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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 a 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 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.


