Chapter 6.


Watching You!





	Over steaks and salad, attempting to capture the spirit of mother-daughter dialogue, “how’s your project coming at school?”  The question seemed merely one in a long chain of repetition.  Lorna was focused too much upon mechanics as it was.   And here I am, feeding into that, Alice reproached herself.  To her surprise, though, Lorna didn’t embark upon a set of statistics and design specs.


	“I’m wondering about Jeff and his project,” Lorna said, mopping a slice of egg-toast in the steak juice left on her plate.  “Isn’t he with her an awful lot, lately?”


	“Do you think there’s a problem with that?” Lorna’s mother asked, betraying in spite of herself the extent of her own (till now) half formed concern on the subject.


	“Oh, not a problem.”  (Alice winced as Lorna crammed in half a slice, continuing to talk around it.)


“Just that Jeff is usually by himself so much of the time, that it’s really nice that now he’s got a friend and something to do.  That’s all I meant.”


	“But isn’t there something a bit strange about a boy, twelve years old, having so much to do with a woman who’s in her- what- twenties?  Thirties?”


	Lorna considered that, slowly shaking her head.  “Oh, I don’t know, Mom…”  She forked up a load of tossed salad, swimming in Roquefort.  “Probably my best friend at school is the Physical Science teacher.”


	“But at least you don’t spend all your time over at Mr. Deasner’s house…!”  She sipped at her de-caf and exhaled wearily.  “I’m a failure as a mother,” she declared.


	“Not a bit,” said Lorna indignantly.  “You’ve got two socially aware children, neither of which has ever done drugs, blown up a train station or been indicted by a congressional sub-committee.  You don’t have anything to worry about.”


	Mrs. McGowan smiled a little sadly.  “Here I went rushing off, allowing my son to arrange a night’s accommodations without checking anything myself.  What kind of a mother does that?”


	“One who gives her kids credit for having some basic common sense,” Lorna told her.  Lorna was glad enough to have the conversation directed away from herself, but she felt a bit alarmed without knowing why, about the way the evening had started out where her brother was concerned.  Wasn’t Willie Jackson the kid at school who was always tormenting Jeff?  Out loud she said “Well, if you’re bothered, Mom, maybe I’d better call over there and find out how things are.”


	“That’s a good idea.  I’ll go do that now, before we leave.”  Mrs. McGowan set down her coffee and half-rose.


	Her daughter reached across the table to put a restraining hand on her shoulder.  “I said I should, not you.”  I had to open my big mouth, thought Lorna.  Now let’s see if I can get out of this.  “Seeing as Jeff’s already there,” she told her, “If you go checking up on Jeff, it’s likely to ruin him socially.  If I, as his sister, call though- that’s another story.  His friend may not even know I’m related to Jeff, and will assume that he has an extremely attractive girlfriend.”  (Lorna knew where her mother’s buttons were, in spite of her general refusal to be conventionally girlish.)  “You go pay the check,” Lorna said, as the concern on her mother’s face subsided somewhat.  “I’ll call.”





	Alice accepted a half-cup refill and lit a cigarette, (of which her children disapproved), taking guilty pleasure in the first deep lung-full.  If some girls were flowers, she decided, Lorna was some kind of weed—wild and rangy, yet spicy, like prairie sage, and more impressive than beautiful.  She patted at her lipstick with an apple-green tissue and examined her meticulous crimson nails.  She puffed out the smoke, watching her daughters chestnut hair (lush, but unruly) cross the restaurant.  Probably a lot like me when I was that age, Alice reflected.  Before… well, when I was still a girl.


	Jeff was another matter.  Where Lorna was stubbornly persistent and always out-of-step with other people in that way that made them run to catch up, Jeff was—just out of step.  Withdrawn, shy, yet self reliant, it was hard to figure out what made the boy tick.  Not that his marks were anything to complain about, or that he’d ever been in any sort of trouble, like that Willie and his brothers—still, you could only wish that Jeff wasn’t as much the recluse.


	So, why do I have this feeling about this—blind woman?  Alice wondered if the Strangeness really lay in the woman’s age, or that Jeff, for a change, had something to do which wasn’t up in his room or off in some solitary walk?  I’ve got to go make this Irene’s acquaintance, she decided.  First chance I get.  Alice opened her compact to check her eye makeup and her orthodonture.  Again, she exhaled tension and the general sense of not- inadequacy, to be precise, but embattlement? Was that a word?  Lots of things I should be doing with and for these kids- both of them, but where’s the time?  Where is the time!  She sprang (though with grace) to her feet.  We’ll surely be late!  She waved for the check.  Good kids.  Just not enough time for being just a mom since James passed away, leaving two children—three and five—and I had to go back to work.


	“Hello, Mrs. Jackson.  Is Willie or Jeff there please?”  


“Oh, is Willie playing with Jeff this evening?”  The somewhat bleary voice on the other end of the phone inquired.  “Another young girl- I think it was- called for Willie a little while ago, but he’s out with his brothers.”


“No problem,” Lorna told her.  “He must be at another friend’s house.  Thanks.”  Damn the kid!  What should I do now?  Well, I bet I know where he is.  He probably thought that Mom would have some kind of problem with his spending the night with his blind friend.  With most kids that’d be a little weird, maybe, but Jeff isn’t most kids.  Better keep mum to Mom, Lorna decided.  Don’t want her going off again about forcing Jeff into the Boy Scouts or military school or whatever!  Why can’t Mom just quit worrying about us all the time?


Lorna flipped down the phone book again, but knew it was futile.  Irene, she thought, Irene, Irene, what was her last name?  Not under B for Blind or anything, that was sure.  If it wasn’t Friday night, maybe Lorna could figure out some way to find the phone number.  Forget it for now, though.  “It’s all because of this stupid fashion-dessert thing we have to go to,” Lorna said aloud, slamming shut the phone book. 


Rejoining her mother at the cash register counter, Lorna said, sincerely enough “Jeff’s at his friend’s house.  He’s doing fine.”





(Once more, he’d come after her, a nightmare from out of the dark.  But she manages, somehow, to reach the cord of the refrigerator and when the police arrive, along with her husband and Gloria—her


 brave little friend who has gone for help—they find him dead and her squashed behind the refrigerator, crushed by fear, but victorious at last!)  And….


	The feet—scrunched in the weedy side yard, stepping on something that cracked! Like shattering glass and somebody cussed.  Then the steps continued around the back of the house.


	“Oh God!”  Irene leapt from the couch.  “I don’t know if the back door’s locked.”  She charged into the gloomy back recesses of the old house, and Jennifer heard the rattling of a latch and then a chain.  “Our rear’s secure,” she announced, re-emerging into the front room.  As if to validate her assertion, somebody rattled the back door (giggles), and the somebody dismounted the step.


	At first, Jen had been terrified, partly under the influence of the TV.  Then she recalled the various deeds committed by Willie, over the last couple of days, and now these sneaky footsteps--serious enough, but for the moment, push back to third place in the agenda of anxiety.


	Jennifer stole from the couch and peeled back the drapes just enough to see out.  “That’s Willie and his stupid brothers,” she muttered angrily, feeling herself largely at fault for the offending presence.  “I’m going to go tell him off!”


	“No,” Irene said, “I think I’ve got a better idea.”


	From outside came “We want our beers!”


	Irene rose.


	Well tuned into the movie climax, she assured herself the other door was locked and chained.  “Pardon me,” she said, turning off both the light switch by the door, then signing for Jennifer to reach over and twist off the lamp.  The living room was now lit only by the glow of the TV screen.  “Blind people live in dark houses,” she told Jennifer.  “Or hadn’t you heard.  It seems to scare piss out of sighted people, anyhow.”


	“We want beers!” came, somewhat less stridently, from outside.


	“The police please,” Irene said, in voice calculated to carry, as she pantomimed a phone receiver.  The commercial was on now, and the voices were receding.


	“Got your dress on, McGowan?” a boy’s voice jeered in retreat.


	“Will they be back, do you think?”


	“Couldn’t say,” said Jennifer quite frankly.


	“What’s his whole name?”


	“Willie.  Willie Jackson.”


	Irene flung open the window.  “Your mother’s looking for you, Willie Jackson!” she shouted.  “Now,” (to Jennifer) “Let’s have some fun.  I don’t want to be made out a liar.”


	“What are you going to do?”  The ending commercials were still on.


	“Is there the name of a woman in school who works in the office, say, a secretary, or a counselor, even a custodian or something as long as it’s a woman?”


	Jennifer thought a moment.  “There’s Miss Lambee,” she said.  “She’s the seventh-grade counselor.”


	“Perfect!  Do you know her first name?”


	“Diana.”


	“Great.  Now what’s the little pig’s number?”


	In no doubt as to which pig might be meant, yet alarmed all the same, “What are you going to do, Irene?!”


	“Give, girlie.  I’m hot now.”


	Apprehensively, Jennifer gave her the number.





	(About this time, the bonfire has reached respectable size, taking most of it’s exuberance out in poppings and crackings, but now again tossing large sparking embers up into the changeable night wind.  One of the boys leans over to warm his hands over the fire, then, remembering the can of lighter fluid, squirts the oily substance (this time from respectful distance) into the flames which leap gratifyingly, now blue instead of yellow. 


	“Wait a minute,” one of the other boys says, “I’ve got an idea.”


	The boy who’s just spoken takes off at a sprint to rummage a nearby garbage can belonging to a residence whose people seem to be safely away, for all of the lights are out and no car is in the driveway.  In a couple of minutes he is back with what he was looking for.


	“Watch this,” he says, pitching the empty spray can into the center of the fire.  For a time nothing happens at all.  “Get back,” he cautions.


	KABOOM!  The can ruptures, residual antiperspirant belching a flare of purple, lacing the air with the acrid odor of combusting alcohol and perfume.


	“That’s neat!”  This is the general consensus.  Emboldened by so far not being disturbed or discovered at their incendiary play, the boys fan out to search other garbage cans, unattended garages, trash piles.)





	“Good evening Mrs. Jackson?  Yes, this is Diana Lambee from school.  I’m sorry for calling so late, but I happened to be catching up in my office and I heard some children making a great deal of noise around the playground.  I’m sorry to say, but they appeared to be drinking, and one of them was your Willie.  Yes, I am terribly concerned and thought I would call you and let you know.  Yes, I’m very sorry too.”  (Irene was restraining laughter, hopping from foot to foot in an effort to contain herself.)  “Yes, I’m sure there’s no need for you to come in on Monday.  I’m working after hours, and there will be nothing on Willie’s Formal Report.  All right then. Good-bye.”


	They exploded into gales of giggles.  “You haven’t even seen the best part yet,” Irene finally choked out.  She went into the kitchen, removed the six-pack of beer from the refrigerator, crossed the living room to the door which she opened, and set the six-pack on the porch.  “Self-administered punishment,” she announced proudly.  “They stay away and they can probably clear themselves.  They come back, they’ll take the beer and drink it, puke all over, and get their butts beat!”


	“You’re a genius, Irene!” Jennifer said, with a mixture of fear and awed admiration.  In the back of her mind she knew that Willie would make her pay.


	“Hey,” said Irene, “I knew that!”


	With the movie over, and excitement diminished for the moment “is that why that kid is giving you so much trouble, Jen?” Irene asked, “because he saw you wearing a dress?”


	“He may have--.”  Jennifer told her then about the time she had seen Willie from the road out front, while the two of them were conducting screen-door repair.


	“And he’s evidently going through your things at school, if that’s how he found my phone number.”


	“I’m really sorry, Irene….”


	“Don’t let it bother you, kid.  I think you’ll find that we weren’t the ones who watched the scariest movie tonight.”





	The evening dessert and fashion-show drug on and on, and it was after eleven when Mom and Lorna finally got home.  Paranoid that her mom was going to start in again with something silly like driving over to check on Jeff, Lorna hung around downstairs, her mouth still smarting from the aftermath of the lemon-meringue—and something called an Early California Strawberry Parfait—which, had seemed to Lorna like biting into a frothy, pink cloud.


	Mom got into her robe and slippers though, settling down with the several newspapers she read, seemingly clear through, and Lorna could now go to her room to do her own worrying.  She scooted her desk chair over to the window, though of course there wasn’t anything to see this late and this season, but it was fun sometimes to just stare out into dark and imagine…


	Except tonight, it was kind of hard to look out there and not be thinking about her daffy kid brother—out there, very definitely not spending the night with Willie Jackson.  That story had more holes in it than a moth-eaten overcoat in a hail of bullets!  And it wouldn’t have flown at all if it hadn’t been for inconveniencing me! Lorna decided, with justifiable pique.  Well—where else.


	Lorna switched on her bedroom light to inspect the model glued down on a scrap of plywood, ready to be transported first to Mr. Deasner, then to the Parks Department engineer who’d agreed to act as technical consultant on her Wheelchair Project.  It seemed in good order.  Even the little pulleys, made of brads and cardboard and slices of wine-bottle cork, turned—sort of, and the little balsa wheelchair actually moved.  I wonder if I should have made it to hold a Barbie, or maybe a G. I. Joe?  Ah, to heck with it, it’s done.  Lorna yawned, stretched.  I could go over and look for Irene’s number in Jeff’s school notebook.  For a moment she seriously considered doing that, but maybe it was best not to borrow trouble until you had to.  She pulled out her pajama drawer, recalling that a lot of her stuff seemed to be getting lost lately.  “What is it with the wash around here?”  Lorna pulled on the oversized Huskies T-shirt and crawled into bed.





	“Did you bring P. J. s?” Irene inquired, a while later.


	Jennifer realized suddenly that even though providing herself with sleeping bag and the minimum needed to pass as a girl (at least in  a blind person’s house?), she’d forgotten about that!  “I’m afraid I didn’t, Irene.”


	“Now listen here,” said Irene, adopting a scolding professorial tone, “you’re going to have to get into the habit of lugging around a couple bagfuls of make-up and curlers and all sorts of improbable things that you might never use, but have to own anyway!  For the present though, do you want to borrow a nightie?”


	Jennifer found herself hesitating.  It was one thing to plunder your sister’s dresser, that being merely a borrowing of things from home.  To put on things that belonged to somebody else, when she knew about it, wasn’t that a different thing?  “Gee, I don’t know if I should…”


	“I’m not going to argue about it,” Irene said, yawning.  She went into her bedroom, rummaged a while, and came back with a long, faded green flannel gown which she tossed on the couch.  “There,” she said.  “You can use that or sleep in your BVDs.  I’m throwing my sleeping bag over here by the kitchen—it’s closer to the food.”


	Pretty sure now that the Willie problem was temporarily over, the two settled down in their bags.  The soft flannel nightie smelled like Irene, sort of a mixture of books and plain soap and water and old furniture and leftover bakery goods.


	“No fair going to sleep.”


	Jennifer wondered if sleep would even be possible this night.  “Girl talk?” she asked, feeling just a little silly having said that.


	“You’ve got it.” 





	“Does your mom or sister have any idea at all about what’s going on?” Irene asked at one point.  “About the clothes and stuff, I mean.”


	“I—don’t—know—“


	“You use your sister’s things?”


	“Yeah, mostly.”


	“And she hasn’t found things missing, or something?” Irene wondered.


	In truth, Jeff had been finding it necessary to do the laundry most of the time lately, to guard against such an eventuality.  Neither Mom nor Lorna had objected to having their stuff washed, dried, and neatly folded when they got home from work or classes.  “I did almost get caught once,” Jennifer confided.


	“Oooo, that sounds good,” Irene said.  “Just a minute.”  She slid out of bed, slapping bare feet on the kitchen floor, helped them to two more cans of pop from the fridge.  “Tell,” she said, when tabs were pulled.


	Jennifer recounted the incident of the blue dress and the birthday present which was now expected by Mother.


	Irene guffawed.  “Serves you right… Funny how things work out though.  You see, to pursue my studies in clothing design, I get some money from the state for readers and helpers, and a bit for supplies.  Since I need a project, your sister needs a dress and you’re on the hook, you see how it all comes together.  Is your sister about your size?”


	“Well, close,” Jennifer told her.  “Taller, and she—she no longer wears under shirts.”


	“Aha!  Well, what I’ve got in mind might serve a variety of purposes.  You see, if anybody’s going to take me seriously, I have to create something really original or something that people perceive I should know about.  


“What people assume I know about,” Irene went on, “Is ‘handicapped people,’ not just blind people, but anyone who has a handicap.  There’s not a whole lot of need for special clothes for blind people, maybe Braille day-of-the-week underwear or something, that’s about it--  Take another group though, one with more physical problems, folks in wheelchairs, say.  We might well be able to come up with a whole bunch of stuff to help them.”


“My sister,” said Jennifer, “is working on a project for people in wheelchairs too.”  She went on to explain Lorna’s project.


“Really?”  Irene was incredulous.  “This is coming together in interesting ways.  Would Lorna be open to a modeling show on innovative clothes for disabled people?”


“I don’t know,” Jennifer said doubtfully.  “She’s not really into clothes very much.”


“What is she into then?” Irene asked.


“Solar energy.”


“Solar energy?”


“Yes,” Jennifer told her.  “She wanted to build a solar pool heater for Community Service Month, and she’s always trying to build methane digesters to take care of dog leavings, or build a neighborhood food dryer to dehydrate windfall apples.  She’s a solar energy nut, and if it doesn’t look like a roll of aluminum foil or a black box with glass on it she’s not interested.”


“Hmmm,” said Irene, a germ of an idea coming to her.  “Would she work with us if we could give her a chance to get solar energy into the lime-light, so to speak?”


“I’d imagine…” Jennifer said.


“Okay, how about this?”  Voicing the ideas as they came, Irene began sketching out a rough but plausible plan.  


When, in an hour or so, sirens lanced their anguish through the still night, they paid no particular attention save to note—as people will—that somewhere, the peace is being shattered.  Such things seemed far from where they were, remote indeed, while perhaps the strangest slumber party ever, continued as anticipated far into the blinking hours of dawn.


