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 pal 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 with 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 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 know I don’t have 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?”


