Chapter 8.


A Slight Case of Detection…





	The rest of the weekend just sort of dragged by with Jeff still feeling like Mom said he acted sometimes, like a whipped puppy who’s just lost his best friend.  Well, come to think of it…  Still, there was nobody to accuse him because Jeff stayed pretty much to himself Saturday and Sunday.  Mom had work to make up Saturday afternoon and part of Sunday, and Lorna—as always she had plenty to do.


	I wish I had something to do, something to keep real busy with, that I could do all by myself—or at least not need somebody to do it with!


	Like a tangled skein of yarn or a hastily discarded wad of packing string, Jeff followed each strand of this project, this month, this part of his life to the nearest knot, untying that only to find more knots.  First, the project, and that was all tangled up with Irene.  Then Irene herself, who had wanted a helper and a friend, and Jeff, or Jennifer had been both…  And how much effort had gone into bringing Jennifer to life?  More like making her real, or something not entirely of the imagination.  But now, Irene knew, and so did Lorna to a degree.  So, is Jennifer real anymore?  Jeff found it was very important that Jennifer be real.  But what good would that be?  What did either of them have left to do?





	Sunday afternoon, when Lorna was off to her science teacher’s house with the model and Mom had gone to the office for a couple of hours—(“There’s casserole in the fridge when you’re hungry.  Just heat it up.”)  Jeff hauled himself off his bed and went again to look at the dress.  He took it down, holding the print up against him, walking out across the hall to the full-length mirror on the bathroom door.  Yes, it would be a little big.  Jeff carefully returned the print to his own room, then went and got the blue cotton one, now laundered and ironed again, from Lorna’s closet.





	Jennifer went downstairs, taking them two at a time in the brown sandals.  She peered first out the living room picture-window, then out the window above the kitchen sink.  She finally settled on a place in the dining-room where the sliding glass door, with drapes partially closed, provided both privacy and a commanding view of both driveway and street.  Jennifer put the somewhat stale percolator of coffee on to heat (having removed and washed the innards thereof), and poured a cup of scalding black coffee which she carried to the dining room table.  She set the cup on previously circumscribed rings on a magazine, selected one of Mom’s back issues of the Atlantic Monthly and thumbed through poetry and prose, fact and fiction.  Coffee was something allowable only on special occasions, but wasn’t this one special?  Besides, the pot would be cooled off again before Mom got back.





	Later, Jennifer carefully returned the dress to it’s hanger, observing that she was getting almost as good as Mom at hanging up stuff.  “No, I’m not gone away,” she declared.  (Nor—as it turned out, had the repercussions from the week just past.)





	Monday afternoon, on the way to fifth-period Study Hall, Jeff heard “psst!” from one of the nearby doorways and turning to look, saw Willie peering around the door of the A. V. room.


	“McGowan!  Get in here,” Willie hissed.  “Dontcha’ want yer Mad…?”  Willie held out the magazine, partly concealed in a battered Spelling Book.


	The Audio-video room, right next to the school library, was empty except for Willie and now Jeff.  “Deal’s a deal,” Willie said, holding out the Mad.  “You got me the Coors, I got you the magazine.”


	Surprised at Willie’s jovial demeanor, Jeff took the Mad.  “Thanks, Willie.  You mean you didn’t get in trouble, Friday?”


	“No-o-o-o,” Willie said, round-eyed with sarcasm, then he grimaced.  “Of COURSE I got in trouble!” he said disgustedly, “but so will you.  Which reminds me,” Willie reached into his pants pocket, “of something else I had for you.  You musta’ dropped ‘em in the locker room when you were putting on your lipstick.”  With that, Willie drew out the frayed pair of pink panties that had gone missing last Thursday, holding them up in front of Jeff’s face.  “Always wondered about you, Jeffie.  But now I know the reason you were wearing a skirt over at that blind chick’s house, is because you’re a girl too.”


	They stared at each other for a few moments, Jeff feeling himself beginning to tremble while Willie’s grin widened.


	“Well,” Willie stretched out the bikinis, expanding the waistband, “what color are you wearing today?  Let’s have a look.  Pull down your pants, why don’t ya!”  Willie glanced at the door, then back to Jeff.  “If the librarian comes in, you can just say you had a rock in your shoe…”


	Willie looked sluggish, but was bigger than Jeff and surprisingly fast.  Before Jeff could reach the door, Willie moved to block it, fluttering his prize.


	In spite of the alarm, Jeff wondered what Jennifer Wright or Susan, or—anybody would think if they walked in seeing Willie and him like this.  Willie shut the door.


	“You know what I’m going to make you do, McGowan?”  The front of Willie’s pants was bulging, he shoved his right hand to hover at his zipper while the scrap of pink nylon hung like a breezeless banner from his left.  “I mean, since you wanna be a girl and all.”  Willie made smacking noises with his lips.  “Either that… or I could go over to Mr. Munger’s office and show him what I found in your locker basket.”


	Jeff looked around wildly.  There was no other door to the A. V. room and there wasn’t any way to get Willie away from the one route of escape there was—at least without making a lot of noise and bringing a lot of attention to both of them.


	“So,” Willie taunted, starting to unzip himself.  “What’s it gonna be?”


	What—else—can—I—do?


	


	The knob turned and the door swung suddenly inward, nearly knocking Willie off balance.  “May I ask what’s going on in here?”


	Willie’s hand opened, allowing the purloined panties to flutter to the floor.


	Ms. Larson looked puzzled, then harried.  “Good grief, Willie,” she said in resigned exasperation.  “Aren’t you a little young for fraternity pranks?”


	“But they’re McGowan’s!” Willie said earnestly, averting his eyes from the evidence of his mischief.


	“Oh, get along with you, Willie!”  Ms. Larson said, now in real annoyance.


	“No, really,” Willie protested.  “I found them in the locker room in Gym last Thursday.  They were hanging out of McGowan’s locker.  I was just…” (here Willie looked slyly over at Jeff) “giving them back to him.”


	“Fine, Willie.  Go to Study Hall, please.”


	Willie lost no time getting out the door and out of sight of the teacher, but when Jeff made as if to follow, Ms. Larson crooked a finger.  (Bending down,) “Let’s take a walk.”





	Ms. Larson led the way down the hall to the teacher’s lounge, which was currently vacant.  She pointed to a chair, seating herself and gazed thoughtfully at Jeff.  “Let’s just say I heard part of the conversation,” she said diplomatically.  “Willie’s mother called this morning, to ask about his behavior at school.  You didn’t know that though, since I didn’t tell you.”  She grinned.  “Now I find him badgering you in a location where neither of you have any business being.  Is there a problem between the two of you?”


	“He seems to have it in for me,” Jeff said.


	“Evidently,” she agreed.  “But, is this about some particular conflict you boys are having right now, or merely more of the general razzing with which we are all so familiar—those of us who share this school with Willie?”


	“Oh, we’ve been having some problems outside of school,” Jeff told her, “a disagreement, sort of.”


	“But it has started affecting things in school.  Right?”


	“I guess…”


	Ms. Larson took some time choosing what to say next.  “Is the nature of this disagreement you and Willie are having” she asked, “something in which your teachers, or perhaps a school counselor should be involved?”


	“No,” Jeff told her, feeling honest enough in doing that.


	“Then is there anything we need to do about keeping you two from—resolving disagreements at school?  Possibly referring them to a parent, or staying separated?”


	“Okay,” Jeff agreed, since teachers took it as an article of faith that any problem could be solved by the expedient of Walking Away…


	“All right, then,” Ms. Larson said.  “Now, regarding the (ahem!) item, found on the A. V. room floor,” and Jeff squirmed, “was any of what Willie was saying, ah, true?”


	Jeff gulped.  “You know Irene?”


	“Why, yes.”  Ms. Larson smiled.  “She and I had a lovely talk on Friday.  In fact, that’s one of the reasons I want to talk with you.  What has she to do with any of this?”


	“The reason Irene wanted a girl in the first place,” Jeff began to explain, “is that she designs clothes and sews a first copy of everything so she can demonstrate her designs.”


	“Yes,” his teacher said.  “I believe we’ve spoken about this.  So, you are helping her with this enterprise?”


	“You see,” Jeff said, “she needed a model for some of her things—and (gulp) a lot of her designs are for women’s things.”


	“O-o-oh…”  But Ms. Larson still looked puzzled.  “I still have a certain amount of confusion here…”


	I guess I’ve got myself painted into this one, Jeff thought.  “Well,” he said, “I have to look in a mirror and see if things fit smoothly or not and, you know, boy’s underwear just doesn’t look right underneath.  We’re making a dress for my sister,” he added, “and that has to do with our Service project too.”


	“Hmm,” said Ms. Larson.  “An interesting means of crashing the gender barrier, Mr.? McGowan.  So,” she exhaled, shrugging in exaggerated unconcern.  “So these would appear to be—yours.  Might one suggest perhaps greater care in safe-guarding such—private items?”


	A moment later she said “is it safe to inquire just what all your Service project involves?”


	“It’s not all settled yet,” Jeff told her, “but it’s going to involve Lorna.”


	“Really?” Ms. Larson asked in surprise.  “How so?”


	“Lorna’s doing her project about helping wheelchair bound people get into the library,” Jeff enthused.  “Irene is trying to get into a school of clothing design so she can do original stuff, and she’s designing special clothes for disabled people.  That’s one of the things I’m helping her with.”


	“I must say,” his teacher smiled broadly, “you do have an impressive family.  I don’t mind telling you that when we began this interview I was not just a little bit concerned about your ability to cope in the Seventh Grade arena.  Your volunteer experience should ideally lead you into new areas of knowledge and I guess you can’t go much further in that direction.  –Still, remember something for me won’t you?”


	“Sure.  What?”


	“Just that while it’s fine to experiment, to explore, it’s also important to protect ourselves.  Isn’t it?”


	Jeff nodded.


	“Great!”  Ms. Larson patted Jeff’s shoulder.  “You’re a remarkable person Mr. McGowan.  A bit of a caution, as granny would say, but hardly ever dull…”





	Walking now, finally to Study Hall, Jeff wondered what it would have been like.  What if Ms. Larson hadn’t gotten there in time and he’d had to do what Willie wanted?  Ms. Larson’s advice about protecting yourself certainly made sense, but…  Jeff had to admit, the idea had been intriguing, even sort of exciting in a scary sort of way.  Is that what people are going to think about me? Jeff wondered, when they find out—that I like to be a girl?  Then the other thought, was everything Willie’d said been based only upon a chance glimpse of Jennifer at Irene’s then whatever he might have seen in the bathroom last week?  Or had Willie somehow figured things out before?  And now he’s been following me around.  A guilty voice asked within—if it wasn’t an accident, no, two accidents, how would Willie have known?





	After the confrontation with Willie Jackson and the subsequent conversation between Jeff and Ms. Larson, the latter returned to her classroom and sat with chin on fist considering her role as a teacher, a human being, and as an ‘other than conventional’ person.  Not always arrayed in that order, for the three aspects tended often to be in conflict.


	Elizabeth had briefly considered going to the office after a master key to the lockers, just in case Jeff’s secrecy was causing him to plumb dangerous depths, whatever they might turn out to be.  She’d rejected the idea though, partly because in order to search a locker she might need to reveal more of what she already knew than she was willing.  Though I don’t know much.


	Her relationship with Jeff was supposed to be one of trust, wasn’t it?  And even though we weren’t supposed to be friends, per se, with the students-- Elizabeth argued, --we can at least try to be benevolant mentors, and, I like the kid!  As a teacher of course, and as a professional, Elizabeth had a responsibility to her school, her principal, the school board for that matter, and to herself, to bring to light any sort of behavior of a dangerous or proscribed nature.  But, as a Lesbian, she was all too aware of how easily an effort to assist could turn into stigmatizing or worse.


	What would I rather the teacher who found out about Julia and me being—a Couple had done, instead of what did happen?  That had been Elizabeth’s Sophomore year in High School, and while she now knew that the teacher’s choices were limited (are limited), it was one thing to merely follow policy in a given situation.  It was quite another to become the policing agent which decided which policy it was that must be followed.  Still, leaving well enough alone wasn’t really an option either.


	She consulted her teacher’s directory, hung poised for several long breaths, the point of a #2 black lead pencil darkening the spot…  “Alice McGowan please.  Yes, Mrs. McGowan, this is Elizabeth Larson, Jeff’s roll room teacher.”  The conversation began with the usual nervous civilities which take place in an unscheduled teacher to parent communique, the purpose of which is still apt to be negative.  “What I needed to ask, Alice,” said Elizabeth, “is whether you’ve noticed any recent change in Jeff’s attitude about—school?  Or perhaps any of his classmates?”


	(Somewhat defensively,) “I work, as you doubtless know, since you’ve called me at the Office,” Alice told her.  “I can say though that Jeff’s been busier than is usual,” she laughed self-consciously.  “I forget what a great help the boy is around the house until he’s gone,” she said.


	“Gone, with his Special Friend?” Ms. Larson prompted.


	“Irene?  The blind woman?  Yes, a delightful person.  I’m glad Jeff’s found something in which he can take such an interest—frankly,” Jeff’s mother countered.


	Ms. Larson plunged again.  “It seems a good thing then that Jeff spends so much time with a woman more than twice his age?”  She said it like a statement not a question.


	“It’s his project,” Jeff’s mother told her with labored patience.


	“I’m afraid we had a little incident at school today,” Ms. Larson reported.  “Nothing all that unusual among young boys, unfortunately, but another student, Willie Jackson seemed to be harassing Jeff  


 about something that was evidently in his locker.”


	“The Jackson boy?  Oh yes, they had an agreement to spend the night together Friday, and Jeff ended by not going.  Some falling out evidently, possibly concerning some of the boys drinking.  I’d imagine the incident stemmed from that---something in Jeff’s locker?”


	“Alice, is there any reason why Jeff would be keeping girl’s clothes at school?”


	“Oh yes!”  Mrs. McGowan chuckled with hearty relief.  “He’s making a birthday dress for his older sister.  Irene sews, which I think is entirely amazing!  So Jeff was bringing something over to Irene’s house to use as a pattern.”


	“Is there a reason he would need to bring his sister’s underclothes as well?”


	“Whew!”  Alice McGowan laughed again.  “Who knows what goes through kid’s minds.  Things were a lot simpler” (she sighed) “when I was a girl.  No, I don’t know any reason for Jeff to have his sister’s underclothes.  I generally keep up with the laundry, but kids experiment don’t they?  Who knows.”


	The conversation having reached stalemate, “I just thought we should talk,” said Ms. Larson somewhat weakly.  “Please don’t get me wrong.  Jeff is an excellent student, and we are very proud of him.  I only wondered if we could both be just a little more involved in his project…  It’s a pretty ambitious one when you think of it,”


	“As I’m sure you know,” said Jeff’s mother “it isn’t easy for a mother trying to raise a son alone.  I’d put him in scouts, or a boy’s club, but Jeff is so studious and sort of aloof, I don’t really want to force him.  I tell you what Elizabeth, we’re having Irene over for dinner Wednesday.  Would you consider joining us?”





	(Tangled strings.)  Jeff had not been denied permission to call or visit Irene, but neither had he asked.  Sure it had been a blow to his self-esteem to be obligated, under a certain amount of duress to inform his mother of the thing he’d gone to so much trouble to conceal, that was true- but the experience had served more than anything else to emphasize the difference in their ages, Irene’s and his own.





	Directly off the hall was a room made up vaguely to resemble a sort of combination sitting and dining room, dominated by a table with white cloth, a vase of somewhat wilted flowers, and copies of Redbook, Good Housekeeping and Ladies’ Home Journal.  The complex seemed to be deserted.  Jeff ventured further into the cluster of rooms, passing multi kitchenettes, sewing machine room, and pantry.  Near the back through there was a little cubicle office and there, on her grading period just now, was the Home Economics teacher.  


She looked up from a stack of Foods Tests.  “Good heavens.  You scared me.  What may I do for you, young gentleman?”�	Miss Jensen was nearing retirement.  She wore neatness and decorum like some foreign language teachers wear an acquired accent.


“My name is Jeff,” Jeff said, not because that was particularly relevant, but because it seemed the proper thing to do.  “I was just wondering…”


“Yes?”  Miss Jensen’s whitening bun bobbed in a nod of encouragement.


Though Jeff had rehearsed what he’d need to say a dozen times, the words were refusing to come out in an orderly way.  “I’m helping a blind lady,” he said, “and she sews.”


“Admirable.” Miss Jensen bobbed again.  “Yes?”


“Um, she was helping me make a dress for my sister’s birthday?  But she’s going to school too and she might not have time to work with me.”


“That’s too bad?”


“I don’t know if…” Jeff rushed through the rest of it, “if maybe I could use one of the sewing machines here at school.  In here?”  he added, in case it might be suspected that he thought sewing machines might exist elsewhere in the building, “so I can get it done in time?”


To Jeff’s immense relief, Miss Jensen laughed, a dry little laugh, but not unkind.  “We had the Bachelor’s Cooking Class in the fall,” she told him.  “I don’t recall having a young man in the sewing room before.  Some of the ladies come in Fifth Period to use the machines.  I guess there wouldn’t be anything wrong if you wanted to do that…”


Then she plied Jeff with a string of rapid-fire questions about darts, pleats or lack of pleats, tucks, trims, gussets, smocking, styles—hardly waiting for answers, not needing to listen long when she did stop.


“I’m not sure.”


“Well then,” she said, “let me know when you have a better idea of what you want to do.  Fair enough?”


“Fair enough.”  Jeff nodded back.  “Thank you.”





Jeff made straight for the Public Library, was disconcerted to find Jennifer not on duty today, but located the elderly assistant librarian shelving newly-arrived periodicals.  “I need to find some books on sewing.  Dress-making, for a school project,” he told her.  Well, why not.  I’m a girl, aren’t I?


With three books under his arm, Jeff turned toward home.  It would be the easiest thing to bend his path toward Irene’s, go on like nothing had changed.  There was much he longed to discuss with his friend, things of a scary, embarrassing, fascinating, and very private nature.  Everywhere he turned it seemed that Irene’s name came up, even trying to work apart from Irene in order to fulfil the obligation to his mother he’d rashly made, he must invoke Irene’s name.  Community Awareness Month would be over at the end of the month, just a little over two weeks away, and at the end of that, Miss Larson would be expecting a presentation from both of them.


“How did things get so complicated?” Jeff inquired, of an errant crow pecking a piece of moldy bread near the curbing.  “I started out just reading and being friends.”  For Jeff, for Jennifer, Irene was Community Awareness Month and, deadline or not, neither of them was ready to go back there.  I’ve just got to have more time to figure things out—to untie the knots.


