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A Manual for Cleaning Women

42—PIEDMONT. Slow bus to Jack London Square. Maids and old
ladies. I sat next to ah old blind woman who was reading Braille,
her finger gliding across the page, slow and quiet, line after line. It
was soothing to watch, reading over her shoulder. The woman got
off at Twenty-ninth, where all the letters have fallen from the sign
NATIONAL PRODUCTS BY THE BLIND except for BLIND.

Twenty-ninth is my stop too, but I have to go all the way down-
town to cash Mrs. Jessel’s check. If she pays me with a check one
more time I'll quit. Besides she never has any change for carfare.
Last week I went all the way to the bank with my own quarter and
she had forgotten to sign the check.

She forgets everything, even her ailments. As I dust I col‘lect
them and put them on her desk. 10 AM. NAUSEEA (sp) on a piece
of paper on the mantel. DIARREEA on the drainboard. PIZZY
POOR MEMORY on the kitchen stove. Mostly she forgets if she
took her phenobarbital or not, or that she has already called me
twice at home to ask if she did, where her ruby ring is, etc.

She follows me from room to room, saying the same things
over and over. I'm going as cuckoo as she is. I keep saying I'll quit
but I feel sorry for her. I'm the only person she has to talk to. Her
husband is a lawyer, plays golf and has a mistress. I don’t think
Mrs. Jessel knows this, or remembers. Cleaning women know

everything.
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Cleaning women do steal. Not the things the people we work
for are so nervous about. It is the superfluity that finally gets to
you. We don't want the change in the little ashtrays.

Some lady at a bridge party somewhere started the rumor that
to test the honesty of a cleaning woman you leave little rosebud
ashtrays around with loose change in them, here and there. My
solution to this is to always add a few pennies, even a dime.

The minute I get to work I first check out where the watches
are, the rings, the gold lamé evening purses. Later when they come
running in all puffy and red-faced | just coolly say, “Under your
pillow, behind the avocado toilet.” All I really steal is sleeping pills,
saving up for a rainy day.

Today I stole a bottle of Spice Islands sesame seeds. Mrs. Jessel
rarely cooks. When she does she makes Sesame Chicken. The

| recipe is Pasted inside the spice cupboard. Another copy is in the
i stamp and string drawer and another in her address book. When-

ever she orders chicken, S0y sauce, and sherry she orders another

§ bottle of sesame seeds. She has fifteen bottles of sesame seeds.
} Fourteen now.

At the bus stop I sat on the curb. Three other maids, black in

| white uniforms, stood above me. They are old friends, have worked
on Country Club Road for years. At first we were all mad . . . the
§ bus was two minutes early and we missed it. Damn. He knows
i the maids are always there, that the 42—PIEDMONT only runs
I once an hour.

I'smoked while they compared booty. Things they took . . . nail

| polish, perfume, toilet paper. Things they were given . . . one-
§ earrings, twenty hangers, torn bras.

(Advice to cleaning women: Take everything that your lady gives

j you and say Thank you. You can leave it on the bus, in the crack.)

To get into the conversation I showed them my bottle of ses-

F ame seeds. They roared with laughter. “Oh, child! Sesame seeds)”
| They asked me how come I've worked for Mrs. Jessel so long. Most
¥ Women can't handle her for more than three times. They asked if
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it is true she has one hundred and forty pairs of shoes. Yes, but the
bad part is that most of them are identical.

The hour passed pleasantly. We talked about all the ladies we
each work for. We laughed, not without bitterness.

I'm not easily accepted by most old-time cleaning women.
Hard to get cleaning jobs too, because I'm “educated.” Sure as hell
can't find any other jobs right now. Learned to tell the ladies right
away that my alcoholic husband just died, leaving me and the four
kids. I had never worked before, raising the children and all.

43—SHATTUCK—BERKELEY. The benches that say SATURATION
ADVERTISING are soaking wet every morning. I asked a man for a
match and he gave me the pack. suiciDE PREVENTION. They
were the dumb kind with the striker on the back. Better safe
than sorry.

Across the street the woman at SPOTLESS CLEANERS was
sweeping her sidewalk. The sidewalks on either side of her flut~
tered with litter and leaves. It is autumn now, in Oakland.

Later that afternoon, back from cleaning at Horwitz’s, the
spoTLEss sidewalk was covered with leaves and garbage again.
I dropped my transfer on it. I always get a transfer. Sometimes [
give them away, usually I just hold them.

Ter used to tease me about how I was always holding things all
the time.

“Say, Maggie May, ain't nothing in this world you can hang on
to. 'Cept me, maybe.”

One night on Telegraph I woke up to feel him closing a Coors
fliptop into my palm. He was smiling down at me. Terry was a
young cowboy, from Nebraska. He wouldn't go to foreign movies.
I just realized it's because he couldn't read fast enough.

Whenever Ter read a book, rarely—he would rip each page off
and throw it away. I would come home, to where the windows
were always open or broken and the whole room would be swirling
with pages, like Safeway lot pigeons.
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33—-BERKELEY EXPRESS. The 33 -got lost! The driver overshot
the turn at sears for the freeway. Everybody was ringing the
bell as, blushing, he made a left on Twenty-seventh. We ended up
stuck in a dead end. People came to their windows to see the bus.
Four men got out to help him back out between the parked cars
on the narrow street. Once on the.freeway he drove about eighty.
It was scary. We all talked together, pleased by the event.

Linda’s today.

(Cleaning women: As a rule, never work for friends. Sooner or

{.+ later they resent you because you know so much about them. Or

else you'll no longer like them, becauseyou do.)

But Linda and Bob are good, old friehds. I feel:their warmth
even though they aren’t there. Come and blueberry jelly on the
sheets. Racing forms and cigarette butts in the bathroom. Notes

| from Bob to Linda: “Buy some smokes and take the car .
| dooh-dah dooh-dah.” Drawings by Andrea with Love to Mom.
Pizza crusts. I clean their coke mirror with Windex.

It is the only place I work that isn't spotless to begin with. It’s

 filthy in fact. Every Wednesday I climb the stairs like Sisyphus
b into their living room where it always looks like they are in the
i middle of moving,

I don't make much money with them because I don't charge by

the hour, no carfare. No lunch for sure. I really work hard. But I
{ sit around a lot, stay very late. I smoke and read The New York
| Times, porno books, How to Build a Patio Roof. Mostly I just look
out the window at the house next door, where we used to live.
b 2129% Russell Street. I look at the tree that grows wooden pears
f Ter used to shoot at. The wooden fence glistens with BBs. The
L BEKINS sign that lit our bed at night. I miss Ter and I smoke. You
E can't hear the trains during the day.

40—TELEGRAPH. MILLHAVEN CONVALESCENT HOME. Four old

I women in wheelchairs staring filmily out into the street. Behind
f them, at the nurses’ station, a beautiful black girl dances to “I
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Shot the Sheriff” The music is loud, even to me, but the old women
can't hear it at all. Beneath them, on the sidewalk, is a crude sign:
TUMOR INSTITUTE 1:30.

The bus is late. Cars drive by. Rich people in cars never look at
people on the street, at all. Poor ones always do . . . in fact it some-
times seems theyre just driving around, looking at people on
the street. I've done that. Poor people wait a lot. Welfare, unem-
ployment lines, laundromats, phone booths, emergency rooms,
jails, etc.

As everyone waited for the 40 we looked into the window of
MILL AND ADDIE'S LAUNDRY.1Mill was born in a mill in Georgia.
He was lying down acros$ five washing machines, installing a
huge TV set above them. Addie made silly pantomimes for us,

how the TV would never hold up. Passersby stopped to join us
watching Mill. All of us were reflected in the television, like a
Man on the Street show.

Down the street is a big black funeral at FoucHE's. | used to
think the neon sign said “Touché,” and would always imagine
death in a mask, his point at my heart.

I have thirty pills now, from Jessel, Burns, Mcintyre, Horwitz,
and Blum. These people I work for each have enough uppers or
downers to put a Hell's Angel away for twenty years.

18—PARK-MONTCLAIR. Downtown Oakland. A drunken Indian
knows me by now, always says, “That’s the way the ball bounces,
sugar.”

At Park Boulevard a blue County Sheriff’s bus with the win-
dows boarded up. Inside are about twenty prisoners on their way
to arraignment. The men, chained together, move sort of like a
crew team in their orange jumpsuits. With the same camaraderie,
actually. It is dark inside the bus. Reflected in the window is the
traffic light. Yellow warT WAIT. Red sTOP STOP.

A long sleepy hour up into the affluent foggy Montclair hills.
Just maids on the bus. Beneath Zion Lutheran church is a big
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E?Ck-ifld-v;hite sign that says waTcH oUT FOR FALLING ROCKS

ery time [ see it I laugh out loud. The i .

1 . other maids and the dri

] ttiurn arl(])und and stare at me. It is a ritual by now. There w::e;
61:51 vlv er;l I used to automatically cross myself when [ passed a
tume(; 1:;; uurgh. I\d/Iaybe I stopped because people in buses always

! nd and stared. [ still automaticall

B . y say a Hail M

‘ sﬂe;tly, v&"he?never I hear a siren. This is a nuisance because I ?’ry,

t on AlH Hill in Oakland, next to three hospitals -

» t th-z foot of the Montclair hills women in Toyotas wait for

1 Wit]l: Ir\n/lal s to ggt off the bus. F always get a ride.up Snake Road

i amie and her lady who says, “My don’

¢ that frosted wig, Mamie, and me oy tac on't ety in

e » and me in my tacky paint clothes.” Mamie

Women’s voices always ri
rise t
] Cleaning swommen ar eope y wo octaves when they talk to
- (Cc"llea,ning women: As for cats . . . never make friends with
z jeal.Q;;usox) l\tI let th(;lm play with the mop, the rags. The ladies will get
I - INever, however, knock cats off of chaj
i er, irs. On the oth
1 il:nf,hallwa)(':sh{nake friends with dogs, spend five or ten milcl)ut::!sr
b scratching Cherokee or Smile
1 y when you first arri
' to close the toilet seats. Furry, jowly dr}i,ps.) wrrive: Remember
. E::sBII%r}ll]s. Thii is the weirdest place I work. the only beauti
! €. Lhey are both psychiatrists. The narri -
i ors with two adopted “preschoolers.” Y #IE mariage counsel
1 You(lc\j;vjr W(:iﬂ}(1 in a 1house with “preschoolers.” Babies are great
pend hours looking at them, holdin .
] , them. But the old
g Ones . . . you get shrieks, dried Cheeri : e
- ' ) eerios, accid
Wa]?ed on in the Smoop oiama o) cidents hardened and
Never work for iatri "
5 psychiatrists, either. You'll oo
x tell It)hem a thing or two . . . Elevator shoes?) Bo crazy: 1 could
i r. Blum, the male one, is home sick again. He has asthma

B for crissake He s
{ . tands around in his b i
i hairy log it £t - is bathrobe, scratching a pale

wet A paemm s g
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.Oh ho ho'ho, Mrs. Robinson. He has over two thousand dollars’
worth of stereo equipment and five records. Simon and Garfunkel,
Joni Mitchell, and three Beatles.

He stands in the doorway to the kitchen, scratching the other
leg now. I make sultry Mr. Clean mop-swirls away from him.into
the breakfast nook while he asks me why I chose this particular
line of work.

“I figure it’s either guilt or anger,” I drawl.

“When the floor dries may I make myself a cup of tea?”

“Oh, look, just go sit down. I'll bring you some tea. Sugar or

honey?”
“Honey. If it isn't too much trouble. And lemon if it . . ”

“Go sit down.” I take him tea.

Once I brought Natasha, four years old, a black sequined
blouse. For dress-up. Ms. Dr. Blum got furious and hollered that
it was sexist. For a minute I thought she was accusing me of trying
to seduce Natasha. She threw the blouse into the garbage. I re-
trieved it later and. wear it,now, sometimes, for dress-up.

(Cleaning-women: You will get a lot of liberated women. First
stage is a CR group; second stage is a cleaning woman; third,
divorce.)

The Blums have a lot of pills, a plethora of pills. She has up-
pers, he has downers. Mr. Dr. Blum has belladonna pills. I don't
know what they do but I wish it was my name.

One morning I heard him say to her, in the breakfast nook,
“Let’s do something spontaneous today, take the kids to go fly
a kite!”

My heart went out to him. Part of me wanted to rush in like
the maid in the back of Saturday Evening Post. 1 make great kites,
know good places in Tilden for wind. There is no wind in Mont-
clair. The other part of me turned on the vacuum so I couldn’t

hear her reply. It was pouring rain outside.
The playroom was a wreck. I asked Natasha if she and Todd

actually played with all those toys. She told me when it was Monday

B &8 3 ¥
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she and Todd got u
s p and dumped th i
Go get your brother” I said. ? o because | e coming
IeCtI hzzld them wor!cing away when Ms. Dr. Blum came in. She
ured me about interference and how she refused to “la)'/
any

ammonia and vanilla.

» rizmImonilz:i and V;Lnilla? It made me stop hating her. Such a simple
- 1 could see she really did want a he h e, didsy

¢ guilt or duty trips laid on her chyj oy home, didn't want
b ' ildren. Later on that

glass of milk and it tasted:like ammonia and vanillaél o had

 hands and a leg.

E T :

i thereer ;Ieﬁll-s]fd to ride buses, The people depressed him, sitting
- e liked Greyhound stations though. We used to go to

' You can see the sk

; y all around you and above

‘ you. Garb

‘. thunder ’through dust—billowing roads. Gray dinosaurasr e ks
[ can't handle you being dead, Ter. But you know tilat
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It’s like the time at the airport, when you were about to get on
the caterpillar ramp for Albuquerque.

“Oh, shit. 1 can’t go. You'll never find the car”

“Watcha gonna do when I'm gone, Maggie?” you kept asking
over and over, the other time, when you were going to London.

“I'll do macramé, punk.”

“Whatcha gonna do when I'm gone, Maggie?”

“You really think I need you that bad?”

“Yes,” you said. A simple-Nebraska statement.

My friends say I am wallowing in self-pity and remorse. Said
I don't see anybody-anymore. When I smile, my hand goes invol-
untarily to my mouth.

I collect sleeping pills. Once we made a pact . . . if things
weren't okay by 1976 we were going to have a shoot-out at the end
of the Marina. You‘didn't trust me, said I would shoot you first and
run, or shoot myself first, whatever. I'm tired of the bargain, Ter.

58—COLLEGE—ALAMEDA. Old Oakland ladies all go to Hink’s

department store in Berkeley. Old Berkeley ladies go to Capwell’s
department store in Oakland. Everyone on this bus is young
and black or old and white, including the drivers. The old white
drivers are mean and nervous, especially around Oakland Tech
High School. They're always jolting the bus to a stop, hollering
about smoking and radios. They lurch and stop with a bang,
knocking the old white ladies into posts. The old ladies’ arms
bruise, instantly.

The young black drivers go fast, sailing through yellow lights
at Pleasant Valley Road. Their buses are loud and smoky but they
don't lurch.

Mrs. Burke’s house today. Have to quit her, too. Nothing ever
changes. Nothing is ever dirty. I can't understand why I am there
at all. Today I felt better. At least I understood about the thirty
Lancers Rosé Wine bottles. There were thirty-one. Apparently
yesterday was their anniversary. There were two cigarette butts in

down the inside of the stove. A mess.
i day(p(ljllf;ilrlutr}llg \f»:vomen: L;:t them know you are thorough. The first
. e furniture back wrong . . . five to ten inches ¢
ing the wrong way. When ' o nehes off orfac-
: . you dust, reverse the Siame
j creamer to the left of the sy o o put the
‘ gar. Change the toothbrush
. My masterpiece in thj oshesalaround)
5 $ area was when [ ¢] d
f Mrs. Burke’s refri “aned the top of
; gerator. She sees. everything, byt i !
¢ the flashlight on she w ‘ ot I Lhadnft lef
ould have missed the fac
| . t that I
: and re-oiled the waffle iron, mended the geisha gir] e
¥ the flashlight as well. "
¢ Doi thi
§ 0 ng 'everythmg wrong not only reassures them you are thor-
| g ,.1 gives them a chance to be assertive and a “boss.” Most

 are not at all ashamed of s i i

‘ . pending the entire day doj

nothing, They are Paying you, right? o absoluely
} feelThe?l Christian Eastern Stars are another story. So they won’t
'_.. Staniu; t}; }?lways try to be doing something they never would do

i 1 the stove to clean an exploded C .
P ove ploded Coca-Cola off the cei]j

| Shut yourself inside the glass shower. Shove all the fur:itllrrleg .

b including the piano, agaj
, against the door,
! besides, they can't get in, oor. They would never do that,
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Thank God they always have at least one TV show that they
are addicted to. I flip the vacuum on for half an hour (a soothing
sound), lie down under the piano with an Endust rag clutched in
my hand, just in case. I just lie there and hum and think. I refused
to identify your body, Ter, which caused a lot of hassle. I was
afraid I would hit you for what you did. Died.

Burke’s piano is what L do last before I leave. Bad part about
that is the only music on it is “The Marine Hymn.” I always end up
marching to the bus stop “From the Halls of Monte-zu-u-ma . . "

58-COLLEGE—BERKELEY. A mean old white driver. It's raining,
late, crowded, cold. Christmas is a bad time for buses. A stoned
hippy gitl shouted, “Let-me off this fuckin’ bus!” “Wait for the
designated stop!” the driver shouted back. A fat woman, a cleaning
woman, vomited down-the front seat onto people’s galoshes and my
boot. The smell was foul and several ‘people got off at the next stop,
when she did. The driver stopped at the Arco station on Alcatraz,
got a hose to clean it up but of course just ran it all into the back and
made things wetter. He was red-faced and furious, ran the next
light, endangering us all, the man next to me said.

At Oakland Tech about twenty students with radios waited
behind a badly crippled man. Welfare is next door to Tech. As the
man got on the bus, with much difficulty, the driver said, “OH
JESUS CHRIST” and the man looked surprised.

Burke's again. No changes. They have ten digital clocks and they
all have the same right time. The day I quit I'll pull all the plugs.

I finally did quit Mrs. Jessel. She kept on paying me with a
check and once she called me four times in one night. I called her
husband and told him I had mononucleosis. She forgot I quit,
called me last night to ask if she had looked a little paler to me.
I miss her.

A new lady today. A real lady.

(I never think of myself as a cleaning lady, although that's what
they call you, their lady or their girl.)

“s
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¢  Mrs. Johansen. She is Swedish
] . and speak ish wi
4 deal of slang, like Filipinos. pects Englsh witha grea
The first thing she sai
o MOSES!% e said to me, when she opened the door, was
H “Oh. Am I too early?”
. “Not at all, my dear.”
bovih; took t:lse stage. An eigi'lty-year-old Glenda Jackson. I was
ed over. , I ing li .
. ee, I'm talking like her already.) Bowled over in
¥ In the foyer, before I even took

) , off my coat, Ter’
bpliined to me the event of her life. ’ e cost, she ex
2 Her.f husband, John, died six months ago. She had found it hard
-'(SESt of all, to sleep. She started putting together picture puzzles.’
: fe gesf:ured toward the card table in the living room, where
d.;]e; ferson’s Monticello was almost finished, a gapin r::)t
jhole, top right.) P
! One night she got so stuck with her puzzle she didn't go to
is eep at all. She forgot, actually forgot to sleep! Or #at to boot
matte}: of fact. She had supper at eight in the morning. She took a;
nap then, woke up at two, had breakfast at two in the afternoon
‘and went out and bought another puzzle.
. When John was alive it was Breakfast 6, Lunch 12, Dinner 6
11l tell the cockeyed world times have changed. .

“No, dear, you're n »

' ot too early,” she said. “I might j

P f} . t

to bed at any moment.” ght just pop off

I'was still standing there, hot, gazing into my new lady’s radi-
ant sleepy eyes, waiting for talk of ravens.

N All)l {E had to do was wash windows and vacuum the carpet
. u.t, efore vacuuming the carpet, to find a puzzle piece. Sky with
a little bit of maple. I kriow it is missing.

It was nice on the balcony, washing windows. Cold, but the
: sur'1 was on tmy back. Inside she sat at her puzzle. Enraptured, but
striking a pose nevertheless. She must have been very lovely ’

. amae e

TG &
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After the windows came the task. of looking for the puzzle
piece. Inch by inch in the green shag carpet, cra(':ker crumbs, I‘L'lbl;
ber bands from the Chronicle. I was delighted,rthl‘s was 'the beft ]od
I ever had. She didn't “give a hoot” if I smoked or not so 'I‘ just crawle
around on the floor and smoked, sliding my ashtray with me.

I found the piece, way across the room from the puzzle table.
It was sky, with a little bit of maple. o

“I found it!” she cried, “I knew it was missing!

“ it!” I cried.

TIlfzsnIdclsulfi vacuum, which. I did as she finished the puzzle
with a sigh. As I was leaving I -asked her when she thought she

might need me again.

“Who knows?” she saigl:
“Well . . . anything goes,” I said, and we both laughed.

Ter, I don't want to.die at all, actually. ’

40—TELEGRAPH. Bus stop outside the laundry. MILL AND. ADDIE:.S
is crowded with people waiting for machines,. but festl-ve,.hke wait-
ing for a table:-’T’}‘ley stand, chatting at thc? wmdo.w drinking g;fen
cans of Sprite. Mill and Addie mingle like genial }}osts, me;1 ing
change. On the TV the Ohio State band plays the national anthem.

ies in Michigan.

Snol‘;:viih:;:jfl,ltlear ]ar%uary day. Four sideburned cycli?ts turn up
at the corner at Twenty-ninth like a kite string. A Harley idles at t'hg
bus stop and some kids wave at the rasty rider from the bed of a’5

Dodge pickup truck. I finally weep.

i

b1 like working in Emergency—you meet men there, anyway. Real
! en, heroes. Firemen and jockeys. They're always coming into
;_emergency rooms. Jockeys have wonderful X-rays. They break bones
ball the time but just tape themselves up and ride the next race.
Their skeletons look like trees, like reconstructed brontosaurs.
#St. Sebastian’s X-rays.

1 get the jockeys because I speak Spanish and most are Mexi-
- The first jockey I met was Mufioz. God. undress people all
L the time and it’s no big deal, takes a few seconds, Mufioz lay there,
‘unconscious, a miniature Aztec god. Because his clothes were so
| complicated it was as if | were performing an elaborate ritual.
k Unnerving, because it took so long, like in Mishima where it takes
| three pages to take off the lady’s kimono. His magenta satin shirt
f had many buttons along the shoulder and at each tiny wrist; his
£ pants were fastened with intricate lacings, pre-Columbian knots.
:His boots smelled of manure and sweat, but were as soft and
5 dainty as Cinderella’s, He slept on, an enchanted prince.

i He began to call for his mother even before he woke. He didn’t
7‘: just hold my hand, like some patients do, but clung to my neck, sob-
b bing, Mamacital Mamacita! The only way he would let Dr. Johnson
F examine him was if I held him cradled like a baby. He was as tiny
b as a child but strong, muscular. A man in my lap. A dream man?

i can

f A dream baby?




