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Chapter 1.

School Project



	Jeff McGowan left his school books on the kitchen counter, set the oven and removed the defrosting roast from the fridge.  He scrubbed and peeled his potatoes putting them in a sauce pan, covered it and set the spuds on the stove for boiling when his mother got home.

	Jeff went to the cupboard, selected green beans and stewed tomatoes and placed them by the sink with the can opener.  By this time, the oven was hot.  He checked the temperature, placed the beef in a roaster and slid it in.

	Judging yesterday’s cloth to be serviceable still, he shook it out the sliding glass door and spread it on the dining room table, returned to the kitchen first for plates, then for silver and napkins and set three places.  He checked the table, took a look around the kitchen, then located the potato-masher, laying that on the draining board near the cans.  Adding some water to the roast and re-covering it, he opened the fridge, took out horseradish, catsup and a can of cherry soda.  The condiments he placed on the dining room table along with salt and pepper, made a final pass through the kitchen to collect his books and his pop, and headed upstairs to his room.

	Jeff was done with his math in about fifteen minutes, even showing all his work in his unusually meticulous penmanship.  History would take longer, but that was a thing to be savored.  Yesterday they had started the unit on the later Middle Ages in Tiegs Adams’ Your World and Mine.  He settled down to read the story at the beginning of the chapter.

	He interrupted his reading long enough to go back to his door and yell a greeting downstairs to his Mom who’d now be putting the potatoes on to boil. 

	“Good evening dear,” she called back, amidst cooking noises.

	Soon the voice of Lorna, newly arrived from the library, was also wafting excitedly from below.

	Everybody was all excited right now about this Community Service Month thing that the Junior and Senior high schools participated in, which ran all through March and was always ended by a big presentation ceremony downtown.  This year, as a seventh-grader, Jeff would have his first opportunity to participate, but so far, frankly, everything Jeff’d heard made the whole thing sound like one terrible bore.  School activities always put him so much in mind of soccer teams or baseball—and all that implied.

	While he read, part of Jeff’s mind registered the sounds of Lorna ascending the stairs, rummaging around in her room, then clattering back down again.  She must be bugging her friends about some new scheme or other.  This unexpected opportunity inspired him to do something he seldom attempted with others home.

	With an ear tuned for noises downstairs Jeff slipped secret agent fashion into his sister’s room.  The door stood ajar and he opened it just wide enough to get through.  Jeff stepped carefully, avoiding that floorboard which always squeaked!  At the dresser now, he worked at first one end of the drawer, then the other.  It slid open without any noise, wide enough for inspection.

	Jeff made his selections quickly, rejecting both the faded cotton panties from last year and the elaborately embroidered bikinis, which might be missed.  He chose somewhat worn blue pair, with little pink and yellow flowers along the borders.  He considered a training bra, but the fear of it’s detection under his shirt detoured him.  Lorna hardly wore a slip though, and he could take that with impunity.

	He slid the top drawer closed and eased open the bottom one, where the orange skirt, seemingly forgotten by his sister resided.  He took the skirt then crossed to the closet, moved Lorna’s dresses aside and reached the rose-colored slip off of it’s hanger.  He replaced the dresses, brushing them a little so they’d look undisturbed.  Clutching skirt, slip, and panties he made his withdrawal.  He calipered the door to it’s previous degree of openness then crossed into the bathroom.

	Jeff undressed quickly, leaving on his socks, recklessly flinging shorts and undershirt into the hamper.  He stepped into the borrowed nylon panties, then worked the slip over his head.  Zipping the skirt on the left, Jeff re-donned shoes and shirt, letting the latter hang loosely on the outside, then raised the toilet seat fuzzy toilet seat and sat down.

	It took a while to relax to the task, but eventually he peed, reached for paper, rose, replaced panties and flushed, waiting until the tank refilled entirely in order to monitor any approach.  Hearing nothing from downstairs he strode as leisurely as he dared down the hall to his own room.  Jeff closed the door, settled himself at his desk and read three entire pages in his World History book before he got up again, walked slowly, deliberately across his room, turned and walked back.  Reluctantly, he stepped out of the skirt, tucking the slip between his legs, back and front, then pulled on his pants over his sneakers.  He was just safe when his mother called.

	“Je-eff, din-ner!”

	Jeff and his Terrible Secret made their way downstairs to sit at the dining room table with his mom and 9th-grade sister.

	“So,” Mrs. McGowan said, passing around the mashed potatoes.  “How is Community Service Month coming along?”

	As usual, Lorna was off to the races.  “The same old stuff so far,” she said, forking fresh-cut green beans through her disapproval.  “Most of the girls are doing volunteer work in the nursing home, or stocking shelves at the library.  Some of them are even babysitting.  A few of the kids are doing some work in the park or yard stuff for the elderly.  Nothing of much consequence.”  Lorna paused for dramatic effect.  “If they would have agreed to build that solar pool heater I designed from the black PVC pipes—we really could have made a contribution!”

	“Chug-chug-chug-chug—woo-wooooo!”  Jeff chimed in, referring to Lorna’s oft-stated determination to be an engineer.

	“That’s enough out of you.”  His mother worked hard at concealing a smile.  “By the way Jeff, how are things going for you Seventh Graders?”

	“Not going at all, yet.” Jeff shrugged airily.  “Besides, you know the big kids’ll hog all the good jobs.  By the time we get to pick anything there won’t be anything to pick.”

	“That statement hardly makes any sense mathematically Jeff,” his sister reprimanded, “but can’t you propose something?  A project of your own I mean?”

	“Don’t know.”  Jeff replied without the world-shaking concern that his sister seemed to bring to just about everything.  “Tomorrow’ll be the first time we even get to talk about it.”



	“On the bulletin board are the remaining assignment opportunities for our Community Service Month.  We will come to the front of the room in groups of five.  When you find a job in which you are interested, you will note the number in the bottom right-hand corner of the job card, and enter that number on the sign-up sheet.  Yes, Willard?”

	“They aren’t cards,” said Willy Jackson.  “They’re pieces of paper.”

	“Any further disturbance, Willard, and your assignment will be after school blackboard monitor—permanently.”  Ms. Larson pulled a severe face, making as if to enter this on her sign-up sheet.

	Willy was in Jeff’s group which was the last to go up.  The teacher’s attention being elsewhere at the moment, Willy popped an ancient wad of bubble gum into his mouth, and blew an enormous bubble.  He was virtuously ignored by the three girls in the group, who were studying the offerings left after grades night and eight had made their pick.  Jeff decided that Lorna had been right and there really wasn’t anything of earth-rocking significance.

	“A library job,” Jennifer Wright said, a little bit hopefully.  “I helped in the school library last year...”

	“With Old Lady Pemberton!”  Susan Manchester looked pained.  “I couldn’t handle that.”  

	Willy stretched his gum into a thin, pink ribbon, making as if to coil it in Susan’s hair.

	“Willard!”  Ms. Larson pointed meaningfully at the waste basket.

	The absence of the other boy allowed Jeff an opportunity to study one of the less official-looking items on the board.  On a sheet of white notebook paper was hand-printed in large letters



		Blind woman wishes student assistant for

		Reading, Light errands, Companionship.



	After that appeared (girl preferred.) then a name, address and phone number.

	“I wonder what kind of stuff this person wants to read,” Jeff mused aloud.

	“Oh,” Susan looked.  “Julie Gardener tried working with that blind woman last year.  Julie said that she was some kind of a pain!”

	“Well,” Jennifer temporized, “they might just have gotten off on the wrong foot.  You read so well Jeffrey, and you’re so helpful- I’d try it if I were you.”

	“’I’d try it if I were you.’”  Willy shoved Jeff aside to stare at the note.  “You’d be perfect for the job, McGowan.  You’re such a woman!”

	Without making a selection, Jeff returned to his desk.



	During lunch, he snuck back to his roll-room.

	“Oh, Jeff.”  Surprised, Ms. Larson looked up from her grading.  “I’ve been worried.”

	“Really?”

	“Why, yes.  I thought to find your name on several selections, you are always so much the helper and so involved.”  Forlornly, she studied the depopulated patchwork remaining on the bulletin board.

	“Well, there was one job I thought about, but I didn’t know if I should.”

	His teacher stepped up beside him to study the item.  “Seems like a natural for you Jeff.  Why didn’t you sign up?”

	Jeff pointed to the pertinent line.

	“Oh—well, I can see that you might have doubts, but I imagine this woman simply thought a girl would be a more likely companion, or that a boy your age wouldn’t be interested.  I think, though, that she underestimates the caliber of our seventh-graders.”  Playfully, she elbowed Jeff in the ribs.  “I know, by the way, who really made the cookies for the P. T. S. A. mid-winter bazaar—your mother let the cat out.  Yes.  I think this Irene Carrol person could learn a thing or two from somebody like you.”

	Jeff didn’t know whether to feel complimented or just embarrassed, which he already was.  “You think I should try for the job then?”

	“Why not?  Nobody else has, and the most she can do is say no.”  Ms. Larson detached the piece of paper from the board, presenting it to Jeff.  “Or would you like me to talk to her?” she offered.

	“No.  Thanks.  I guess I’ll do it myself.  The most she can do is say no.”

	“Great attitude!  You must have wise teachers.”  She patted Jeff on the arm.  “Is this why Willy was giving you a hard time this morning?”

	“I guess.”

	She sighed.



	When the bulk of students had gone home or reported for team sports, Jeff took his third drink of water and headed slowly for the pay phone on the second-floor landing.  The phone rang twice, three times—(Nobody’s home.  I’ll try another time.)

	“Hello?”

	“Hello….”  Jeff’s nervousness caused his voice to climb even beyond it’s accustomed treble pitch.  “I-I’m calling from the junior high?”

	“Oh, yes.”  The woman’s voice sounded happy—even excited.  “You’re one of the girls who volunteers.”

	“Yes,” Jeff said.  She hadn’t even made it a question.

	“That’s wonderful!  Would you like to come over?”

	Jeff’s thoughts raced.  Always sleep on a big decision, his family’s matriarchal wisdom has instructed.  “Would tomorrow be alright?”  He looked at the piece of paper.  “I can get there by three-thirty.”

	“Of course.  You know where I am then?”

	Jeff recited the street name and number.

	“Third house on the right going north.  Real messy front yard.”  She giggled.  “What’s your name, by the way?”

	“J-Jennifer…” Jeff said.

	“Mine’s Irene.  I suppose you knew that.  Great to meet you, Jen.  See you tomorrow.  We’ll have fun!”

	Jeff stood there for fully ten minutes contemplating the enormity of what he had just done.  Then, seeing the custodian approaching along the hall, he slipped downstairs, avoiding the man’s gaze.  He walked home along the back streets, through the crisp, clear afternoon, relishing the quiet of the now nearly vacated sidewalks and the lack of need to talk to anybody for the present.



	That evening Mrs. McGowan looked up from her plate to note a far-away look on her son’s face.  “There isn’t anything wrong, is there, Jeff?”

	“No,” he said, perhaps a bit too abruptly.

	“Any luck with your projects?”

	“Nothing so far…” Lorna answered, glowering at her meal.

	“You, Jeff?”  their mother persisted.

	“Um.”  Jeff nearly swallowed a bit of chicken the wrong way.  “I might have something, maybe…”

	“That’s nice.”  Mrs McGowan smiled.  “Do you want to tell us about it?”

	“I might go read for a blind lady.”

	Both his mother and Lorna looked slightly surprised.

	“Really?”  Mrs. McGowan said.  “I guess I wouldn’t have thought of that as something that would interest you, but, the main thing is to find something worthwhile, then do the very best you can—“  Having delivered herself of this sound advice, she returned to her own worries at work.  With Tax-time upon herself and everyone else in the accounting office, Heaven knew there was plenty about which to worry…!

	After dinner, pleading a need for fresh air, Jeff took the now pocket-worn piece of paper and set out to locate that big-print address.  As he walked, a rough plan was forming, whose outcome (whatever it’s eventual form) must depend upon timing and the precise lay of the land.  Turning up the street he noted shrubbery, foliage, any sort of cover.  “Messy yard is right,” Jeff said half-aloud as he approached the third house.  He stood for a couple of minutes, straining through the darkness at the weather-beaten front door with it’s ripped screen, wishing it would open to give him a look at the blind woman, but it did not.

	Jeff circled the block once then headed for home again, forcing himself to a trot to counter the wind’s increasing chill.  He heard Lorna talking on the kitchen phone as he came in.  Sounds from his mother’s study, off the hall, hinted that she’d brought work home again.  Glad enough of the solitude, he tiptoed upstairs.



















































Chapter 2.

The House With the Lamp Unplugged



	Jeff slapped his alarm clock to silence.  It has awakened him a half hour earlier than usual.  Lorna, who’d got early band practice, is just making her way out the door and Mom has already left for work.  Usually, he’d just wolf breakfast and be off to school, but this morning will be different.  Jeff has slept in one of Lorna’s nightgowns, fancying that any dream he might have would tell him whether or not the thing he contemplates doing is right.  He can’t remember dreaming though, and his gown wrapped around his legs during the night, waking him up several times.  Still, he’s thought of little else since yesterday afternoon.

	Jeff folded the nightgown so his pillow would hide it, then hurriedly made his bed.  He padded down the hall, to the bathroom in just the panties he’d had on underneath.  Jeff flushed the toiled before sitting down as he’d seen his mother do.

	He stared back at the quizzical face looking at him from the mirror, washed his face, brushed his teeth, then walked into Lorna’s room.

	Jeff opened the closet, taking down the deep, blue dress from the farthest end and laid the dress, with it’s hanger, on the bed.  He took a pair of white anklets from her dresser and one of the little sleeveless undershirts he knew girls who didn’t yet have bras wore sometimes.

	Lorna’s shoes were a bit narrow, but in the back of their mother’s closet were a pair of brown sandals which Jeff knew to be a very adequate fit.  Carrying the dress and other things, Jeff hurried along to his room, securing the sandals and also taking from a little top drawer in Mom’s bureau, a scarf with blue and yellow flowers on a white background.

	Sitting now on the edge of his bed, Jeff pulled on the undershirt, put on first the anklets then his own blue-topped crew socks, then got quickly into his school clothes.  He went and took a paper sack from the kitchen cupboard, writing “Gym clothes, McGowan” on the sack, then ran back up to his room.  He folded the dress as well as he could, placed the sandals first in the sack, then added the dress and scarf.  He ate his breakfast with the sack in front of him on the kitchen table.  Then, with it and the two school books under his arm, set off down the street toward the junior high.

	School activities this day rather swirled and eddied about Jeff McGowan with scant notice from him.  Do I dare? He demanded of himself a few dozen times during his periods until classes ended.  Do I really dare--?  He managed to avoid Willy Jackson to his not inconsiderable relief, but he ended standing behind Jennifer Wright in the hot lunch line during seventh-grade break.  He nearly stepped aside to keep from being noticed.  As luck would have it, Susan was not with her (for once), and she turned around, smiling at him.

	“Hello, Jeffrey.  Did you call her?”

	Jeff nodded, feeling his ears redden uncomfortably.

	“Yes?”  Jennifer prompted.  “And what did she say?”

	“We’re going to talk,” Jeff told her.

	“Oh, wonderful!” she enthused.  “It’ll be just fine.  I’m certain that she’ll be happy to work with a nice person like you.”

	Jennifer glanced hastily around her then leaned close.  “Susan still hasn’t found anything,” she confided.  “I ran over to the library right after school and put my name down.”

	“That’s great.”  Jeff returned her kind wishes.  He filled his tray with burger, tater-tots, jello cubes and apple wedges and made for a relatively unoccupied corner of the cafeteria.



	Sixth period was Language Arts, which usually held Jeff’s attention, but today he contributed little, not even offering any calculatedly discordant verbs, nouns, or adjectives for the monster Mad-lib Miss Bulletin allowed “since class is so quiet today.”  Jeff was first out of class at the bell and down to his locker to get the clandestine gym bag.

	At first, changing seemed an insuperable difficulty.  But, reconnoitering the neighborhood the afternoon previous, Jeff had noticed a dense clump of bushes within easy dash from Irene’s house.  So, he was out of the building ahead of the pack, putting enough distance between himself and school to minimize the danger of unwanted companionship.  Clutching his sack, he made quickly for the correct block, then watched to make sure no-one was in the immediate vicinity, nor would be for a few minutes.

	The block was relatively secluded.  The yard was indeed a jumble of last summer’s weeds and somebody else’s garbage—unless she used old tires for something, Jeff reflected, and breaks beer bottles just for fun.  The house itself was a weathered green-gray with dirty green trim.  The screen door had a big hole in it.  A rusty garbage can lay on it’s side, the lid a few feet away.  Jeff slipped into the hiding place he’d marked for his transition to Jennifer.

	Jeff knelt in the matted grass carpet under the bushes, working quickly to avoid needlessly dampening his pants-legs.  Carefully, he removed his shirt, stuffing it into the bag before extracting the dress which he worked down over his head.

	Squatting now, resting first on one foot and then the other, he took off one shoe then a pant-leg, slipping a sandal on the foot, remembered his double sock, slid the sandal off again, removed the outer sock, replaced the sandal.  The process was repeated, a little more successfully this time, for the other leg and foot.  He removed the scarf from the bag before including his shoes, at the bottom so as not to soil his other clothes.  He continued squatting, careful not to drag the skirt on the ground while folding the scarf diagonally as he’d seen his Mom and sister do, then laid the long fold across his forehead, concealing rather more of his face than he might have.  He tied the scarf under his chin, wishing he’d brought a compact or something so Jennifer could see herself.  “She” slid the dress as well into place, as was manageable in this cramped position, peered out of the bushes in all possible directions, then taking a long and somewhat painful breath, bounded clear of the bushes, straightening the dress, catching up bag and coat.

	When confronted by the imminent meeting, now so close, the strong urge was to turn and run or slink back into the bushes.  No.  Neither course was possible- and standing undecided, out here in plain view, was riskier still.

	For no other reason just now than to gain the safety of a house, Jeff/Jennifer moved as quickly as was possible on the unfamiliar shoes, toward the porch and up the steps.  (Oh God, what if she’s not home?)

	“Oh, Jenny!”  The chain was removed from the door and it swung inward.  The woman fumbled at the screen door, and her visitor stepped aside in order to allow it to swing outward.  “Come in,” Irene called over her shoulder as she turned back into the living room, in order to regain the knob of the wooden inner door.

	The living room was dimly lit.  Instinctively Jeff moved to the end-table where a lamp stood.  The switch clicked one, then again, with no result.

	Irene heard the sound, evidently.  “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said.  “The bulb must be burned out.  Come into the kitchen.  We’ll sit in there.  The light’s good—I think.”  She closed the door and with one hand slightly ahead of her, made her way across the not-too-clean carpet into the kitchen.  The overhead light was cobwebby, but functional.

	Jeff/Jennifer pulled out one of the cracked, cane-backed kitchen chairs and sat down gingerly.  Keep your knees together.  You’ve got a dress on.  At the moment, “she” felt very, very foolish.

	“Tell me about yourself,” Irene was saying.  “I’m Irene, but you know that already.  I’m real glad you could make it.  Would you like a can of diet Pepsi?”

	“Yes.  That would be nice.”  Does my voice really sound like a girl?  “Please.”

	Irene went to the refrigerator, took out two cans of pop, turned back to the table, thumping it energetically.  “Oh,” she said in seeming response to her guest’s look of consternation.  “I’m just checking to see if I’ve left anything standing on the table.  Sometimes I forget.”

	The table held.  Jennifer noticed as if by afterthought some closed books and some loose sheets of cream-colored paper, one of which fluttered to the floor as Irene banged.

	“Damned algebra!”  She retrieved the paper by moving her hand in widening circles across the linoleum, putting it back with the rest of the mess on the kitchen table.  She went to a cupboard and took down a package of Oreos.  “I can give you a glass if you want to dunk,” she said, “or you can drink it out of the can.”  

She pushed the pressboard-packed math book aside, sliding the papers beneath the cover.  “I just can’t seem to get this stuff!” Irene said, slapping the offending volume.  She launched then into a lengthy dissertation on the topic.  

“I’m sorry,” Irene said when they well down their Pepsis.  “I started out to ask you about yourself, what kinds of things you like to do- and here I’ve been jabbering away for the past fifteen minutes, about my own problems.  Your turn.”

	“Not very much to tell, I guess, Jennifer answered, on the verge of defensiveness.

	“Horse-puckey!”  Irene slurped at her soda.  “You offered to come over here and aren’t trying to lead me around my own house!  That tells me a lot right there.”

	It was dark by the time Jeff left Irene’s house.  Passing through the living room it was evident that the lamp wasn’t even plugged in.  Not very many sighted people visited here.  Perhaps Jeff should find more friends for her.  But, that might be difficult since Irene thought he was Jennifer.  Besides, it was nice to have a special friend of your own—for now, anyway.

	After saying good-bye, Jeff had slipped back behind Irene’s house and in the shelter of the dilapidated board fence had gotten out of the dress and sandals, resuming his school clothes.



“So, how did your visit go today, Jeff”  They were again at the table.  Mom had not yet mentioned the fact that he was late for dinner.

“Fine.”  Jeff thought that something of interest might be required, so he said, almost in clarification “she sews and everything.  And—“ he looked meaningfully at his sister, “she’s interested in algebra!”

“You think this will be an interesting project for school then?”  Mrs. McGowan pressed the point with all of the concern of a mother who honestly never quite finds the time to be as much involved in her children’s school activities as she’d like to be.

“I think so.  At first she wanted—“  Jeff broke off.

“Wanted what?” his mother prompted.

“Wanted somebody who was good with a sewing machine,” Jeff temporized a little nervously.

“Well,” his mother soothed, “it doesn’t ever hurt to learn new things.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell those lame brains in my class!”  Lorna was full of righteous indignation.  “If we keep on doing everything the same way they’ve always been done, we might as well call this ‘Odd Jobs Month.’”  Lorna considered a moment, then asked “how does she thread a needle, Jeff?”

	“She who?  You mean Irene?”

“What other She have we been talking about since dinner started?” his sister said in exasperation.  Wouldn’t you be astonished? Jeff couldn’t prevent a tiny smirk.  “With a little wire loop,” he said.  “She sticks it through the needle eye, then puts the thread through the loop and the thread comes along with it.”

“That makes sense,” Lorna allowed.

“What have you found for your own project, Lorna?”  Their mother turned slightly away, as if dodging the flood of frustration that seemed imminent.

“Well,” Lorna wrinkled her forehead.  “Since I probably won’t get to do anything that I want to, I think I’ll try and find something with the library.  I don’t know what yet, but at least I’ll get to be around books.”

“That sounds sensible,” Mrs.  McGowan agreed.

Daydreaming, Jeff mused about the hole in Irene’s screen and the other ideas which had come from their  conversation that afternoon.



On his way to his room after dinner, Jeff passed Lorna’s open door.  His sister sat over a miscellany of balsa wood sheets, exacto knives and glue bottles, evidently assembling a model of some sort.  He stood for a moment in the doorway, silently watching her.  Lorna drew a razor sharp blade precisely along a pencilled line on the soft wood, laying aside the excised rectangle, then looked up.

“Want something?” she asked.

Jeff nearly went in to seat himself on Lorna’s bed as he did sometimes to confide the enormity of the day that had just transpired, but knew of no way to even start.  Besides, he was still wearing Lorna’s socks and underwear and that would be—well, just too weird.  “No,” he said.  “Not really.  I was just watching.”  He tip-toed away, leaving her to her contrivance.



	Jeff had mis-stated the truth when telling his sister of the blind woman’s interest in algebra.

	“I just can’t seem to get it!” Irene had exclaimed, close to tears.  “I’ve got to pass this correspondence course before they’ll let me into the college, and this book just won’t make sense!”  Again she smote the odious text, a plastic-bound book whose pages, Jeff noticed, were also formed in plastic, instead of being punched in paper like the card they’d seen during vision awareness week.

	“Can you show me a problem?” he asked.  Lorna had drilled him in math rather beyond his seventh-grade requirements.

	“Well, here’s one.”  Irene seemingly chose at random from one of the dotted pages.  “3x+2=17.  That doesn’t make any sense to me.  What the hell’s an X?”

	“Depends,” said Jeff.  “Let me show you what my sister taught me.”  He began to put his hand in his pocket in search of change, remembered suddenly that he had no pockets.  “I’ve got my gym clothes in this sack,” Jeff offered lamely.  Hoping that she really could not see, Jennifer explored the pockets of Jeff’s pants pockets.  I wonder if I should get a purse.  There were three nickels and some pennies.  With Irene’s help, more pennies were produced and two saucers and a pair of silver kitchen knives.

	“These knives are the equal-sign,” Jennifer told her, positioning the saucers and utensils in a left to right orientation with respect to Irene.  “The plate on your left has three nickels and two pennies on it.  That is for 3x+2.  The plate on the right has seventeen pennies.  Now all we need to remember is that whatever we do to one plate, we have to do to the other.  Now, we take two pennies away from each plate and that gives us 3x=15.  Now all we have to do is build up the pennies left over into three piles and when they are equal, then each stack is what an x is.”

	Irene frowned, counting the pennies on the right plate, three by three and building a set of neat little stacks.  “Three stacks.  Three nickels, Xs I mean,” she corrected herself.  “That means that every X is equal to 5!”

	“That’s right.”

	“What if you’ve got something like,” she perused her plastic math book, “2x+5 = x+8?”

	“Now,” Jeff moved coins around once more.  “You’ve got two nickels or Xs on the left plate, along with five pennies, and over here on your right, X plus eight.”

	Carefully, Irene felt both plates, counting coins.  “Okay,” she said.

“Okay.  Now, we’d like, somehow, to get just Xs on one plate and ones, or regular numbers I mean, on the other.  We do that by taking away coins, the same kind and number from each plate.”

Irene explored the plates.  Tentatively she slid a nickel off each plate.  “I’ve got x+5 = 8,” she said hesitantly.  “What if I take away five pennies from each side?”  She thought another moment.  “That leaves, three pennies equals a nickel!  You’ll never make it in the business world, girl!  No.  An X equals three?  Could that be right?”

“Let’s check it,” Jeff said, realizing that Irene could not see the grin on her new friend’s face.

“What if you have negative numbers?” Irene wanted to know.

“You use more kinds of coins.  Maybe dimes for negative ones and quarters for negative Xs.”

“I’d always heard that money talks,” Irene laughed, “but I never knew it could do algebra.”

“My sister is so wonderful!”  Jennifer was thoroughly enjoying herself now.  “Once she taught me this system for doing my math, I can always hold out on doing my homework till Mom gives me my allowance!”  Both girls dissolved into storms of giggles.



It was somewhere near the time that they took reluctant leave of one another, and Jeff re-entered his guise as a young adolescent boy, that Irene said suddenly “Can you get ahold of any Mad magazines?”

“Mad magazines?”  Jennifer was unsure that s/he had heard correctly.

“Sure, a Mad,” Irene affirmed.  “One of the partially sighted girls I used to go to school with would bring her big brother’s Mad magazines from home and read them to me.  We’d laugh like idiots!  Did get in quite a lot of trouble, as I recall, when a teacher’s aide caught us in study hall… maybe I shouldn’t be trying to corrupt you like that.’  A cloud passed momentarily over Irene’s face.  “I don’t know…”

Her friend said, “I might know somebody.”



















Chapter 3.

“If you help me I’ll…”



	So, here Jeff was, the next morning before school, waiting by Willie’s locker.  “Willie…” Jeff called, no louder than was necessary to attract the other’s attention.

	“Whatcha want, Jeff-ree?”  He pronounced the name in a soprano parody.

	“Have you got a Mad?”

	“Maybe.  Who’s asking?”

	“Well,” Jeff hazarded, “a friend of mine wants to see one.”

	“Why doesn’t this friend just get his ass out and buy one?”

	“The friend is blind.”  Jeff said it without thinking, regretting the admission a moment later.  “I don’t think the grocery store over there even has one.”

	“Would this friend of yours be that blind chick that wanted a little girl to come over and read to her and hold her hand?”

	“Well, forget it if you don’t want to help me.”  Jeff found himself becoming very angry on account of Willie’s denigrating comments.

	“I didn’t say that…”   Willie screwed up his face.  “Sure I’ll help you, Jeffie!  Let’s see, what could you do for me?”  He considered a moment, as if struggling to think of anything at all, then as if an entirely new idea had struck, “so, the grocery store doesn’t have a Mad.  Hmm.  I betcha it’d have beer though.  A six-pack of Coor’s, maybe?  Now there’s something you can do for me!  Tell you what.  You get your blind girlfriend to find her way over to the store and get your pall Willie some beer, n’I’ll see what I can do about finding her a Mad.”  He stuck out a sweaty hand.

	Jeff shook, but had the sinking feeling that he somehow was coming out on the short end of the deal.

	But, soon enough, the matter of a six-pack of Coor’s was no longer the most troubling news he must bring Irene.  After announcements, when the others were filing out variously to their classes, Ms. Larson gestured for him to remain.

	“A word, Mr. McGowan?”

Jeff waited until the room had emptied, then, feeling as if things had gone far too well to be safe, stepped to the side of her desk.

“How goes it with our project?” his teacher asked.

“Fine, I guess.”

“You guess?”  She raised her eyebrows in mock alarm.  “Did you tell her that you are a young man?”

Jeff felt his face burning with a sudden intensity, then realized, almost too late, that Ms. Larson must be joking.  “She never found out,” he answered solemnly.

Laugh-wrinkles deepened all over Ms. Larson’s face.  “I love it,” she said.  Seriously though, are things going alright?”

“Yeah, I think so.  I’ve been helping her with her algebra,” Jeff concluded helpfully.

“Whew, that’s pretty impressive for a seventh-grader.  Blind people don’t always get the opportunities they should in education.  It’s really good of you to help out, Jeff.”

“Oh, she knows a lot of things though.”  Suddenly, Jeff had gotten a glimpse of Irene as somebody stuck forever in Second Grade, and he hurried to erase the impression from his teacher’s mind.  “She designs clothes and everything.”

“Well, that is amazing.”  This time she really was impressed.  “I’m glad you told me about this.  You see, we’re all going to make a presentation right before spring break to show the school, and the community, generally what we’ve accomplished during this experience we’re having.”

A feeling of panic took possession of Jeff for the second time.  “You mean, like a written report?” he asked, hoping against any reason for having hope.

“Well, no, actually, we’d like to work up a demonstration or a tour or a slide-show, or whatever might seem appropriate for the project in question.  In your case,” she smiled warmly as if bestowing a favor, “I thought that your friend—Irene might be willing to participate in our event with us.  Now you’ve told me about her sewing work, which is really impressive.  Maybe she’d consent to showing her creations.”

“She doesn’t get out much,” said Jeff, feeling as if the battle were already lost.

“All the more reason to invite her, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you’ll look into it?”  Ms. Larson was already picking up her attendance list for the next class.  “If you can get around the handicap of not being a girl, I’m certain you can coax a lonely blind lady out into the social scene.  Besides” –she leaned nearer, confidingly—“women love to be complimented on their cooking and their needlework.  That, and babies.  That’s why I’m a teacher.  I can’t cook, I can’t sew.  And, I’ve got all you brats!”  She opened a textbook and the interview was completed.



In the days that followed, Jennifer visited her Special Friend nearly every afternoon and she became both more used to, and more adept at, dressing the part.  Jeff had observed that many girls wore their brother’s white shirts to school, and this simplified changing somewhat.  On days when he had gym, he brought a skirt, underwear, socks and sandals in the same bag with his P. E. outfit, changing when She reached Irene’s.  Jeff/Jennifer wondered sometimes whether there was any real point in changing at all, but the process seemed to make it easier to believe in Jennifer.

When they’d known each other about a week and a half, Jeff brought, along with his clothes, a piece of wire screen cut with his mother’s pinking shears from an old roll he’d located in the garage.  He also brought some nylon fishing line from one of Lorna’s projects, and a large, heavy needle which their grandmother, he’d been told, had used for sewing feed sacks.

“Can I use your bathroom?”

Irene laughed.  “Depending on what you want to use it for.  My laundry’s hanging all over, but I think that the crucial place is uncovered.”

It took a few moments to change this time.  Realizing that most people gave some evidence of having used the facilities when in there, Jennifer finally flushed the toilet, then, with the sink running, found the items for screen door repair.

“I wondered how I’d go about mending that hole.”  Irene had been delighted by the big needle it’s very threadable eye.  “This used to be my Aunt’s house, so I don’t even have a landlord to bitch at.  At which to bitch!” She corrected herself with exaggerated care.  “My Language teacher would have a holy fit.  I came here so I could be near the technical college.  My folks weren’t all that happy about me leaving at home at all, and I sure didn’t want to give them any more reasons to make the drive over than I had to.”

They began, with Jennifer keeping a sharp eye toward the street, passing the needle back and forth.  Irene was on the living room side of the screen door, sewing the little cut square of patch over the ragged hole.

“Speaking of things we aren’t supposed to do and all that,” Irene gave the needle a vigorous poke through a difficult place in the weathered mesh, “did you ask your friend about the Mad magazine?”

“Well, I did,” Jennifer said uncertainly, “I have to do something for him before I can get the magazine.”

“Oh, dear!” Irene was fully cracking up now.  “Don’t ever let yourself get put in that kind of position, girl, unless it’s your idea in the first place.”

Realizing what it must have sounded as if she was saying, Jennifer blushed deep red.  “I didn’t mean that!”

“I know.  What is it the little pervert wants?”

“A six-pack of Coor’s beer.”  Jennifer said it without thinking, then in spite of the impending refusal which was sure to come, felt relieved that at least it was out.

“Mmm.”  Irene wrinkled her forehead seriously.  “That’s a pretty sticky wicket.  Contributing to the delinquency of a minor, possibly several, doing it in exchange for questionable reading material, not authorized by the National Library Services for the Blind.  Setting a bad example for the young, for the community in general.  It’s a deal!”

“Really?”

“Sure.”  Irene stretched, before turning a corner and continuing up a vertical seam.  “What are you?  Twelve?  Thirteen?  About one can apiece is about average for that age.  They’ll either barf it up somewhere or make asses of themselves and fall asleep.  Not that,” she said confidingly, “it’s any problem for boys to make asses of themselves anyway.”

A movement in the corner of her eye made Jennifer fix attention again on the roadway, having allowed her vigil to lapse during their conversation.  Somebody was walking there, turned so as to be staring pretty directly at the house.  “Just a minute, Irene.”  Jennifer hurried past her into the safety of the living room.  “I just want to see if all the stitches are going to hold.”

“Oh, gee,” Irene said scoldingly, “I’m a professional seamstress, or something, and you, a mere novice of at womanly arts, are going to critique my skilled craftsmanship.  I’m quitting!  No, wait a minute, I’m putting in for a raise!”

It was Willie.  Forgetting about the screen entirely, Jennifer backed further into the concealing recesses of the living room.

“What’s wrong?” Irene demanded.  “Did you make a mistake?  I know I couldn’t have.”  

Irene’s jocularity served to snap her back to the job at hand.  “No,” she said, “I thought there might be something.  There isn’t, though.”



The screen door being an accomplishment now, Jen asked “Everybody seems to be so flabbergasted that you can use a sewing machine.  Do most—well, blind women know how to do that?”  (She still had trouble saying that word to Irene, though Irene had said on their second meeting “That’s me.  Blind as a bat.  Calling it something else won’t make the lights come on.”)

“It’s hard to say, really,” Irene answered.  “I went to the State School.  Down there, they pushed gym, they pushed music, they made everybody take shop, and home-EC, no matter whether you were a boy or a girl.  I showed some promise with an old Singer they had (the machine, not the choir director).”  She guffawed, “And the teacher spent some extra time with me.  I don’t know what kids in regular public school get.  As it was, a previous school I’d gone to, left me so far back in Math that I ended up in the Dumb Class and I wasn’t setting the woods on fire in most of my other classes either.  I didn’t graduate until I was twenty, and my folks bought my sewing machine for me since it was about all I was any good at, I suppose, and to keep me out of their hair…”

“You didn’t graduate until you were twenty--?”  Jennifer tried not to let the horror she felt show in her voice.  Five years till I graduate, and that already seems like an eternity!  “How can that be?”

“You tell me, kid, and we’ll both know,” Irene said.  “I recall though, that only a couple of the kids in my class were in the grade they were supposed to be.”

Suddenly, Jennifer was rather sorry for bragging about helping Irene with their schoolwork.  Imagine, having to get help with their assignments from—from a kid.

Now, Jennifer recalled guiltily that she still hadn’t brought up the subject of Irene’s possible participation in Community Services Month, rather than merely being a project herself, and Mrs. Larson would be expecting an answer sometime--  But, how to ask Irene?

“I don’t suppose you’d like it much” she said, “if people wanted to come around, looking at your stuff and making a big deal about it?” Jennifer asked almost hopefully.  “I mean, wouldn’t that be like an insult?”

“If—“ Irene answered slowly, “—I actually accomplish something—then I guess people can make as much as they want out of it, and with my sewing I accomplish something.”  Then, the solemn mood evaporated.  “Fortunately, I’m a woman of varied talents.  I can tie my shoes too!”  She presented a somewhat disreputable sneaker, half-through at the toe.

This effectively changed the subject, leaving Jennifer feeling acutely chagrined, as her attempt to guard Irene’s privacy seemed to have backfired.  (Maybe it would be good for Irene to come to school or some other place where people could look at her clothes designs and find out about the things she can do.  Maybe Ms. Larson is right and that would be the best thing I could do for her.  Only, how can I?  How could I take her anyplace?  She’s the only one who knows—I’m ‘me.’)



“Come meet Gussie,” Irene had invited, when they were both thoroughly sick of nickel and dime algebra, on that first tense but fascinating afternoon.  She’d led the way to the musty, bare-studded work area in the rear of the house.  “A Sears industrial model,” she said.  “I could sew a pup-tent if I wanted.”

Jennifer stepped forward, eyeing the formidable-looking black contraption with mingled awe and something like fear.  “Neither Mom nor Lorna were ever much on sewing.  I’ve tried, but just with a needle and thread.  How does the needle go all the way through then come back?”  She bent to examine the needle housing.

“It doesn’t,” Irene said.  “Interesting thing, that.  The needle just sort of pokes loops of thread through the cloth, then this part down here,” she put her finger on the bobbin, “pokes loops through the loops on the other side of the material.  Here, do you want to try?”  She picked up a piece of blue denim from a pile of remnants lying on the old board and wrought iron work table, folded it.  The sewing machine hummed and chattered, tingeing the air with the whiff of ozone.  The scrap was now transformed into a tube, or sleeve.  “Now you try.”

“Do they make patterns that you can feel?” Jennifer asked.

“Sure.”  Irene went to a drawer, taking out a folded dress pattern embossed on heavy paper.  “You can probably see the Braille markings.”  She indicated with her finger.  “Like most anything else in Braille though, these cost a bunch, so I often take things apart and use them to make my own patterns for either part or all of a new thing I’m making.”  She returned to the sewing table to find a small pile of what looked at first like straps, but was actually a pair of pants disassembled into four parts.

Jennifer’s own sewing lessons had begun thus, almost timidly, but had progressed in the intervening days, along with Irene’s math and their mutual regard.

Jennifer gathered up the leftover fishline, dropped Grandma’s needle back into the bag with the street clothes.  “Looking good,” she said to Irene.

“Who, me?”



Later, while the two of them sat over potato chips and chocolate milk.  Still warmed by their success, Irene said “there’s a real neat movie on this Friday.  Have you heard of ‘Wait Until Dark?’”

“No.  What’s it about?”

“Well, you see, it’s about this blind woman who’s got this murderer after her, and how she fights against him,” Irene summarized.  “The problem is, there are lots of places where all you’ve got is just that creepy mood music, and if you can’t see, you don’t know what in hell’s happening.  You see…” -she paused for dramatic effect- “…it’s about a blind woman, but if you’re blind you can’t follow the story!”

“Oh really?” Jennifer answered, attempting to convey interest.

“’Oh really?’” Irene parroted. “Not even a ‘that’s too bad,’ or ‘something should be done about that?!’  What I had in mind is, why can’t you come spend the night Friday.  It’s not a school night, and we can watch it together and talk about girl stuff and just make a night of it?”



Jeff’s steps were slow on their way home that evening.  Seldom had he been in so many different sorts of trouble at the same time.  It was particularly disconcerting therefore when he saw that his mother was waiting for him when he reached his destination.  She was standing in the living room picture window, catching his glance almost as soon as he turned into their street.

“I’m glad you’re home, Jeff,” Mrs. McGowan said without preamble.

A chill ran through Jeff from his ankletted feet to his recently scarved topknot.

“There’s a mother-daughter function at school this Friday.

And she’s talking to me about it?  Jeff knew he must be beet red and nearly laughed out loud with the irony of the situation, and the relief of finding out that he wasn’t being cross-examined, yet.  “So you and Lorna are going to go?”  Jeff asked, not knowing what else to say.

“Well, yes.”  His mother answered.  “I don’t know the time to be nearly as involved with you kids and your schooling as I should, and Lorna is so, oh--  different and kind of standoffish.  I thought we’d go to the doings, after an intimate little supper for two.  That is, if—“

“If?” Jeff asked.

“I was just wondering if you could find a friend to stay overnight with, or maybe I should get a sitter for you?”

“Oh Mom, I don’t need a sitter!” he protested.

“Now Jeffrey,” Mrs. McGowan crooked an admonishing forefinger.  “You know very well I don’t approve of you being alone at night.”

Suddenly, Jeff saw a solution, in part at least, to two or three of his current dilemmas in his mother’s suggestion that he sleep over with a friend.  “Let me work on it, Mom,” he said.  “Probably, I can stay at Willie’s.

“That would be just fine, dear,” said his mother.  You’re a big help.”

Then, when he thought the conversation had ended--  “May I ask, Jeff, what your sister’s blue school dress was doing bunched up in your closet?”


