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On my way from the dining room to my study in the basement, the doorbell rang. A suit and tie 
in the summer heat, with a hat and a briefcase.  

“Salesman!” I shouted to my mother as I took a step down the stairs.  

“Please. Open the door, Douglas!” Mother brisked her way from the kitchen, wiping wet dish-
hands on her apron. “Mr. Carlson, I presume?” 

“Good afternoon. Mrs. Johnston? Very nice to meet you. And your fine young man.”  

“This is Douglas. He is my strength, Mr. Carlson.” Mother gestured him into the living room with 
the usual question, “May I get you something? Soda, tea, coffee?” Getting an answer, she said, 
“Douglas, please get Mr. Carlson a brewed, fresh pot of coffee with sugar.” 

From the kitchen I heard them walk each other like confident golfers through the opening 
game: What a nice house! What a summer! Been here long? Been with the Company long? 
Husbands and Wives. Children, Pets, finally resting on Children’s Sports. I took them a tray with 
a pot of coffee, two cups, napkins, a bowl of sugar cubes, and a pitcher of cream. Put it on the 
new, maple-veneer living room table she bought last month, called a “coffee table.” 

“Douglas, you may do your homework now or listen to Mr. Carlson explain the Mite Not 
Vacuum cleaner.” 

“Thank you, Mother. Remember, we both read all about it in the Sunday ad section.” 

“Still,” she paused me with her long-nailed pointer finger, “With your Physics and Biology, you 
might learn something. Also, learn how to sell. We all need to know how to sell. Isn't that true 
Mr. Carlson?” 

“Why, yes, Mrs. Johnston. It is important in life. But nothing makes much difference unless…” 
He paused and held up his own well manicured pointer finger, looking right at Mother. “Unless 
we are healthy!” 

“Certainly true, Mr. Carlson, of course. So true.” 

“Call me Robert. May I call you Margaret?” He leaned toward her putting two cubes in his 
coffee. 
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“And call me Doug,” I inserted, taking a seat next to Mother. 

“Doug. Very good name for a football player.” 

“Baseball, sir.” 

“Why yes. Of course, your Mother was telling me. Great baseball name. And, so, Margaret—
and Doug—nothing matters in life more than our health. I think that is so very clear. And at the 
base of our health, even deeper than the drugs we take and the doctors we visit, and the food 
we eat and getting fresh air and having a good, well, home life...” Here he tried to look into 
Mother’s eyes as he repeated the word home. “…a very satisfying home life. Yes, more than all 
of that, what do you think matters the most to your health? Margaret?” 

Mother was looking down at the carpet. Had been for a while. Didn't hear the question. 

“What I am here to tell you is…” The pause, the look, the pointer finger. “… your carpets. It is 
vital that your carpets be clean. Really clean. Deep down.” 

Ah, carpets. There you go. What Father called ‘the segue,’ the footbridge from small talk to 
sales talk. I thought Carlson was pretty smooth, pretty quick getting there. Mother must have 
wanted to play him a bit, the way she used to do with Father. She took a sip of coffee and 
shook her head complaining, “Surely, Robert. Surely, you don’t mean to imply…” She left plenty 
of time for him to swing at the pitch. 

“No-no-no. Not at all. Your carpet, and this whole room, is impeccable, Mrs. Johnston—
Margaret. I can see you vacuum every morning. Allow me to continue. Because modern 
science—Doug, you will find this very, very interesting—modern engineering studies done at 
some of our biggest Universities right here in America, has shown that—” 

Mother cut in hard, “We have mites crawling in the root hairs of our carpets.” 

“Exactly, Margaret. You have read our advertisement in the National Sunday Supplement. May I 
show you something?” He pulled from his bulging leather bag a large binder. He popped out 
three pages in plastic with photographs. Sipped his coffee and continued. “Extraordinary detail, 
isn't it? Microscopic photography. This first one is a close-up of wall-to-wall carpet, exactly like 
yours and those in any well-to-do home in any suburb today. The microscopic camera drops 
into it like a helicopter landing in a jungle. See these trees? Those are the yarns of the carpet. 
We are on the floor of the jungle and can see a large lump of something. What do you think 
that is?” 

“A stone, a pebble?” I ventured.  

Mother corrected me. “Dirt. It’s just dirt, Douglas.” 
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“Yes, Exactly, Margaret. You are right again. That boulder in the woods of this ordinary piece of 
carpet is itself an ordinary a piece of ordinary life. Maybe a grain of salt or pepper or a small 
fleck of cigarette ash or even dirt that made it onto the carpet from clean shoes, brushed well 
at the door, just the way we all do.” 

“Just think!” she helped him along. 

“And that is going to be sucked right up in this next photo by—” 

“The Mite Not machine!” I landed his line. 

“No, Doug. You are jumping ahead. This kind of gunk is actually caught by any of the ordinary 
vacuums available in the catalogs and department stores everywhere in the country. See here, 
in this next picture, the dirt is gone, just as you would expect from vacuuming. This is what is 
commonly called a ‘clean carpet.’ But—”  

“I can hardly stand it,” Mother gasped, bringing her hands to her mouth as she bumped me 
secretly with her elbow. 

Our guest continued. He took off his suit coat and loosened his tie. “As you know, from our ad, 
the carpet still has some very tiny things called mites. Dust mites. No vacuum cleaner you can 
buy out there can get them. Because they are so small. They are actually there in that 
photograph of the clean carpet. We need to zoom deeper. Here…” He moved the tray aside so 
he could place before us the last of his photographic evidence. It looked like a movie monster. 
Horny turtle shells and spiny arms feeding an appalling little mouth. We had seen it in the ad, 
but seeing it large like this was disturbing.  

“This picture is called an ‘electron micrograph.’ Very zoomed in. We are looking at a typical 
female dust mite, the kind we have right under our feet in this beautiful carpet. These are so 
small, you could line up one hundred of them end to end right across the tip of your thumb.” He 
held his hand over the coffee table, slowly tracing the last inch of his thumb as we stared. I had 
never seen such perfect nails on a guy. “And they can live up to two months and lay one 
hundred eggs. Think of it. And, I am sorry to state the obvious, but naturally, like all God’s 
creatures great and small, they have to go to the bathroom. In a ten-week lifespan, they can 
produce two thousand fecal particles.” 

Mother hadn’t heard that one. “Jesus!,” she breathed out. “Excuse me. It’s just…” 

“Margaret, I know. I know…But stay with me. Because I have to ask, Just what do you think they 
are eating to do all that business? What. Are. They. Eating?” 

This was his bomb. But Mother—God, what a player—Mother caught it, mid air.  
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“Skin,” she oozed out, tipping her head to the side, looking down, and then dead into Robert’s 
eyes. “Our own dead skin that we shed every hour of the day without knowing or caring. 
Basically, they eat us. Our dandruff.” 
 
Carlson choked, “Very good Margaret. Surprisingly good. Charming. I must say. Surprising.” He 
caught his breath. Drank down his coffee. Looked at his watch. Then at Mother. Mother at him. 
And then he said, “And well, Doug, I am wondering about your schoolwork, as I know this part 
might be a little boring, or shall we say, exciting, and well...” 
 
I knew. I had heard about this last week from a guy in gym. So I stood up, shook his hand, and 
announced like a circus man, “Next up: the Mattress!”  

As I went to the door of the basement I heard Carlson ask, “Do you have anything—
interesting—to drink, Margaret?”  

I went to my room. I heard the footsteps as Mother took Robert to the kitchen. Probably 
making Martinis. Heard him bring the monster professional Mite Not into the house, and then 
its massive motor dimming my lamp as it slowly whirred up to speed, and then rumbling the 
house like a tornado. The sudden rise in pitch as the nozzle sucked into the carpet pulling up a 
decade of skin cells, father’s ash, and probably, mites.  

The machine stopped. I heard him talk. Then the house filled with a wailing “No-o-o!!!” as 
Mother saw the harvest of black gum on the Mite Not’s filter. Then laughter. Footsteps into the 
kitchen then thumping the Mite Not up the stairs to the master bedroom where it whirred for 
an hour. Doing every inch of the mattress. Its mites. Its memories. 


