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Tina sits quietly on the wi ndow | edge, day after day, on the
broad sill. How she loves to stare idly out the wi ndow at the ever-
moving traffic, busying herself with her continuous washing. Tina
works rhythmcally, licking and Iicking her fur; inspecting her claws.
Flexing them And as she does this, the sun's rays come through the
glass —stall and shatter at the cat's huge, dark shape - then slide
round her body, gathering again in a pool of light on the dusty floor.

Jana doesn't like Tina. But this cat doesn't mnd. Al that
matters is her position at the w ndow

Each tinme the cleaning |lady attenpts to wipe the sill, the anim
angrily challenges her. For this reason alone, Jana can't wash the
dusty, brown, plaid drapes that hang linply at either side of Ms.
Tucker's front w ndow.
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Only for a few hours, once a nonth, Jana cleans Ms. Tucker’s
little house. The wonan, a retired, real estate agent, lives al one
except for the cat.

As Jana cl eans, the sun's presence in the room highlights thick
| ayers of dust, which formand swirl in the incomng shafts of |ight.
Ms. Tucker's electric carpet sweeper (or so Ms. Tucker calls it)
does such a fine job. It can vacuumevery tiny cat hair and dust - bal
fromunder the worn, brown couch against the wall.

The cat watches warily, eyes noving slowy, while Jana Hansen
effortlessly pulls the bullet-shaped machi ne about the roomon its
shining, silver runners. The strength of the sweeper's great sucking
power - the thoroughness of the cleaning it does - amazes the cleaning
wonman. She thrusts the nozzle forward, as if attacking, delighting in
the way the dust balls beneath the couch huddl e, quiver and shudder.
Faster and faster the dust balls nmove, as the slimnozzle attachnent
seeks themout, instantly pulling them powerfully into the black
accordi on pl eated hose.

Thi s sweeper outmatches the industrial vacuum kept at the office
bui | di ng where Jana works nights. No cl eaner on the market can touch
it. This Jana knows. She understands the machi ne as well as those

who built it.
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When she went to the appliance store to do sone conpari son
shoppi ng, a runpl ed | ooki ng sal esnan gl adl y denonstrated the newest
nodel of the same brand; but she left him standi ng over a
scattering of dust w thout the hoped-for sale. The new machine
failed to conmpare with Jana's high standards - to work and work

har d.

"When the sun wakes me, and there is work to be done, | cannot
stay in bed a nonent longer!"” Jana tells her famly and friends often.

Jana awakens in the norning to prepare breakfast for her husband
and six children. After packing the eight brown bag |unches, she
wor ks her way, room by room through her own small house. Bit by bit,
little by little, she picks up and straightens the norning di sorder

On Mondays, she cleans for Ms. Thomas in the early norning, then
for three hours in the afternoon - Ms. Pierpont in her antiquated and
anti que-| aden house on the other side of town. There are many ot her
| adi es she works for on different days of the nonth - always rotating
and alternating like this, Jana makes her rounds.

Whi |l e she works, her homenmade soup sinmers on the back of her
stove awaiting her arrival at six P.M; there is just enough tinme to

make supper for the family before she nust | eave agai n.
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By seven, the nother bids her children "goodbye" and drives

downtown to a | arge, deserted office building. Here she works al one

each weekday evening, dusting the desks of the many offices, and

scrubbing the long corridors in the half-light. As she works, the

clean floor gleans behind her. And as she continues, up-welling

i mmges of her past surround her.

At those tines, the building seenms to step aside, and Jana

i magi nes herself in the mddle of a vast sunflower field, with each

gol den fl ower head turned toward the sun.

Towering, stone silos appear on the horizon, shining in the

bright sunlight, like the glistening fl oors she washes.

Jana t hinks of how the sun works to make the grass grow, the

grass the cows eat sustains their lives, and allows themto produce

the mlk in their warmbodies . . .and fromthe nmlk, she realizes,

swayi ng on her knees and noving the wet soap-filled brush regularly

with a strong arm stroke along the vinyl tiles, fromthe mlk comnes

the butter and the cheese. Everything works together to help

everything el se. Masses of butter and cheese, and eggs too, fromthe

chickens, the grain in the silo.... Her thoughts run on and on with

the wonder of it all.
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Jana pauses and renenbers, she can al nost hear her nother's |ow,
fam liar voice repeating: "Everyone on the farmnmust do his very best
job; we give much good to each other's lives. Al ways do your best,
Jana, at whatever task."

Up and down the rows of offices the scrubwonman works, dunpi ng out
the trash baskets, unknown and uncared about by those who occupy those
desks in the daytine. On she goes hunming quietly, thinking about her
past, never skipping anything, though no one will notice.

Jana, as a young girl, had been quite pretty. Her new husband
admred his bride - her beautiful fresh face and | ovely blond hair;
and he liked the way she kept their little roons so neat and spotl ess.

Later, when he could no | onger find work on the farns, the
growing famly migrated to the East to Long Island and the town of
Henpstead. Here, Jana began her years of work to help the famly
survive. It seened quite enjoyable; for she felt sure that behind her
work | ay a deeper neaning. She dedicated herself to do her best as her
not her had taught her. And this sense of pride and excel |l ence Jana
made sure to pass on to her children

"I tell my children to do a good job."
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And so she cleans the mles and niles of hallways, night after
ni ght, always thinking of the northern farns and the bl azi ng autums,
and the crisp winds blow ng through the pines - the seasons changi ng
regularly, the sun rising and setting daily, the noon swelling and
shrinking to a sliver as the days of the nonth nove forward.

The six offspring think they understand why their nother works so
hard. 1Isn't it to feed and clothe thenf

And her husband feels he knows why she works constantly. "Because
she loves ne and the children,” he nuses confortably as he wal ks home

fromthe factory with his |oud, |aughing fellow workers.

After supper, the older girls finish the dishes for their nother
They al so take the clean clothes out of the dryer to fold and put away
in the correct flower-lined drawers.

The ol dest daughter, Ingrid, a spindle-Ilegged, dom neering, high
school senior with straight blond hair, supervises the younger
brot hers and sisters.

Hel ga, next ol dest, consol es herself as she works under the
exacting eye of her elder sister. Ula, slim pale, patient,
enbroi ders flowers on pillowases. She al so does Norwegi an Har danger
enbr oi dery, counting stitches meticulously in her snmall universe of
thread and needl e.
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In the evenings after doing their honework, the children
obediently finish the ironing, nending, and |ight housekeeping tasks
assigned by their nother. The smallest son dutifully waters the
housepl ants and wal ks the dog before going to bed.

At last at one in the norning, Jana cones honme to bed and a deep
restful sleep to awaken with the sun to begin again to clean the
desi gnat ed house for that day of the nonth.

On the weekends, she happily cleans her own uncluttered hone.
What a joyous relief to dip her strong red hands into the hot,
fragrant clouds of soap bubbles in the bucket. She catches the coarse
brush |ike a fish, and on her knees, works the dirt-dissol ving water
into the cracks and corners of each room

"I love the cleanness: the fresh snell after, the neatness, the
rightness of it all," Jana says often

Time noves slowy marked only by sinple suppers of good neat and
pot at oes, and many birt hdays.

There are festive nights at the Swedish club — dancing the hanbo
wi th her husband, being lifted by his powerful arns high into the air,

and comi ng down again with |oud stanping feet.
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They live in a perpetual steadiness: husband, wife, children,
in perfect rhythm Until, Jana begins to want Ms. Tucker's sweeper
t oo nuch.

For two and a half years, she cleans faithfully every four weeks
at the Tucker hone. The extraordi nary sweeper always respondi ng
instantly with a thrilling roar when switched on, hungrily sucking
up the dirt.

Jana thinks about the sweeper many tines during the weeks and
nonths. And the nore she thinks about it, the nore she wants it,
needs it to do her work.

At first, the idea of owning the carpet sweeper, actually having it
in her own hall closet, seens too nmarvelous to inagi ne. But
occasional ly, she does visualize herself using it to clean under the
hand- pai nted chest in the front hall

The next time Jana works at Ms. Tucker's she quietly asks if the
carpet sweeper mght be for sale.

"Under no circunstance will | ever sell it!" the ol der woman boons,
as she sits heavily down in her old, brown easy chair and fusses with
the wispy, brown hairs, which try to escape stubbornly from hel pl ess
hairpins. This is a woman used to wi nning, who relishes her card club,
where she rul es suprenme shark at the bridge table in her blue and red,

pai sl ey dress.

"No, Ms. Hansen, it's not for sale."
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Gradual ly, the snoboth pace of Jana's days and ni ghts wavers.

The refusal jostles the rhythmof her life. Jana arrives late. Late

to one place neans late to all the places after. Late to bed;

over sl eepi ng.

Coul d she ever persuade Ms. Tucker to give up and, |et her buy

the prize? Each nmonth she asks again, "Could |I forgo ny paycheck, and

pay it off each time? 1'Il work for nothing for a year."

I'S SHE NOT SUPPORTI NG SI X CH LDREN? |S SHE NOT PROVI DI NG FOOD
FOR THEI R MOUTHS, CLEANI NG SO MANY HOMES AND OFFI CES? |S SHE NOT

KEEPI NG EVERYTHI NG SPOTLESS?

But M's. Tucker will not budge.

Even in her dreans, Jana sees herself in a nighty struggle, a tug
of wills. It is always the same: there is the carpet sweeper with
Jana hanging onto the nozzle and on the other end of the Iong,
accordi on pleated, flexible hose is Ms. Tucker, clinging tightly to
the silver runners with her cat (its claws firmy inbedded in the hem
of Ms. Tucker's flowi ng flowered housecoat), both sides pulling back
and forth.

Finally, on a Septenber day, Jana can bear it no |onger;

she decides to take the machi ne away.
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"The woman will never miss it. I'll bake sonme of ny cookies for
her and take no pay for a year if necessary. | can bring the machine
each tinme to clean, and Ms. Tucker won't nmind after all," she

reassures herself.

And so, the next tinme Ms. Hansen cleans for Ms. Tucker, when
the tinme cones to | eave, Jana Hansen refuses paynent for the perfect
job she has done. Ms. Tucker frets and tries to give her the check
agai n and agai n.

"Let nme borrowit. I'lIl bring it next nonth," Jana coaxes.
"Keep the noney; take these cookies | have baked for you."

"I don't want to give it up," Ms. Tucker whines, besieged.
But, at the sanme tinme, her face reddens with defeat. Jana is

stronger; she overcones her opponent.

"Take it," Ms. Tucker sighs. Before the real estate wonan can
change her mind, the cleaning |ady quickly takes every brush and
attachment, each extension tube, and the bullet-shaped cl eaner, places
themall carefully in her car, and drives away.

That afternoon, Jana decides to use her new prize. Delighted, she
goes to her hall closet and opens the door.
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There it is! Al ready to clean - |Iike no sweeper ever cleaned
before. Jana carefully assenbles ail of the shining, silver tubes.
She pulls the sweeper into the tiny front roomof her neat little
house, plugs in the cord, grasps the accordion pleated, flexible hose
with its nozzle, flips on the black, flicker switch on the back of the
bul | et - shaped cl eaner, and...

Away the carpet sweeper goes - cleaning |like never before. First
it swallows, ker-thonk, Jana's Aunt Elsa's round, braided, nulti-
colored rug, which Jana's little, brown dog, Sven, sits on every
eveni ng before the fire. Next, the wonderful, powerful sweeper catches
the end of Ula' s red sweater fromthe basket. Zip, thrip, rip, right
off the needles - all gone. Jana screans with surprise, "Not Ula's
sweater!" But it is all unraveled, all gone inside the sweeper.

Jana can no longer hold on to the nozzle. It wenches away from

her, swinging wildly about the room

The hand-painted | anmp and the shade too, on the oak bureau in the

corner - until everything of value - gone into the nozzle.
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Yes, even the precious clock on the nantle, the one her
grandfather had carried in his hat on the boat all the way from
Sweden. Only a spring renmains on the bare floor. The room stands
enpty of all snmall things. Only the furniture renains

Finally, Jana manages to flick the black, flicker switch. Al is
silent. Al is clean

"Oh! You dreadful machine" You are too rmuch of a good thing!"

M's. Tucker spends the next norning witing an inportant letter
to her enployee at a snall, wooden, witing desk adjacent to the front
wi ndow. She feels nost at hone at her desk in the business world,
she has status, position

Firmy, and in a business-like manner, the old woman writes to
Ms. Hansen that she wants her machine back. It has sentinenta
value. It has been in the famly for years. She encl oses the check

Hearing a car door slam Ms. Tucker goes to the front door.
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CQut si de, Jana stands on the step with the sweeper in her arns.
Then, in silence, Jana takes the envel ope from Ms. Tucker and pl aces
the machine and all its parts at Ms., Tucker's feet.

Ms. Tucker's cat cleans her whiskers on the hot, sunny, w ndow
| edge and, for the last tinme, the cat watches Jana's old, green Chevy

crawl away fromthe curb.
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