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She’ll Never Tell

With her mesh bag over her shoulder, Mercedes paused just inside the apartment complex’s laundry room door. A wave of humid, “mountain-fresh” air laden with lint wafted to her nose. She sneezed and trudged into the room. Grabbing the nearest cart, she dumped the heavy bag into it.  

I really should do laundry more often, she told herself. Then I wouldn’t have so much to do all at once.

She was usually here in the middle of the night, when she got off work at the Kaffeteria or when she couldn’t sleep. At those hours the laundry room was vacant or nearly so. The overhead fluorescents bathed the scene in weak blue light making the worn vinyl flooring and the white enamel of the machines gray.

This afternoon it was like arriving late to a party already well underway. Thronged with people, the space was raucous with conversations shouted over the mechanical racket and buffering earbuds. Music boomed from smartphones and portable radios, with different tunes competing for attention. Daylight streaming through plate glass windows brightened the room. The washers and dryers gleamed. 

At first glance, it appeared that every machine was in use. Not surprisingly; lots of college students rented apartments in the complex. Like Mercedes, they did their laundry whenever they had a spare moment. Or when they’d fished a worn-too-often shirt or pants off the floor for the last time and had no choice but to get a wash done.

Ugh. She didn’t have all day for this; she needed to get to work. Mercedes vultured a washer that was on the rinse-and-spin cycle so she would be ready to jump on it when it became free. It was an unwritten laundry-room rule. If your load finished and you weren’t there to retrieve it, the machine was fair game. Anyone could haul out your newly-washed clothes and dump them in a cart or on a folding table.

There had at one time been a sign reading “PLEASE REMOVE YOUR CLOTHES PROMPTLY FOR THE NEXT WAITING CUSTOMER.” But someone with an eye to repurposing it appropriated it.

“It’s almost done. You’re next.”

Mercedes whirled to see a familiar face. “Oh, hi,” she said to Ollie.

She hadn’t seen him in a while but he looked as stressed now as he had then. She recalled he’d been working two jobs trying to raise extra cash. 

More stressed, even. And thinner. Lean—she could even say “skinny”—Ollie had lost weight since she last saw him. Even his fine blonde hair seemed sparser. The only thing that had grown were the dark circles under his eyes.

“You doin’ OK?” she asked.

“Yeah, fine,” Ollie replied. “You?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Place looks a whole lot better since they redid it.”

“Sure does,” Mercedes said although the need to refurbish had been her fault. 

One late night, she and Ollie had been the only two people using the laundromat. Loading her clothes into a washer, she pulled a notebook and pencil from the pocket of the apron she wore at work. Not just any notebook and pencil, it was an upscale Moleskine notebook and a pencil labeled “Blackwing” in gold lettering. Both had been abandoned by a customer at the Kaffeteria coffeehouse where Mercedes worked part-time. Bussing the table, she had kept them rather than discard them. 

Bored waiting for her wash to finish she considered using the notebook and pencil for a writing exercise. Experts advised strengthening one’s writing muscles with character sketches. The washer stopped. Preparing to transfer the wet garments to a dryer, she tucked the pencil behind her ear and accidentally stabbed herself. The graphite point remained embedded in her skin.

The injury didn’t become infected. But hours later as she tried to sleep, the “Lead in Her Head” burned and drove her to put the fancy pencil and notebook to work. In her apartment, she crafted a scene describing a horde of zombies attacking the laundromat. The next morning, she discovered that by giving substance to what was only an image in her mind, she inadvertently summoned actual monsters who wrecked the laundry room. 

After a futile attempt to identify the vandals, Management gave up and repaired the damage. To this day, Mercedes was the only one who could explain the destruction and she wasn’t talking.

The washer grinding to a halt brought her back to the present. Ollie opened the door and pulled out garment after garment. He had overloaded the machine and Mercedes considered him lucky the washer hadn’t malfunctioned.

She chuckled. “You did like me, left washing to the absolute last minute.”

“Huh?”

“Looks like you’ve got your entire wardrobe there.”

“Oh, yeah. Practically. Well, I’m packing and I’d rather pack clean clothes than dirty ones.”

“Packing? You going on a trip? Where ya going?”

“Moving in with my mom.”

Mercedes remembered. Ollie’s second job was to raise money to help an ailing mother. Mercedes wondered if the woman’s condition had worsened but was reluctant to ask. She didn’t want to bring up what might be a sore subject. She took the chance and asked, “Is she not doing any better?”

“Oh, much better, thanks. Still weak but at least she’s home.  No, that’s not the problem. I gotta get out of my apartment and I’ve run out of options. Can’t find my own place.” He scowled. “Everyone wants way too much. I’ve been paying all I can as it is. I can’t afford anything more expensive.”

“So, like, why are you leaving?”

He sighed. “So many things in my place are busted. It’s making me crazy.” 

“What’s wrong?”

“One of the kitchen cabinet doors came off. A screw for one of the hinges was loose. I borrowed a screwdriver and tried to tighten it but the hole it goes into is all stripped out. The door was just hanging. I finally had to take off the whole damn thing.

“Oh, and then there was the drawer. You know, where you put the knives and forks and stuff? One day I pulled it out and when I tried to close it the back end just dropped down. Like some kind of brace or bracket inside the cabinet that was supposed to hold it in place had fallen off or something. Stuff fell out. Anyhow, I can’t use that drawer.

“I complained about it to the landlord. She said the way it sounded, the only way to fix it would be to take off the entire countertop. Which she wasn’t going to do.

“Then microwave quit.”

Mercedes shuddered. She used her microwave all the time. She couldn’t recall when she last used the oven.

“Now that I couldn’t fix myself. I sure wasn’t going to buy a new microwave. I called the landlord about it but she wouldn’t do anything.  Not about the cabinet door or the drawer or the microwave or anything. She whined and said plumbers and electricians and carpenters are too expensive. If I want repairs done, she’ll have to raise my rent.”

“Contact Maintenance to get it fixed.”

“Well, I can’t, see? ‘Cause I’m not renting from Cloud 9 Apartments. It’s awkward. It’s a sublet. So, I have to contact the landlord, the one who’s actually on the lease.”

Mercedes frowned. “I didn’t think that was permitted. Sublets.”

“I don’t think Management is happy about it but there’s nothing in the lease agreement that prohibits it.” Ollie rolled his eyes. “The place is falling apart but I’m afraid to contact the landlord. It’s too stressful. I gotta get out.”
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Guilt’s Clammy Hands

A young woman pushing one laundry cart and pulling another jostled Mercedes. “Oh, sorry, sorry,” the woman said and with a weak smile steered her load forward.

Mercedes sent up a silent prayer of gratitude that she didn’t have any of Ollie’s problems. Her studio apartment didn’t hold much more than a bed and a table but it was all hers. She could have a larger space if she shared with a roommate but would that work? She'd heard horror stories about slovenly roommates who left dirty plates lying around attracting ants and roaches. Roommates with downright scary friends, roommates who dodged their share of the rent ....

“And if that wasn’t bad enough,” Ollie was saying, “she sent this guy to lecture me about complaining too much. He actually let himself into the apartment when I wasn’t there. He was waiting for me when I got home.”

“Can he do that?”

Ollie grimaced. “I guess since she’s the tenant of record she has a key. He called himself Handyman. Maybe that was his name because he sure didn’t fix anything. All he did was tell me if I bitched again he’d come back and give me something to really complain about. I didn’t think he meant the microwave.”

“He threatened you?”

“He sure left me spooked, I can tell you.” 

“I see why you want to move. So, like, what’s the problem? Is it living with
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