








Chapter 5.


Wait Until: Wait Until Dark—Jen.





	The day of the sleep-over was happily humdrum.  There wasn’t any need to pack stuff for school, since this was an Odd Day, no P. E. and he figured he’d better show up at home this afternoon in case something last-minute might come up.  He ate his breakfast, packed an adequate lunch, and strangely unencumbered, walked to school swinging his lunch bag.


	Excitement and anxiety still fought it out within him for first place in the emotional arena, but Jeff told himself that they had only till this evening (five, say, or five thirty), and everything would be settled one way or the other.  He’d used a similar approach on tests before, and hadn’t Jeff done his homework?  At least he’d laid careful plans, hadn’t he?


	Thus bolstered, Jeff made it thought the day, even managing to successfully diagram a complex sentence that was tying his classmates in more knots than it had; earning him Miss Bulletin’s tacit approbation.  At the end of the day, when he peered into his reflection in the metal of his hall-locker, to see Jennifer peering anxiously back at him, “don’t worry,” he told her, “things’ll work out okay.”





	But Things started to get a bit sticky that evening when his Mom declared that it would be the easiest thing in the world for her to drop Jeff at Willie’s house on her way to dinner with Lorna.  Fortunately, the matter came up early enough for Jeff to invent an (almost forgotten) late afternoon reading session with Irene.  Fortunately as well, Irene’s house was distinctly not on his mother’s way to the restaurant.


	Jeff escaped up to his room with his sleeping bag, where he considered the matter of attire.  The upcoming conversation and the eventual possible outcome of the evening.  He compromised on girl’s underwear, his own school jeans and a T-shirt which could be worn by either boy or girl.  He pushed a scarf, toothbrush, and a tube of toothpaste into his rolled sleeping bag along with his pillow.  Then Jeff changed into neutral blue sneakers.  After a sandwich and a bowl of chicken-noodle soup, he set out on foot for the meeting he both anticipated and dreaded.	





	“You’ve decided to stick it out with boring old Irene,” Irene more said than asked.  


“Mmm, well, I wanted to come,” Jeff told her, feeling unfamiliar in his ambiguous status.


“Have we still got a problem then?”


Jeff’s silence was betrayal enough.


Irene said quietly “Could it have anything to do with a curious little nickname some people call you?”


“What do you mean?”


“Jeff,” Irene said.


“What did you say?  How did you know?”


“All in good time.”  Irene wriggled a finger.  “Don’t spoil the narrative, girlie!”  Unaccountably, Irene was laughing again.  But after a while, so was Jennifer.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Irene said between chortles.  “I noticed right away that you held a needle up and poked the thread at it.  (Of course, everybody knows that a woman fetches the needle down to the thread.)  I’d have given you something to throw, but I don’t have any rats!”


“I throw like a girl anyhow.”  Jeff laughed with her, feeling unexpectedly wonderful with the secret finally revealed between them.  “Come on, Irene, how did you know really?”


“Oh, at first I didn’t,” Irene said.  “After a while, it just didn’t matter.  But, there were a few little things, I guess.  Sweetie, in my day, a girl might bring pants to school and change out of a skirt afterward when she was going somewhere, but not the other way around.  Somebody comes into your house in a pair of pants, heads for the bathroom, and comes out like little miss Muffet, you’ve got to be a little suspicious.”


“But I thought you were blind!”  It slipped out quite unbidden and Jeff felt his face getting hot.


“Oh, I am.”  Irene waved reassuringly.  “But I can get little glimpses, sometimes when the light is just right, and these crazy eyes of mine are just right, or as right as they’re ever going to get.  About all I see is a bright color, say, or sometimes maybe a little bit of an outline.  So, I noticed once or twice you had on different colors then when you came in, or I’d brush past and notice that instead of jeans, you had a skirt on.  Stuff like that.  Things didn’t quite add up entirely, --and at this point I have a confession of my own, --I guess I peeked.”


“What do you mean, you peeked?”


“It was really sort of an accident,” Irene confided.  “I was in the Little Girl’s room when you were over once, and I happened upon a sack.  It didn’t take much to suggest to me that it was probably something of yours, because I was pretty sure I hadn’t put it there, but curious me, I snooped.  I’ve done laundry a time or two when I was growing up, and I’m afraid I know what jockey shorts look like.  With the rolled-up jeans in the sack too, well it made a person think that was what you were wearing when you walked over here.  I felt a little guilty about looking at your stuff, and I knew that you’d be embarrassed if I said anything, so I didn’t.”


“So I didn’t do so well as a girl?”  The disappointment felt like it would surely be showing up in Jeff’s voice.


“Not that at all!  I maybe shouldn’t have asked for a girl in particular, but Junior High boys usually don’t strike you as the sorts of people who will help a dumb old blind lady around the house.  The real reason I didn’t mention it was that by the time I suspected anything, I just didn’t care--!  As far as I’m concerned you’re my old pal Jen and what you need to know is whether or not you want to show up in grubby dungarees, or a lace ball gown--  It’s no skin off mine since I like you just because you’re you.  I suppose that sounds corny, but it’s so, so there!”


Jeff/Jennifer felt tears in his/her eyes.  Stumbling across the room, throwing arms around her friend.  “Oh, I love you, Irene!”


Irene hugged back.  “Me too, honey.  Gosh, I’m going to have trouble remembering a new name to call you.”


“Can you call me Jen….still….?”


“Jen it is!  Get your butt in the kitchen, girl.  I done went grocery shopping.  I got graham crackers and marshmallows and Hershey bars and chocolate milk mix and cocoa puffs, oh yes, and your boyfriend’s beer.”


“Willie!  He’s not my boyfriend!” Jennifer asserted with indignation.


“Sure, sure.”  Irene brushed off the objection with mock disbelief.  “That’s what they all say.  We’re going to eat like pigs and hate ourselves in the morning!”





	A sack of groceries sat on the counter by the sink.  “First though,” Irene said, pulling the flat, waxy carton from the sack, “how ‘bout some pizza- just to keep us nutritionally balanced—“  She went over to the stove, twisted the oven knob to the appropriate setting.


	(“See?” she’d shown Jennifer where grains of rice were Elmer’s-glued to various places on the oven dial.  “One setting for pizza, one for grilled cheese, one for brownies.”)





	They divided the pizza box to eat on, avoiding dishes to wash later, and dinner was served on Irene’s tiny breakfast nook-table.  Though Jennifer had eaten before, the sauce of worry relieved turned out to be relish indeed—or however that went--, and she munched contentedly, all questions laid to rest.


	Then, suddenly, the most pressing question of them all, as it seemed just now, thrust itself forward  in Jennifer’s mind.  “Irene, how did you know my name was Jeff?”


	“Oh, that.”  Irene smiled.  “Women’s intuition.  You’ll have to get you some if you’re going to keep on wearing skirts.  No, really, it’s just that I got a phone call from a very nice Teacher named….”


	“Ms. Larson?!”


	“Ms. Larson.  Elizabeth, I believe.”


	“Oh, no!”


	Irene held up both hands, palms forward, as if to stave off this fresh bout of hysterics.  “Not as bad as it seems,” she said.  “You see, as I’ve said I’d had an inkling or two, and when she said ‘our student who’s been working with you,’ well that narrowed things down pretty much.  I avoided committing myself until she said ‘Jeff’ and ‘he’ and you seemed worried yesterday, so I put two and two together and got three X plus five Y or something, and your ugly secret is safe between us chickens.”


	“You’re not old,” declared Jennifer solemnly, “and you’re a long way from dumb.”


	“Shut up and eat.”


	The telephone rang.  “Hello?” Irene said into the handset, around a mouthful of pepperoni.  “No, you must have the wrong number.  She’s not here.”  She listened for another moment, then, whispering in Jennifer’s direction, “whoooops!”  then to the phone, “hang on a minute, I’ll go see.  Who is this, by the way?”  (To her companion, “Willie.  That’s the boy with the dirty magazines and the beer, isn’t it?”


	“Yes!” Jennifer gasped.


	“He’s asking for you.”


	“Asking for ME--? (Thinking a moment.) Better let me talk to him---“


	Irene handed her the phone.


	“McGowan, what are you doing there?”


	Jeff answered automatically.  “I had to do some reading for Irene.”


	Willie sounded suspicious.  “When I asked If you were there, that blind girl said that ‘she’ wasn’t there.  Why did she say that?”


	“Must’ve been my sister she thought you meant,” Jeff said weakly.


	“So,” Willie pushed on, “when’re you going to get the beer?”


	“It’s all taken care of,” Jeff told him, stalling.


	“Alright then, when am I going to get it?”


	“Monday, when I get the magazine.”  Jeff’s more sensible nature took over.


	“Why not now?” Willie demanded.  “Are you back from your cousin’s?”


	“I still have to do some reading for Irene,” Jeff conciliated.


	At Jeff’s elbow “I don’t want him over here!” Irene said.


	“What?” Willie asked.  “What did she say?”


	“She says she doesn’t want you over here,” Jeff said, with only a twinge of remorse.


	“Only girls allowed, huh?” Willie retorted, and hung up.


	“What in hell did he want?”


	“Well,” Jennifer said, with a long intake of breath.  “Mom and Lorna were going out, and I needed somebody to stay with.  I knew I needed to talk to you but I didn’t know if you’d want me here after I had.”


	“I do see the problem,” said Irene seriously.  “I could be in a lot of trouble though, because of this…”


	“I could leave.”


	Irene thought for a minute.  “Where does your Mom think you are, right now?”


	“Right now she thinks I’m here with you,” Jennifer reassured her.  “Later on, I’m supposed to go over to Willie’s.”


	“How did he get my phone number, I wonder?”


	“I haven’t got the foggiest idea,” Jennifer said, a little indignantly.  “No, wait- your name and number were up on the board, I suppose it’s been in my notebook at school or maybe in my locker.  I never thought Willie was smart enough to think that up on his own.  Or maybe he got your last name from the teacher and looked you up in the phone book.”


	“Why would he call though?  Did this Willie know that you were going to be here?”


	“Not so far as I was aware,” Jennifer answered.  Then, very slowly, “come to think about it, he seems to follow me around a lot.  Once I was over here and…”


	“And what?” Irene prompted.  “You saw this kid?”


	“Uh-huh,” Jen admitted.  At the time, she hadn’t been able to tell Irene about it, and Willie’d never said anything, so Jeff had decided that Willie hadn’t recognized him that time when the two of them were working on the screen door.  But now, she was just as sure that Willie had seen.





	It was well after dark when the movie Wait Until Dark began.  Armed with a pair of king-sized Pepsis and a foil-topped container of Jiffy Pop, the girls settled down to the TV and a quiet evening.  The phone rang.  


Irene reached for it.  “Whoever it was, hung up,” she said.  “I sure hope that doesn’t keep up all night long.”


	


	Phone calls and rowdy boys forgotten for a time, the movie broke in upon the nearly endless string of ads and public service announcements with the theme music of the Friday Show, and then it began inexorably to unfold.


	“What’s going on?”


	“There’s a lady with a doll.  She’s at an airport, but it doesn’t look like she wants to take it through Customs or whatever, so she just gave it to that guy who she asked to hang onto it, so one of her kids wouldn’t get jealous.  So, now he’s got it, and she took off…”


	“Gosh, I’m glad you’re over here,” Irene said.  “Tell you what, if any of this comes to light, so to speak, we’ll just say that you heard there was going to be drinking at Willie’s house, so I invited you to stay over here.  I’d better meet your Mom sometime, too.”


	The phone rang.  Irene reached for the receiver.  After a second, “next crank call and I’ll have a trace put on this line,” she said.


“It’s Willie,” Jennifer observed, as if that were new knowledge.  Jeff and Willie were not friendly enough to have memorized one another’s phone numbers, but after locating Irene’s directory during the commercial, Jennifer found the Jackson residence and dialed.


“Hello?”


“Hello, Mrs. Jackson, is Willie there?”  He isn’t?  Sorry to bother you.  Thanks.”  Jennifer hung up without identification.  “He’s not home,” she announced with some surprise.





(Totally unaware of what he had, the man, a photographer, brought the doll home- leaving it with Susie, his blind wife in their apartment.)


“Oh-oh…” Irene said, enjoying herself immensely.  “The plot is thickening.  I can tell by the music.  Is there anybody in the house yet?”  And the plot is thick indeed--!


There’s a doll full of drugs hidden in her house.  They want it back and now, they’ve done murder too.  Susie, the blind lady, isn’t much like Irene, Jennifer decides.  She’s always apologizing about being blind, but she’s pretty smart in a kind of haphazard way.  With the help of a little girl (would I ever have that kind of guts?) Susie has discovered that a string of phone calls (supposedly from the Police and somebody who claims to be her husband’s friend)—are phony, coming from a booth across the street.  And now they know that she knows!





(In their own community, across another street—this one fronting the public library—another, less intentional but potentially catastrophic drama is, as Irene and Jennifer watch their movie, about to unfold.


In the park, near the center of town, with the hulking wood and concrete bleachers of the ball field as windbreak and shielded from casual view by a curbside screening of ornamental trees and shrubs, a small, variously burdened group of boys laid out a pattern in dried sticks and scavenged lumber yard remnants.  Nothing about their effort is likely to be found in either Scout manual or fire marshal regulations, but they are enthusiastic.  A match flares, then several more.  So far, the boys have only a choking mess of acrid smoke.  


“Hand me the can,” the boy presently holding the matches demands.


A younger kid picks up the oblong can of lighter fluid and hands it over.  The fire flares yellow as the aromatic liquid ploops onto the snapping, crackling sticks.


“Keep an eye out for fuzz,” somebody says to no one in particular. 


“Hell,” said the eldest kid contemptuously.  “They’re all over at the station drinking coffee!  Let’s go find more stuff to burn.”





Jeff could well appreciate Irene’s point about the movie featuring a blind person being inaccessible to the blind.  Large portions of it were entirely mood music, punctuated by crashes, footfalls, intakes of breath (gasp!), and the occasional shriek.  (A good thing I am here, Jennifer decided, the music alone would sure give me the creeps! )


During the station break just before the climax, Jennifer hurried to the bathroom, switched on the light at a whole arm-length distance from the darkly-yawning aperture, finally managing to close the door behind her.  Irene’s smudged cabinet mirror with it’s hairline fractures threw back eerie distortions of her own face and already-troubled expression.  What would it really be like to be that blind woman in a pitch-dark apartment, with a murderer---?  For a moment, Jennifer tried closing her eyes, but they popped open again in half an instant and she fled the rush of the suddenly flushing toilet for the welcome light of the front room.  On one hand, she reflected, it was downright silly to scare yourself like that—but on the other, it was quite a bit of fun.





He was in her house---.  She’d managed to smash out all the lights, but he’d chained the door shut and retaliated by spreading gasoline around, threatening to torch her apartment.  She’s spunky though, and armed with a kitchen knife, prepares to defend herself.


Though she would be on equal terms with this homicidal maniac with the sadistic sense of humor, he’s opened the refrigerator, showing a light that most blind people would never think of--- and he seizes her!  He drags her into the bedroom, and she plunges the kitchen knife into her assailant.  (Only--- he refuses to die!)


It is now that Irene, and Jennifer too, hear stealthy and very real footsteps in the yard outside.




































































