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How to Clean A House 
by Linda D. Menicucci 

When I was a child my mother worked five days a week. After work on Fridays she would come 
home, get her grocery cart, and walk the eight blocks to the Safeway market. She would do the 
grocery shopping for the week and then walk home, pulling the cart loaded with five to six bags 
of groceries and carrying one bag in her free arm. Once she tried to carry two bags and pull the 
cart, but one bag broke and the groceries rolled all over the street.  With the weeks shopping 
done, she would cook Friday dinner and prepare for Saturday. 
 
Saturday was housecleaning day. Housecleaning was serious business for my mother. Cleaning 
meant starting at the top and continuing down to the bottom and never stopping until 
everything was done. My mother would get up at her usual time, 6:00 a.m., and begin the 
laundry. When I was very small, she had a wringer washer and the laundry took longer and was 
physically very demanding. All the wet laundry had to be lifted out of the washing machine tub, 
placed between two wringers on the top of the tub, and the crank turned by hand to squeeze 
the water out. Some loads, like towels, needed two wringings. By the time I was 9, she had an 
automatic washer and the wringing process stopped. 
 
Laundry was complicated. Whites required bluing and bleaching. This included sheets and all my 
Catholic school blouses and my father’s white shirts. My father, a tool and die maker, never felt 
he was a common worker. He wore a suit, white shirt, and tie to work every day and changed 
into work clothes at the plant. He was very good at what he did. He worked for all the major 
companies in San Francisco in the 50s.  When there was a very precise job of cutting to be done, 
other companies would borrow him for the day. I remember he would wake up at 5:00 a.m. to 
watch Sunrise Semester on TV. He would be working calculations on a slide rule, learning 
advanced calculus. Neither of my parents had much schooling, having grown up during the 
Depression.  
 
For my father, deep feelings of worthlessness and despair drove him to alcohol at the age of 13. 
He never recovered, nor did he seem to want to. Saturdays were complicated because my father 
would leave the house at noon to start his second drinking binge, the first one having taken 
place on Friday night, after he was paid.     
 
For my mother, her lack of education was just one more problem she tackled head on. Her goal 
was to earn money to support us, since my father's check went straight to the bar. She would 
take $20 from his pocket after he had passed out on Friday nights. She wanted to save, save, 
save, so that she would never be penniless and I would never have to work in factories as she 
and her sisters had.  When I was about 9 years old there was a big fight much bigger than the 
weekly ones. My father had found my mother’s bank passbook. Somehow, she had saved 
$10,000.  My mother earned $50 a week, my father $150, but we saw little of his money.  My 
father took half of the saved money and then he went on a very big binge. My mother cried, a 
lot. For her, money was security. When she finished crying, she began saving again and she 
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moved the passbook to her sister’s house. This was the second time he had found her savings 
and spent it.  
 
After the whites were washed, bleached, and blued, she would hang them out to dry; she never 
owned clothes dryer. We had a large porch at the back of our apartment and there were eight, 
12-foot clotheslines on it. As a little girl, I would move the sheets around and make a house. I 
would sit inside the gleaming white sheets at my table and chair and play. When she was done, 
all eight lines were covered with laundry. When all the laundry was hung out, my mom would 
start cooking some wonderful meal; pot roast with onions simmered for hours so that it fell 
apart, moist and delicious; beef rolls cooked in tomato sauce; fried chicken, breaded and 
simmered. Then, while the food cooked, she would clean. 
 
She washed all the windows in the apartment every week, inside and out, because buses ran 
outside and the windows would get dirty. Our apartment was up two stories; she would sit on 
the windowsill with her head and body outside and push the double-hung windows up and 
down to clean. I would hold onto her, frightened, but she would say, no, there’s nothing to be 
afraid of, but I didn’t let go. She would dust and wax the furniture, then wash and wax the 
kitchen floor and all the hardwood floors on her hands and knees. The rugs received special 
treatment. She didn’t think vacuuming got the dirt out, so after vacuuming, she washed all the 
rugs with soap and water and a rag, again on her knees. 
 
Now, it was time to iron and starch. The seven white shirts my father wore (he wanted a new 
one everyday), five school blouses for me, then her clothes and the sheets. “Not a lot of ironing 
for the sheets,” she would tell me, “just a little press.” 
 
At about 5:00 my mother would be through. She would call my father at the bar and tell him 
dinner was ready and ask him to come home. Later, she would send me to the bar to bring him 
home. He never came, for my mother or for me. The two of us would have dinner and watch TV 
together and go to bed. I would lie there, half awake in my room, waiting for the jingle of the 
keys at 2:00 a.m. that signified my father’s return, drunk. I would lie in bed not breathing, 
waiting for the inevitable yelling and screaming.  
 
Sometimes, my mother would run out of the house in her nightgown and call the police, but the 
police would just let him go a few hours later and things would be much worse when he 
returned. My father never hit my mother, just the walls, but he would chase her, and trap her in 
corners and swear and curse at her. Eventually, he would pass out, and there would be quiet. 
 
Once, my father came home drunk in the middle of a Saturday afternoon. He fell on the wood 
slat porch outside the door to the apartment. My mother was sweeping and saw him fall. She 
had had enough. She ran to where he fell and hit him over and over with the straw end of the 
broom. She yelled at him, she cried, and she went into the house and sat down. My father was 
dumbfounded and for once he couldn’t speak. I was about 10. As I watched, amazed, the scene 
went deep into my memory.  
 
Nothing changed between my mother and father but something changed in me. I had been a 
shy, introverted, and insecure child, ashamed of myself and my parents and what went on in our 
house. Although I didn’t understand it in words, some part of me understood what had 
happened; my mother had never surrendered, had never given up, had never been defeated, 
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not by my father, not to losing her mother when she was 6, not to being sent to work at the age 
of 12, not to all the cruelties of life that she had endured.  
I changed in ways I didn’t realize. From then on nothing could defeat me; I was no longer 
ashamed; I would succeed in my life in the face of any adversity and do whatever I needed to 
do. I had seen my mother beat back the darkness, and I was no longer afraid. I knew I had it in 
me; I was my mother’s daughter.  


