Chapter 4.


Sleepover?  Perhaps to dream.





	This was one of those times it seemed to Jeff that someone besides himself was speaking.  His lips, his tongue, his entire mouth felt perched to immobility and there was that coldness that near panic bestows.  His voice sounded in his own ears very high in pitch and unfamiliar.  The wonder was that Jeff, or whoever that was who was now speaking, could force out the words at all.


	“I’m sewing Lorna a dress for her birthday,” he heard himself saying.  “I needed it for—for a pattern?”  No.  She’ll never buy that, but…


	“What a sweet idea, Jeff.”  His mother was laughing.  “Didn’t you know though that you had one of last year’s dresses?  She’s grown since.”  Mrs. McGowan beckoned.  “Come upstairs,” she said.  “I’ll give you something that’s the right size.”  She led the way up to Lorna’s room.


	“Here.”  Jeff’s mother handed him a spring, floral cotton print on it’s hanger.  “Keep it hanging up,” she ordered.  “I don’t suppose it’ll be missed.”  She sighed.  “I do wish your sister would take more of an interest in her appearance.  Maybe your gift will be an inspiration for her.”  Mrs. McGowan didn’t sound very hopeful, though.


	Jeff’s fingers nervously clutched the hanger hook as he brought it to his room, grateful his Mom had gone downstairs and was no longer watching him.  Imagine, having permission to keep a dress in your closet!  Now, what the hell am I going to do about that birthday present?


	Jeff closed his closet, then his bedroom door, flopped on his bed, reached down a library book from his desk.  He’d been keeping up with homework pretty well during the Study Hall and just now, he needed something other than more hassles.


	Jeff’s reading tastes usually ran to historical novels and sometimes a good science fiction book or collection of short stories.  As Jennifer though, it was becoming clear that girls did more than dress.  What did girls read, for instance?  History, sure, and possibly the odd science fiction book, though SF seemed often to be in the boy’s section of the school library.  What else did they read though?  He’d diffidently brought up the subject with Jennifer Wright at school one day, pleading a need to find some good books to read with Irene.  “What kind of books would a woman want read to her do you suppose--?”


	“What kind?” she had repeated, to see if she’d heard right.  “I don’t know, just books I suppose.  Well, maybe books about romance, you know, boyfriends and stuff.  Why don’t you ask her?”


	Feeling somewhat boxed in, Jeff had said “she just told me to pick out something good.”  Come to think of it, Irene had plenty of books, both in Braille and on Talking Book, which were boxes of records.  But, the books weren’t for Irene.


	“Well, have you ever heard her talk about any book she has read?”  Jennifer Wright inquired, in an effort to achieve some resolution to the difficulty.  Susan was coming up, and Jeff was wishing that he hadn’t engaged in the discussion at all.  Still, Jennifer was looking at him in that way that suggested that the conversation wouldn’t stop until she got some sort of answer.


	“She told me once that she likes to read Mad magazines.”  That sounded a bit goofy, Jeff thought, so he asked “what kinds of things do you like to read?”


	“Well—,” Jennifer said again, “I like some of the classics, like Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights—that kind of stuff.  Right now, I’m reading True Grit.  It’s a story about a girl whose father is killed and she wants to get revenge against the killers.  I think it’s a movie too.  You’ve heard the song on the radio, you know, Glen Campbell?”  Suddenly, she stopped.  “Oh, I’m sorry Jeff.”  At first it wasn’t clear what was wrong, but Jennifer added “I forgot that your dad had died.”  She looked as if she’d committed something unpardonable.


	“Aw, that’s okay,” Jeff said.  People did that sometimes, acting like it’d happened just the other day, instead of way back when Jeff was still just a little kid.


	Susan Manchester rushed in to fill the uncomfortable vacuum.  “If she likes stuff like Mad Magazine,” she told Jeff, obviously having picked up the gist of what was being discussed, “you should get this book called Ask Alice.  I doubt they’d even let it in the library, but I’ll lend it to you, if you want.”


	“Drop on by the library some afternoon, Jeff,” Jennifer Wright said then, not to be outdone, and sounding Very Official.  “We’ll pick out some nice titles for your friend.”


	So, Jeff/Jennifer had ended up with Ask Alice, a book about a girl who had the same first name as Mom, but did things Mom would never even contemplate—as well as True Grit which turned out to be a kind of Western, and three other books which were judged adequate and interesting.  I should’ve asked Lorna.  She’d have just chucked a Physics book at me and told me that’s what girls read!  But, it was interesting, if sometimes a little troubling to read a novel through Jennifer’s eyes.





	That evening, Alice McGowan delayed her bombshell about the Mother-Daughter Fashion Show since Lorna seemed to have news of her own, which might (just possibly) put her in  a more receptive mood.


	“You see, there isn’t any way for someone in a wheelchair to get up the library stairs,” Lorna was saying, as she dug into their mother’s rather hastily thrown-together meal of ground beef burgers with chips and supermarket salad.  “I couldn’t bear the thought of inventory and I’m no good at reading to little kids,” Lorna added, around a bite of sandwich.  “I think I got permission to look into the problem with the steps, just to keep me out of the librarian’s hair.”


	“Surely,” her mother expostulated, “you don’t intend pouring concrete or something like that?”


	“Of course not,” Lorna replied.  “Though,” she said primly, “I’m sure I could if need be.  No, the idea is really very simple.  You make a ramp that has cleats on the bottom so it can lay on the steps and lock into them.  Then you use a pulley arrangement to drive the wheelchair up to the door.”


	“Sounds dangerous, dear.  Do you think this is really such a good idea?”


	“Isn’t ignorance much more dangerous?”  Lorna asked what sounded like a clinching question.  “Such as…”  -she chewed for emphasis- “…might occur if the occupant of the wheelchair was unable to reach the library stacks?”


	Mrs. McGowan brightened.  “I’m happy you’re so altruistic, dear,” she said.  “You won’t mind learning about the spring fashions with me at Mother-Daughter night this Friday.”


	Lorna looked horror-stricken.  “Oh, no!” she groaned.  I’d rather read about the three bears to kindergartners!”


	“Someday perhaps,” her mother philosophized, “if you’re going to be a professional woman like your dear old gray-haired mother, you may as well learn early how to dress for success!”  Mrs. McGowan smiled benignly through her daughter’s protracted shriek of indignation.





	“So, since when is this Willie such a great buddy of yours?” Lorna had wanted to know, when all of the other arguments against going to the Mother/Daughter night had been exhausted.


	“It’s very kind of his parents to offer—“ her mother reprimanded, forgetting happily that no-one had offered, or asked for that matter.





	(“And just why should I?” Willie said, when Jeff self-consciously put the proposal.


	“Because of the beer,” Jeff said again.


	“Yeah?” Willie demanded suspiciously.  “What about the beer?”


	It was after school on a day not scheduled with Irene.  Jeff had been making a show of hanging around the building, hoping to deflect attention thereby, from those other times when fleeing any companionship he had slipped stealthily away from the school grounds, clutching his paper sack.


	“I’ve got to get it with my cousins, see?” Jeff improvised.  “We’ll get the beer, but Mom won’t like it if she knows I’m with them.  They’re a wild bunch, she says.  It’d just be easier if Mom thinks I’m spending the night with somebody from school.”


	“What about your blind friend?” Willie countered accusingly.  “Why can’t she just get it for us?”


	“Oh, you know—“ Jeff replied.  “She’s afraid someday might find out, then the school might make trouble for her.”


	“How’s anybody going to find out unless you tell?”


	“No way special,” said Jeff, “in fact she’s giving me the money to buy the beer as long as my cousins pick it up.”


	“So you still want the Mad?”


	“Sure I do…”


	“Okay,” Willie said.  “Monday.  You bring the brew, I bring the magazine.”


	“What about Friday night?”


	“What?” Willy asked.  “Oh, yeah.  Anybody calls I’ll say you’re sleepin’ over.”


	“How about your folks, though?” Jeff asked apprehensively.


	“Ah hell,” Willy guffawed.  “They’ll be passed out by ten.  I’ll tell ‘em you’re sleepin’ over and they’ll never know the difference.”


	Jeff didn’t find Willie’s assurance very reassuring, but it was probably as good as could be expected.  His own mother wasn’t exactly a detail person around home.


	Suddenly Willie asked “Are you gettin’ in her pants?”


	“What!?”


	“The blind lady.  She can’t get out much, even a fairy like you’d look okay to a blind chick!”  Willy dug Jeff in the ribs and ran off.  )





	All had looked simple enough at the dinner table, with the argument between his mother and sister to shield Jeff from his own controversy and now, with Willie as an ally in deception, everything seemed to fit.  Jeff had a place to go, Irene had somebody to watch the movie with, Willie his beer, Mom and Lorna their evening out.  What else can I do? Jeff thought.  If I don’t go to Irene’s, I’ll mess up things for everybody!  Then had come The Dream, and following The Dream, the cold morning light shed another complexion upon what he intended to do.


	The dream had started like many before.  Jeff was a girl.  Everybody else knew it, and to start out, it was okay.  He/she was wearing a dress that wasn’t a hand-me-down from Lorna.  It was a birthday present and the three of them, Jeff with Mom and Lorna were going downtown for something very special (though Jeff never found out what).  They were in a department store when Jeff realized suddenly that (she) had to go to the bathroom.


	At first there was no problem.  The restrooms in the store were easy to locate.  When Jeff was about to push the door open however, a sales-woman took ahold of Jeff’s sleeve.  


“Little girl,” she said, “that’s the wrong one.”


Jeff looked up at the engraved door-plate and read “Men.”  Flushing with embarrassment, Jeff stepped leftward to the door marked “Ladies” which swung open suddenly and he was confronted again, this time by Ms. Larson, saying “Jeff, your project is way overdue and you’ve left your blind friend looking for the soap…”


Then, Irene, wearing a pair of granny-glasses and pushing a shopping cart, was anxiously crossing and recrossing the tiled floor, tapping with her cane as she searched for a wrapped bar of Dial, which each time, she managed to just miss.


Now, just as he was bending down to get the soap for Irene, Jeff noticed his dress was gone and he was in his school clothes, except the end of the nightgown was hanging out the back of his pants like a too-long shirt tail.  The place was filling up now with women and girls, all talking loudly and wondering what a boy was doing in the ladies’ washroom!?





Jeff had continued borrowing Lorna’s nightgowns and this time it had hiked up above his waist, and he really did have to go!  Jeff crept out of bed and was about to open his door and step out into the hall.  Though he heard nothing, he hesitated.  The dream was still on him, the feeling of discovery was strong.  He slipped the nightgown off and got clean shorts and undershirt out of his drawer, pulling the shorts over the frayed bikinis he had worn under the gown.  Suitably camouflaged, he crossed into the bathroom and locked the door.


Returning to his room, Jeff sat on the edge of his bed thinking about the dream and—everything.  As long as he found a way to get the dress for Lorna, he didn’t feel too badly about using her clothes.  After all, if things were reversed, if Lorna was the little sister and Jeff the big brother, nobody’d think twice if Lorna wore her brother’s jeans or something.  And of course there was no reason to lie to Willie.  Willie was a pig.  Besides, Willie’d be getting what he wanted.  Mom might not approve of his spending the night with Irene, especially without permission.  But it was Irene herself who worried Jeff the most.  Wasn’t the lie he was telling her the worst of all?  Wasn’t Jeff somehow cheating her out of having a real girl to do stuff with?


Not really, argued the same voice who’d told him in the first place that it was okay to be Jennifer.  Nobody else was bothering with Irene, and if she knew you were a boy maybe she’d have refused you as a friend/helper.  Don’t you have fun together, and doesn’t she enjoy having you visit at least as much as you like visiting her?  Well, yes, Jeff had to admit.  So far, Irene had gotten what she’d asked for, and Jeff had gotten the chance to play at being a girl, something that had been fun and strangely exciting.  But now things were different, weren’t they?


Of course there had to be something pretty wrong at the base of what Jeff/Jennifer was/were doing because otherwise why would it be necessary to use such deception?  Secret agent, thought Jeff, though this, he knew would sound just plain stupid to Mom.  So he sat for he knew not how long, there on the edge of his bed, wrestling with it all.  Yes, Irene was the one most affected by all of this.  Somehow, she would have to be told.  After that, other things would have to be done, but first Irene.


The interval of time separating this resolve with the actuality of doing it kept the idea from being too disturbing- lending, rather, a certain comforting sense that he was doing the Right Thing.  Maybe now, he could sleep.


For a moment, Jeff eyed the gown which still lay on the bedside rug in an untidy heap of pastel pink, barely visible in the near darkness.  At first he considered putting it back on, but decided against it, not entirely certain why.  He did pick up the nightgown and fold it though, tucking it under his cold weather things in his bottom drawer.  Sometime he’d probably want to again, he supposed, but that was okay.  Sometime could take care of itself.  Jeff slipped between the sheets.


Jeff’s Midnight Interview with his conscience cost him his morning leisure.  Sleeping through the alarm, he was startled awake by the arrival of the milk truck which usually passed him on the way to school.  Jeff leapt from bed and practically vaulted into his clothes.  He threw slices of cold cuts, bread, and an apple into a sack for lunch, disregarded breakfast, and with his change of clothes in the gym bag, ran from the house.  (As it turned out, lunch was delayed as well.)


It was possible that left to himself, Jeff might have taken just as long to make the call, or might not have made it at all; but the need for haste he felt when at last his turn came to use the school’s single pay phone nerved him to action.


Lunch period was nearly over when at last, the landing was cleared of loitering potential eavesdroppers.  With a deep breath and a glance, first up then downstairs, Jeff sprinted for the booth.


“Hello?”


“Irene?”  Jeff heard his voice again pitching toward shrillness.


“Jennifer!”


(This, with surprise.  Good.  She knew the voice and there was no need to further compound the lie.)  “Yes.  Hi Irene—sorry if this is a bad time to call.”


“No, that’s okay.  Did you want to ask me something about tomorrow, or am I supposed to sign a pink slip for you?”


“It is about tomorrow—I didn’t know for sure if I should come over or not.”


“Oh, no!”  Irene sounded genuinely disappointed.  “Doesn’t your Mom want you to come?”


“Well, not exactly.”  Jeff/Jennifer floundered for some way to lead into the heart of the matter.  “I just thought that I should tell you about something.”


“Oh really?” Irene chortled.  “You haven’t killed anybody?”


“No.  You might be mad at me though.”  Jeff broke off.  He wanted, both of them wanted, very much for Irene not to be mad.


“If you’ve robbed a bank” Irene was still laughing, “I’d only be mad if you didn’t give me your cut for keeping quiet.”


Jeff thought desperately about the impending end of lunch and the upcoming P. E. period.  Still Irene was cracking jokes.  


As if in response to the unvoiced panic Irene said “Listen honey.  Can you come if you want to?”


“Yes.”


“Do you want to, forgetting about your ugly secret I mean?”


“Well, yes.”


“Alright then.  At your age I baby-sat kids not nearly as much younger than me then, than you are younger than me now.  Even if you are an escaped felon I can take care of myself.  So come- if you want to.”


Jeff was very much emptied now of anything to say and a silence ensued, emanating from both ends of the phone.


“Really,” Irene said at last.  “I’ll be looking forward to it.  We’ll do our nails, and talk then.”  She chuckled, said good-bye. 


She doesn’t even wear nail polish, and she bites her nails!  Jeff wondered just a moment why Irene had spoken just as she had, but only for a moment.  Oh no!  It’s time for gym and I’ve still got girl’s underwear on!


Dressing so hurriedly this morning, Jeff had pulled his pants on over both pairs of underwear, having left Lorna’s bikinis on under his shorts.  Not only had he missed breakfast and now lunch, he’d gone to the bathroom hurriedly at home and not since.  When leaving the house his haste had been so great that he’d grabbed the bag of Visiting Clothes but had forgotten his Thursday Gym class.  Jeff ran to the nearest boy’s lavatory.  Two guys were finishing up at the row of urinals.  Jeff darted to one of the stalls (doorless like most boy’s room facilities), dropped pants and underwear in a single movement and stayed seated until both urinals flush-hissed and the boys were gone.


He hastily removed his shoes, stepping out of his jeans, removed the shorts then the panties.  At that moment, the restroom door shooshed again.  Frantically, Jeff jammed both legs back into his pants, stuffing both pairs of underwear into the front pocket.


“Going barefoot, McGowan?”  It was Willie.


Jeff nearly jumped out of his skin.  What had he seen?  “Had a rock in my shoe,” Jeff said lazily, putting on the left shoe.


“In both of them?” Willie wanted to know.


“Yeah,” Jeff said, putting on the right shoe.


“Better get your ass into gym,” Willie warned.  “You know how Mr. Munger said he’d give you hacks if you were late again.”


“Do you see a wallet over by the sinks, Willie?”


“No,” Willie said, after a very cursory glance in the indicated direction.


Jeff used that opportunity to yank his pants up.  “I think I dropped it someplace,” Jeff told him, very conscious of the bulging pocket which stretched the left side of his jeans.


Willie tagged so closely that there was no time to make a ditch stop at his locker in the main hall.  So reluctantly, though with haste, Jeff led off to Gym across the courtyard.  He and Willie were the last two in the locker room.


As nonchalantly as he could, Jeff shucked out of his pants, getting quickly into his jock and gym-trunks.  


Willie missed nothing.  “Somebody steal your shorts, Sonny?” he asked.


“I got up late,” Jeff told him, “and my Mom hadn’t put the laundry away.  I had trouble finding stuff.”


“Dear, dear.” Willie made sympathizing sounds with his tongue.  “You are a mess.”





After gym, Jeff finished up his penalty laps and returned now to a completely empty locker room.  Emerging from the shower, he returned to his basket to find that his pants pockets had evidently emptied their contents in the metal drawer.  Here was his change, his wallet, his comb and key chain—his shorts.  He checked the left pants pocket.  Where were they?  His combination lock was lying inside the basket along with the other things, because he’d been intent on getting suited up and into gym.


He’d hoped to scarf some lunch on the way to Study Hall.  His stomach ached with the extra exertion on top of the involuntary fast, but he’d better check around first.  So Jeff spent a couple of minutes going around the rows of lockers and stacks of suit-basket drawers, giving the quick once-over to the clammy floor.  Nothing.  Finally satisfied for the moment at least, he grabbed his coat and headed out.  If somebody found them in the hall or the courtyard or somewhere, the rumors would doubtless fly.  But it wasn’t as if anyone’s name were in them….





At home that afternoon, Jeff continued to wonder whether he had let himself off a bit too easy where his sister was concerned.  (Lorna did sound like Mom was dragging her off to the dentist with nothing to kill the pain!)  Feeling a little guilty on her account therefore, and having nothing on of an incriminating nature (since before gym), Jeff invited himself to Lorna’s room after dinner.


He sat on the bed and watched her glue another piece to the curious-looking structure which had nearly assumed it’s final shape on her desk.  Leaning forward to peer closer, he saw that it was a flight of stairs and some mechanical gadgets, possibly pulleys, suspended overhead from a dowel frame.


“You really mind going to that thing with Mom tomorrow?” he asked, after some moments of inner struggling.


Lorna sighed and laid down her glue-brush.  “Oh- not really,” she said.  “I guess I don’t do enough stuff with Mom.  I just wish she wouldn’t keep trying to push me into places I just don’t—well, fit,” she finished, trimming a bit of excess balsa with a hooked blade.  “It’s awfully convenient though,” she added meditatively, “that you had to make up with that Willie Jackson brat just in time to have a fun place to go on a Friday night.”  She made ‘fun’ sound highly dubious.


Jeff held back an impulse to defend himself, finding the fact that Lorna was essentially right a matter of considerable irritation.


“Well,” he temporized.  “What’s wrong with it, anyway?”


“Wrong with what?  You having fun on Friday, or Willie himself?”


“No.  I mean the fashion show thing Mom’s all head up about.”


“Oh--,” Lorna twisted around in her chair to stare at her little brother.  “Sometimes you are pee-culiar.”


“What?” Jeff persisted.


“What what?”  Lorna returned, showing her own defensiveness.  “Ohhh,” she shrugged, “I guess it’s just that I’m afraid if I show the slightest bit of interest in anything, I’ll wind up with it hanging on my closet rack next morning and then Mom will start trying to make a fashion plate out of me again.  It’s like she thinks she has to civilize me or something!”


“Don’t worry,” Jeff soothed.  “We couldn’t afford anything Mom would notice anyway, besides—you just have to look.  I’ve gotta stay with Willie.”


“And just why, exactly are you doing that--?”  Lorna fixed her best accusing glare on Jeff.


“Why, just so you can be bee-utiful, Sis.”


Jeff dodged the geometry book Lorna held poised for throwing.  Now, it seemed, there really was nobody else to worry about except for Irene.


