THE HOUSE ISQUIET.

The fridge is pared down.
The evenings no longer
require your homework help.
How to fill the void—
and love your
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REFEATHERING MY NEST

VWhen the kids move out, redecorating becomes a whole new concept

By Elizabeth Fishel

couple of weeks after our youngest son leaves for college, a friend drops off an empty
nest—a real one—at the door. 1t's snugly put together with fuzzy bits of this and that,
and inside she has tucked a flamingo-pink plastic egg and a note: "It's a love nest, of
course, for your new life."

After 20-plus years of plastic trikes in the hallway, bulging backpacks inthe kitch-

en, and soccer gear all over the bathroom floor, Bob and | finally have the place to ourselves.

And we're feelingunmoored.
For those irst Few weeks altar both
bBonys are gone, our house feels less like
aromantic hideaway and more like a
hiol o wialermelon, as our aldest son
used tocall it before anyone got home.
The phione's quist, the rap music si
lencad, and the rone from front door
to kitchen hauntingly clutter-frae.
Serting just bwo places at the dinner
table, Boband | start toad)ust to our
coupled, not child-centared, house-
hold, Meals can be lefrovers cobblad
together without complaints, [nthe
sarene maw calm ol the dinnar hour, |

154 GOOGDHOUSEREEPING August 2000

learn astrangs thing—my husband is
rather chatty, He hasn't gotten a word
in for two decades, and by now, be's
saved upa lew stories. He basks imthe
urdivided attertion and gives it hack.
Mo, wie can dash out of town when

ever Lha spirit moves us—ioa bad-and-
breakfast or a cabin, to gaze at each
other's navels, if not our own, But
et as | love this gallivanting, I've
always been something of a cocooner
bafore the typewas evennamad, When
the kids wiere young, blisswas the liv-
ing room Dilled with Tamily or the

boys pillow-Tighting in their rooms,
At first, the finality of & chapter
closed iz difficult to accept., But one
morning | set a bunch of sunflowers
on the living roommarntel tocatchi the
sun's soft autumn glow, and with if,
oy griel ightans, and my parspective
shifts. Thie void takes on possikility,

Bare walls turn intomy artist's can
was, beckoning to be filled with rein-
wvention and color. Mewfound pockels

of time set me tinkering with houss
hold projects that are equal parts
continued on page 204
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miakeover and start-over,

Soon | hind mysellina Murey of
nesting unlike anything I've expari-
enced since | got ready for my babies’
births Back then | was in and out of
baby-gear stores likea mother bear on
the prosd, hunting for the sturdy cril,
the soft blankets, the handmade guiles
I wwould hang just so. Furmishing my
boys' nurseries helped dreama new life
stage into beirg. Mow I'm birthing an
other era, decorating another interior,

At first I'm out of practice, and it's
awkward looking for just what pleas
&% me instead of what's boy-friendly
o indestructible. Bul soon, I'min and
out of lighting stores, brightening up
ooy corners of our house with art-
Tul lamps, no longer learing Mate’s
flying Frisbes orWill's winged Koosh

desdlines, | had to overlook my chair's
frayed upholstery, my dingy car pet,
and coflee-mug stains on the dask.
Mow | beqin to see how our emp-
tied-out home could become a gift of
Lirne and space applied o catch up on
deferred maintenance, refeather my
own nest, and write the next chapter
of my life, What will Fill it is still
urifolding. &s | watch several of my
newly empty-nested friends joincho
ruses of book groups, study yoga or
French, or do thair small part 1o
changa the world for the bettar, | am
tempted by the possibilities ahead
First my private space needs Lo be
revamped for the flurry of creativity
| feel caoming on. Released from Sat
LIFday-morning seccer games, | can
wandar weekand art lairs and flea
markets, something | enjoyed inomy
footlonse days but could never have
done with the boys around. AL right,
I'm na longer checking homework,

fartilize friendships and flowers, both
Seem Lo be growing.

Gatting the hang of things, | sdd a
new hookshelf for the stacks of “one
day I'll get to these” literary classics
that | can o Begin, And | resurrect
my childhood doll collection from
dusty storage and show off some of
iy favorites on turqueise shelves.
Turguoise was Lhe color of my wery
first bedroom, and I'm reclaiming it
nea, along with some het pinks and
sunmy yallows 1o rellect this latest
artistic burst,

As Boband | start totravel more, |
search for new dolls—a Yucatan
mothar with nifies on her back, a
taffeta-skirted Graek folk dancer
They' re maementos of The places I've
been, louchstones of my expanding
weorld, and visual souvenirs that de-
light and erergize me.

ITthe house s a symbol of the self,
my saason of refeathering the nest

If the house is a symbol of the self, my season of refeathering the nest
has been a face-lift without the pain of a nip and tuck

ball, I'm tearing down the dark
“won't-show-chosolate-pudding”
curtains dating back tothe preschool
yirars and ordering Roman shades in
an wvory hue, They |l be a perfect
backdrop for the adults-only dinner
parties | plan to host, whers no fond
will be thrown.

But it'sin the room where | write
that | make my strisngest stand, get
ting ready for dreams o take hald,
Because we burrowed through a
closet toreach this wide windowed,
SUNNY, garden-gazing space, | dubbed
It Marnia, imagiring it could become
my cwn magic wardrobe. Yet once |
brought in a desk, a computer, and
piles ol filas, it lalt functional bt soul-
less, not yet like & room of my own,

Inthe 24/Tbuzz of family life, there
SRR 0 ERTEE POUrs Do ma ke 1 i
The room becarme a way station for a
fesr hours of frantic work shoshorned
between carpools, meal prep, school
spor s, and meetings. Rushing to mest
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but shelter magazines and Web sites
lor the small treasures thal will be-
come my totems of inspiration.

Like my friend who turned her
college-age childs room into anart
studio, I, too, can fous on my own
passicns, Each addition reflectsa bur
ied interest now given breathing
room, and becomes & signpost to the
territoryahead

I b g o @ K Fug patter rad
inearthy rusts and teals that gives my
room poetry and & color schame, No
Qe HISF}U[ES mYy chopce or Tesses me
Lthat the colors don’t go when | add
bright red and blue baskets tohide rmy
towering files and am aqua, horse
shaped ceramic lampwhose attitude
and kitschy charm buoy my spirits
even if it's not exactly my hushand's
ar 500s taste.

Then | Tind just the right spot fora
frierd's gift—aslim bud vase—to hold
a lily or hydrangea, freshiy cut from
my gardan. With more frae time Lo

has been a face-IFL without the pain
ol anip and Luck. When | sitinmy
desk chair, reupholstered in vivid
indiga, | ean swivel around the rocm
and Lake pleasure in my Tresh start:
my global treasures, the flashes of hot
colors, the rug that somehonw grounds
el LS me e created both a sand-
tuary and & launching pad for mysto-
ries et to be written, my adventurous
tales yel to be tald.

S Trm beevirnyg the front door ajar.
My latest domestic purchass isaplush
chair for cur bedreom, "What dowe
nesd thal for?” my husbard asks, eya-
brow raisad, Ha knows we both like
reading propped up in bed,

“Oih, this? Just in case one of the
boys is home and neads a place to sit
and talk with us,” | toss over my
shoulder, ascasual as | canbe. »

Elizabeth Fishel is the authar of Sisters
ard Reunion and the coeditor of Some-
Lthing That Mattars,
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