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lmagine Chekhov's story "Grief" in the first person' An old man

telling us his 'on 
n"'"jt-i" il' w" would feel embarrassed' un-

comfortable, """" 
bo'"'i;;t precisely as the cabman's fares in

the story did But "dffi 'd;'::lt":::,Jiil';ff ;::JI;
aig"ity. W" absorb the author's compassron

moved, if not by 
'f''" '"J-a"^it" 

U"t'" old man talking to his horse'

I think it's because we are all pretty insecure'

I mean if I just p'"'""'"a to you this woman I'm writing about

now'..
"l'm a single woman in her late fifties' I work in a doctor's of-

fice. I ride ho-" o" th" bus' Every Sarurday I do my laundry and

then I shop 
" 

t-ttttty'' """ii"V 'i'" 
Stt"d"y Chronicle and go home'"

You'd saY, Give me a break'

But my 
"o', 

on""' with "Every Saturday' after the laundromat

and the grocery 
""'""'i"'O"ught 

th"'St'nday Chronicle"' You'll

listen to all the compulsive' obsessive boring little details of''1his

woman's, lt""'i""^il life only because.it is"written in the third

person. You'll feel, ilil;;-;arrator-thinks there is something in

this dreary "'"^"""lo'th 
*titi"g about there must be' I'll read

on and see what haPPens'

Nothing n"pp"'ii ^tiually' 
In fact the story isnt even wntten

vet. What I hope ;d;;; the use-of intricate detail' to make

,hi, *o*"" 'o 
U"til*Ut" yot' t"ot help but feel for her'
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Most r,l riters use props and scenery from their orvn lives. For

example, my l-lcnrietta cats her meager little dinner cverv night

on a bluc placc mat, using exquisitc hcavy Italian stainlcss cutlery.

An odd detail, incclt-tsistent, it may seem, u'ith this r'l'oman u'ho

cLlts out couPons for Brarvny torvels, but it engagcs the reader's cu-

riosity. At least I hoPe it rvill.

I don't thir-rl, I'll give any erplanation in thc storv. I myself eat

rvith such elcgant cutlery. Last vcar I orclcrecl six place scttings

from thc N,luser-rm of Nloderr-r Art Christmas catalog. Vcry cxpen-

sive, a huncirecl cloliars, but u'orth it' it scen-recl' I have six plates

ancl six cl-rerirs. N'laybe ['ll givc a clinner partl', I thought at tl-re

timc. It turncci out to bc, hou'evcr' a hundred for six pieces' Tivo

forks, trvo knivcs, t\\'o sPoons. One place setting' I r'r'as embar-

rasscd to send them back, hgurecl r.vcll n-raybc ncxt year I',d ordcr

another one.

Henrietta eats u'itl-r her pretty cutlcry and drinks Calistoga

from a goblet. She has salad in el lvooden bou'l ancl a Lean Cuisine

un a din,l"r platc. wl'rilc sl-re eats she reercls the Thi.s \\/orld sectiou

rvhere all the articlcs seeln t() havc bcen'uvrittcn by the san-re first

Pers()n.
Hcnrietta can't $,ait lilr N4onclay. Sl-re is in love rvith Dr. B.' the

nephrologist. N{any nursc/secrctaries are in love rvilh "thcir" cloctors'

Sort of a Dclla Strcct sYndrome'

Dr. B. is Lrasccl r-rpon thc ncphrologist I rrscd to work for' I cer-

tainlv rvasn't in lol'c rvith him. I'cl loke sometimes and say \ve had

a love/hatc rclartionsl-rip. FIc n,as so hatcful it must have remindecl

me ol ltou' lorc af'hirs gct. stlrnctitncs'

Shirley, my predeccssor, was in lovc rvith hin-r' thor-rgh' Shc

pointcd out all thc birthday prcsents shc had given him' 
-fhe planter

rvith thc ivy ar-rd the lirtle brass bicyclc. 'i'he mirror r,vith the

lrostcd koala bear. 
-f 

he pen sct. Shc said he just Iovecl all his pres-

cnts cxccpt for the furry shecpskin bicycle seat' Shc had to cx-

changc it tbr biking glovcs.
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In my story Dr. B. laughs at Flenrietta about the seat, is really

mocking and cruel, as he most certainly could be. This rvill actu-

ally be the climax of thc story, rvhen she realizes the disdain he

feeis fbr her, horv pitiful her love is.

The day I started rvorking there I ordered paper go\ /ns. Shirley

usecl cotton ones: "Blue plaid for boys, pink roses for girls'" (Nlost

of our paticnts \\'ere so old thcy used rvalkers.) Evcry rveekcnd

shc'd lug thc laundry home on thc bus arncl not onll' u'ash it br-rt

starch and iron it. I havc my I Ienrictta doing thrs too . . . ironing

on Sunday, after she cleans hcr apartment.

Of course a lot ol my story is about Henrietta's habits. Habits.

Not even that thcy are so bad in themsclves, but they go on for so

long. Every Saturday, ycar zilter ycar.

Irvery Sunday I{enrietta reacls the pink scction. 
.I'he 

horoscopc

['rrst, alu,ays on pagc I6, the paper's habit. Usually the stars have

racy things to say about I Ienrietta. "Fr-rll moon, sexy Scorp, and

vou knon,r,l'hal that means! Get sct to sizzlel"

On Sundays, after clcaning and ironing, Ilenrietta malies

soncthing spccial for clinner. A Cornish game hen. Stove'lbp
stuffing and cranbcrry saucc. Creamed peas. A Forever Yours for

rlessert.

After she 'uvashcs the dishcs she r,vatches 60 Minutes. It's not

that she is particulariy intercstcd in thc Program. She likes the

staff. Diane $311ryer so r.r'ell-brcd and prctty and the men are all

solid ancl rcliable anci concerned. She likes it u'hen they look wor-

r iccl ar-rd shakc their he,acls or rvhen it's a funny story they smile

,rnd shake thcir heads. N{ost of all she likcs the shots of thc big

u,atch. 'fhe minute hancl and the click click click of thc time.
.Ihcn 

she rvatches Nlurder, She Wrote, u'irich she clocsn't likc

lrLrt there is nothing else on.

I\r-r having a hard time u,riting about Sunday. Getting the long

lrollor'r,fecling of Sunclays. No r-nail and faraway lawn mou'ers, the

lropelessne ss.
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Or hor,v to clescribe Henrietta's eagerness for Monday morn-

ing. 'fhe tick rick of his bicycle pedals and the click when he locks

his door to change into his blue suit.

"Have a nice u'eckend?" she asks. He never ans\4/ers' He never

says hello or good-byc''

At night she holds the cloor open for him, as he is walking out

u,irh his bikc.
"Good-bye! Flave a good one!" she smiles'

'A good u,hnt? For Christ's sake, stop saying that'"

But no matter ho$, nasty hc is to her Henrietta believes there

is a boncl betu,een them. He has a clubfbot, a severe limp' whereas

she has scoliosis, a curvature. A hunchback, in fact' She is self-

cor-rscious and shy but undcrstands hor'v he can be so caustic'

Oncc he told her she had the tu,o qualifications for being a nurse . . '

"stupicl ancl servile."

Aftcr Murder, She Wrote, Henrietta takes a bath, pampering

herself u'ith floral-scented bath beads'

She ll'atches the nelr's then as she smoothes lotion on her face

and hands. she has put \4/ater on for tea. she likes the \r,eather

report. 'fhe little suns above Ncbraska and North Dakota' Rain

clouds over Floricla and Louisiana'

She lies in becl, sipping Sleepytime tea' She wishes she had her

old electric blanl'ct rvith the switch Lo-x''IED-Hor' The new blan-

ket r.r,as aclvertised as the Intelligent Electric Blanket. The blanket

knou,s it isn'r cold so it doesn't get hot. She wishes it would get

hot, comforting. It's too smart for its own good! She laughs out

loud. The sound is startlir-rg in the little room'

She turns off the TV and sips her tea' listening to cars pulling

in and out of the Arco station across the street. sometimes a car

stops r,vith a screech at the telephone booth' A car door slams and

soon thc car speeds ar'vaY.

She hears someone drirre uP slor'vly to the phones' Loud jazz

music comes from the car. Henrietta turns off the light' raises the
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blind by her bed, just a little. The windou, is steamed. The car
radio plays Lester Young. The man talking on the phone holds it
with his chin. He wipes his forehead with a handkerchief. I lean
against the cool rvindowsill and watch him. I listen to the su,eet

saxophone play "Polka Dots and Moonbeams." In the steam of the
glass I write a word. What? N4y name? A man's name? Henrietta?
Love? Whatever it is I erase it quickly before anyone can see.


