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Thirteen Things I Have Sold On Ebay

1. My ex-wife came from a relatively bizarre family in the Northwest, of Norwegian and Irish stock—whiskey and ludefisk sandwiches signifying the best of both worlds. When her grandmother died, she inherited an old Edwardian house in Helena, Montana, complete with balustrades and curved glass windows in the corner turrets. I was choking on eighty years of plaster and coal dust I had stirred up while hanging some clothes in a closet, when I found a mason jar way back on one of the pine plank shelves. I was surprised to find  something the antique dealers had missed when they scoured the place after probate. It looked like an ancient pig’s foot floating in heavy syrup.  

“What the hell do you suppose this is?  Something your granny canned?”

“Oh my god,” my wife cried. “That’s Uncle Frankie’s appendix!”

Apparently it was a turn of the century custom to save excrescences and cancerous organs removed in surgery, preserving such stuff in formaldehyde. Perhaps it was superstition, or a morbid compulsion not to let go of one’s substance, I don’t know. Maybe in those days they just recognized a good conversation piece when they saw one.

“It’s been in the family for years, since he died,” she said. “I never knew him, but as kids we always had this haunting vision of Uncle Frankie—I have no idea how he was related, that’s what even the grown-ups called him—and we all would sneak up here to look at…at that thing. Jesus. It looks exactly the same.”

We spent a half dozen or so winters in that old house before she ran off with her boss to Omaha and we ended up in a grisly divorce. It wasn’t much of a consolation that my lawyer, based on a series of photographs he commissioned that I am sincerely sorry I ever asked to look at,  secured me the title to the house—and, as a consequence, Frank’s appendix, which had remained sitting right where I first found it on the top shelf in the closet. Through the good years of lazy afternoon lovemaking and rainy night conversations it had waited just as patiently as through the tears and shouting that came toward the end.  It so happened that right around the time I was struggling for closure, I discovered the miracle of Ebay. 

The appendix sold after a seven day auction with an opening bid of $9.00 and no reserve for $240.00. 

A few months later, some noble soul sold one of his kidneys while it was still in him and Ebay stopped permitting the sale of body parts.

2. Bag of Dog Hair. After the break up, I got a dog. It was given to me, rather, by the unfortunate woman with whom I entangled myself in the inevitable rebound affair. We met in a bar (naturally) and the first night she took me home we were both drunk. I had to break the glass out of her back door window because she’d locked her keys in the car. We kissed sloppily on her porch, whiskey on our breath, glass crunching under our shoes, laughing because we both ended up with blood on our clothes and though we strip-searched each other, we couldn’t find where it was coming from. 


The next morning I still had a broken heart, and a hangover to go with it, on top of which I ended up acquiring an unpredictably tempestuous girlfriend because I couldn’t find the resolve or the words to limit the experience to the chance encounter called a one-night stand. 

After a few months of porn star sex, the habit had begun to pass for a relationship—in spite of frequent and exasperating arguments with her, I had started to think of her friends as “our” friends—all in the sad attempt to shore up my life from the fragments left after my wife left me. The girlfriend tried to solidify our feint toward domesticity by presenting me with a little black puppy. 


“Isn’t he precious?”


Precious was a word my grandmother used to describe her knick-knacks. The dog was cute, no question. And there’s just something about a puppy that makes you want to pick it up and nuzzle it, but the whole thing reeked of constraint and responsibility. 


“I didn’t know you liked dogs.”


“He’s for you! Happy Birthday.”


“It’s not my birthday,” I said. 


“Well, we’re celebrating early.”


I stood patiently in the kitchen while the little black varmint pissed on my boots. 


“I think she likes you,” cooed the girlfriend. 


At least it wasn’t as bad as a baby, I thought. But somehow the surprise arrival of the dog reminded me that children showed up the same way, and we hadn’t exactly been “being careful.” 

As I cleaned off my boots in the sink, I began formulating the phrases I would use to extricate myself from the relationship. The affair was doomed, and it died a sputtering, fuming death a few days later that cost me a black eye and several hundred dollars in checks she bounced before I called the bank and reported my checkbook stolen. It was as close as I have had to come to filing a restraining order. On a positive note, because of the ordeal, I resolved in the future to stay out of the bars and to avoid alcohol.


The dog remained, a testament to the follies of my coping strategies and my “precious” emotional state.  I had named her “Dixie” after watching a segment on the History channel about minstrel shows. She was a pretty good dog, in spite of the fact that I was always on the verge of giving her away or returning her to the pound. She didn’t bark or chew things after the first time I caught her doing either, slapping her on the nose and mustering what I considered my most domineering tone. But she had a tendency to shed something fierce, and of course no amount of operant conditioning or positive reinforcement would stop that. 


When I finally decided to clean house a year after the ink on the divorce was dry, I managed to fill a pair of thirty-gallon trash bags with dog hair. I was amazed, frankly. It made me wonder what would happen if I could somehow save all my dead skin and fingernails and so forth—how much would my own detritus weigh at the end of a year? How much of us just slips away down the drain when we shower? 


I listed the dog hair under a category called “Truly Bizarre.” I figured there must be someone out there whose entire meaning and justification for living was provided by collecting dog hair. I had also heard somewhere that some people spin it into yarn and make clothes out of it. Yikes. 

Both bags sold for $17.45, including first class shipping, which came to $13.45. I used two apple boxes from the grocery store and half a roll of packing tape. I imagined the drug-sniffing dogs at the Post Office would go crazy when it passed by them on the conveyor belt. 

Later on I gave Dixie to the neighbor kids, since she was over at their house most of the time anyway. I couldn’t ever seem to find the time or energy to spray her with the hose, or throw the stick, or any of the other things it was clear she enjoyed. 

And anyway, I had made up my mind by that time to be alone for a while.

3. Rock Star Toothbrushes. This transaction, for which I sank to a new mercantile low, came along about the time I realized the split up was now a permanent entry on my emotional resume. 

I lied in the item description because I had realized what people wanted to pay money for wasn’t the thing itself, but the story behind it. People want the junk they collect to have provenance. As one of those people who have a hard time throwing anything away, I had acquired over the years a whole coffee can full of used and worn out toothbrushes. I don’t know—maybe I figured I would eventually use them for scrubbing the grit off carburetor parts or something. 

Instead, I decided to try to sell them, making up a story about how in college I had lived in a hip university town , working at a four-star hotel that invariably hosted whatever up-and-coming rock group happened to pass through the Midwest on their desperate rise toward stardom. These brushes, I announced shamelessly, had scrubbed the fangs of such illustrious stars as Michael Stipe, Billy Corrigan, Natalie Merchant, and even Paul Westerberg. I even made up a bit about getting caught pilfering a hotel bathroom by a post-Van Halen David Lee Roth who seemed so genuinely saddened by my abject fandom that he offered me his jacket. One bidder emailed me to ask if I could provide certificates of authenticity for the toothbrushes. Another wrote to ask if I still had the Roth jacket and was it for sale?

I sold the lot for a paltry $31.69, in spite of a flurry of penny-ante sniping at the end. I shipped them in a Christian Louboutin shoebox I found in the garage that I remembered my wife had once kept my love letters in. At first I was surprised to find it at all, and then I was puzzled to find it empty. 

I remembered how she used to leave her toothbrush in the soap dish where the wet bristles made a permanent stain on the wallpaper.

Then I sat down on the concrete amid the oil stains and dust and cried until the sunlight started to fade.

4. My Dirty Breakfast Dishes. Once you learn that people will buy almost anything, you start trying to push the envelope. Get on Ebay and type in “Nothing,” and I guarantee that you’ll find several people at any given time who think they’re being clever or original by listing “Absolutely Nothing,” and maybe even offering free shipping. Free shipping—get it? 

One morning I got up and thought I would check on my auctions while I ate my oatmeal. The digital camera was right there by the keyboard where I had left it the night before after I had taken a few shots of some old Wacky Packages stickers I planned to sell, and I thought, why not? I snapped a shot of the bowl and spoon, clots of oatmeal clinging to the sides like dried phlegm, and a shot of the orange juice glass, flakes of pulp faintly discernible near the lip. 

I made up a story about how I had just eaten what might be my last breakfast—one never knew when one’s last meal might be when one had acute arteriolosclerosis and couldn’t afford the cost of coronary bypass surgery—and I was selling everything. Perhaps, I cajoled, some art collector with a keen sense of gallows humor would find my bowl and grail worthy of her own private museum of horror, knowing that death lingered in such close proximity to the artifacts I left behind. 

I sort of indulged myself, getting pretty carried away in my meditations of the inevitability of death, and actually felt creepy about my over-philosophical item description after seeing the Ebay announcement on my monitor: “Congratulations! You have successfully listed your item.” I hoped I hadn’t just jinxed myself. 

I got a lot of email on that listing, most of it from incredulous surf-shoppers who wanted to know how I got the listing past Ebay’s vigilant censors. One woman from Japan wrote me a note in charming broken English, making it clear that, while she did not wish to “be in the purchase of such an item,” she admired my pluck in making the attempt to sell it. I thought about offering to meet her in a chat room for some transcontinental flirting, but twelve thousand miles didn’t seem enough distance.

They sold, but it was hardly worth the effort. The fellow who came in with the high bid of $4.01 was a quirky chap who wheedled me left and right about shipping and insurance until I ended up actually losing on the deal. He sent a check for $7.00, wanting me to lie to the Post Office about the contents of the package so that he could have it sent Media Mail rate. I sent it priority because I wasn’t about to lie and have my unpracticed  shifty looks giving me away, and then be compelled to explain why I was mailing dirty dishes in the first place, shamefully lying about how they were books. What was the point?

In the end, I was out $1.09, since Priority Mail Flat Rate shipping is $8.10.

5. “If you’re Going to Binge, You’ve Got to Purge.” As therapy, and inspired by the fellow who made it on Good Morning, America selling his ex-wife’s wedding dress (posing himself as a stand-in mannequin), I decided to start listing everything I saw around the house that reminded me of my wife. Not that she left much behind, but I managed to clear a few hundred dollars from various dresses and handbags I found in odd corners of the house. I must confess that I half expected an angry phone call, somehow imagining that she would see the stuff on Ebay, but what were the odds, really? The global electronic marketplace is so incredibly vast that you really have to know what you’re looking for. 

Nevertheless, I have to admit that on some level, I was hoping to reconnect by way of what she left behind. 

6. Bad News Telephone. Then I became somewhat absorbed by the purgative aspect of the business of selling. I became obsessed with liquidating everything—I imagined my house totally empty except for the Tempur-pedic™ mattress I needed for sleeping, the table I ate breakfast and dinner from, a few books for the bathroom—the absolute bare necessities. It would be like a Zen monastery, or  else it would reinforce my sense of the transitory, or both. 

The problem turned out to be that a lot of stuff has no market value—who wants to get on the internet in search of placemats from Target, or cheap particle board furniture that epitomizes planned obsolescence? So began to augment my sales with regular trips to the goodwill, where I would unload cardboard boxes filled with dishes, towels, coffee table books, all of which provided good camouflage for stuff I knew even they wouldn’t be able to sell: pencil stubs, napkins and ketchup packs from Wendy’s, old phone books, a threadbare pillow Dixie had puked on, a dial telephone that hadn’t worked since 1985. Actually, I spotted the telephone as I was unloading the truck at the St. Vincent DePaul’s and whisked it back from the attendant. 

“Whoa,” I said. “I didn’t mean to put that in there.”

“Man, that thing is old school. You better hold onto that.” 

It was hard to see whether the kid was being ironic or not beneath all the tattoos and metal studs in his face. 

“This is the telephone that cops used in Dallas to tell the world Kennedy had been shot,” I said. 

“Who’s Kennedy?” he said, deadpan. 

You little punk, I thought. Touché.

In any case, I made up a little more plausible story about the phone—about how it was the instrument my wife used to engineer an affair with the fellow she eventually ran off with. In spite of a lot of sympathetic emails from lonely hearts, I couldn’t duplicate the wedding dress phenomenon, and the most I could get when it sold was and sold it on an even $40 including the shipping.
7.  237 Empty Altoids Tins. One of the things I loved about my wife was her obsession with having clean breath. She turned me on to The Curiously Strong Mint™ and we kept the clever little tins in various drawers throughout the house and in the glove box of both her car and my truck. For some reason, neither one of us could bring ourselves to throw away the nifty little tins, though they were impractical for anything but holding the little mints. I suppose if we had smoked we might have kept cigarettes in them, and I did keep one full of quarters in my desk at work for the soda machine down the hall. 

In the inimitable calculus of the broken-hearted, I counted those tins and multiplied by the number of mints I figured was in each one (around two hundred), divided by two (since I ate them too), and assumed that that was how many times she must have kissed me in this house. Though I wondered if maybe she increased her intake toward the end when she started kissing someone else. You realize the pathetic depths into which divorce plunges you when you find yourself working out the mathematics of a relationship on the back of an Altoids tin.  

In any case, the tins had piled up in odd places throughout the house—closets, kitchen cabinets, the weevily space beneath the bathroom sink. One afternoon I scoured the house and put them all in two old American Tourister suitcases I found in the attic and listed them on Ebay. Some elderly woman in Tennessee who liked to do beadwork in her spare time bought them to sort her collection into. 

Final Value: $9.03, plus shipping.

8. My wife’s ghost. After two years, I still couldn’t stop thinking about my wife. That’s when I decided the house she left me was haunted—if not by her (I was reasonably sure she wasn’t dead yet), then by some kindred spirit that was determined to keep me sad and wounded. I found myself down in the basement late one Saturday evening toeing the cracks in the ancient foundation, numb to the fact that I had nothing better to do that weekend than to wander among the cobwebs in the darkest quarter of an empty house.

 I spied an old Ball jar resting on a brick wall behind a floor joist, and carried it with me upstairs into the kitchen where I washed and rinsed it, and found a lid for it. I drew a vague face on it with a sharpie marker and took a picture of it.

I listed it under my old stand-by category, “Truly Bizarre,” as “the ghost of my wife,” making up a story about how after seventeen years of blissful marriage, she was called away to Jesus one afternoon as she sat in the sewing room of our house, dutifully crocheting me a wool vest for my birthday. I sentimentally described our story-book romance and waxed rhapsodic about how she came to visit me as an apparition. The pain was simply too great to bear, I wrote, and as I couldn’t afford to sell the house to leave my wife in peace in her home, I had trapped her soul in a jar and was hoping to sell it to someone who believed in the power of life after death and was willing to provide her ghost a loving home. 

Finally, I had struck pay dirt. The bidding went crazy for nine days. A week later a check arrived for $2, 137 from a fledgling parapsychologist in Muncie, Indiana who was collecting ghosts for a research project. I carefully typed up a few pages of memories of my wife so that she would have some “behavioral manifestations” to watch for, and I closed with a plea for the eager young woman to treat my wife’s ghost with dignity and respect by keeping the jar at a relatively constant temperature (78 degrees Fahrenheit seemed ideal).  

9. Although it had been over two years since my wife walked out, I think I was finally scraping the lowest plain in the valley of my depression. I had long ago stopped going to work, and so selling things on Ebay had survival value in more ways than one. When I could muster the energy, I shopped at the Salvation Army and other charity thrifts like an avaricious antiques dealer unashamed to nudge aside the poor and needy for a score. When I had trouble getting out of bed, I would drag my computer from the desk to the nightstand and scan my auctions in my pajamas. I would have sold myself on Ebay if it were legal and I thought anyone might have been interested enough to bid. 

Although I had never been an internet geek before, I was becoming so plugged in that I saw no reason to leave the house: if I ran out of food, I could type in an order and my credit card number and forty-five minutes later I’d hear a knock at the door and a pimply-faced kid would hand me a cardboard box with milk and cereal, summer sausage and gouda, a few frozen dinners, razor blades, a bar of soap—whatever I needed. I discovered that you can even bid for groceries on—yes—Ebay. I sniped some poor kid in the last few seconds to beat him out of a double case (48 bars) of Nestle Crunch Bars for $5 plus shipping. The next time someone you know gets all damp-eyed about the good old days when candy bars were a dime, turn them on to the time machine that is the internet. 

And Ebay sends that time machine into overdrive. 

10. My Ticket Out of Town. My older sister happened to come through town on business with her girlfriend, and the two of them were endearingly appalled at my condition. 

“You need a vacation,” she said, and handed me an open ended round-trip ticket. She collects so many frequent-flyer miles through her job that she can give plane tickets away like business cards.

“Where should I go?” I asked.

“Anywhere but here. Go to Florida and hang out on the beach. Get away from this dismal snow and this…mausoleum. How can you stand to live her after what that bitch did to you?”

“Beneath the memories, it’s just a house,” I said. “And the memories follow you anywhere, even to Florida.”

“Go to the ivory coast, not the gold,” piped up the girlfriend. 

“Africa?”

“No, she means Florida. The gulf side has white sand, the Atlantic has gold sand. Haven’t you ever been to Florida?”

I sold the ticket on Ebay, of course, since I wasn’t quite able yet to swim up out of the misery I was wallowing in. The ticket was a nice gesture, but being from the Midwest, the ocean makes me anxious, and  I think I sensed that returning after a three-week vacation would just re-inject me with the poisons I was slowly purging on my own. 

I got $300 for the ticket, which was good anywhere in the lower 48, with the travel dates good anytime within the year. 

The buyer didn’t volunteer his plans for the ticket, and I didn’t ask. 

11. Story of a Failed Romance. I advertised under “Collectibles: Paper” the series of notebooks I had filled in two years with my heartbroken ramblings. As I saturated the lined pages with sloppy, tear-stained entries, I stacked the notebooks in the garage until I had enough to fill a cardboard box. I added to the collection a small cedar chest filled with the love letters my wife had written for me when we first were dating—darling little notes she’d leave around the house with her lipstick signature, a gesture that always drove me wild. Something about seeing the imprint of her lips on a page, a big red Xaviera Hollander “O” at the end of her sweet nothings. On top of which I had always loved her handwriting, finding something electrically erotic about her swooping lines and curlicue loops—her Y’s, for example, never failed to give me a hard-on.

The whole bundle sold for a measly twenty bucks, and I’m ashamed to confess that I reneged on the transaction because, in the end, I couldn’t bear to part with the only words I had left of my wife—words that were false, but that were somehow true. How else can I explain it? She told me she loved me, but left me coldly. Her love letters were lies, but that didn’t change their power over me. A photograph of her might still bring a tear to my eye, but her handwriting just made me breathe harder, my nostrils flaring, my flesh tingling.

I wrote the high bidder a contrite email, apologizing profusely that sometime before the auction end I had inadvertently burned the box with some trash I had misplaced in the garage. 

I offered a full refund and gave the bidder positive feedback for being so understanding. 

12. I was closing in on the three-year mark and my heart still felt like a draft notice that had been torn to shreds and then burned scrap by scrap over an oily candle. I’d stripped the house down to the plaster and rugs, having sold everything that wasn’t nailed down on Ebay, when it occurred to me that perhaps it was the house itself that was making me sad. All but empty now, the high ceilings and expansive halls echoed with memories. The house was haunted, all right—by me. In the depths of my funk, I called a real estate agent and asked her what hoops would I have to jump through to list my house on Ebay. 

When we met for lunch to fill out the paperwork, I learned we had a lot in common. I sold things on Ebay, and she bought them. Nothing of mine, it turned out, but she was as much a junky as I was, and for similar reasons. I loved the way her eyes seemed to open wider when she smiled, making her nose seem longer. I realized that I hadn’t shared a meal with anyone in over two years. 

When we left the restaurant, I held her coat as she smoothly slid her bare arms into the sleeves, and I somehow knew I had begun to climb up out of the valley I had been wandering around in so forlornly.

The house sold after ten days to a young retired couple from Rancho Cordova, California. They bought it on the testimony of two dozen photographs I posted and a short blurb that the realtor (whose name was Samantha—a series of syllables I found myself tonguing more and more fondly as the days passed) had written. 

Final Auction Value: $246, 300. 

13. This story. Once I decided to leave the house, to leave town, to seek my fortune elsewhere, I decided to list this genuine first-draft manuscript on Ebay a few months ago under the category of “Folk Art,” and I offered to type in the buyer’s name and address as an added bonus, so that the buyer could become part of the story itself, just the kind of postmodern nod that I figured would stimulate the bidding among graduate students and literary types. 

So the very fortunate and conscientious bidder Margaret Jean Davis from Basin, Montana gets to have her name mentioned in this story, which I told her was hers to do with what she wished, but that I hoped she might submit it to a magazine using my name as her nom de plume. She could have the royalty check if she was lucky enough to get some magazine to buy it, and then maybe she could recoup the $37.11 it cost her to buy it from me on Ebay. 

And how great would it be to thumb through a stack of literary journals one day in some off-campus bookstore and come across a story I sold on Ebay?

 In an odd way, it might be the only consolation I’ll ever get for having loved and lost. After all, what has Ebay taught us except that everything is for sale and that nostalgia and our quirky desires drive the market? And perhaps also that things move in cycles, and that if you miss out on getting what you want the first time—because life is all about being outbid—be patient. 

You’ll get another chance.

