
My grandmother shops like she is feeding an army that never existed. Every Saturday morning, 

she moves through the aisles of the same grocery store she has shopped in for forty years, 

stopping at each shelf with the deliberateness of someone defusing a bomb. She squeezes 

every tomato. She holds bread loaves up to the fluorescent light as though they contain 

something worth examining. She reads the back of every cereal box even though she has 

bought the same cereal since 1987. 

I used to find this unbearable. 

I am seventeen, and I have places to be. I have a phone full of conversations happening without 

me. Standing in the canned goods aisle watching my grandmother compare two identical tins of 

chickpeas felt, for most of my life, like a minor punishment. 

Then last spring she forgot where we had parked the car. 

We stood in the parking lot for twenty minutes. She was not panicked, that was the part that 

stayed with me. She stood very still in the thin April sunlight, her canvas bag hanging from both 

hands, and looked around the lot with an expression I had never seen on her before. Not 

confusion exactly. More like a person listening for something they are no longer sure they will 

hear. 

I found the car two rows over. She laughed when she saw it, a short, dismissive laugh, and said 

her mind was getting lazy. I laughed too. We drove home and she made tea and cut the 

tomatoes she had squeezed so carefully into a salad, and everything was the same as it always 

was. 

But I started going to the store differently after that. 

I stopped walking ahead of her. I stopped pulling out my phone between aisles. I began to watch 

instead really watch the way she navigates a place she has moved through for four decades. The 

way her hand finds the shelf edge without looking. The way she greets the woman at the deli 

counter by name, and the woman greets her back with the particular warmth reserved for 

people who have shown up consistently for years. The way she pauses, always, at the same spot 

near the bakery, where the smell of bread hits strongest, and closes her eyes for just a second. 

 

I never asked her what she was thinking in that moment. I still don't. Some things are not mine 

to know. 

What I know is this: she is mapping something. Every squeeze of a tomato, every cereal box 

held up to the light, every name exchanged at the deli counter it is all part of a world she has 

built with extraordinary care over an ordinary lifetime. And somewhere in the parking lot last 



April, I understood that the day will come when she will not be able to find the car. And then 

the day after that. 

The grocery store has not changed. I have. 

I still have places to be. The phone is still full of conversations. But on Saturday mornings, I 

move through the aisles at my grandmother's pace now, not because I have learned patience, 

exactly, but because I have learned that some maps only exist while someone is still walking 

them. And when they stop, the territory does not disappear. But no one will ever read it quite 

the same way again. 


