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Danielle Lensen

Groceries with Grandma

My chin feels tight as it rests on top of my car’s steering wheel.   
 It’s another Saturday afternoon.  A beautiful Saturday 

afternoon to any other blissfully normal person. The sun is just 
starting to peek over Margot’s Family Restaurant across the street. 
The smell of fluffy waffles lingers through the air from Margot’s 
weekly “All You Can Eat (Limit of 8) Waffle Buffet.”  Kids are 
riding their bikes.  Birds are chirping.  I even watch as a dad tries 
relentlessly to help his daughter take her first few spins on a bike 
without training wheels. 

It’s all disgusting.
My faded jeans bunch up as I shift in my seat.  A sigh forces its 

way out of my mouth, and I let my head fall against the headrest 
with a thump.  I’ve been stalling time by sitting in my car in the 
parking lot of Pa’s Grocery for twenty minutes now.  Not outside 
enjoying this disgustingly beautiful Saturday afternoon—nope.  
Here, at Pa’s Grocery on another Saturday taking my grandmother 
to get her weekly groceries.  Maybe if I stayed in the car long 
enough, she’d forget I was even here. Another dramatic sigh leaves 
my mouth.  Doubtful.  I’ve been sighing intensely for the past ten 
minutes, hoping to build up enough fog on my windows to write 
“Save. Me. Please.” 

I’d just built up enough fog on the windshield to write “Save 
M—” when Joey Moretti’s blurry face appears behind my half 
written “e.”  Joey’s the new kid who works at Pa’s on the week-
ends.  He was introduced to the wrath of my grandmother only 
a few weeks ago when she violently used her cane to knock over 
a whole display of Spam after Joey told her they didn’t carry the 

lower sodium kind.  I’m pretty sure he cried.  I squint at him.  
His maroon and white uniform hangs off his thin figure. A 

weird stain is on his black apron above his left pocket.  He looks 
scared.  I think he’s actually hyperventilating.  I roll my window 
down. 

“Taylor, you need to come in,” he says quickly and with his 
bottom lip quivering, “Your grandma just threatened to kick Stan 
because she said he isn’t slicing the meat correctly.” 

A broken sigh leaves his mouth. “You know how Stan is, Tay. I 
won’t be able to hold him back if she actually hits him, and I don’t 
know about you, but I would be perfectly happy not seeing an 
overweight butcher take down an elderly woman.  Please.”

“Oh my God.  This is not my life,” I say out loud, pounding the 
steering wheel with each word.  Joey opens the driver’s side door 
and reaches across me to unbuckle my seatbelt. 

“Let’s go,” he says. “I’m pretty sure I left right before she was 
going to throw the ham.” He laughs through his nose.  His left 
knee gives a nervous twitch as I get out of my car.  I am two steps 
slower than him as we walk toward the front entrance of Pa’s.  My 
Converse shoes scrape against the cold concrete.

“I should be eating waffles, Joey...waffles,” I say as the front 
doors slide open.

“You and me both,” he murmurs as we step inside.

I’ve been driving my Grandma Cecilia to the grocery store for 
over a year now.  Don’t underestimate her, though.  She’s able to 
drive.  It’s just that she got her license taken away last year after 
she angrily sideswiped a stop sign as she left the DMV parking 
lot.  The DMV guy refused to renew her driver’s license due to her 
poor eyesight.  

“A normal part of aging,” he told her.  She didn’t take it too 
well.

“This is America isn’t it?!” she snarled to the skinny man 
behind the desk, “You’d sure as heck let Barack Obama renew his 
license if he wanted to, wouldn’t you—huh?!—and his eyesight is 
terrible.  He can’t even see how bad the economy is.”

The guy behind the desk quickly looked at me with a Really? 
We just went there? look.  

The police waited until midnight to tow my grandma’s car.  
Chickens.    

My grandma’s a tough lady because, according to my dad, she 
grew up with no other choice.  Her father threw her around quite 
a bit because he was heavy into alcohol, and her mother wasn’t 
ever really around with thirteen other kids to look after.  The 
only man who ever got through my grandma’s callousness was my 
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grandpa, Theo.  He teased her in that way that married couples do.  
He’d smile big, showing the deep crinkles around his mouth.

“Gee, ya know, Cecilia, I really missed you yelling at me 
today.  I just...I couldn’t wait to get home from work today because 
I knew you’d be here,” I remember him saying one day when I 
stopped by my grandparents’ house after school.  I always stopped 
by to eat supper with them after Grandpa would get back from 
work.  My grandma would always be bustling around the kitchen 
when I came over.   

“This corn mush is overcooked,” he’d say as he played around 
with the food on his plate.  He complained about all of my grand-
ma’s cooking, but he would never eat anybody else’s food.  Never.  
Not even mine, and I considered myself as one of his favorites.

“Isn’t it overcooked?” he’d ask me with a big smile on his face.  
He always had this look in his eye that said I’m about to tick off 
your Grandma and it’s going to be funny, so you better laugh.  

“You want some milk, Tay?  To, you know, get that mush 
down?”  he’d say with a wink, “I can get Grandma to get us some 
milk—CECILIA, WE WANT MILK!”  He’d give out a thick laugh 
and squish up his nose so the wrinkles above his eyebrows grew 
big.  He’d grab my knee, and we’d both wait for Grandma to yell 
at us.  

“SHUT UP,” she’d yell. “I don’t have my hearing aids in, and 
what you’re saying isn’t worth trying to hear.” My grandma always 
wore her hearing aids. She loved my grandpa.

Grandpa Theo died this past January. He had liver cancer, and 
the doctors just couldn’t get control of it.  On top of that, his lungs 
were bad because of the pneumonia he had caught during the war.  
The doctors said all they could do was make him comfortable and 
wait until he died.  I was in the room with him and Grandma 
when he signed the form telling the doctors he didn’t want them 
to resuscitate when it came to that point.  His hands, once strong 
and able to do anything, were thin and shaky as he signed his 
name. His breath was quick and short. I couldn’t tell if it was be-
cause he was trying not to cry or if it was his bad lungs. He looked 
so small, and Grandma looked so angry.

My grandpa died three days after that, and that’s when my 
grandma got really uncontrollable.  She didn’t cry at the funeral.  
She didn’t blink or talk at the wake.  Her mean streak hit its 
all-time high a few weeks after the services when all the funeral 
plants were delivered to her house. 

“Who decided that ferns were a funeral flower?  I have four-
teen ferns sitting in my living room.  I hate ferns.  The leaves look 
like ugly pieces of toilet paper,” she yelled at our whole family 
as we sat in the sunroom. They were all there because they felt 

they were obligated to be, not because they felt she needed them.  
Later that night, my dad got a call from Mr. Crowlie, my grandma 
and grandpa’s neighbor.  He called complaining that my grandma 
wouldn’t stop throwing plants through the windows of her house. 

“Make her stop or I’ll call the police to make her stop,” he hol-
lered through the phone.

My dad stood frozen in the living room, not knowing what to 
do or say. He didn’t want to call the police on his own mother, but 
at the same time, he was too afraid to go over there to make her 
stop.  Completely fed up with this family, I immediately grabbed 
my keys and drove to her house.  Sure enough, glass shards were 
all over her front porch, glittering in the moonlight, as I walked to 
her front door.  I caught two ferns mid-throw until I finally talked 
her into getting into my car.  I stuffed all the ugly ferns into my 
trunk and drove her to Furrow’s Lake outside of town.  The water 
was calm and looked as smooth as glass—totally undisturbed.

“Get out,” I snapped as I put the car in park on the bridge 
overlooking the lake.  For a half second, she looked at me in shock 
as if I had the guts to yell at her. 

“Go,” I yelled. She glared at me as she got out of my car.  I ran 
around the back and grabbed all the stupid ferns.  I dumped them 
on the side of the road where she was standing, looking down at 
the lake.  I got a running start and let out a primal scream as I 
threw the first fern with all my strength into the lake below, shat-
tering the calm water.  Grandma and I stood staring at each other 
for a minute before something clicked with her.  We spent the 
next three hours throwing ferns into the lake.  After that, I drove 
her home and swept up the glass on her front porch.

The vent above the sliding door whooshes and flattens my hair 
as I walk into Pa’s Grocery.  Joey quickly points in the direction of 
my grandmother and runs into the back room.  I roll my eyes and 
walk slowly over to the meat counter.

I look down at the floor and itch my nose before the yelling 
reaches my ears.  It’s muffled, but I hear Stan yell something about 
a meat shredder and my grandma retaliate with something inap-
propriate.  I take a deep breath before rounding the corner.

“The machine won’t slice meat that thin, Cecilia!” Stan yells, 
“You can’t just barge in here and disrespect the employees of this 
store every time you’re in here!  We know how to do our job.  I’ve 
had enough—we’ve had enough!  You need to leave, right now. 
Leave!”  He’s pointing toward the front entrance.  His face is crim-
son and sweat glistens his forehead.

“Don’t talk to me like that!  The customers are always right!  If 
it wasn’t for me coming in here every week, you wouldn’t have a 
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store, Stan.  I’m the reason you’re still in business,” she sneers.
“You need milk don’t you, Grandma?” I ask loudly and lock 

eyes with Stan.  He shakes his head and turns around. 
“What? Well, Jesus, it’s Taylor.  It’s about time.  Where did you 

go to park the car?!  Chicago?  Jesus,” she finishes.  She whips her 
cart around and throws her package of meat on the floor.  I grab 
the skin between my eyebrows.  Stan’s voice makes me open my 
eyes.

“When is it going to stop, Taylor?” he asks calmly, “I mean 
really.  I dread coming to work because I hate the idea of seeing 
your grandma.  I fight with her every time she’s here.  I can’t do it 
anymore.”

I laugh through my nose and quickly glance at the floor.  I 
take a deep breath and smile at Stan before grabbing a cold block 
of cheese from the front of the counter.   

“Taylor,” Stan says, “Something needs to change.”
“Do you think I don’t know that?” I spit out. “Do you think 

I’m honestly okay with the fact that my grandma has been acting 
this way for months and that I’ve been the one who’s had to deal 
with it while the rest of my family thinks everything is okay?  
Don’t talk to me like you have any say in this.  You don’t even 
know who she is.”  I storm off and turn the corner, almost run-
ning into Joey.  He grabs my shoulder.

“Taylor—”
“I don’t want to hear it right now, whatever it is.  I don’t care,” 

I say, trying to walk around him.
“No, you—she’s in aisle five.  She—,” he takes a deep breath, 

“I don’t know if she’s okay.”  His breathing is heavy, as if he’s been 
running around.  His pupils are dilated, and his hair is all wind-
blown.

I run past the aisles and dash around the center freezer.  I 
nearly knock over the a tower of Gatorade before rounding the 
corner by the milk.  I stop in my tracks, and I feel Joey run into 
me.  My grandma is lying helplessly on the floor.  Several broken 
gallons of milk lay on the floor.  Milk is everywhere.  A weird 
sound is coming from my grandma’s direction.  

She’s crying.  My grandma’s crying on the floor.  I feel every 
bone in my body shift, and my heart falls to my feet.  Hot tears 
singe my eyes.  I quickly wipe them away and feel Stan and Joey 
behind me.  

“Are you guys closing up in a few minutes?” I ask, my voice 
cracking as I continue to wipe the tears from my face.

“We can,” Stan says as he briefly grabs the back of my elbow.
Joey reaches into the left corner of his apron pocket.  I hear a 

jingling noise.  I walk toward my grandma as Stan strolls toward 

the front of the store and flicks off the Open sign.  The jingling 
noise gets louder as I see Joey fumbling with the locks.  The 
sounds coming from my grandma make my heart break into tiny  
pieces.  She’s still lying on the cold linoleum as I walk over and lie 
down next to her on the chilly floor.  

“He’s not going to come back, is he?” my grandma asks, look-
ing up at the ceiling.  Her voice is hollow.  Lonely.

I scoot closer and feel icy milk drench the back of my shirt.  I 
hold her hand and decide not to let go. 


