Chapter 7.


In the Sobering Light of Day





	As it turned out, nobody got much sleep that night.  When Jeff bid Irene a lukewarm good-bye, after a somewhat chilly breakfast, he’d trudged glumly home only to spy Lorna as he rounded the corner onto their block, waiting for him in the front yard.  She was glaring up the street at him, nervously alternating from one foot to the other, occasionally throwing an anxious glance backward at the draped front room windows.


	“Great!” Jeff muttered, shifting his bundled sleeping bag from his right shoulder to his left and going to meet her, showing entirely more bluster than he felt.  “What are you looking at?”


	“Never mind about that,” Lorna retorted.  “What’s the idea of telling everybody you’re in one place then sneaking off somewhere else?”


	“How did you know?” Jeff flared, surprised into truthfulness.


	“Partly,” she said, with that supercilious big-sister tone Lorna used sometimes, “because nobody in their right mind could imagine you and Willie spending more than fifteen minutes together without you coming away with your feelings hurt.  I didn’t say anything, because I didn’t want Mother getting all bent out of shape, but last evening she was getting all guilt ridden because she hadn’t sent over a house-plant to say thank you to Mrs. Jackson, or personally packed your jammies, or checked whether you were safe.  So I called Willie’s, and—you weren’t there.”


	“Okay, so what?”


	“So what is that Mother is in there talking to your friend Irene on the phone.  I’d hurry up and get in there if I were you.”


	It was as if a booted foot had suddenly landed in his stomach, so strong was Jeff’s feeling of betrayal.





	Even after her friend had at last drifted off to sleep around 5 o’clock, Irene had continued to toss and turn on her living-room rug.  Things had just gotten too complicated, too fast, she decided, though that didn’t really excuse anything.  I should have known, should have checked with Mrs. McGowan, but I didn’t.


	In actual point of fact, Irene had assumed, innocently enough that Jen/Jeff had squared things at home before calling her from school on Thursday.   But, looking at things in the uncharitable light of your own conscience, it wasn’t too hard to see how somebody could get the wrong idea about what was happening.  Irene wearily shouldered her own proper share of the blame, but some of the responsibility must belong to Jennifer too, mustn’t it?  You’re the adult, aren’t you.  Irene sighed.  Guilty as charged.  She tried every position she could to get comfortable, even lying finally on her stomach, but never did more than doze.





	“I just don’t know any way around it,” Irene said, spooning up cornflakes and banana slices.  “I’ve got to talk with your mom.”


	“How come?” Jennifer demanded, outraged.  “Everything turned out okay.  Nothing bad happened.  And—I wouldn’t want to worry Mom.”


	“Yes, I agree that nothing really wrong happened in the sense that we were here just watching a movie and having fun, but it wasn’t fair for us to deceive your mother the way we did.  I should have been more responsible.  To tell you the truth, it was such a riot last night that I guess I forgot I’m a grown-up and I’m sorry about that, but we both have to try and be responsible.”


	I’ve never heard Irene talk that way before… The discordancy jangled within Jennifer.  Next thing you know, she’ll be telling me to join Little League, or—read Boy’s Books…  “Well, I didn’t know what to do,” Jennifer said, close to tears.  “I thought that you thought I was a girl, and how was I s’pose to tell Mom that--?  But you wanted me to come and I wanted to, and we HAD to talk about stuff and…”  She broke off all of a sudden.  “You aren’t going to tell Mom about THAT!?”


	“Oh God.”  Irene reached around the corner of the table, squeezing her friend’s arm.  “I’m not going to tell anybody anything except what I have to, meaning that you were over here last night.  If your mother had known that Willie and the other boys were drinking, I’m sure she’d rather you were over here than with them.”


	“What she’d rather do,” Jennifer said, getting up from the little table, “is to leave me with a babysitter!”


	Sadly, Irene listened to her getting ready to go.  It was probably just as well, Irene supposed, that she hadn’t asked too pointedly about what Mrs. McGowan had or hadn’t been told before.  It was really too late to do anything other than what they had, and the kid must be feeling terribly alone right now.  She thought then, and not for the first time, about Boarding School and about Charlie.  While Irene couldn’t be certain exactly how closely Jennifer/Jeff’s situation paralleled Charlie’s, she suspected that she had some insight at least into what might lie in store for this very singular young person, trying so hard to cope in a world of unforgiving categories.


	“Tell you what,” Irene said, as Jennifer was rolling the sleeping bag.  “You go home and talk to your mom, then call me.  I won’t do anything until I hear from you.  Okay?”  (Here I go again.)  “So long as Willie keeps his big mouth shut, we could just say that you came to my house because you wanted to stay out of trouble, and weren’t sure how to contact your mom or sister and didn’t know what else to do.


	Jennifer replied noncommittally, left for home.


	“Well Stanley,” Irene said aloud to the silent room, “it’s a fine mess you’ve gotten us in this time.”





	By the time Lorna had confronted Jeff with his own waywardness, he’d already pretty much admitted that a plan of such complexity as he’d formulated over the past couple of days, was altogether too likely to fail in all sorts of ways.  Maybe Irene was right when she said it was better to tell Mom at least part of what had happened.  That made it hurt all the more to find out that Mom and Irene were already talking to one another, even as Jeff was making his gloomy trek from one to the other.


	What Jeff couldn’t possibly have known though, was that it was his mom who’d made the call.  Alice McGowan, herself not enjoying the best of nights, had arisen early for a Saturday morning.  Without Lorna’s permission, she had gone through her son’s school binder and the little address book, which he kept meticulously updated, in his pen and pencil case.


	On the I-page she found Irene Carrol, with address and phone number, and a little notation that said ‘Jennifer’s best friend.’  Alice wrinkled her forehead for a moment, puzzling about who this Jennifer might be, but not for too long.  I’ll wait till ten, she decided, then I’ll call.


	


	Irene stood, stretched, let her arms fall back to her sides, then smacking her fist into the other palm, emitted an “oof!” of frustration.  Am I really so lonely that I have to enable a twelve-year-old kid to do something just about anybody else in the whole wide world is going to call Perverted, just so I can have a friend?  Still, that was silly.  Irene was selective in her choice of acquaintances, not lonely, as such.  And she and Jen/Jeff? did have great times together. 


	As Charlie had found, the world can be such an excluding place.  Do I have to make Jeff/Jennifer’s isolation complete?  Isn’t it okay for her to have a few hours a week to dress up and giggle and talk girl-talk?  Who’s really to say?  As she was formulating her own overture to Jeff’s mother, whenever that should take place, she was jarred out of her brooding and nearly out of her shoes, by the querulous shrill of the phone, which—just then in her pacing—had drawn up about abreast of her.


	“Hello?”


	“Hello, Miss Carrol, Irene?”


	“Yes.”


	“This is Alice McGowan.  I believe that you and my son are—ah—acquainted?”


	Well, speak of the devil!  “Oh yes, Alice.  How do you do?  I was just about to call you.  Jeff’s just left.”  Liar!


	“Oh?  Well, great minds and all that—I should be expecting him home soon then?”


	“Yes,” Irene said, trying frantically to keep hold of what she was and was not supposed to say.  “His friends seemed to be getting a little rowdy last night, so he called and asked if he could stay with me a while.  We got watching a movie together, and I’m afraid we sort of passed out in front of the television.”  There, that was all true—technically.


	“I hope my son wasn’t pestering you or anything,” Alice McGowan said, sounding not particularly discomfited by the news.


	“Oh, of course not.  He’s welcome any time, night or day.”  Irene laughed.


	“Here, I believe,” Alice confided, “he comes now,” as Jeff’s announcement, followed by Jeff himself came sailing down the hall toward his mother’s office.


	(Though Jeff, walking home had nursed a grudging intention to inform his mother concerning the truth of his whereabouts, it was nevertheless just as well that Lorna had prompted him.  For her warning fixed, if not the occurrence itself, at least the timing and somewhat, the structure of the admission.)  “Mom,” Jeff called, jamming his sleeping bag into the hall closet and hurrying toward his mother’s office, “Willie and the kids were drinking, so I went over to Irene’s.”  The steady modulations of his mother’s voice issuing through the half-open study door indicated that she was on the phone, and Jeff generally found that a confession blurted out when Mom was on the phone was likely to be a bit less damning than if delivered, so to speak, in Cold Blood.  “I got back as quick as I could—“ he added, in hopeful mitigation.


	“So I’ve just been hearing,” his mother called from within.


	The women spoke perhaps twenty minutes longer, at the end of which it had been agreed that Irene would join the McGowans for dinner the evening of Wednesday next.  This Irene person seems normal though, Alice reflected, during an interval when the other woman was talking.  Not like I expected—what did I expect?


	For nearly five minutes, Jeff stood as near as he dared to his mom’s door, awaiting the clack of the receiver being put down and the eruption of displeasure that was sure to follow.  As they talked, however (and talked!), Jeff, peeved at least enough for two, took himself upstairs.





	“Hi,” Lorna said, looking up from her book which she wasn’t really reading, to see Jeff lingering in her doorway.  “Come in.”


	Jeff half-sprawled on his sister’s bed.  Neither of them said anything for a minute.


	Then, “I didn’t squeal on you, you know,” Lorna stated flatly.


	“I know,” Jeff said.  “And Irene said she wouldn’t—yet!”


	Lorna pursed her lips.  “I don’t think she did either, Jeff.”


	“How do you know?”


	“Mom called her,” Lorna replied.


	“Why?”


	“I suppose Mom just thought it was time she got to know this gal her kid’s been spending so much time with.  That’s all.”


	Another minute elapsed before Lorna, speaking slowly, reasonably, asked “what’s all this about, Jeff?”


	“What’s what about?”


	“Why all the secrecy?  Why drag Willie into it at all?  I guess I don’t understand.”


	“It sounded like a lot of fun,” Jeff began, knowing his words were sounding pretty thin, falling terribly flat.  What can I say?  “She really wanted us to stay up together and watch this movie and just have a party, sort of,” he elaborated, “and I just didn’t think Mom would let me stay over.  I was going to tell Irene no, but when Mom wanted to go out last night too…”


	“You think Mom wouldn’t let you stay over with this friend of yours?” Lorna mused aloud.  “Well, I don’t know.  It’s hard to know what she will or won’t do sometimes, but did it ever occur to you to ask?”


	“Sure, but then Mom would want to call Irene.”


	Lorna scratched an ear that itched, then her nose.  “I’m afraid I still don’t get it.  Why would that be so terrible?”


	Then, “why Jeff?” Lorna asked again.


	Jeff’s reply was barely audible.  “Because…” Jeff said “when we first met, she thought that I was a girl.”


	That one took a while to choke down, but then to Lorna, at least, a lot of things started making a lot more sense.  Jeff was looking appealingly now at his older sister, who’s mouth still hung open in numb surprise, but soon she pulled herself together, shut her mouth and went over to sit on the bed next to Jeff.  “Think you wanna tell me about it?” Lorna asked, rather hoping in some ways that he wouldn’t.





	“At first, I didn’t mean to,” he said hollowly.  “I saw the job and I wanted it, really wanted it.  Ms. Larson said I should call her, so I did, and she thought I was a girl and when she asked me what my name was and she was offering me the job, well, I gave a different name…”  Jeff/Jennifer trailed off and sat silently.


	Very slowly, Lorna nodded.  “And because she was blind…”  Lorna left the statement unfinished.


	“Mmm-hmmm.”


	“Jeeze,” she said.  “Things would have gone better if you’d gone to the fashion show, and I’d spent the night with your friend.”  Then she wished she hadn’t said it.  “Oh, I’m sorry Jeff.  I didn’t mean…”


	But Jeff held up a hand and there was a sheepish sort of grin on his face—and tears in his eyes.  “We didn’t do anything wrong,” he said.  “We just—just like being together.”  Liked being together, he corrected himself mentally.


	“I know, Jeff.  I don’t think anybody would suspect you of doing anything wrong, not like that.”  But Lorna noted disconcertedly that now, Jeff looked if anything, more miserable than he had when he’d come in.  The anger had gone, leaving just that lost kid behind.


	“It’s just not the same now.”


	“What isn’t?”


	“Irene and me,” Jeff complained.  “She was supposed to be my friend, and now Mom and her are talking and Irene’s treating me like a dumb kid, saying that I’ve got to go home and tell my Mommy what I’ve been doing, before she calls up and tells her herself, and now they’re—well, talking over my head, like I’m not even here.”


	“How could you know that, Jeff?”  Lorna intervened as gently as she could, considering that Jeff was starting to sound like a stuck record.


	“Well, why did they have to talk so long anyhow!?”  Anger, jealousy and embarrassment mingled suddenly and Jeff bolted from his sister’s room and down the hall to slam his own door behind him.


	Lorna helplessly watched him go, knowing that she’d said what she could, done what she could do, but not feeling any comfort from the knowing.  And this would not be the last time Jeff/Jennifer would feel abandoned, betrayed, affronted in the days to come, for the path s/he had chosen when first borrowing a girl’s name and going abroad in her image was a road with neither signposts nor easy footing.





	After he’d cooled down a bit, Jeff realized that he (she), had been doing a lot of running and flying off the handle today.  Part of him wanted to go apologize at least to Lorna, but Lorna’d know he was sorry.  Lorna was okay, considering she was a Big Sister.


	Jeff got up from his own bed, picked up the coat he’d flung on the floor when he’d come stalking up here, smarting from the intimacy he’d posited between his mom and Irene.  I wonder what they were talking about.  Almost, he’d eavesdropped longer, but wasn’t sure he wanted to hear whatever it was.  Jeff wasn’t sure if it would be worse for them to be discussing him, or something entirely different—leaving him out altogether.  He carried the coat over to his closet and, freeing a hanger to put it on, encountered the green, pink, yellow and brown flowered pattern of the dress Mom had given him—when?  Three days ago?  Four?  A picture’s worth a thousand words, he thought.  Maybe I should put this on and then just run downstairs, out into the street and all through town.  Sure would save a lot of talking.  With her heart still heavy, Jennifer shut the closet door, got a book and settled down to read.


