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 toilet 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 Willie 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 uses 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 once, 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 were 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.


  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.”


