Chapter 11.


Alternatives!!





	Willie proved, all in all, an able enough assistant to Lorna, making up in dogged persistence whatever he might lack in insight.  Indeed, Willie put in so many more hours than requested, that Irene and Jennifer strongly suspected that he’d developed rather a crush on Jeff’s vigorous, take-charge sister.


	With Elizabeth Larson’s help, some early issues of ‘The Mother Earth News’, and ‘Blaire and Kechem’s Country Journal’ were procured.  After some initial confabulation with Lorna, the Seamstresses were hard at work with novel materials and a few—less-than-utilitarian designs, to supplement Irene’s serious work already under way.


	Chancing to glance at a brochure from Radio Shack, Jeff was struck with an inspiration.  Some conversations with the proprietor of the local Radio Shack, who happened to be a HAM operator, an inspired tinkerer and a neighbor, coupled with Jeff’s own facility for doing things with his hands, took the project in still another direction—and work on the Birthday Dress continued apace.





	Jeff’s fairly petulant foray into the Home Economics Department at school—domain and cherished principality of Alma Jensen, turned out to be a god-send to the overall project, in spite of the upswelling of guilt it had caused at the time.  Irene and Gussie were so busy turning out garments for school (both Jeff and Lorna’s junior high, and the admissions committee at the technical college), that the dress for Lorna would have languished entirely had it not been for Miss Jensen’s gathering enthusiasm.


	Herself an older sister of many brothers, for whom she’d cooked, sewed, and any number of other things, Miss Jensen was charmed, though bemused by the sweetness of character which must underlie a boy’s resolve to make a dress for his older sister.  Through this apprehension of hers may have been somewhat of an idealization, the real effort that Jeff had obviously poured into the enterprise was obvious when two days after their first interview, he returned with a list containing answers to most of the questions she’d asked.


	In due course, Miss Jensen met Irene at the latter’s home, and like everyone else, Miss Jensen was impressed by the array of adaptive and adaptable garments Irene was preparing for display.


	“Can we all fit into a Volkswagen Bug?” she inquired.  “I thought we should choose the material today, if our birthday is so near…”


	They drove to Arland’s Fabric and Sewing Supply in the older and Richer part of town, there to pick out by sight—and touch—yardage in a sunny-yellow, cotton and acetate blend and the other things necessary for the construction of even a simple dress such as was proposed.


	Miss Jensen sniffed somewhat when Jeff broached the part of the dress-making effort that made it uniquely Lorna—but did what she could do to make even that--! as tasteful and decorous as possible.


	“Please!  Don’t tell Lorna,” Jeff implored the advanced (or back-logged) sewing students with whom he shared the Fifth Period independent work time.  “It’s supposed to be a surprise.”


	While the girls variously observed that Lorna would now truly look like the woman from outer space, or perhaps be snapped up by the electric utility—the secret was kept.





	“Yes, dear?” Miss Jensen peered up from her desk as Jeff, with the dress finally completed, folded and wrapped, stood in front of her.


	“Um.  Irene and I would like to invite you to the party we’re having for Lorna,” Jeff said.


	Alma Jensen grew slightly pink, smiling back at the student.  “Dear me.  That would hardly be proper,” she said, in a voice so low as to be nearly a whisper.  Then, perceiving that Jeffrey’s feeling were hurt, she relented sufficiently to say, “the offer is very kind, you know, but it is not correct—for teachers to attend the social events of their students.  But please enjoy yourselves in my stead.”  She removed her glasses, giving them a vigorous polishing with a lace-edged hanky.  “Being able to assist in such a project as yours is all the thanks one could need.”


	As Jeff was walking out of the Home-Ec complex, for the last time--?  Possibly not…  Miss Jensen called after him, “Extend my best Birthday wishes to your sister.”





	The day of the Exhibition was cool and crisp.  Most evidence of last month’s Inadvertent Arsony was covered now with new paint.  A section of public lawn, across the street from the library, where the exhibition was centered, had been roped and barricaded as newly planted grass sprouted in the April damp.


	The library grounds, painstakingly groomed and manicured by the Yard-work team, was thronged with students, teachers, parents, and local officials.  Inside the library, a table, well-draped with oil-cloth, and it’s similarly protected surroundings, was buzzing with preschool brothers and sisters, recipients of Operation Kid Care, all eager to display play-doughed, finger-painted and crayoned masterpieces.  Posters, banners and early garlands festooned the library inside and out, and evidence of other efforts in the month-long program were everywhere.


	When their time came, Jeff, Irene, Lorna and Willie huddled (for dramatic purposes), behind the large, plastic tarp which was stretched tightly between two front pillars of the library porch.  The tarp was painted in huge, white letters “COMMUNITY SERVICE MONTH!”


	“If you had to come up with a name for this veritable conglomeration of projects,” Ms. Larson began, “you would call it, simply, Alternatives.”  She strode down the broad library steps to the immaculate lawn below.


	Along one side of the steps, next to the railing, a ramp had been laid.  Built by Lorna, with the help of Mr. Verbaun, the high school shop teacher, the ramp had lengths of angle iron fitted to it’s bottom side, running width-wise.  These allowed the ramp to lock securely into the steps, but made the unit (also provided with low, wooden guards on each side), to be picked up and moved.


	“We will be seeing the work, and the co-operation of three individuals, each of whom has managed to step out of his or her own situation and set of problems, in order to help someone else.”  On cue, Willie Jackson emerged from behind the banner-sign and slipped into the library.  He emerged presently, with a wheelchair.


	“First,” Ms. Larson continued, “we have a guest to our school program, Irene Carrol, a woman without sight who is not only a designer of clothing for the handicapped, but as we will see, a seamstress and a sewing teacher in her own right.  Irene will be attending a technical college this Fall, to further her career in clothes-design with a difference, an alternative.”


	Irene squirmed uncomfortably in her temporary hide-away.


	“We aren’t showing you the people yet,” Ms. Larson went on, “because we feel the visual effects will be striking, but felt that some explanation might be in order first.”  There were a few giggles, somewhat nervous ones, from the crowd assembled in front of the library.


	“In a sense,” Ms. Larson proceeded to the next item of the agenda, “the person who made all of this…”  She waved her hand inclusively.  …”At least ‘combinable’ is one of our own seventh-graders, a first time participant, who volunteered to assist and even teach Irene, who lacked people to read study materials for her.  In the process, Jeff learned a good bit himself, I fancy.”


	“Jeff’s sister, Lorna, who is one of our ninth-graders, is designer of this alternative rampway to allow wheelchair-bound persons to enter and exit our library with safety and ease.  And,” Ms. Larson smiled, “it uses no electricity or petroleum fuel!”


	With this, Willie rolled the wheelchair to the base of the ramp, guiding it’s front wheels between the side runners provided, in order to assure a safe and orderly ascent.


	“Lorna and her wheelchair ramp project,” said Ms. Larson (Lorna stepped out from behind the banner, but before people could comment, the teacher continued) “will be ably assisted by another seventh-grader, young Willard Jackson who will serve as pilot!”  Willie took his seat in the wheelchair.


	“AS she said” Lorna told the crowd, “this is about alternatives.”  The crowd laughed genuinely.  “Alternatives have to do with doing different things, or the same things in different ways.  This coat I’m wearing, for instance, is made out of newspaper.”  The crowd laughed again.  “It’s very warm,” Lorna told them.  “It’s virtually free.  It does tend to get a little wet, but a spray of Scotch-guard will take you through a rainstorm.”  Lorna paused for effect, turning to show the ankle-length garment of laminated newspaper.  “I’m not suggesting that we wear newspaper clothes, though it would be cheaper—just to point out how there are always more ways than one to do something.”  She strode up the stairs, took a pair of ropes which lay coiled on the broad library porch, and tossed them down to Willie.


	Willie caught the ropes and pulled.  The wheelchair rolled backward, smoothly ascending the ram with a sound not unlike a fishing wheel being wound.


	“A device called a ratchet,” said Lorna, “prevents the chair from rolling back down.  When you want to come down,” Willie pulled another rope and did—“a thing called a governor makes sure that you do so slowly.”





	“These ropes are safe up to a full ton,” Lorna declared.  “And these pulleys up there,” she pointed to a double-wheeled mechanism hanging from a stout porch rafter, “provide what we call a Technical Advantage.  That one,” Lorna pointed at the larger of the wheels, “carries the rope Willie actually pulled.  You may have noticed that Willie was pulling a lot of line in order to go a fairly short way.  That’s because the wheel is big.  This wheel though, this pulley—“ she pointed next to the smaller of the set, “—turns just a little way compared to the amount of pulling you do.  This way, a little bit of power, over a bit more time, can do a whole lot of work—and anybody can do it.”  Lorna took the reins from Willie, and after re-checking the two hooks which secured the lines from the smaller pulley to the chair’s rear wheel, she handed the ropes to a child of four or five who had come up to inspect.  The crowd applauded as the chair, once more, mounted the stairs.


	“Thank you, Lorna.  As some of you doubtless know,” Ms. Larson said indulgently, “our Lorna has her heart set on becoming a woman engineer.”


	“It may come as somewhat of a surprise to you,” Jeff called to the audience, “that I’m wearing a skirt.”


	“You’re wearing a skirt!”  Irene feigned surprise.  “You found the wrong clothes, I’m supposed to be the blind person!”  (Laughter, somewhat uncomfortable, from the crowd of watchers.)


	“Sorry Irene,” Jeff said.  “I’ll change.”  Jeff wore a long skirt-like garment of blue denim, with zippers running in front and back running from hem nearly to crotch.  He stepped back behind the banner-tarp and re-emerged in somewhat odd-looking but very serviceable trousers, which obviously were one and the same garment as the skirt.


	Irene stepped behind the banner next, and whereas she had been wearing the trousers (the same design as Jeff’s), she now wore a skirt.  “Two-way zippers,” Irene explained, displaying the seam.  “Like when you zip sleeping bags together.  If you zip the panels front and back, you’ve got a skirt.  Zip them at the inseams, you create pants.  These folds, which are secured on the inside of the legs by four snaps, allow you to fold in some of the extra cloth that you might want in a skirt, but not in a pair of jeans.”


	Jeff demonstrated the hidden snaps at ankle and knee and the pleat-like folds which could be used to tuck unwanted material almost completely out of sight.





	Alice McGowan clamped on her best troublesome client grin, as other office workers about her tittered at the “Cute” antics of her son.  After all, a year ago you’d never get the kid up in front of any public group, let alone half the town…  Put it all in perspective and it all turns out to be in good fun.  I never suspected to raise a daughter who’d build a trolley up the library steps either!


	 She consulted her watch.  Lunchtime was nearly over and it was time to get back to the office.  She waved at Lorna and Jeff, then started to wave at Irene, caught herself and called “great project, kids.  Fine work, Irene—“  She even bestowed a benevolently mother-like smile upon Willie Jackson who was just then wriggling uncomfortably as if not sure whether he was to be included in the general accolade.  As she was slithering through the crowd toward the parking lot, Mr. Osborne the Principal intercepted her, shaking her hand with a damp but earnest grip.


	“Two very bright kids,” he said.  “We feel very fortunate to have them.”


	Alice smiled her thanks.  That was certainly better than a visit from the fire department or the police.  Still she marveled at how nervous a person, child or parent, could get when you saw a principal bearing down on you!


	She turned again, continued toward her car.  I think you’d be around, James.  She could almost feel her tall, rather irreverent husband—so much like Lorna—walking beside her, watching with her.  We all must have done something right.  She turned her head once more before turning into the parking lot around the corner of the gymnasium building.  Behind her, the doings continued.





	“Some people in wheelchairs” Irene was saying, “have no particular difficulty getting dressed and undressed.  For some, it is torture.  For many folks, a trip to the restroom can take several times as long as for me or you.  This design,” she brushed the skirt-garment she wore, “is not only handy if you have trouble making up your mind what to wear, or if like Jeff you can’t find your own clothes.”  She grinned over at Jeff.  “But with properly-designed garments underneath, it can provide many more alternatives in dressing, undressing, and caring for oneself.”


	“To conclude this contribution,” Ms. Larson intervened, laughing.  “There is, I believe, the matter of a birthday present, a Presentation by Jeff to his Sister, which is, incidentally a debut of Jeff’s own sewing skill and—appreciation for alternatives.”


	“What my mother and little brother won’t do to get me into a dress!” Lorna said ruefully.  She shucked out of the newspaper coat which, lined with sack paper, had left the garment underneath free of newsprint.  “Solar energy dress,” Lorna announced.


	But before anybody could comment further on what Lorna wore, some disturbance down near the end of the block drew attention that way.  A loud “Wait for Me!” issued from Mr. Malcolm, resident of the nearby retirement home, who had just bumped his own wheelchair up over the curbing and was careering along the sidewalk to Lorna’s ramp.


	“I heard all the commotion, so I came over,” Mr. Malcolm announced.  “Damned tired of sitting at the bottom of these steps while somebody hands books down to me.”  He made something between a smile and a leer.  “Librarians won’t bring me what I really want to read anyway.”


	Willie helped Mr. Malcolm line up with the ramp and hitched the elderly man’s chair to Lorna’s contraption.


	“Going up!” Mr. Malcolm called, hauling in rope like a fisherman with too much play in his line.  At the top of the steps he paused before turning, grinned broadly at Lorna.  “What would a pretty girl like you recommend as a good read to while away a Saturday afternoon?”  Mr. Malcolm asked with a chortle.  “One of them love stories, mebbe?”�	“Oh, I’d say Elementary Physics by Weidner and Sells would be about right,” Lorna answered, without cracking a smile.





	“Honestly, Jeff,” their mother exclaimed, when Lorna first wore the dress with it’s unconventional adornments along the sleeve and across the front of it.  “I hoped you’d help me civilize your sister somewhat, not help her to look—like a walking electrician’s bench!”  But crinkles at the corner of her eyes belied Mrs. McGowan’s grim facade.


	“Velcro, mom,” Jeff said reassuringly.  “Comes off for washing.”





	Over at Irene’s, two days before the Exhibition in the heart of town, the dress had been presented by two of it’s three principal authors.  Jeff had stepped into the bathroom, shedding his jeans and sweater in order to serve as a display rack for the sunshine-yellow sheath with the checker-board pattern of solar cells and spider-web tracery of red and black.


	“I’m afraid I needed to borrow your new soldering iron, Sis,” Jeff admitted.  He unplugged a wire from one of the little Radio-Shack solar cells attached to the dress.  “Like little electronic Legos,” Jeff said self-satisfiedly.  “Hook ‘em in series or parallel.”  He showed Lorna the direct current power receptacle at the end of the three-quarter length sleeve, “like a cigarette lighter in a car.  Plug in anything you can put in a DC jack,” he said.


	“I absolutely love it,” Lorna smirked.  “Mom’ll have a fit!  And those things aren’t cheap Jeff—gosh.”


	“I got a job reading for Irene,” Jeff demurred.  “The state pays me for helping her complete her courses.”


	Lorna fingered the receptacle on Jeff’s left elbow.  “What should I plug into it I wonder?”


	“Alternatives,” Jeff told her.


	“Well, take off the damned thing and let her see if it fits!” Irene scolded.  “Speaking of coursework,” she continued, “I can do equations till they come out my ears, thanks to you and Jeff.  Though, if I get beyond X, Y, and Z, I’ll have to become a foreign coin collector.  What I’d like to know is why?”


	“Why what?” Lorna asked.


	“Why should I care what X and Y are?  I never see any in real life.”


	“Oh,” said Lorna absently, “let’s say you’ve got maybe one thousand dollars to go to school next year, and let’s say you pay seventy-five dollars for registration fees, and you want to know how much you have left to spend each trimester of school.  You’d get the answer from 3x+75=1000, where X is the amount you can spend each quarter.”


	Irene made a great show of cogitation.  “What do I do with the one third of a penny?”


