifted per-
son. The thing is, I
can’t see anyone actu-
ally using them for
anything. They’re bare-
ly legible. It’s as if

Report Advertisement

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=CrW0i-hJMWtGkOIHQkwO-x5nABu-wwM5Ps7L957cGwI23ARABIOi-1QNgyZbzhoCAoBmgAf-uuMoDyAECqAMByAPJBKoE8gFP0Ats-5R4asMMvRyZZFXxMdhZzTQfvheShYM9kZxWszyzGyHAUXyMsXNzmaTn3kud4nhZq8FjaJUNdKu3MYO_ejL1TmfeZ6Gtv81lEOQcrMl_HOQ-pRBdAlh3SeQphcW9TcD0vpM_vFzU3Ch7jmlidbVB9DVH_t0qIaD9lH-ApwVyPh67cH9Wi17T4Q4YZTq-Qrz6bhBhBAJMvhUHVdIbdNAhCRzkewnLJQy3kmmJJT00umK647k_QYl2IoyarqcuQnEauIU2bmxBqKczJOdyIp3BUhtNjZ_NXQO3Dd5_xMaMBWpG1bYeX_UnP75au06o6KAGAoAH6dDHNagHpr4b2AcB0ggHCIBhEAEYArEJikUQT8bHLiSACgHYEww&num=1&sig=AOD64_382k8okPGY3xAnhia-QfqdgI2YDw&client=ca-pub-6610802604051523&adurl=https://www.pearlseascruises.com/cruises/cuba/cuba-cultural-voyage
https://www.salon.com/2017/06/11/how-cleaning-out-my-hoarder-mother-in-laws-junk-caused-my-own-marriage-to-crumble_partner/#report-ad


1/2/18, 3:17 PMHow cleaning out my hoarder Mother-in-Law’s junk caused my own marriage to crumble - Salon.com

Page 8 of 21https://www.salon.com/2017/06/11/how-cleaning-out-my-hoarder-mother-in-laws-junk-caused-my-own-marriage-to-crumble_partner/

Ruth was collecting
words just for the
sake of having them.

Further in, there’s a
stack of maybe thirty
cardboard boxes,
wrapped in paper and
swathed in packing
tape. What was Ruth
storing with such spe-
cial care? Even with
my mat knife, it takes
a long time to get the
arst one open. I tear
off the paper. Under-
neath there’s more
tape. Then tissue pa-
per. Gently, I turn back
the layers.

Palm fronds. The box
is full of dead palm
fronds from the yard
outside, carefully fold-
ed and packed.

I spend the next hour
cutting open more
boxes. They all con-
tain more of the same.
As I work, I keep twist-
ing to glance behind
me.
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Back in the den I and
Aiden crouched down,
frowning at the heaps
of crud that we’ve
hacked out of the
hoor.

“We need to go
through all this by
hand,” he says
earnestly.

I stare. “You mean the
whole room? All of it?”

“There could be some-
thing important buried
here,” he says. “Get a
bag.”

I get a bag. As I start
sifting, I try to think of
something to say. We
can’t do this. We’ll nev-
er get through it all.
This is crazy.

I pry up a wad of rat-
chewed newsprint. Un-
derneath, gazing up at
me, are Aiden’s eyes.

It’s a photograph, half
buried in the muck. It
can’t be Aiden, though.

The picture is old, tak-
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en maybe around
1920. But the resem-
blance is eerie. Same
curly brown hair, same
beautiful eyes. The
guy is obviously a rela-
tive. Aiden has no idea
who he is.

Later on, we show the
picture to Aiden’s dad.
“That’s your Great Un-
cle Norman,” he says.
“He had some prob-
lems.” Problems? Ap-
parently, Ruth’s uncle
committed suicide
sometime before the
Second World War.

I’m sorry to hear it. But
what really disturbs
me is the vision of my
sweetie buried under a
pile of garbage in that
house. Those eyes,
hidden down there for
decades. Sad eyes. A
genetic heritage.

At the end of January,
after about a month of
excavation, we run out
of time. The whole
process has been trau-
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matic for Aiden, and to
what end? We’ve alled
one corner of the
dumpster, which
means we’ve thrown
away the equivalent of
about one closet’s
worth of stuff. The
rest of the house we
leave as it was, relock-
ing the door behind
us. I feel defeated.
Aiden is silent.

Back in London, our
cluttered apartment is
starting to worry me.

“I’m remodeling, so
everything’s kind of up
in the air,” Aiden had
told me months be-
fore, the arst time I
saw where he lived:
before it became
where we lived. I’d
been impressed to
learn that he was do-
ing all the work him-
self. Naturally the
place was messy now,
I thought. I could see
it was going to be
beautiful when it was
done.
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But time passed, and
the remodel began to
seem like the labor of
Sisyphus: a project
that could absorb any
amount of time and
work without ever
reaching completion.

Now we’ve returned
from California and
moved into a con-
struction site. It’s un-
comfortable. There’s
no room for my stuff.
Aiden urges patience
as he keeps accumu-
lating tools and crates
and building materials
salvaged from neigh-
borhood trash cans.
One night, I come
home and am bewil-
dered to see what
looks like a pile of car
parts in the living
room.

I’m starting to under-
stand that, for my hus-
band, the chaos of the
remodel is not a tem-
porary stage on the
way to a cozy shared
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living space. It’s the
way he lives.

When I shake out a
blanket, clouds of dust
and mold hy up. We
have heabites. With-
out consulting me,
Aiden adopts two
dogs, which are never
housebroken. Now I
have to wear clogs all
day, stepping over
puddles on my way to
the kitchen.

I offer to do all the
cleaning myself. “This
is not your project,”
Aiden responds. I try
to negotiate for one
clutter-free room. For
the arst time, I see my
husband truly furious.
Once, I rearrange a
couple of pictures on
the wall. After that,
Aiden doesn’t speak to
me for a week. He
feels that I’m a feck-
less control freak. I
feel unwelcome and
unvalued. Much as I
love him, I’m sliding
into chronic depres-
sion.
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Angrydepression.

Through it all I can’t
get Ruth, or her house,
out of my mind.

Finally, two years later,
our marriage ends.
I’ve been aghting hard
to clear away the ob-
stacles — physical and
emotional — that
stand between us. To
Aiden, I’ve realized at
last, my efforts feel
like an attack on the
core of his being.

The hoarder crowds
his life with rubbish in
an effort to keep other
things out of his life.
Things like spontane-
ity, and the spiritual in-
timacy rehected in a
shared living space.
Love and friendship
don’t stand a chance.
The need to barricade
oneself — literally and
psychologically —
overrides everything
else.

I grieved our loss for a
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RETURN TO HOME
PAGE

long time. But today
I’m sitting in a tranquil
room full of clean sur-
faces. There’s open
space. There’s sun-
light. I luxuriate in hav-
ing exactly what I
need and no more —
my books, my teak-
wood desk, my glass
pen jar. Best of all, my
thoughts have room to
spread and blossom.
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·

Reply · Share · 33 Likes

My grandmother was a hoarder. When she was living on her farm she'd just pull another building 
on the place to put her "crucial" garbage. By the end, she had about 15 old wood granaries and 8 
railway cabooses alled with stuff. 

When she moved to her house in the city, my mother oversaw that cleanup. Many things were 
donated to various museums. That part of the family was one of the arst to settle the area, so 
there were lots of historic documents and old farm machinery and implements that the local 
historical society took. 

The buildings were mostly sold and moved, and whatever was left went either to the local landall 
or was burned on site. 

When she was (anally) taken to a nursing home (another long and tortured story), my mother 
cleaned out her house. 

See more

Jane Neilson
·

Reply · Share · 6 Likes

Maureen Mc Dougall Downs

Wow.  Just wow.

Jane Neilson
·

Jane Neilson

Maureen McDougall Downs You're not kidding! Thankfully I live in another country a long 
plane ride away from there. My grandmother was completely bonkers, and not in a pretty 
way. She was nasty to the point where I can literally see her being a serial killer. 

This hoarding nonsense was about power for her. Mom found all kinds of things that 
proved just how ugly her mother was. For example, she discovered that she had a bank 
account with several thousand dollars in it that her father had started for her because my 
grandmother had been stealing the money he gave her for nursing school. She never knew 
about the bank account. 

She also found the antique silverware that my great-grandmother meant to give to me. 
Gran took it and told her that she'd give it to me. It was in a box in the bathtub, covered with 
check stubs and magazines. 

The list goes on and on. Mom anally took her to a psychiatrist who talked to her for half an 
hour, and declared her incompetent on the spot. He then told my mother never to bring my 
grandmother to him again. He said she was terrifying, and that level of psychopathy is 
exactly what people like Jeffrey Dahmer displayed after they were arrested. 

·

·
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Reply · Share · 8 Likes

See more

Jane Neilson
·

Reply · Share · 3 Likes

Derk King

Jane Neilson Wow.  My grandmother was totally the opposite and quite anal.  Her house 
was like a page out of Architectural Digest with everything perfectly designed and sourced 
and no detail left undone or no corner or nook unstudied although it never looked too 
studied.  It was beautiful, and she had great style, but you felt like you were in a museum.  
My parents when visiting could barely hick an ash in the ashtray and my grandmother was 
up washing it (actually had a maid wash it) despite that she smoked too.

My mother obviously rebelled against that life, because she's always been a bit of a clutter 
bug, though not obsessive or crazy about it and certainly not a hoarder.  She'll let things 
clutter up, then clean it all up and then start the cycle all over.

My grandmother once complained when she came for a visit when she discovered--gasp--
my mother hadn't ironed the bed sheets!

My mother was prescribed amphetamines (you know, speed) by her doctor when she was 
pregnant in 1961 so she wouldn't gain too much baby weight, just like Betty was on Mad 
Men (my parents WERE Betty and Don, btw).  She kept those pills around for ten years and 
took one whenever my grandmother was coming to stay so she could jam into the night to 
get the house perfect for my grandmother.  I guess crazy goes both ways, though your 
grandmother sounds outright pathalogical.  

See more

·
Dawn Owens

Got several of these hoarders in my own family, but I feel the most sorrow for the animals brought 

Show 1 more replies

·

·
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