FIRST PERSON

And Diapers

BY SIGRID BATHEN

drove past her on the way to

the grocery store, and again on

the way out. I saw her again

when I went to get gas, and
again when I stopped at the clean-
ers. Ordinary middle-class errands
performed, presumably, by people
with jobs.

“Will work for food and dia-
pers,” she had written in crude let-
ters on a piece of cardboard. She
was holding a baby with chestnut
curls. A blonde girl sat beside her
on the patch of grass next to the
supermarket parking lot.

1 passed her several times, on dif-
ferent days. On many days, she
wouldn’t be there, and then she
would reappear with the cardboard
sign and the two children.

Finally, one day, I stopped. I had
picked up my daughter at school
and we drove past the market. My_|
daughter, who has not been with me
on the earlier excursions, looked
and averted her eyes.

“I think I'll talk to them,” I told
my daughter, who said she would
stay in the car. “T might cry, Mom,”
she explained. At least she didn’t
tell me I might do something to
embarrass her, which often seems to
be the principal factor in her 13-
year-old’s assessment of adult
behavior. She didn't object to my
sitting on the grass by the supermar-
ket, and she even loaned me 2 note-
book from her purse. -

And she reminded me of our
conversation at breakfast the other
day, when she told me about a boy
in her class in this affluent Sacra-
mento suburb who comes to school

late and dirty and probably hungry.

She thinks he might be the same
boy who last-year told one con-

cerned teacher that be had a pickle |

for breakfast. The teacher knew he
wasn’t Kidding, and she would bring
him food.

“He's really nice, Mom, my

daughter said, “'but the other kids |

make fun of him. It’s not his fault,
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something, Mom.”

When I approached the tno on”

the grass, the little blonde bounds
forward and volunteers her name,
which is Rana (pronounced
“Ray-na”), and her age, which
is 4. She is wearing jeans and -
smeakers and a slightly soiled
sweatshirt,
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socks, a clean plastic diaper, a shirt
.and &’jacket. He stares at me with
solemn dark eyes.

The loquacious little girl repcax

edly begins her patter with, “Hey, . v

you know what?" and wants to
touch me. - d
She rcachcs for my necklace, K

a silk“chain. She

fingers it eagcrly.
k.
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opens. T tell her it does not. She asks
me about my ring, which is custom--

designed heavy sterling surrounding -

a turquoise stone, hand-picked by
my husband and daughter for my
birthday several years ago. Sudden-
ly conscious of the diamond on my
other hand and the glaring disparity

between my life and that of this’

hyper, emotionally hungry little girl,
I tell her the turquoise ring is just a

polished rock. She does not ask .

about the diamond.

The little girl has been told not to.
go into the busy street, and she
becomes frantic when she drops her
empty lip gloss in the gutter. It is
apparent this

bat-
tered

> piece
“of pl:.s-‘
ticisa
I:casurc.
‘and I
quickly
retrieve it
from the gutter
for her. She says she

.. wants to pick some
flowers in a border by-the
grass, but has been

~ warned by Amy, her older
sister, that she can only
have the flowers that have

/
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It is cold and windy on the after-
noon of this late fall day, and she is
coughing.

She says her mother gets some
welfare, but “it doesn't last.” When
the money runs out, Amy says she
sits by the side of the road thh the
kids and the sign.

- “Sometimes people stop and give
us food or money to buy food,” says
Amy. “One lady stopped today and
said she didn’t have any work, but
she gave me $2.50 to buy the kids
some food.” -

Sometimes, she says, she and her
mother find work clcamng houses.
She says her mother is working
today. -

She says they came from Min-
nesota about year ago. “We came
this direction, thinking, ‘Hey, it’s
California!’™ she says. “And then
we wind up like this.”

They live in & camper that they
park wherever they can and go to

| the welfare office to pick up their
check.
" The little girl interrupts to tell me
about “Uncle Jim,” who has a hook
instead of a hand. Amy explains he
lost most of one hand in Vietnam.
The little girl says her daddy “has a
little boy who’s at his gramma's
house.” I decided not to pursue the
subject of dad.

I ask what they had for breakfast
and tbcy say bread and honey. I ask
what they had for lunch and the lit-
tle girl scrunches up her face and

“They had bread and honey,”
says Amy. “When you eat the same
thing you begin to forget what you
ate.”

I go back to the car and ask my
daughter if she has some lip gloss in
her purse. She always has lip
gloss—-thxs one tastes like jelly
beans, “and it's my favorite one,
Mom.” But she gives it to me any-
way, and I turn to offer it and two
$1 bills to the little girl, but she and
the curly-haired baby and the skinny
sister-mother are gone. m}

-Sigrid Bathen is a Sacramento
writer who teaches journalism at
California State Universiry,
Sacramento.
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public adoption agency in

: need of permanent homes
_for.children 3 years of age
_and older. . = -
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