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GENII, Category 2, Honorable Mention 
 
THE TELEPHONE 
By Mary Nelson 

 
I have problems with telephones. I didn’t use to. I remember when all I had to do was pick up the 
receiver and a pleasant voice on the other end said, “Number, please.” 
 
In those days most people had party lines they shared with other families. If you tried to make a call and 
someone was already talking on the line, you just hung up and tried again later. Sometimes Mother 
would pick up the phone and find someone talking on it that she knew. “Is that you, Jenny?” she’d ask, 
and all of a sudden there was a conference call going on. You pay extra for those now days. 
 
The first telephone I remember our family having was a black stick phone. It sat on our hall table. 
Everybody had the same kind. The receiver hung in a little cradle on the side just below the mouthpiece. 
Sometimes you had to jiggle the cradle to get the operator’s attention. When a call came in, the jangle 
was so loud we could hear it all the way out in the back yard. Getting a phone call was an exciting event. 
 
Young people think 911 is new, but it isn’t. The telephone operator was right there to get whatever 
emergency help you needed. All you did was pick up the phone and ask. When our house caught fire, 
Dad grabbed the phone, yelled “FIRE” and gave our address. She sent the volunteer firemen right out. If 
you had an emergency and someone was already on the line, you just said, “This is an emergency. 
Please let me call through.” And they got right off the line for you. Sometimes they even called back 
later to see if everything was all right. People who shared a phone line often got to know each other. 
 
Operators kept track of things, too. “Mrs. Newell, did you know that Betty has made four calls today to 
the Murrays in Haddonfield? Just thought you ought to know.” 
 
I miss operators. I hate it when I call a business and a computer talks back to me.  Last week I had a 
question about a charge card. I dialed the phone number on the bill. An electronic voice at the other end 
said, “If you wish to speak to someone in English, press one.” I pressed one. The same electronic voice 
said, “If you wish to report a lost credit card, press one. If you wish to activate a card, press two. If you 
wish to report an error on your bill, press three.” I pressed three.  The electronic voice said, “All our 
operators are busy with other callers at this time. Your call will be answered in the order received.”  
Background music played, then another recorded voice tried to sell me insurance to cover lost credit 
cards. I had no choice but to listen to the spiel.  
 
More music. The same recorded voice told me I should buy insurance to cover me on trips. Again, I had 
to listen. Still more music. Then another electronic message, “ All our operators are still busy with other 
customers Your call is important to us. Please stay on the line for the next available operator. We thank 
you for your patience.” Finally, “ We are experiencing an extremely high volume of calls at this time. 
Please call back later.” The phone went dead! After waiting 20 minutes, I had been dropped by a 
computer without ever getting to speak to a human. There is something especially infuriating about 
having a computer drop you so rudely.  
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I have a cell phone. Everybody has one. Mine is old. All it does is take calls, send calls, and keep a list of 
frequently called numbers. Actually, I don’t call anybody frequently on my cell phone. These are the 
people I would call, if I did. I know how to use the phone. That’s important. I turn it on only when I want 
to call someone and I’m not home, or when I am expecting someone to call me and I’m not home. My 
family and friends know this. My phone works fine, as long as I remember to charge it. Sometimes I 
forget.  
 
My children think I should buy a new cell phone. I told them, “I can’t find one I’d know how to use. New 
cell phones all have gadgets. They take miserable pictures, play scratchy music, have a bunch of games I 
don’t play, and show tiny little TV pictures I can hardly see. They all come with contracts too. I think I’ll 
just stay with my old cell phone.”  
 
Today’s phones have gotten way too complicated and impersonal. I sure do miss the days when we had 
those helpful, friendly, operators. 


