














PRAISE FOR THE LAUNDRESS


“I enjoyed the company of tequila-drinking, bubblegum-chewing, dancing Lavinia, the laundress, who took me on a no-tech tour of San Francisco, getting her hands into clients’ dirty laundry and cleansing family secrets, including her own. Sapienza elicits sympathy for her Italian immigrant heroine, who has more ups and downs than San Francisco has hills but whose travails and travels left me happy and hungry for Mexican food and espresso.”


—ANN LUDWIG, freelance travel writer for The New York Times


“Spirited, quirky, and independent Lavinia Lavinia makes a life as a laundress in San Francisco. But she feels a painful void: her family history and identity have been kept from her. As we follow her, the mystery slowly unravels, with the help of friendship, love, and adventure.”


—PATRICIA STEENLAND, College Writing Programs, UC Berkeley


“Barbara Sapienza draws the reader into the life of Lavinia Lavinia, providing a blueprint for living and prevailing in the modern world of the twenty-first century.”


—JOHN D BREDEHOEFT, PhD, member of the National Academy of Engineering


“Set in the aliveness of the city of San Franciso, The Laundress gives us a story of the power of love and forgiveness to break open the human heart, healing the wounds within the self and within others.”


—CHERYL KRAUTER, MFT, author of Surviving the Storm: A Workbook for Telling Your Cancer Story


“Written from the heart and spiced with swirling dance, chiming clocks, steaming tamales, sculpted clay, and double espressos, The Laundress tells a beautiful story of lost family and the healing power of friendship. A rich and rewarding read.”


—DIANNE ROMAIN, author of The Trumpet Lesson


“Sapienza weaves a tapestry of Old World customs with New Age therapies, cityscape with wilderness, and festering wounds with blossoming love that dances to life on the page.”


—SHARMON J. HILFINGER, author of Arctic Requiem: The Story of Luke Cole and Kivalina


“Barbara Sapienza is masterful at creating a powerful story of a yearning daughter driven to know her distant father—not easy, as Lavinia was snatched away from Naples as a baby and brought to San Francisco, creating a chasm of time and place. Readers are not only swept into a passionate pursuit of reunion but by the author’s extraordinary skill at sustaining mystery until we are dazzled by surprise—the best kind.”


—JOAN MINNINGER, PhD, author of The Father/Daughter Dance
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Chapter 1:



THE RINGS OF TIME


Lavinia Lavinia walks toward Columbus Avenue in San Francisco from the Mission District wearing her work uniform: black straight-leg jeans, a men’s tuxedo jacket, and her T-strap shoes. She carries extra bubblegum in one pocket and in another a few tiny fig leaves she harvested from a backyard tree.


Monday mornings bring a lazy feeling on the street—if people aren’t late for work, that is, and she isn’t yet. As she nears Columbus, she sees cars looking for parking spaces and people milling around doorways, chatting, espressos in hand. The scent of roasted coffee beans floats into the street from the small cafés, intoxicating and tantalizing. Lavinia pops a piece of bubblegum into her mouth and lets the sugar pool into a liquid puddle on her tongue before she begins to chew. The first bite quells the unease she feels as she walks farther and farther away from her studio in the Mission and toward her new client’s home.


Zack Luce called only this morning, saying that since his wife died, his clothes have suffered. Now, only thirty minutes later, she is en route to his house in North Beach to discuss his laundry needs.


Anticipation for this first meeting has brought fear and trembling into her body; a nervousness about entering an unknown house makes her ears ring, and, as she recalls his soft, whispering voice telling her that his wife died, a flutter enters her heart. The way his voice caught, the palpability of his sadness, both touched and scared her.


Lavinia Lavinia turns her focus to laundry. She loves to wash clothes. It is only while washing and ironing and folding that she feels fresh and free and even unique. She feels blessed by her particular skills. She is a laundress. She enjoys ironing, sorting, and removing stains in people’s homes, their own private sanctuaries; she likes getting an intimate look at others’ spaces. But in the first encounter at the door, when time seems to stand still, she always feels afraid. She’s not sure what to say or do, or who will greet her.


Once inside, though, she is in awe of these places where people live so fully—unlike her in her storefront studio, which is minimally embellished, empty of her personal touch. With its long, narrow front room, her space is like a barn, more suitable for a horse than a young woman.


She decides to stop for coffee at Café Falcone in the ten minutes she has before meeting Mr. Luce. The coffee aromas answer her misgivings and pull her inside the café, where she joins six people waiting to order. The wooden tables scattered about seem to say, Sit down here and sip your latte. She orders a double espresso and stands at the bar to drink it, the way they do in Italy. The espresso slides down easily. She pays the barista, a young, good-looking guy, and places a piece of bubblegum in the tip jar before leaving to find the small street off Columbus where Mr. Luce lives.


She’s in the habit of tipping with bubblegum; it’s something she started doing when she was in first grade. It endeared her to her classmates, and now it, along with the fig leaves, has become her signature. The good-looking guy’s eyes seem to pop as they follow her hand to and from the tip jar. She can feel him still watching as she strolls back out onto Columbus.


The neighborhood is a revival in Lavinia’s eyes. North Beach’s Italian bakeries, cafés, and delis interlace with the Chinese restaurants, butcher shops, and outdoor markets. Every other place on the block is a patchwork of color, vibrant and seductive.


Although Mr. Luce’s place is near the café, its location—on a small cul-de-sac—brings it a sense of privacy as a neighborhood home. Lavinia enters the vestibule, presses the white buzzer next to Mr. Luce’s name, then grasps a piece of her silky hair in the fingers of her right hand and begins to twirl it into a tight twist as she waits. He buzzes her in just as she snaps a bubble with her tongue.


She opens the door to the inner foyer, where mailboxes and a wooden table line the walls. The entryway floor is carpeted in beige wool. Her feet press into the luxurious carpet, soft and spongy under her feet, a welcomed contrast to the cement sidewalk outside. The carpet has a few mean stains that make her wonder who spilled or dribbled. Was it a kid? Lovers playing? An old lady with trembling hands? She immediately focuses on what she would do to remove them, should she get the job.


The aroma of dried lavender permeates the entryway. He told her on the phone to come up one flight and his door would be on the right. She notices an elevator on the left side of the hallway—old-fashioned, small—but she takes the stairs, as instructed. At the top of the stairway she knocks on the door marked #2 and waits with her ear to the wooden door.


Footsteps approach, and she jumps back a little. When the door opens, an elderly gentleman stands before her. He’s tall and thin, with white, wispy hair and glasses with dark frames. She notices the crease in his pressed slacks and the starched collar of an otherwise soft blue cotton shirt. She imagines pressing its long sleeves, smelling the clean cotton threads.


Mr. Luce says hello and smiles at her, ushers her inside his flat. His apartment is an Edwardian—once a large home, now subdivided into condominiums. Creamy white gives a light feel. The décor is soft and clean, splattered with fabrics too flowery for her taste. Assorted family photographs adorn the furniture. On a side table sits a bouquet of fresh yellow roses. On a mahogany dining table, set in a small alcove by the window, rests a starched blue linen tablecloth. Beautifully ironed. She feels her body relax.


“Pleas-s-s-e, sit down.” He points to one of the dining room chairs. His voice—soft, as it was on the phone—puts her at ease.


“Thank you, Mr. Luce.”


“Oh, pleas-s-s-e, call me Zack. This work relationship won’t be a formal thing, you know. I just want someone to help me keep up with the laundry. I used to do it myself, but since Elsa died I’m not up to it anymore. I think I did it for her.”


Lavinia lowers her head at hearing his wife’s name; it brings death too close for her comfort. The fact that this house has seen death scares her. She touches the smooth skin of the fig leaf in her pocket.


“What exactly do you need?” She eyes his cotton pants, his long-sleeved shirt.


“I like my bed sheets washed every week, and then there’s the kitchen linens, the tablecloth, and napkins.” He looks toward the blue-covered table.


Thinking how strange it is to keep up this business of linens with his wife dead, Lavinia says instead, “Nice flowers.”


“My daughter Margaret sends them. She likes yellow roses and thinks that’s a substitute for visiting me.”


Lavinia doesn’t know what to say so she stares at the yellow flowers. They complement the blue cloth.


“Margaret lives in Davis. She’s an ED doc, too busy with her work to do my laundry, and I wouldn’t ask her anyway.” Zack fiddles with a hearing aid in his right ear, moves his head closer to Lavinia.


“I’d come to your home once a week,” she says, then, stops to look around the apartment. “You have a washer and dryer here? Ironing board and iron? Laundry soap and bleach for the whites? I prefer eco-friendly cleansers, if possible, non-scented or naturally scented.”


Zack nods. “We’re well-equipped here, but—”


“I don’t drive and prefer to work in the home where the laundry lives.”


Zack stares at her, raises his eyebrows.


By habit, she starts to fidget with her hair. “I guess I didn’t explain. I provide in-home service.” She gets up, moving to leave, thinking Mr. Luce must want his laundry taken outside.


“Wait, miss-s-s. How old are you?”


Lavinia stops, turns toward him. “I’m twenty-six,” she says, and takes a card from the small leather purse she wears on her back. She hands it to him and watches him examine it, turning it right side up to discover it’s in fact a business card fashioned into the shape of a long-sleeved shirt.


He reads aloud, “Lavinia Lavinia Laundress-s-s. Full service in-home laundry.” He smiles at her. “Cute card! But I’m not quite sure whether this will work in this small apartment. I don’t like feeling like I’m falling over someone. I’ve become used to living alone.”


“Perhaps it won’t work then. I need my quiet, too. People generally leave the home while I work.” She steps closer, extends her arm, reaching for her card.


“Unless you can come in the afternoon on Wednesdays-s-s. That is, when I’m out a good number of hours.” Zack gets up and moves closer to Lavinia, so close that his breath touches her forehead as he speaks.


Just then, a cuckoo clock chimes nine times.


Soon other clocks begin to chime, ringing and buzzing, surrounding her and making her feel twitchy. She imagines being watched by all the faces of these clocks, which she doesn’t see but only hears, as if they are spirits speaking in some strange language. She looks toward the blue cloth, remembers Elsa, and imagines her presence in the house. Lavinia is not so sure she wants to work for Zack and so close to all these gongs that seem to be marking time. She wonders: If spirits could speak, might they sound like this? And what if she should come one morning and find him dead? He’s the oldest person she knows.


She moves her gum, which has been resting on the back of her palate, to the center of her mouth and starts chewing. When she looks up he’s still facing her, his head bent close to her ear.


“Well, I’ll have to check my schedule,” she says. “How much laundry do you estimate? And will ironing be involved?”


He touches the collar of his button-down shirt. “Three or four shirts-s-s a week, two or three pair of slacks-s-s, the usual towels-s-s and underwear. Yes, I would like you to iron.”


“Sounds like two loads of white, including the linens, and one dark. And the sheets, too. I’d say to wash, dry, iron, and fold would take about four hours.”


“Did you say four hours-s-s?” He bends forward, places a pink ear with soft white hairs next to her mouth.


“Four hours. You have my references.”


“I saw your name at my dentist’s office. Dr. Brady.”


“I’ve worked for Dr. Brady in his home for years.” She doesn’t tell Zack that they have a barter: weekly laundry service for dental hygiene. She chews hard on her gum.


“What’s your fee, miss?”


“Fifty dollars an hour.”


“Miss Lavinia, I’m curious about how you got into your trade.”


“My trade?”


“Yes. Also, your tuxedo jacket. I like it. I used to have one with the thin lapels, too. Where is that thing?” He looks around the room.


Lavinia doesn’t know what to tell him, though people have asked her this same question countless times before. “Ah, that’s a long story to save for another day,” she says. “I have another appointment now. I’ll confirm for next week.” She moves to leave.


“I’ll expect a call about whether Wednesdays-s-s work then. You have my number.”


“Are you wanting my services every week?”


He nods and walks with Lavinia down the long hallway she didn’t even notice on the way in. He opens the door and waits on the landing as she goes down the carpeted stairway. When she turns back, he’s waving good-bye to her exuberantly.


Outside she nearly walks into a young boy, tall and skinny, with the longest feet she’s ever seen, who brushes past her and runs up the steps. He wears a Giant’s baseball cap and pants that look too big for him, exposing his butt. And what a skinny waist! When he passes her, he keeps his chin tucked so she can’t see his face. He seems to be headed for the apartment she’s just left. She wonders if he’s related to Zack, or maybe a resident in the firstfloor apartment. Likely the one who stained the carpet.


Back on Columbus Avenue, Lavinia dips into the same café for another espresso. The barista looks at her with a wide grin. He has a classic Greek nose and dimples. He looks to be about thirty. He seems to recognize her. She snaps a bubble at him, which causes him to smile even more deeply. She stands at the bar.


“You were in here earlier?” He draws her out. “Do you always tip gum?”


“As a matter of fact, yeah!”


“What are you doing in the neighborhood?”


“I’m a laundress.”


“What’s that?”


“I detail people’s clothes. You know, so they look sharp.”


He looks at his apron and smiles. “I could use some detailing.”


“You know the people who live around here?”


“Who’s asking?” He leans over the counter up and close to her.


“I am. I’m about to work for an old man at number 365.” She points to his apartment.


“Oh, I know that building. Yeah, it belongs to Zack. He’s lived there a long time, as long as North Beach has been in existence. A little hard of hearing, otherwise a nice guy. He’s famous, too.”


Lavinia’s eyes widen.


“He patented a coffee maker. A real coffee connoisseur. An inventor. He replaced the old percolators. You know, camp coffee.”


She raises her eyebrows. Before she can ask a follow-up question, he changes the subject.


“So a laundress! That’s not something you hear very often. It sounds so old-world, like something from a Victorian novel.”


“Yeah, it’s as old as camp coffee. I launder people’s clothes. Keep them clean and tidy. I specialize in removing stains with eco-friendly suds.”


“That’s a new one, and I thought I’d heard everything.”


Lavinia tips her espresso to her lips and drains it to the last drop. Then she unwraps a fresh Bubblicious, pops it in her mouth, and pays. Before she leaves, she places an extra gum in the tip jar for the barista. He reaches in, picks out the gum, and winks at her before she turns to leave.





Chapter 2:



THE BLUE STAIN


Bubblegum renewed, Lavinia walks up the steep hill on Chestnut toward Russian Hill and her next job. Thoughts of Zack and the cute barista float around like a summer balloon in a soft wind. The barista’s interest in her lingers like a wind that might take her balloon away.


She never intended to do laundry for a living; she wanted to teach first graders at the elementary school on Bryant Street where she did her student teaching, where her friend Kinky Montoya teaches third grade now. But everything happened so fast. Soon after Aunt Rose died, Uncle Sal got it into his head to move back to Naples, which meant he wouldn’t be at her graduation. No sooner did she drop him off at SFO than she cut her hair, sold the car, and withdrew from her last semester at San Francisco State. If he didn’t care enough to see her through, why should she care enough to finish? After all, he’s her only family. Sal scooped her away from Naples before she was five, brought her to San Francisco to live with him and Aunt Rose—the jealous stepmother—and now he left without a qualm. What kind of uncle is he to abandon her like that?


Some part of her knows that Sal loves her. After all, he set her up to be okay, took care of her needs all these years, even redid her studio apartment with her tastes in mind before he left—but it’s just all too much. She seems to lack the resilience needed to be completely on her own, and she’s been grieving ever since he left a year ago. She feels like she’s lost her home, even though she still lives in the same place; she feels like an orphan.


At first, the laundry soothed her and provided a respite from the gnawing estrangement. She found the circling of the water and the way the stains just wash away to be quite comforting. The fresh smell of the bleach cleanses; the methodical folding straightens; the rhythmic ironing smooths the wrinkles. That it has turned into a steady income still surprises her; that so many clients have come to her through Dr. Brady confounds her. First Nina, followed by George, and now in a year’s time, Mr. Luce.


The hill is steep, so she watches her feet. Stretching her calves gives her strength. She pushes on toward Russian Hill, telling herself that if she decides to take the job working for Mr. Luce, she’ll combine it with this client, Nina. But that will take some maneuvering. Changing someone’s standing time is never easy, and Nina is particular.


Lavinia loves seeing how other people arrange their personal things, which wasn’t anything she anticipated about laundering for others before she began. Take Mr. Luce, with his pressed blue linen tablecloth and yellow roses sitting nearby and his many clocks chiming, calling to be noticed. Such a unique blending of choices—blue for his wife and the yellow roses for Margaret. As for the clocks, she’s not certain. Some weird ritual, she guesses.


She’s pulled away from her thoughts when a trolley heading toward Fisherman’s Wharf screeches nearby. She stops in her own tracks, a bit woozy. Trolleys make her shudder—the way the metallic wheels scrape along the tracks. When she regains her composure, she sees tourists shining their big smiles and calling her to the moment. She waves to them, then takes her next right, up a steep hill.


She stops in front of a large apartment complex that’s built right into the hill, maximizing the views of the Bay Bridge and Coit Tower. She walks through the complex’s lush garden and looks up toward a large eucalyptus tree, where a flock of green parrots is perched. She seems to have entered the Garden of Eden, and for a minute she feels as though she is Eve, the first woman, stepping into paradise. But then a parrot with a cherry-colored head brings her back to the present with a loud squawk. He must be one of the wild San Francisco parrot population she’s read about—abandoned pets whose numbers have now grown to near three hundred. She feels happy they found their freedom.


She rings Nina’s doorbell and waits. Nina’s a lawyer who works from home on laundry days until Lavinia gets there. Lavinia has only met her husband, Don, once in the year she has worked for them—a day when Nina was out of town. Remembering how Don stared at her, making her aware of the mole she has on her upper lip, still gives her the creeps. His gaze felt visceral, like metal claws attaching to her birthmark. She scratches at her jaw.


Lavinia slips her gum back into its small wrapper, knowing Nina wouldn’t approve, and checks her watch. She hears footsteps behind the heavy wooden door, and then Nina appears, neatly coiffed, dressed in a long-sleeved silk blouse and beige slacks.


“Come in—right on time, too. Let me show you a silk blouse. You’ve got to get rid of these incredible stains on it.”


Lavinia follows her into the bedroom just opposite the hallway. On the closet door hangs a blue silk blouse with stains that definitely call attention. Lavinia gently grasps one of the spots between her fingers, letting the fabric slide, noting that the spot is a darker blue than the pale fabric.


“Oil,” she says.


“Hummus, last night. I’m glad you’re here. It’s my favorite blouse. I bought it in Southeast Asia. I tried dabbing baby powder on it to soak up the grease . . .” She frowns. “Something my mother used to do. But . . .”


“I have a remedy, you know, so don’t worry. It will be as good as new.” Lavinia swallows hard, not knowing for sure if her small soil stick will do the job, but she wants to sound confident.


“I feel better already,” Nina says. “And how are you?”


“I’m doing great. You know, I . . .” She wants to ask Nina if she can change her day to Wednesday to accommodate Mr. Luce, but figures she’ll wait to see if she can get the stain out first. “Oh, never mind, actually. Yes, I’m doing just fine, thank you.”


“Good to hear. Just the usual today. Sheets, towels, and my personals. Oh, and the new silk pajamas. They’re red.” She raises her eyebrows at their mention and Lavinia nods her understanding that they must be hand washed. “And Don’s clothes are in his special hamper and his shirts are hanging in his closet. Nothing fussy, but he likes the navy blue shirt pressed.”


“Not to worry.”


Nina gathers her papers off the desk, showing off long, unpainted fingernails as she snaps her briefcase closed. Once Lavinia hears the door close, she unwraps her gum, sits by the great windows on the indoor patio, and meditates on the view: a crooked street below lined with tourists, the Bay Bridge in the distance, and city streets down below. What would it be like to live in an exquisite apartment like this? she wonders, staring at some tourists who jumped out of their car to walk the crooked street. Could a place like this ever feel like home?


People like Nina seem to have it all together—silk blouses, travel to Cambodia and Laos, good jobs. She considers what Nina said about Don’s clothes preferences when she left—“Nothing fussy”—implying that Don’s clothes will be simple. Lavinia has found that laundering for men is, in fact, easier. Rarely is hand washing involved, and no consideration of loose colorants running during laundering—as with Nina’s red silk, which must be washed separately and by hand—is necessary.


But her feelings about Don, after that single meeting, are anything but simple. When he opened the door that day, he nervously swiped his falling bangs from his eyes, straightened out the knot of his navy tie, and just stared at Lavinia’s birthmark—a small, dark mole on her upper lip. Most people are polite enough to move their eyes quickly from that spot as they greet her, but Don lingered there like a sneak thief, stealing something from her.


Lavinia chews her gum more furiously and fights the urge to snap a bubble to break the tension.


Maybe laundering men’s clothing is simpler, but are men simpler than women? It certainly seemed simple for Andy, Lavinia’s boyfriend of five years, to leave her. One morning—a year ago, just before Uncle Sal left—she and Andy lay in bed at his place, where they lived together for a year. He casually got out of bed in his underwear, holding his pillow, and left the house. She imagined he dressed first. The note she found in the morning said, “I don’t love you anymore.”


The previous night, before he left, she’d been sobbing next to him, comforted by his arm stretched across her navel and chest. She was dreading Rose’s impending death, which scared the hell out of her—and, worse, made her feel guilty for their rocky relationship. Sadness had bitten her, and she’d cried until her nose and tears were so full they’d dripped on Andy’s shoulder, slipping down his arm. He’d gotten soaked!


After finding the note, she gathered her stuff in a large black duffel bag and headed back to Sal and Rose’s place, just in time for Rose’s death. Her aunt was dying and she couldn’t stand watching it, but there she was! She closed the door and never looked back, and never once thought it strange that she never tried to get back together with Andy.


All she can see now is how funny he looked sneaking out in his undies with a pillow under his long arm. She knew in that moment that he was gone. He slipped away as easily as her tears had drained out from her eyes, as easily as Rose died, and as easily as Sal left soon after.


She watches the wispy clouds above Coit Tower, flowing like a white banner above the city and the bay. The house creaks, prompting her to get to work.


In the living room, she places her jacket on the silk couch that sits across from a Japanese tansu step chest, which in turn sits next to a small French commode with a trellis motif. Beyond this ornate piece is a regular-looking CD player with a stack of CDs. She places one of Nina and Don’s CDs, an opera, into the player, admiring the polished hardwood floors and the Turkish kilims as she does. The richness of the sounds and the textures of the rugs lift her spirits. Something about the beauty of it all and the way one thing relates to another intrigues her. Who would put Asian furniture next to a classical period piece? This is part of the allure of working in homes.


The music flows from the tenor’s voice through her, following her into the bathroom, where the his-and-hers hampers wait. As she begins sorting the whites from the darks, she revels in the music. Dramatically and deeply, the tenor sings an Italian aria, “Nessun Dorma.” He’s singing about a princess in a cold room. The Italian words are magically familiar to her ears. “Vincero, vincero, vincero” fills an ache in her soul. When he sings these words, Lavinia sings them out loud, too, while she piles underwear in the center of the bathroom and then loads them into the washer. She adds one cup of eco-bleach to the cold-water wash, then a cup of liquid detergent.


The aria takes her right through to the beautiful blue blouse and its center stain. She finds the silk stain remover tucked in her jeans pocket and first dabs it lightly into the fabric hem with a soft cloth from the hamper. If it works, she’ll apply it to the actual stain. She watches the material as it sucks the chemical up, spreading and growing in size, responding to the substance.


Will it dry without leaving a deeper stain? Can one actually get rid of stains? Doubt fills her. She worries, but she dumps the stains of her life—Rose’s putrid death, Sal leaving for Italy, Andy’s escape with his pillow, Don’s disgusting staring, quitting school—together in the cold-water wash and leaves the room with the question hovering. A stain is a stain is a stain, she tells herself as she turns on the taps to run cool water into the double sinks. She rinses the light lingerie in one and then the red pajamas in the other. As she suspected, the pajamas turn the water rosy, then deep pink, and finally red.


Lavinia checks the soiled blouse and feels a kind of reprieve in finding that her stain remover didn’t leave a watermark on the hem. Feeling safe, she dabs directly onto oil blotches with the magic potion, blotting gently from the center outwards. When the spot is entirely covered she lets it sit to dry. All at once, she feels free to dance across the large living room, and does, pausing for a moment to look at the photo of the couple on the mantle, holding their surfboards, before twirling away.


The pulse of the music rises up through her feet and ankles and through her thighs into her very core as she glides around the great room. She holds one hand on her tummy, anchoring herself, while she circles the space, dancing toward the master bedroom where the master’s shirts hang on a hook in his closet. As is his habit, he hasn’t dumped them into the hamper but on the floor, so she collects the four shirts, checking the pockets for paper tissues. She never wants paper lint in the wash cycle.


Her hands stop on a folded piece of paper that looks like origami. She opens it. She tells herself she must read it to see whether it’s something of value to Don. He works in financial services and holds a prominent position with a large firm. Yes, it might be something of importance, she convinces herself.


As the paper crinkles in her hand, a creepy feeling takes hold. Oh, how she hated the way he stared at her! She can’t imagine how Nina puts up with him. She carefully opens the origami and reads, “Meet me at Velo Rouge on Saturday.”


Lavinia looks around the room to see if she’s truly alone, somehow feeling his presence. What if he intended for her to find this note? What if it’s for her?


She dismisses the thought as outlandish. She’s only met the man once, and yet the memory of him causes her to chew her gum more furiously. What an idiot!


She hides the note in her pocket, trying to decide what she should do with it. In the bathroom, the precious silk pajamas still sit in the blood-red water, waiting for rinsing. The pajamas and the lingerie will be hung separately on the retractable line she’s set up in the shower stall. Lavinia watches the dripping water flow onto the plastic cover she’s placed on the floor.


She checks the stains on the blue silk. Satisfied they’re gone, she rubs off the white residue of the chemicals, steam irons the blouse with a fabric steamer to refresh the silk, and then places it back on a hanger in Nina’s closet.


In the other room, she hears the music click to a stop. She surveys her work progress against the time. A second wash? Yes, she will still make it. She returns to the patio to look over the city scene and the wide-open bay. Then she closes her eyes and dreams her recurring dream of the seaside town near the Bay of Naples where she was born and spent the first four years of her life. The Mediterranean caresses the bustling city on its edge. Lavinia gets lost in the labyrinth of the old neighborhood as she remembers herself as a little girl in T-strap shoes playing in the cobblestone streets across from the grotto garden, delighting in the sounds of other children and women. The old ladies scream from their windows for pane, prosciutto, mozzarella di bufala, the groceries to be hauled up to their second- and third-story apartments. Then she hears her mother call, “Lavinia Lavinia, come home now,” coupled with an insistent phrase that pulses through her: “No, Papa, lasciami.”


This is the place where Lavinia always awakens from her dream, feeling a rumble in her heart as if a mini tornado has flushed through her. To have her mother’s loving voice calling her to come home fade away to a determined insistence—like she is fighting for her life, refusing someone vehemently—is unsettling. Lavinia feels frightened and confused. She reaches her hand out to catch the meaning, but like her bubbles it breaks apart and disappears.


When the buzzer rings on the dryer, Lavinia moves to the laundry room to fold Don’s whites—the undershirts, the BVDs, the cotton white socks bundles—with those words still on her lips: Leave me alone, I refuse. Somehow with these words in mind, her workload goes easier. The pile stacks up, with the smaller items—face cloths, dish towels, napkins, pillow cases—first, and towels next. She hangs the final wet garments on the expandable line, where she orders the colors from red to orange to yellow to green (noting that most are beige and coffee tones), a rainbow prayer flag to mark the ritual of this ancient practice.


Lavinia imagines Nina’s happy face at seeing the spot removed from the precious silk until a darker concern clouds over. What might Nina make of the note in Don’s pocket? It occurs to her that no matter what happens, she now holds it in secret. Another stain.


She starts in with a light pressing of Don’s shirts, her favorite of all her tasks. Ironing the cotton, pressing away the wrinkles of time, hoping the cloud will pass. She loves the ritual of pressing a shirt. She begins with the front side panels, progresses to the back, and then to the sleeves and the cuffs. Finally, the collar. She lays the shirt flat on the ironing board, buttons every other small button from the top to the waist, and then folds it again into thirds lengthwise, incorporating the sleeves as if the shirt is hugging itself.


But today she doesn’t love the way the sleeves hug. She fights with them. Is it the note that makes her feel heavy and greasy like the blue stain? A burden she can’t put down? Her heart feels tight, like something is pressing in on her. She can’t get a deep catch on her breath. Repulsive feelings toward Don make her want to tie the sleeves together into a knot.


Aggressively, she pulls the sheets from the bed and puts them in the wash. Then she surveys the apartment, puts it to rest as she found it, before putting on her jacket.


She picks up the two hundred dollars in twenties and replaces it with a small fig leaf—to change the negative vibes she feels and to commemorate the ritual. She leaves just five minutes short of four hours.


The route home involves a shortcut down steps that lead her back to North Beach. She wants another coffee to mask the sour taste in her mouth. As she passes Zack Luce’s house, she smiles at the thought of him. He’s a spritely old gentleman.


But then, before she can help it, other thoughts creep in. What if something happens to him while she’s working in his home? He’s in his eighties, after all. What if she shows up one day to find him lying on the floor—dead or needing help? She breathes deeply to slow down these fears, reminding herself to simply be grateful for the new client. She reminds herself that she cannot control outcomes, and continues on her way.


“You’re back.”


“Yeah, those double espressos are killers. I’m about to explode.” Lavinia clutches her heart, waiting for her breath to regulate.


He looks at her. “You look frazzled, like you’ve had one too many.”


“My mind’s playing tricks on me. That’s all.”


“I got it.” He hands her a small cup of dark coffee.


“Busy?” she says, regaining some stability.


“Always busy, especially because of the afternoon tiramisu crowd.”


“True to its name—pick-me-up.”


“You know Italian?”


“My native language,” she says, taking a sip of the dark coffee.


“I wouldn’t have guessed.”


She shrugs. “I moved to San Francisco before I was five.”


“Did you grow up around here?”


“Yup, right around corner.”


“Did you learn Chinese?”


“A little. Ni hao. That’s it!”


He grins. “I’m impressed. So where are you off to now?”


“Home to the Mission.”


“So you left the ’hood.”


“I did, after elementary school.” She lifts her cup. “But not the espresso.” She hands her new barista friend a colorfully wrapped Bubblicious.


“I’m growing fond of this custom of yours,” he says, reaching for the gift.


“Thanks,” she says.


“How’d this get started? You tipping with gum.”


“I don’t know. I guess I started keeping a stash in my skirt pockets at school when I was little, to give as gifts when other kids did something for me.”


“Hmmm . . .” he says, eyeing her with curiosity.


“Hey, Barista, let’s keep this line moving,” a patron yells from the back of the line that’s forming.


Lavinia steps to the side and hears the next man in line whisper to the barista, “The girl with the tuxedo is pretty cute! The shoes, too.”


Lavinia looks down at her feet and then brushes the slim lapels of her jacket with her free hand. She bought it at a vintage shop on Haight Street and wears it every day.


The barista nods. “She’s vintage chic.”


Lavinia turns to see him blushing.


“Come on!” comes a sneer from the man in the back.


“Hold on! Patience, buddy,” the barista calls out. People in the line cheer in agreement.


Lavinia giggles, folds her hand around his, then turns to leave, facing the customers in line, feeling much better than when she entered. Was he flirting with her? And “vintage chic”! She likes that.


Walking through her old neighborhood on the flats of North Beach, she stops at a local bakery, caught by the smells of the warm yeast that’s escaped outside and is now trapped in her nostrils. She imagines the bubbling and rising of the soft dough. She looks inside and sees five-year-old Lavinia as a first grader with a pleated skirt, white ankle socks, and shiny shoes.


She stares at the five-year-old standing on tiptoes, her nose level with the floured breadboard, her hair parted in the middle and pulled into two gleaming pigtails. Tony, the baker, is up to his elbows in flour, kneading a plump hunk of dough. She is waiting for him to see her, hoping he does and hoping he doesn’t.


Look, he hasn’t seen me yet. Only when my hand edges over the rim of the board, crawling slowly like an itsy bitsy spider does he scream, “Who is stealing my dough?”


I jump.


Then he raps my hand gently. I laugh out loud and begin the game again.


Lavinia watches through the window of the bakery and laughs at her younger self playing, wondering how long they went on like this before Aunt Rose realized she was not in her room; that she would be late for school; that she had taken off for the bakery downstairs by herself. And where was Aunt Rose anyway, that I could sneak away like that?


And the gum? She must have had a book bag or lunch box for the gum. At least a pocket.


Heading to Grant Avenue, she cuts through Chinatown to catch a bus on Market, and passes the meat market on Grant where ducks hang from hooks, their heads all facing east. She feels a taste of disgust, reminding her of Naples, where meat always hung on hooks at the outdoor stalls and scared her.


This memory makes her think of Nina’s stained blouse, Don’s note, and her mother’s vehemence. She takes the note from her pocket and throws it in the gutter. Whomever the note was meant for, she decides, it’s not right.


When she arrives home it’s still light out. Located on the east side of Valencia Street, her apartment was once Sal’s storefront insurance office; he converted it into an artist live-in space for Lavinia before he left. Sal, Rose, and Lavinia used to live in the flat above the office, until Rose got sick with lung cancer. By then, Lavinia was spending most nights at Andy’s. When Sal closed up shop after Rose died a year ago, he closed the upstairs apartment, too—took down the navy canvas awning out front because he didn’t want anyone thinking he was still in business to be a bother for Lavinia. Then he left. Lavinia had not been upstairs since then.


She unlocks the door and enters the vast open space with its newly painted walls. The color, called Payne’s Gray, is a dark blue-grey; it’s her favorite neutral color, the color of the knitted blue cap and skirt her stuffed doll, Raggedy, wore. Lavinia used to love holding her, smelling her. In fact, she went with Sal to Benjamin Moore to watch the color consultant mix ultra marine and burnt sienna to create this cool-and-warm color, all the time remembering her Raggedy. Aunt Rose was mean to her, taking away her doll like that.


The walls meet the sunset-orange hardwood floor in a clean sweep from the high white ceilings. Overhead track lights warm the empty walls. She walks to the back of the long, narrow room—twenty by forty feet—to the small den, adjacent to an even smaller kitchen, that serves as her bedroom. There’s a double mattress on the floor.


She keeps this room dark, but not quiet. She always has music playing, especially during the transitions between day and night, like now, late afternoon. She puts on her favorite CD and changes out of her tuxedo outfit, moving the small stack of fig leaves from her pocket to the fridge as she does. Then she hops into spandex capris and a flowing nylon shirt—her other favorite outfit, the one she reserves for her private space.


She begins to dance. After beginning slowly, the music builds to a crescendo and comes down to stillness, bringing her easily into the night. As she dances, she thinks about the barista and wonders if he has a girlfriend. The music is calling Lavinia to listen, to interact with the beat of the drum and the pulse of the rhythm. She moves through the large room, riding the dance waves, letting this vibration carry her through and around the space, letting the music take her through a world of rhythms. Dancing with her shadow, she closes her eyes and imagines herself dancing with the barista.





Chapter 3:



TAMALES AND TEQUILA AND RAGGEDY


“Six tamales de elote, my mother’s specialty!”


Lavinia hears Kinky’s shout at the door as her friend lets herself into the apartment with the spare key and walks to the back of the long room. Waking from her dance reverie, Lavinia is happy to see Kinky in her studio. Kinky is wearing a mid-length skirt and Toms, her elementary school teacher uniform. Her hair is tightly curled around her beaming face.


Lavinia and Kinky met at State as freshmen. They were in a teacher preparatory program with ESL certification. Lavinia admired Kinky’s pluckiness, the way she spoke about kids in the barrio and her own family, and how everyone seemed to be her family. And Lavinia felt Kinky’s love for her. She remembers the day Kinky took her eyebrow pencil and penciled in a little chocolate chip–size birthmark on her own upper lip. They laughed and laughed. Lavinia attached herself to Kinky, and since that day they’ve been best friends. Kinky has seen her through Aunt Rose dying, her breakup with Andy, and Uncle Sal leaving. Kinky has taken care of her since they became friends, and she’s continued nurturing her even since Lavinia dropped out of school, not graduating or getting the ESL certificate.


“Let’s eat on the back patio—the weather is grand,” Lavinia says. She grabs two plates and two forks and opens the back door onto a small yard with a single fig tree that produces twice yearly.


Her friend follows her outside, drops the tamales on the center of the round lawn table in front of the fig. “They’re still hot,” Kinky tells her. “My mother sends a besito. She misses you.”


“Hot tamales and a kiss. Who could ask for anything more?” Lavinia leans over and gives her friend a kiss on the cheek. “I miss her, too.”


“Tequila,” Kinky says, taking two shot glasses and a skinny metal container from her oversized jacket and holding it out in front of Lavinia, who plucks it from her hands.


“Boy, can I use this. Just enough for me.” She winks at Kinky as she pours the amber liquid equally into each glass. “Let’s eat. All I had today was bubblegum and too many espressos.”


The two friends sit in aluminum armchairs and sip the tequila, letting its warmth run through their veins.


“What a day.” Kinky sighs as she cuts a tamale into small squares. “The kid I tutor over on Valencia—you know, the boy who doesn’t say too much? He actually wrote a story.”


“Armando?”


“Yeah, he wrote a story about a boy who walked through the Sonoran Desert all the way to San Diego.”


“You think it’s true.”


“Of course!” Kinky looks at Lavinia. “Where do you think we get our stories? Plus, he’s only twelve years old.”


“I don’t know. What about dreams? Or fantasies?”


“These kids I tutor are quiet. I wonder if it’s because English is their second language, or . . .” Kinky brushes her fingers through her tight curls as if she’s pulling a Slinky, unwinding and unwinding, and looks at Lavinia.


“. . . or they’ve been traumatized.” Lavinia finishes the sentence then bites into a succulent tamale, tasting the spices, as if to accent what she’s just said.


“Lavinia, you are so smart.” Kinky shakes her head. “I wish you were teaching school this year at Bryant.”


“Yeah, we could chew gum during the break . . . or drink tequila,” Lavinia says, making light of a small discomfort she feels inside.
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