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churchy and chinless, kind to all animals and people.I'd never do anything

even close to what I was doing.

"I'm just saying," Pripp said up at the counter, though I could hear her all

the way back here, "I dont think it's far for y'all to charge thirty-five cents

for my size when you only charge thirty for the regular-"I heard her click-

ing nickels and pennies at the older lady on the other side ofthe counter.

"We11, it is near double the rayon," the lady said. "'Nother way to look at

it is it's abatgain for what you're getting."

Behind the display, I waited on Pripp to leave, and also a pimply boy up

front who was flipping through a book at the lending library rack. Up every

wall of the place, products filled the shelves, colored boxes and tins with
signs explaining what they could do for yor: For That Movie Star Look, For

That Annoying ltch, For the Picky College Gentlernan, but what abott For tbe

Unmarried Lady Who Does Not Want to Be DoingThis One Bir? Where was

the little sign for that?The sleigh bells clanged, and I leaned over to see.The

boy at the lending rack had walked out. One down, one to go.

At the counter, Pripp hitched her yellow purse strap up on her shoulder,

and I held my breath. But instead of walking.out, she was looking around-
evidently for me-so I put the Brylcreem down as she came myway.There

was no logical reason for me to be holding that.

"There you are, Birdie," Pripp said. She had a smarty-looking smile,

close-lipped. Full of guarantee that whatever I said, she would be repeating.

"Noticed y'all missed church on Sunday, your spot up front was empry and

Frances has been short on her volunteer hours, I tell you Garnett Pittman is
not pleased about that, Frances ought to let us krow-"

"She took a trip. Frances and Mrs. Tartt are on a trip," I said. With Pripp

it was all one sentence, so you had to wedge it in when you could. "They

went down to Jackson to see about some family."

Pripp frowned,looking almost offended. "Well, she didnt mention any

traveling trip to me, and Chairlady Garnett needs to know who's coming in
the Orphan so she can adjust up the schedule, after so many little girls got

adopted all we got are big girls now, not to mention-"
"I got to do something, Pripp."My heart felt like it was tryrng to hammer

its way out of my chest. "I need to get somewhere."
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"I dont knovr. if I'm allowed 1s-" $hs glanced over at the pharmacist

but he was gone now, and for all I knew he was weaving through the racks,

headed this way. She whispered, "It might be against the law to sell ninety-

nine prophvlactics to a unmarried lad1., I'11 have to check on 1121-"
"No, you don't, it's alright because-they're not for me, theyte for some-

body that's allowed to . . . administer them."That these were not for me

was completely true, I'd never even had a proper boyfriend before, which

was 16ne, but the second part, that "allow,ed to" part, that was most definitely

not true.

"She really needs them," I whispered.

She tapped her ink-stained fingers against her lips, negotiating that num-
ber, ninety-nine, in her head and figuring it would be thirry-three containers

since they held three apiece or maybe I needed to tell her that math. I was

pretty sure she got it though.

"Well, I can certainly understand a . . . u,omaris plight," she said and shook

her head as if recalling a time when she coulci've used a few of these herself.

"But if I sell these to you, I'm s'posed to ask-she understands they're for
disease prevention use only?"

"Yes, ma'am, she understands that."
"Not to stop a lady from . . ." She stared at me. "It ain't legal for that other

reason."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Well then I guess I got to ask, does he? Have himself a disease?"

I looked her straight in the eye and said, "It is very, very likel1i ma'am."

She nodded and worked her tongue across her teeth.

Saying something so true gave me a jolt of urgency-this needed to hap-

pen now and it needed to happen quick before somebody else walked in the

store, and I guess she sensed it too because with a hard snap she shook open

a white paper bag that I could tell already was going to be too small. She

slid the two silver disks on the counter in there and then, under the counter,

dropped in the other thirty-one. When she tried to fold down the top of the

bag, the edges wouldn't meet, so I took it from her and shoved it down in a
sack half full of groceries. I moved a box of Uneeda Biscuit on top of it and

slid three fives, a one, and two quarters across the counter.

She looked down at the money. "One more thing." She set a blue book
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Mama had nevet left me alone at the house before that weelc The most she

would let me do by mlrselfwas walk the mile to school. And down to the col-

ored Negro Opheliat house when Mama was at work but she always came to

Opheliat after and toted me home. Carried me in her arms singing "I Carlt Give

You Anything but Love, Baby,"until one day she did not come carrlrme home.

Course, that was back when I was still only nine. I am eleven now so I
do not bother with those old baby plays anymore. My best friend Ava here

said at our age we cannot afford to waste time dreaming about what is apt

not to happen.

My paper name is Margot but I generally go by Meg. Like I said, I arrived

here at the orphanage two birthdays ago. Most folks just call it the Orphan

or else the Old Orphan, though I have yet to find where this New Orphan

is and believe me I have asked. A11 it is is a old wood house run by these

volunteer ladies in a town called Oxford, which is located up in the top part

of Mississippi. They got sixteen of us packed in the place, which is high.I
hear it is the hard times. Our numbers will thin come next View Day.That
is when folks come look at us and decide do they want to adopt us or not.

Out front of the house, the ladies keep the place fixed up right nice. Azalea

bushes, a birdbath lawn ornament I can see when the door is open to the little
room they call the vestibule, plant in a pot, that type thing. There is fresh

white paint on the inside of the front door, though I have not seen the other

side since the day I arrived. They lock us up in here like we are criminals. In
the vestibule, there are two clean windows and that big framed sign.If Miss
Garnett is not looking, I slip up there and wonder things about that sign

until my head starts to hurt.

Such as,who came up with those particular rules in the first place? And is
a retarded nature different from your regular ole retard? Mostlywhat I think
about, though, is that leprosy item. Did some leper orphans show up here,

so they had to put it on the sign? And which yolunteer answered the door

to that unusual call, because most these ladies will hightail it out of here if
one of us girls so much as sneezes so they do not give it to their own kids at

home. I can just about hear that volunte er lady saylng, You put zultat you uant
on that sign, but I utill not o?erate zuith lepers. And then another popping her

.10 .
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hand on her hip and saytng, Or C

ladies would do if a retard leperJeu
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she says and sticks her nasty tongue out at me, white and thick with thrush.

Dorella got herself adopted one time but was returned for the reason of Lazy.I
bet it was for nastiness too. That gray ringof dirt stays permanent on her neck.

I am like a sitting duck in here for those other girls to tease.

When Miss Garnett stuck me in this dingy little room on ahard chair at

a old wood desk, it did not look or smell this bad. Surely not when the book-

keeper lady used to work in here before she quit. In the past few months the

mildew odor and spots on the walls have got even worse. As for light there

is not but one greasy hot bulb hanging that will bum the print clean off your

finger should you attempt to examine how electricityworks.The onlywindow

in here is boarded up. Five splintery boards going across it that makes me

mad to look at.That somebody did that deliberate just to spoil my damn view.

You better tlatcb out at tbe wash purnp later, Nutmeg, Dorella hisses from
the hall, and the other girls laugh.I hate that nickname. Dorella is the one

that damn gave it to me in the first place.

It was on account of when I tried to explain to her there is something

called a FLUSH TOILET hooked up in the Ladies'Lounge. All we girls

got is a outhouse out back. Lord, did Dorella eye me suspicious at this news.

Then where do tbe crap go? she asked, so I said, The crap goes outside. So

she said, Then wlty they don't just go outside in thefrst place like regularfolks?

I said, Because they can do it in tbe house now. So she said, Tbat's disgusting. I
tbink you just tryin' to make rne look stupid, so I said, Wll I do not bave to try
mucltfor that, nou do I?Which I thought was pretty good.

But she said, Wll I think you)re nuts, Nttrneg. And it was like a big bell

D-O-N-G-E-D in the Orphan. Ever since then, it has been l/z trneg this and

Nutmeg tltat.Pinning signs on my back that say PROPARTY OF MISIPI
INSANE HOSPITUL or NUTMEG! CRAZY AND DLSTIE TOO! llre I
am a damn Christmas cookie. What do they expect? You cannot put me in a
litde room by myself eight hours a day with nothing to do but count pennies

from the donate box or write some View Day cards or dull verses and not
expect me to talk to some pretend people. Or sing Christmas carols out of
season or stack the chair on the desk and the books on the chair and climb

up there,to see if my ugly world looks any different. Sometimes I wish that
Dorella Prattwould just die of the flu.
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She and the rest knew not to mes
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say exact since I am not good at guessing the age ofpeople over twelve. I
would get fired if I worked that booth at the fair.

Some time after I was brought here, Miss Garnett got elected chairlady.

That did not just happen out of the clear blue slry. Miss Garnett has got
influence. Since I have that kind of time on my hands,I have put it together
how she operates too. When she is speaking to one of the volunteer ladies

here, she looks them right straight in the eye to draw their attention.If there

is a particular point to make, she will slice the air for emphasis. She slices

and slices to where she might as well be slicing her a rib roast. If there is a

terrible tragedy or a illness in the volunteer lady's family or a birthday or the

day their mama died, she is sure to remember it. Miss Garnett does not forget

things, and if she cannot pinch you for picking your nose at nine otloclq she

will remember to get you for it at noon.

But what Miss Garnett gets excited most to talk about is somebody she

calTs tbefeebleminded uozrnan. She will stand in the hall and rant on and on

about this uazy woman. And to ensure whoever is listening is listening good,

she will stop. In the middle of a sentence. Then she will go on talking and

slicing, and if she had a rope she would probably lasso their damn necks to
make them listen to what this feeblemindedwoman has done now.And they

do listen too. She has got them concerned.

I have wondered right much what this feebleminded woman looks like.
By what I hear, I picture a mean ugly woman with a hunched-up back and

ten imbecile children born by ten different daddies, white, black, or blue,

whatever you please. I sort of see them all living in a greatbig shoe, though
I believe that might be from a old picture book I saw. Miss Garnett says this
woman is dragging our great state to a even more sunken level. Well that
must be a low place since my mama always told me the state of Mississippi
was full of nothing but cotton, hypocrites, and horseshit, and the best thing
a Mississippian could do was get the hell out.

Ask me, Miss Garnett likes rules more than she likes people. Ava, who was

here before me, said when the Big Phony took over as chairlady, she made

a lot of new rules. Such as, big girls were not allowed around the babies or
toddlers anymore. And now, we are not even allowed mail-she put a stop

to that too. Ava said it's because a letter might make us cry and that is all
these volunteer ladies need added to their day. And we are sure not allowed

TTI E CALT
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