


Chapter 9.


A Decent Proposal: and—


Some Children’s Stories





	Wednesday afternoon, when school was over, Jeff sat with his chin on his hands in the public library, back in Literature where Lorna never went, making no pretense whatever of reading the sewing primer lying in front of him.


	“Hello, Jeffrey.”


	Nearly jumping off his chair, Jeff swiveled about.


	“Jennifer…”  The girl whose name it was that first leapt to mind when Irene had asked him to identify himself.  Now he felt unaccountably guilty about using it like that.  But her smile was bright, cheerful.


	“Hi Jeff—how does the dress fit?”


	“What!?”


	She giggled merrily.  “Aren’t you supposed to be making a dress for your sister?”


	“Oh, yeah, that—I’m going to, but it’s barely started yet,” Jeff told her, relieved that answering was so easy.


	“Well,” she laughed, “did we hear about you!”


	“Really?”  (alarm once more.)


	“Oh yes.  Miss Jensen was chewing everybody out in home-ec today.  Some of the girls really messed up their projects, and we’re all supposed to make a dress.  Anyhow, Miss Jensen told us that if ‘that Jeff McGowan boy’ could make a new party dress for his sister, and teach a blind lady to sew besides, we could learn too!  She almost swore!”  Jennifer Wright finished delightedly.


	Jeff sat stunned for a minute, then began laughing along with her.  “Oh heck,” he said eventually, “has she got things backward.”


	“You do sew though?” she asked, a little suspiciously, when Jeff had sketched out the less interesting aspects of his friendship with Irene.


	“I’m learning,” he admitted.  “I can run a pretty straight seam, and I’ve helped with pattern-making, but if anybody’s doing the teaching, it’s not me.”


	“Join the club then.”  Jennifer smiled.  “Woman’s work is never done, they say, and I’m going to be about another year or two on my project—Who’d have known?”


	“Known what?”


	“Oh, when we saw that announcement last month and we were all choosing our assignments, everyone just assumed that a blind lady would want somebody to help her.  I don’t think anyone imagined that it would be her who would do the helping.”


	It’s not quite like that--!  Aloud, Jeff said “speaking of assignments, how’s your project coming along?”


	“Oh, Mrs. Pemberton isn’t all that bad, as long as books come in on time, and about a million other things, but I’m learning a lot.”  Jennifer looked at the clock on the library wall.  “I guess Susan is a bit critical sometimes.”





	As if on cue, Susan Manchester walked through the library door.  “Oh, hi Jeff,” she said in a stage whisper when she was still two dozen feet from the back table.


	“I’d better go.”  Jennifer moved to join her friend.


	Lagging behind the two girls, now engaged in animated talk, Jennifer’s words came back to him, and momentarily, his irritation.  (Who’d have imagined that it would be Irene who would do the helping.)  It was funny in a way.  Irene and him, Irene and her, they needed each other.  They ALL did.  Why then couldn’t they all recognize that?  


She hasn’t called me either.  She could have asked me to come over and read, or do Math or anything.  


Couldn’t you have made up some reason to go see her—to check on her or something?  


I was scared, Jennifer admitted, as Susan and the other Jennifer turned a corner out of sight.  I am scared.


	A sheath dress, Jeff decided.  It would be simple to make—compared to most of the alternatives—and Lorna, tall and slender, would look smart in it.  Thinking of the next interview with Miss Jensen, he suddenly felt very disloyal, not only to Irene, but even to Gussie, Irene’s Sears sewing machine.  “I’m sorry…” but there was nobody to hear, not even a crow, not even a mirror to lock eyes with.  And the leaden weight had increased with a gravid stridency.





	Alice McGowan had come home early to start dinner for her guests, but in her fairly haphazard way of getting things done around home (or not), she’d neglected to tell Jeff that he should expect company this evening.  So when Jeff walked in at twenty after five, to see Irene fidgeting on the couch, looking apprehensive and out of place-as Jeff felt sometimes, it was all he could do not to whoop and throw himself on his friend.  Irene had been (furtively to begin with) probing her own feelings about the project she and Jeff had outlined on that ill-fated Friday, Elizabeth being recently added to her internal discussion.


	“Howdy, stranger,” Irene said, turning her face toward Jeff.  “Thought you were getting kept in after school or something!”


	“We let him out,” said Ms. Larson, who had been deep in conversation with Lorna, “just this once, for good behavior.  Right, Jeff?”  Elizabeth read the look of apprehension on her pupil’s face.


	Irene, also feeling the tension, said “look out Jeff, they’re cutting out more work for us!”


	Mom intervened with dinner before discomfort or misunderstanding could crystallize and grow.


	Alice McGowan had seated her daughter and Jeff’s teacher on her own left and right, setting the two places across the table for Jeff and his friend.  “You can help Irene,” she said aside to her son, “since you know what sorts of things she likes to eat.”


	“Oh,” said Jeff, “she helps herself pretty well.”


	“I’ve already sliced the roast.”  Alice directed this to the blind woman.  “I hope you like roast beef?”


	“Sure do.  Just toss a hunk this direction.  I’ll do the rest.”


	“I’ve been talking with your sister, Jeff” said Elizabeth Larson, deflecting the conversation away from the feeding of blind people, “and I’m fascinated by the areas of overlap between what she is doing and the project you and Irene are developing.”


	Jeff said nothing, sensing that his teacher’s comments were directed more at his sister than at him.  For her own part, Lorna was hoping devoutly that this would not turn out to be still another of her mother’s schemes to get her to behave in a more acceptable feminine manner.


	“I’m an alternative energy specialist, basically,” Lorna announced, bristling just a little, “but the emphasis is on alternative.”


	“So I surmised,” Elizabeth agreed.  “And the more I speak with Irene here, and with Jeff, the more I’m struck by the truly alternative (and original) nature of their own project.  This leads me to propose what will probably sound like the most radical idea of all.”


	All eyes were now on the teacher.


	“Yeah?” said Jeff, uneasily.


	“I’m going to propose,” Elizabeth Larson continued, “to ask—to explore! that you consider letting Willie Jackson onto your project.”


	“Willie!” Jeff cried in horror.  “Willie hates my guts.”


	“I wonder,” his teacher said.  “He does seem to follow you around a great deal, and take a lot of interest in what you are doing.  I rather think that deep down, Willie admires you.”


	“Admires me?”  Jeff couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “Willie makes my life miserable.  He takes every chance he can to give me a bad time!”


	“True,” Elizabeth interjected smoothly, “but I think you’d find that people who spend their time being annoying or disruptive to others, usually do that because they’re dissatisfied with themselves or just haven’t found anything better…”  She paused to let this sink in, then added “I can tell you that Willie has been on three different projects, and has lasted no more than a couple of days on each.  Still, he seems to be very interested in yours, so shall we just say that I’d take it very kindly if you, and Irene, would consent to give Willie a chance to participate.”


	Irene swallowed a mouthful of buttered potato and turned toward Jeff.  “Whaddya’ say, Pard?  Do we let ‘im in?”


	“I—don’t—know,” Jeff said.  Although it was something to have Willie need something from him, or Ms Larson thought so.  “What does Willie think about it?”


	“Who’s idea do you think it was in the first place?” his teacher replied blandly.


	“I’m not at liberty to discuss details at this time,” put in Irene, “some of which are highly classified (meaning we haven’t yet approached Lorna), but it occurs to me that some of the—mechanical tasks associated with one or both projects—might provide an excellent opportunity for young Willie’s talents to—shine.”


	“I’ve got just the place for Willie,” Lorna offered, half-jokingly.  “After all, something might go wrong!”  She grinned over at her little brother.  “Don’t worry about Willie, kid,” she said.  “I’ll put him to work.”


	Leaning over, “Willie Jackson thinks a training bra has wheels on it,” Irene whispered.


	Jeff grinned across at his sister, feeling warmer than he had for a while.  “So does Lorna,” he whispered back.


	Alice McGowan had begun the meal thinking that her scheme to get everyone together was destined to flop miserably.  The way Jeff’s previously sullen face had just lighted up though, was all the vindication she needed.


	Jeff got up to help his mother in clearing the table before dessert was served.  When they were alone in the kitchen, Alice said (squirting canned topping on bakery shortcakes and thawed, sliced strawberries), “now that we are all busy agreeing, I’m going to agree with your sister to pick you up some new underwear the first chance she gets, so that you will not find it necessary to borrow a Larger Size.”  The private smile she gave Jeff’s teacher as Alice set the dessert glass in front of her contained more than a little self-satisfaction.


	“Good to have you back,” Jeff murmured, as he slid back into the chair next to Irene.


	Irene lightly fisted Jeff’s arm.  “I was never anyplace else (she dropped her voice), Jen.”





	The house had emptied and Alice stood alone in her kitchen, transferring dishes from soapy to rinse then putting the roast platter in to soak.  How long had it been since she’d had a housefull for dinner?  Too long, probably, she guessed.  When she and James had moved from L. A. to settle in this little community, not fifty miles from the Canadian border, they had found this fine, big house, newly built—how different things were supposed to have been!


	During the building boom of the ‘50s, James’ architectural practice had taken off like the proverbial rocket and, waiting to get pregnant, Alice had taken a part time accounting job.  The McGowans had slipped easily into the rounds of dinner parties and other social events of young and coming professionals and professional wives.  When Lorna had come, then Jeff, they seemed to have achieved the Hugh Beaumont-Barbara Billingsly sort of life that was almost the only sort allowable on the cumbersome black and white TV of the time.  Then had come the heart attack.


	Alice had gone to night school to complete her CPA certification.  Her part time job expanded to fill her days—and there went my vision of afternoon tennis and garden tea parties.  The kids had never truly wanted for anything, not really, except for time, Alice admitted for the umpteenth time with genuine regret.  But, at least they’re a pair of scholars.  They have that from both of us—Jim. She took a fresh dish-towel from the drawer, dabbed a tear with one corner, then began wiping the shamrock-pattern guest china.  In the hawthorn out back, a late-roosting robin sang in the twilight.





	Elizabeth Larson gave Irene a lift home and came in to have a look at some of her work.  Her ulterior motive didn’t take long to surface.


	“I design.”


	“Oh, I thought this was a hobby.”


	“I’m making up coursework to prepare for the technical college program in textile and clothing design.”


	“Is this a longtime interest of yours?”


	“Quite long,” Irene told her.  “Making up coursework by correspondence takes a while and there’s the matter of being taken seriously.”


	Suddenly, Elizabeth Larson could see what Irene and Jeff might well have in common.  Yes, I wish there was an Irene for me when I was twelve, she thought.  “So your contribution to our spring program is a genuine display of invention, prototypes?”


	“You could say that,” Irene said, nettled a little by the note of surprise in the teacher’s voice, the unconscious hint of condescension.


	“This is fascinating!”  Elizabeth Larson adopted, for the first time, a genuine tone with her, as far as Irene was concerned.  “Wish we had this in high school.”  She studied the garments arrayed on Irene’s kitchen table.  “A bit of a reach though, for Jeff to tell me that your project requires him to come to work in lingerie?”


	“No requirement from my project…” Irene replied.


	“Meaning?”


	“Meaning, that he’s taken quite a stand, but he respects my individuality, I respect his, hers.  So far as I’m concerned that’s the end of it.”


	“That’s ridiculous,” Ms. Larson expostulated.  “Twelve-year old boys don’t go around in their sister’s clothes.  What did you think you were doing, abetting such behavior?”


	“I’m blind, remember?”  Irene returned innocently.  “Jeff, Jennifer’s voice sounded girlish enough to me.  I don’t ask for credentials.”


	Ms. Larson fumed, twisting and untwisting a handkerchief she’d impulsively pulled from her purse.


	“Let me tell you a story,” Irene said.  “When I was in the State School…”


	“Well,” --carefully Irene marshaled her thoughts.  “In a boarding school, at least the one I was in, the teachers and house-parents have more or less the power of life and limb, or at least the ability to make your life miserable, let’s say.  Charlie was a kid about my age.  He was about the sweetest boy I knew, which means that unlike other boys his age, he didn’t live to make things rough on any girl he met.  At this school there was a chapter of Campfires, back before Campfires were co-ed, for the blind girls.  There wasn’t any Boy Scout troop and the activities for boys there were always supervised by the sports coach who was—a pain.  When we were about eleven, Charlie decided that he wanted to join the Campfires.


	At first the gym teachers at the school used a lot of hazing and general bullying to shame Charlie out of this ‘sissy stuff’ you know, extra laps in gym till he dropped and trips through the paddle line if he was late for P. E. class.  Charlie didn’t come through it like John Wayne exactly, but he kept showing up at meetings, and he really fit in okay.  We girls thought it was a lark to make the authorities all pissed, so we accepted him.


	Then, the school tried another tack.  They tried to shame Charlie out of it.  They called him Charlene and stopped taking him to the barber.  Finally they made him wear dresses to class.  Charlie just said that he was a real Campfire girl like everybody else, and it didn’t seem to bother him.  One day somebody remembered that Charlie had been in dresses for weeks now, and he seemed to be going on like business as usual.  Even the boys had gotten tired of making fun of Charlie, but the faculty was bughouse.”


	Irene paused here.


	“What happened then?” Elizabeth demanded, intrigued in spite of herself.


	“Sad about that,” Irene said, her head a little lowered.


	“When nothing seemed to work, the school decided to pretend nothing had ever happened.  All punishments were removed.  Later they ordered Charlie to stop coming to school in girls’ clothes.  He wasn’t acting in a sufficiently masculine manner, you see.  We were the only people he trusted at all.  Charlie’s grades fell from B-plus to Ds and Es.  He was despondent.  He ran away from school three times.  I haven’t seen him since.”


	“He ran away?!  He was blind?”


	“Oh, he wasn’t all by himself,” Irene said.  “There’s nothing to prevent blind kids running away really, if there’s somebody to go with.  It’s probably a bit easier for them to be preyed upon than somebody who can run away from a specific person rather than a general situation…”  Irene was quiet for a moment.  “It just seems to me,” she said, “that if people would leave well enough alone, Charlie’d have avoided an awful lot of misery.  All he wanted was to spend some of his time with the people he thought he belonged with.”


	“That’s inappropriate,” Elizabeth said reflexively.  “Of course the school authorities had to do something, though their methods might be suspect.”


	“What’s inappropriate?  The fact that Charlie wanted to play with girls?  You’re a teacher.  Is it inappropriate for us to raise boys to denigrate and shame girls and women?  Sometimes it’s kind of refreshing to find the exception.


	“I’m sorry,” Irene said at length.  “A school system that was supposed to offer every child a good education, which left me years behind in math and several other subjects so at the age of 27 I’m still struggling to go to a two year college—the way people act shocked that I even know how to dress myself—I guess maybe you see things a little differently if you have never known what it’s like to be like everybody else.”


	Elizabeth Larson sat quietly, examining a series of rebuttals, rejecting each.  “I know,” she said finally.


	For a time the two women sat quietly, Elizabeth studying the mousy brown hair, the unremarkable face with it’s stubby, somewhat upturned nose, the pale, green eyes—which though unseeing, seemed to view the world with such a note of irreverent mischief.  Still… she inwardly affirmed, …it would have been nice if there’d been an Irene—back then.


	“I wouldn’t have you think,” Elizabeth winced at the hint of conciliation in her voice, “that it’s all been roses for me either.”  Irene continued to sit impassive, a nervous blinking of the eyes and an automatic smile betraying the fact that she had heard.


	Though it had been the farthest thing from her mind when they’d arrived, Elizabeth found herself talking on—not about her student or Irene, but about Elizabeth Larson, frightened fifteen-year-old, and the troubling discovery of her own—Difference.  “I don’t know what tipped them off,” she paused to check the turmoil that resurfaced even after all these years.  “Somebody remarked one day that our eyes looked alike.  That’s all she said, but we freaked.”  Elizabeth considered.  “You may not know this,” she explained hastily, “but people’s eyes, when they’re in love, come to look like each other—alike I mean—or at least that’s what people think.”


	Heavenly day, Irene remarked sub voce, what if somebody with 20/20 vision fell madly in love with somebody born totally without--!


	“Like I said,” Elizabeth told her, as if she’d heard the interruption.  “We panicked, and probably started acting weird as hell.  I don’t know.  Before either of us knew what was happening though, it was all over the school.  Teachers got involved—the principal—parents.”  The sense of utter shame, of being dirtied by other people’s lies—their fears came flooding back.

















	“It ended up,” she concluded the sad narrative, “that Julie’s parents sent her East to a boarding school while I stayed to face the music.  Nobody really had anything on us, so I still graduated and even got into the University without any problem, but I tell you—it felt pretty creepy around the old high school for a while—until the other kids found something else to make a sensation over.”


	“Yes,” Irene nodded.  “I can well imagine.”


	(Again that quizzical little smirk on the blind woman’s face!) “But we really weren’t doing anything,” Elizabeth protested with more heat than she’d intended.  “We kissed, maybe.  Girls do that all the time, but never in public.”


	Irene said simply “either have we.”


	“But if one of us had been a boy,” Elizabeth nerved herself for one final attempt, “no one would have even questioned.”


	Irene forbore to give the obvious reply, merely allowing more teeth in the grin.  But Charlie wasn’t a girl, she wanted to rage.  And either is Jeff McGowan!  “Like I said,” Irene answered finally.  “Sometimes it’s better if people just leave well enough alone.”


	Seeing that there was no possible point to continuing the discussion, Elizabeth rose, taking wary leave of this serenely stubborn woman, no more than two years younger than herself but whose handicap had allowed her to live so oblivious to the outside world.


	Elizabeth drove toward home and a long night of philosophical arm-wrestling with herself.  As she passed the McGowan’s block she spied Jeff deeply engaged in conversation with his tall, severely-attractive sister.  Heading toward the projects where she knew Willie’s family lived, she honked.  At least I did one thing right today—I think.





	As Lorna and Jeff approached the Jackson’s residence, they were startled to find a police car parked in the driveway.  Well, not really surprised, Jeff thought to himself.  Perhaps startled was a better word, startled by this tangible evidence of Willie’s delinquency, or that of someone in the household…


	“Come here quick.”  It was Mrs. Jackson, wringing her hands and bearing down on Jeff and Lorna.  “Can you tell us anything about last Friday night?”


	“Excuse me.”  The uniformed officer was standing on the porch, beckoning curtly.  “Do you kids know anything about this?”


	“About what?” Lorna demanded.


	“Do you have any idea of Willie’s whereabouts Friday evening, between ten-thirty and eleven P.M.?”  The policeman looked at Lorna, then at Jeff, then back.


	“They’re saying Willie set a fire!” Mrs. Jackson wailed.


	Jeff thought for a moment, checked the schedule in his mind.  “That was when the movie was ending,” he announced.


	“The what?”  The officer looked nonplussed.


	“Well, I saw Willie at about that time.  You see, the movie ended at eleven and right before then, Willie and the other guys showed up…”


	“Was this in a theater, son?”


	“No.  A friend’s house.”


	“Anybody to vouch for your story?  An adult maybe?”


	“Yes, and yes officer.”


	“Why was Willie out at such a late hour?”


	“He came to bring me a magazine.”


	“A what?”


	Jeff willed a blush.  “A magazine,” he said again.  “A Mad magazine.”


	The cop snorted.  “You and this Willie good friends, son?”


	Jeff’s mouth was too dry to open just now.  He nodded.


	Nobody brought up the subject of the six-pack.  The policeman put away his clipboard, saying he’d be in touch if there were any more questions.


	“They always blame everything on my Willie,” Mrs. Jackson lamented, as the police car disappeared around the corner.


	She stood a moment longer on the door-step as if wondering What On Earth to do next, then Mrs. Jackson whined.  “I don’t know where Willie is…  You’re looking for him?”


	Before either of them could answer, she said again “I don’t know where he is,” and closed the door, leaving Jeff and Lorna standing in the gravel-strewn street.  They were turning to go when Jeff heard a noise, a rustling in the unkempt bushes which choked one side of the duplex’s front yard.


	Willie’s head appeared amongst the foliage, small eyes staring suspiciously at the McGowan kids.  “So—“ Willy said, “how come didn’t ya’ squeal on me?”


	Jeff cleared his throat.  “You didn’t set any fires.  Did you?”


	“Maybe—“


	“C’mere, snot,” Lorna told him, taking a stride herself toward Willie’s hiding place.


	Willie crept out of the bushes, but stood as if ready to spring if Lorna got too close, his eyes now surprisingly wide.  “Whadda’ you want?”


	“Just to talk,” Lorna said easily.  “I’ve been hearing that you’re a guy who can do a pretty good job—in the right place.”


	“ME!?” Willie said, astonished.  “Who told ya’ that?”


	“A little bird.”  Lorna stared back, holding the kid’s gaze.  “It so happens, I’ve got a job for you, Willie Jackson.”


	“Yeah?  Doing what?”


	“I’m building some stuff,” she told him.  “I need somebody to hold nails while I hammer, find things that get lost, climb up things to see if they fall down- stuff like that.”


	Willie cracked a grin, which Lorna returned.  “I hear you have a lot of experience around school—having been in a bunch of different projects, you pretty much know your way around.”


	“Well,” Willie’s chest swelled somewhat.  “I guess maybe I do.”  The next moment, he looked crestfallen once more.  “What if I don’t know how to do the stuff you want me to?”


	“Don’t worry,” Lorna told him.  “You’ll be alright.  And…(now she put on something between a Russian and an East German accent) …Eef you dondt, zen you can be ree-edjucatit unt-til you do.”


	“Well okay then.”  Willie put out his hand.  “It’s a deal.  Shake.”


	Lorna shook, then said “right after school tomorrow, squirt.  At the library.  Don’t be late or I’ll sock ya’!”


	Willie gave Jeff a look as if to say (you have to live with her?) and began making his way, not so rapidly, toward his porch.


	“Think he’ll show up?” Jeff asked, when they were alone once more and heading toward home.


	“He’d better,” his sister said, unconcernedly.  “Or I’ll run him down and drag him there!”





	(But for one member—the Special Needs, Community Service Month, Work Committee was emerging: in it’s final form.) 
















































































