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"You wouldn't have to go to your aunt Jill's to live, if you didn't run wild."

The morning sun found its way through the small window in

Aleaha's room and illuminated the wisps of gray in her mother's hair. 

"Maybe I wouldn't stay gone all the time, if Jim didn't have every drunk in the trailer park hanging around here." Aleaha scooted to the edge of her bed.

"They're always making some kinda crack about how big I am up top and practically drooling when they look at me.

Joyce pushed the bedroom door closed and leaned her tall frame over Aleaha, "I think you better watch that mouth!" Joyce's pointed finger inches from Aleaha's face.

"Those drunks, as you put it, are Jim's friends, and he helps pay the bills around here. You'll just have to get used to it."

"Just have to get used to it!" Aleaha said, her voice rising, “I’m not going to be their little plaything."

Aleaha looked up from the stuffed elephant, she was rolling in her

hands to make eye contact with her mother. "I don't see why you don't

drop Jim anyway” Aleaha said, her tone subdued. "You can do better. You are young and in good shape. He's a potbellied couch potato."

Joyce tightened the belt of her bathrobe.

"I don't expect you to be their plaything, but there's no need to treat them like dirt either. Besides, I wouldn't have to do better, if that sorry excuse for a daddy of yours hadn't run off."

Aleaha looked hard at her mother, her normal light blue eyes dark and slit. "Maybe he got tired of being around you”

Joyce's hand shot out, slapping Aleaha. "You listen and listen good. I didn't make your father leave. It wasn't my fault he couldn't handle having a family."

Aleaha rubbed her cheek. "You don't handle things so hot yourself," Aleaha mumbled.

"You don't worry about my company; I keep you in clothes. You are

not starving."

Aleaha hesitated, breathing deeply. "I'm sorry, Mother, please don't make me live with Aunt Jill. She's a drunk."

Joyce pushed stuffed toys out of the way and sat on the edge of the bed. 

"She's off the booze now. Besides, you know Social Services is on my case about putting you in foster care. Is that what you want?"

"No, but I can change. Ever since Uncle Bill died, she's been hateful.

I can't stand the thought of staying there."

"She's not that bad. She's trying to get her life together. She's been going to those AA meetings. Besides, you have promised to change before, and it never happens. Jim says this is the only way to handle it"

"Jim says" Aleaha snatched strands of blonde hair away from her mouth. "Jim's not my boss. Why is he calling the shots around here? “Joyce stood; flipped dull brown hair away from her eyes, ignoring the question.

"I've already talked to your aunt Jill."

"You have been planning this" Aleaha questioned. "I guess you and Jim just sit around thinking of ways to get rid of me."

"No, it's not like that." Joyce picked up a glass elephant off Aleaha's dresser and rubbed her fingers over it.

"You need to understand, I need a man around here."

Aleaha shifted on the bed to face her mother. "He's not a man. He's a freeloader.

Joyce s grabbed Aleaha by the shoulders.

"Don't talk about Jim like that. He's good to me. You just better watch that mouth and start packing. I'm taking you to the bus station in the morning. I can see there's no putting this off. You're not going to be anything but a smart mouth who thinks everything is supposed to be for her own personal pleasure."  

Aleaha's mouth fell open. A gasp escaped her throat. Her mother just turned and stepped out the door. When Aleaha could no longer hear her mother's steps, she let her tears fall.

Aleaha grabbed some tissues and dabbed at her eyes. She tossed the tissues into an overflowing trash can.

Aleaha started picking up clothes of the floor.  She threw a pair of jeans to one side. A growing spurt pushed Aleaha to five feet eight, and most of her jeans were too short.

Who the hell does Jim think he is, putting his two cents worth in?

If it weren't for that dipstick, I wouldn't be leaving.

Aleaha bit her finger. She looked down at the teeth marks. I've

got to control that, she thought.

The next morning, the snatches of restless sleep she managed left her looking and feeling depleted. She mechanically started packing an old brown suitcase her dad had left behind. Aleaha's hope of her mother changing her mind was dashed when her mother looked up as Aleaha entered the kitchen and said,

"Is the rest of your stuff ready?"

"Yeah, I'm ready to go." Aleaha emphasized the word go, looking for a reaction from her mother, but got none.

"I’ll be taking you to the bus station at ten, so be sure to have everything ready."

"How can I have everything ready?" Aleaha asked, her tone hateful, "when I haven't had a chance to tell my friends I'm leaving.

"Don't start. There's no reason to make this more difficult," Joyce said. "Besides, I don't see why you're carrying on so. You're always complaining about everyone in the whole trailer park. Just the other day you said there were no kids around here you liked. It would seem like you would be glad to go,"

Aleaha clenched her teeth as she put her suitcase on the kitchen

counter. She glanced around to be sure Jim wasn't there. “I have friends from school. Mother, please don't make me go."

Aleaha's voice softened. "I'll chill out about staying out so late. I'll even get along with Jim. I don't want to spend the summer in Tampa." Joyce glared up from her paper. "Your aunt lives in a nice neighborhood—you can meet people.

Aleaha slung hair away from her face.

"I know his is not what you want, and you probably think I care more about Jim than I do you. I just can't explain it now.  We need some together.

"What's to explain? My mother is throwing me out."

"I'm not." Joyce shook her head.

Aleaha could feel the warmness of tears as she returned to her room. Aleaha closed the door to her room and began pacing the small area. I need some time together with Jim, Aleaha's thoughts echoed in her mind. Need some time with Jim. Need some time with Jim.

Aleaha bit her forefinger close to the knuckle. What about me?" What a dumb question. I'm just the daughter in the way.

****

[image: ]


Aleaha put her suitcase and an old gym bag in the car. Aleaha was silent as Joyce drove to the bus station. How can this be happening? She looked out the window, watching her familiar small town disappear for the summer.

I never thought I would be depressed about leaving this town.

First, dad lets her run him off, now she's kicking me out because of what that creep wants. Why are men such assholes? Well, at least now,I won't have drunks giving me rub against me hugs.

"Aleaha" Joyce woke Aleaha from her thoughts.

"You will be a big help to your Aunt Jill."

Aleaha just nodded her head. No, I'll be a fourteen-year-old problem out of your way.

****
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Joyce and Aleaha got to the bus station a half hour before her bus was scheduled to leave. The station smelled musty. It reminded Aleaha of her school locker room. The odd assortment of people milling around gave her the creeps.

"Let's see," Joyce said, "I gave you your ticket. They boarded your

luggage. I guess that's everything. I'm going to head on back."

Joyce gave Aleaha a hug and said, "I love you.

Please try to understand why it has to be this way." She turned and started to walk away. "You'll make out all right."

Aleaha whirled around and faced her mother. "Make out all right, what a joke," Aleaha said using her outside voice.

Joyce gave her a warning look.

"You're not the one who has to leave her own home and friends." Aleaha said her voice lower, but strained.

"We've been over his." Joyce glanced around. "It's just for the summer. It will do us both good."

Two teenage boys walked by. One punched the other on the arm and pointed toward Aleaha and Joyce.

Aleaha's lips slightly parted, her eyes narrowed.

Joyce held her hand up in a stopping gesture. "By the time you get

back, you and Jim will be more likely to get along."

Aleaha shook her head in frustration as she plopped down in a plastic chair. She looked at the departure schedule, her eyes misting.

"I have to get going," Joyce said, "All you have to do is get on the bus with the same number as your ticket. Your ticket shows where you change buses, so there's nothing to worry about."

Joyce leaned down and kissed Aleaha on the cheek. "I'll be calling from time to time. Bye now."

Aleah just nodded.

Nothing to worry about. She could already feel someone watching her.

Was it the wino in the tattered coat, or the business-type with the

briefcase?

They looked at her as though they were going to say or do something. She tugged at her jeans so they wouldn't appear so tight; adjusted her top so her breasts wouldn't look so prominent.

She had seen stuff on the internet about how strangers would try to get girls to go off with them.

They ended up raped or in a sex ring, some killed. She knew how to be safe, but they still gave her bad vibes

She pretended to engage in her phone, trying to appear nonchalant, but her eyes darted at every movement.

She watched passengers spill out from the long shiny buses. A girl about her age ran to her father. A twinge of jealousy sparked.

An overhead speaker squawked out her bus number.

Heading for the bus, Aleaha thought, this is it. A summer with dear Aunt Jill instead of a summer with my friends, what a tradeoff. She boarded the bus. Walking down the aisle, she found an empty seat in the back.

She gazed out the window and scratched her thumbnail along the plastic chair arm. I'll be so glad when I'm on my own, and won't have to listen to adults telling me what to do or where to live.

As the bus pulled away, Aleaha thought of her dream of being a model. She believed she could, despite her mother dropping hints that she wasn't model material. 'It takes more than good looks; her mother forever reminded her.
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After ten hours of riding, Aleaha presented her claim ticket and got her luggage.

"Aleaha.” her aunt called. "I'm over here."

Aleaha turned toward the sound of her aunt's raspy voice. She's thinner and more scanky than I remember.

It must be all those cigarettes she sucks up. How can she look so much different than Mama? She's always been thin, but now she looks like a whisper of the woman she used to be.

"How was your trip?"

Okay, just long."

Aleaha's aunt reached out to Aleaha and gave her a light hug.

Aleaha shivered as she felt the corpse like fingers on her arm.

"Are you hungry?" We can hit a drive thru real quick. I need to get back

to the house. I have a busy day; picking you up as put me behind some.

I used some of Bill's insurance money to do some remodeling. I think

you will like it."

What a motor mouth, Aleah thought.

Twenty minutes after getting burgers, they parked in the driveway

of her aunt's house. It was a nicer house than Aleaha imagined. The

roof was made with round red tiles. Wrought iron decorative posts

supported the remodeled front porch. A man watering his grass

watched Aleaha and her aunt unload the car.

Aleaha tugged her suitcases out of the trunk of Jill's" car. As she started lugging her stuff to the house, she looked down the street. Doesn't this street have any kids, she wondered?" All the houses look like vinyl-sided pods. Probably all retired prunes.

"Aleaha," her aunt said, "you can put your things in your room. It's the second room on the left at the top of the stairs. When you finish unpacking, I need you to wash the breakfast dishes. I didn't have time before picking you up.

I must go to town for a while, I'll be back in about an hour. Keeping the house clean and picking up after yourself will be expected chores. If you are going to live here, you will need to carry your weight."

Jill fished a pack of cigarettes out of her purse and tapped one

out. "I'm leaving now," Jill said as she sucked on her cigarette, drawing

a flame at the end of it, and didn't see the unbelieving look on Aleaha's

face.

After taking her bags up to her room, Aleaha went into the kitchen and began gathering up the dishes. She's already turning me into a maid. She started the water running, then squeezed the dish soap, watching the bubbles multiply.

After finishing the dishes, Aleah started unpacking her stuff. Her bedroom reeked of cigarette smoke. This is cute. I'll smell like a chimney. At least she has neat stuff.

Aleaha sat on the canopy bed, bouncing on the mattress, testing it. An antique dresser and chest-of-drawers gave Aleah plenty of space

for her clothes.

She had most of her things put up when her aunt came in.

"I see you're almost settled in."

"Oh, Aunt Jill, you startled me. Yeah. Are there any kids my age around?"

"Yes, there are a few. The Anderson's have a daughter your age. They come over from time to time. But I would rather you visit their house. I don't want a bunch of kids coming over.

They get on my nerves. Their daughter's name is Michelle, but

she usually doesn't come with them, but I can invite them over and tell them to bring her."

"Thanks, that would be great."
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In the first three weeks at Aleaha's new residence, she and Jill had as many shouting matches.

Her aunt fussed about Aleaha's laziness and smart mouth. The latest complaint dealt with her not cleaning the bay windows in the living room. But today, thoughts of her father flashed in her mind.

Aleaha moved the dust cloth over the top of her dresser, remembering when she was little how her father would bring her some candy or sometimes a little gift when he came home from work. Why did he leave?

"Aleaha."

She could tell by the tone of her voice that her aunt wanted her to do something else. With a sigh of annoyance, she followed Jill's voice to the kitchen.

"I want you to put away the clothes in the dryer. I don't want to have to tell you again, like I did about your room. You have been here long enough to know what to do. I don't know what makes you kids so lazy and irresponsible."

Aleaha, just nodded and casually walked to the laundry room.

She wouldn't give Jill the satisfaction of knowing how pissed she was.

"When you get through, you can go over to Michelle's. Her aunt called after her.

The walk over to Michelle's and the feel of the July sun on her face helped Aleaha shake her feelings toward her aunt.

As she reached Michelle's house, she could see her sitting in one of the wicker chairs on her front porch reading a magazine.

"Hey come on up," Michelle said.

Aleaha walked up four cement steps to a long wooden porch. Half a dozen flowerpots, with their budding plants reaching for sunlight, sat along the edge of the porch.

Aleah nodded toward the magazine. "Sports Illustrated"?

Michelle stood up. "As big as I am, I may not be able to be on any team, but I still enjoy reading about it. Besides, there's some hunks in here." Michelle waved the magazine.

"Makes sense." Aleah agreed.

"What's going on? How did you get away from your aunt's

today?"

"Got through with my work early.""Come on. Let's go in the house. I want to show you some hilarious YouTube episodes. You may have seen them on your phone, but seeing them on a computer screen is better."

"Sounds good. You know dragon lady doesn't even have a cell phone. If it weren't for the TV Wi-Fi, I wouldn't be able to use my phone. I like your room, Aleaha said, as she looked over the different posters on the wall.

"Thanks, I'm adding new ones as I can get them."

Aleaha inhaled a mixture of perfume and make-up. She picked up

one of the magazines piled in the corner. This is the way a room should be, not spotless and reeking of cigarette smoke.

"Your aunt still making you do all that cleaning crap?"

Michelle asked, snapping Aleaha from her thoughts.

"Yeah, and if I don't do it when she wants, she's really on my case.

I think she gets off on being a butt-hole.”

"Maybe if I stayed that busy, I could lose some weight."

"You're not that big."

Michelle jutted her breast out and struck a pose. "I'm a full-

figured woman."

Aleaha laughed at her antics.

Michelle grabbed a Teen Magazine and sat on the bed.

"How do you put up with all the crap she makes you do? Why

won't she cut you some slack?"

"Who knows."

Michelle leaned toward Aleah. "She sure is a -you know."

"Bitch." Aleah said the word with ease. "Yeah, she is. I don't know how much more I can take of her constantly being on my case. I'm beginning to hate her more every day."

Aleaha turned toward the dresser mirror and fussed with her hair.

"I wish I could go back home and run that damn Jim off, but Mother thinks he's J. C. Reincarnated. I would like to live here if I didn't have to live under her roof. I've been here half the summer, Mom hasn't said anything about me coming home. She only called twice." Aleaha's throat constricted. Her eyes started to mist.

She shut it out and turned to face Michelle.

"Unfortunately, there's not much chance of going back while her dear Jim's there."

"What if something happened to your aunt?" Michelle asked. "Do you think your mother would let you come home?"

"Maybe. The only other place she could put me would be with my Aunt Julie and Uncle Mark. They have two kids already.

Aunt Jill is toothpick thin and sucks up cigarettes like they were her lifelines, but even with all that medicine she pops like candy, she’ll

probably live forever. There are times when I feel like just walking out,

but where would I go?" Aleaha pulled a strand of hair away from her mouth and began twirling it on her finger.

"What's it like in... What's the name of the city you live in?"

"Dothan, but we don't live right in town. We live in a trailer park about 15 miles out of town.

"You mean a mobile home park?"

"No, I mean a trailer park. This park is about as run down as

Aunt Jill. We are what people call trailer trash."

Michelle studied Aleaha's face. "You're not what I would consider trailer trash. We have some dumpy places across town. Those people are raunchy. Hey, you want to take a walk. We could go to the park. It's not that far."


"Nah, its getting late. I better go, before the old bitch has a hissy fit."

Michelle laughed at her remark.
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I never thought I would be here this long, Aleaha thought as she walked back in the house to grab a drink. The August heat brought beads of sweat to Aleaha’s forehead. She grabbed a Pepsi out of the refrigerator and sat at he kitchen table with her aunt. Her aunt was going through her mail and working on her second cup of coffee and third cigarette.

She threw the mail on the table. “Your mother still hasn’t sent any money for your school supplies.”  ,

Aleaha slapped her Pepsi can down on the table. “What do you mean, money for school supplies?”

“Well, there’s no use keeping it from you any longer. Your mother wants you to start school here.”

Aleaha slung her hair away from her face. “That wasn’t our deal. She said just for the summer.” Aleaha clenched the edge of the tabletop. “Why is she changing it? What did she say?”

“She just told me she thought you wouldn’t be ready this soon.”

“Bullshit, that damn Jim does all her thinking for her,” Aleaha snapped the words out before she thought.

“You better watch that mouth girlie. I won’t put up with that kind of talk.”

Aleaha shoved her chair back, causing it to flip over. She snatched it upright, then ran to her room. She heard her aunt call after her, but didn’t stop until she plopped herself on the bed. Why does she have to keep listening to him?

Aleaha sobbed tears of frustration into a handful of tissues. Why does he have to be so hateful? Why can’t she make up her own mind?

After two weeks went by and not hearing anything from her mother, Aleaha resigned herself to her fate.

“Aleaha!”

What now, Aleaha wondered. She found her aunt sitting in her favorite chair.

After letting Aleaha stand by her chair for a full minute, her aunt looked up from her Crossword puzzle.

––––––––
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“I know your birthday coming up next week. I have decided since you have been doing better, to let you have some friends over.”

Aleaha masked her disbelief and surprise,

“They can spend the night Friday, but...

There was always a but, Aleaha thought.

“don’t let them get into anything or break any of my vases or knick-knacks. I also want the ones spending the night to be gone by ten.

“Is it all right if I call Michelle to see if she can come over?”

“Yes, and,” her aunt continued, “there are to be no boys

Over at all. It’s your fifteenth birthday, not your sixteenth.”

“I understand—and thanks for letting them come.”

Aleaha ran to the phone and dialed Michelle’s number. On the third ring Michelle picked up.

“Michelle, this is Aleaha, guess what?” Aleaha watched the kitchen door from her chair at the table. “Are you ready for this?"

“What already,” Michelle’s voice anxious.

"Dragon Lady is going to let me have some friends over for my birthday. She said they could spend the night, but of course, no boys.”

That’s unbelievable. Great, but unbelievable.”

“Can you call some of the others and invite them.”

“Sure, no problem. What time?”

“Oh I don’t know. I was so shocked I didn’t think about the time. About four ought to be good.”

“Okay, we’ll be there.”
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Aleaha spent the next week being careful not to upset her aunt. She made sure she kept all her jobs done. She even did extra work around the house so Jill would have absolutely no complaints.

Aleaha glanced at the clock, when she heard the doorbell ring. Right on time she thought.

“Michelle,” Aleaha said, “let’s go to my room and wait for the others.”

“Hey, pretty neat room-canopy bed, antique dresser.”

“Yeah,” Aleaha said. “This stuffs okay, but she just likes a fancy-looking house. Help me push this bed back some so we can throw some pillows on the floor. Is everyone still coming?”

“ Yeah, Sandy, Jennifer, and Selena will be here for sure. I don’t know about the others.”

“Aleaha,” her aunt called, “your other guests are here.”

“Great. I will be right down.”

“Come on in, let’s go get something to drink and take it to my room.”

Coming into her room, Aleaha told the others, “O.K. let’s get down to some serious boy talk.”

They all laughed.

“Aleaha,” Jennifer asked, “do you have a boyfriend?”

“No. I doubt if my aunt would let me have a steady boyfriend. She thinks you shouldn’t date until you’re sixteen.”

“I don’t see how you stand living here with the things Michelle said your aunt makes you do.”

“They’re true, but I don’t have any choice.”

Selena looked up from picking at her burgundy colored nail polish, “I think I would figure out something if I were you,”

The other girls nodded their heads, almost in unison.

“Maybe with a little luck she will OD on some of that medicine she takes,” Jennifer said her tone light.

“I sure wouldn’t miss her,” Aleaha said, her voice solemn.

The other girls glanced at each other.

“Let’s change the subject. Anybody for a pillow fight?” Jennifer asked, as she grabbed a pillow and threw it at Sandy, knocking the Glamour Magazine out of her hand.

Every'one was getting their licks in when Selena let her pillow fly and knocked over a vase. It hit the floor with a sharp pop and shattered into dozens of pieces.

Aleaha froze.

“Aleaha!” Her aunt’s raspy voice bellowed, “what happened up there?”

“We were—having a pillow fight and a vase got knocked over. It busted. I’m sorry,” Aleaha quickly added, “I’ll clean it up.”

They could hear Jill’s steps and ragged breathing as she came up the stairs, taking them as fast as she could.

“Damn it to hell,” she wheezed, “that was one of my best vases. How could you brats be so careless? You have to be the most stupid kids I’ve ever seen. Get out of here, every one of you!” She screeched.

The rage in her aunt’s voice; the angry and astonished looks on the faces of her friends were too much on her nerves.

Aleaha felt her bladder turn loose, a dark stain saturated her sweat pants. Horrified, she started toward the bathroom, but stopped and glared at her aunt. The cold hate in her eyes relaying her feelings.

Aleaha changed clothes. She was shaking—more from anger than nervousness. After she changed, she stomped down the stairs to the kitchen.

“How could you embarrass me like that in front of my friends? I hate you!”

“I think you better watch that mouth young lady.” Aleaha’s aunt shook a bony finger in front of Aleaha’s face. “You don’t want to get into any more trouble.”

Aleaha turned around and ran back to her room. She slammed the door. Snatching up a pillow, she clutched it to her chest. She perched on the edge of the bed rocking back and forth. How can things go so wrong? Aleaha wondered.

That sorry ass Jim—no if daddy hadn’t been such a chicken-shit and ran off like he did, I wouldn’t be in this crap. It wasn’t that tough on him.​
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“You might as well drop this cold-shoulder treatment,” Jill said. “I’m not changing my mind about those brats. Breaking that vase was completely irresponsible.”

Aleaha drummed her fingers on the kitchen table. After Jill’s criticism, Aleaha turned toward her aunt.

“How can I have friends if you’re going to scream at them like some kinda lunatic?” Aleaha let the words out before she realized it.

Jill stood up. “Do you want me to take you down to juvenile hall right now?”

The determined look of her aunt’s thin-pursed lips told Aleaha she meant what she said.

“Ijust don’t see how I can face them when school starts next week.”

“They will forget about it and still be your friends. “I don’t want them coming again until they can act right.”

Don’t worry, Aleaha thought you couldn’t beg them back

Jill tapped out a cigarette. She flicked her lighter several times. When it wouldn’t light, she walked over to the stove, turned on one of the gas burners and lit her cigarette.

“I have to get you registered for school. See if you can manage to get this place straightened up some while I’m gone.”

“That’s all you want me for!” Aleaha screamed, her rage renewed. “To be your maid.

I’m getting sick of it.”

Jill looked at her as if she had lost her senses. She grabbed Aleaha’s shoulders and shook her. “You better not ever talk to me that way again. Do you hear me?”

Aleaha pulled away. “I”ll talk to you any way I want. You’re not my mother. You’re just a bag of bones old woman.”

Penitence flashed on Aleaha’s face.

“Go to your room! Don’t come out until you’re ready to apologize and change your attitude.”

That bitch, Aleaha thought, as she ran up the stairs.

She closed the door. Damn bitch. Damn bitch, echoed in Aleaha’s head. Aleaha bit her forefinger on her right hand. Damn her, Aleaha thought, as blood oozed out of her finger. She snatched some tissues out of a box on her dresser. She held them against her finger. Aleaha’s stomach fluttered as she sat on her bed. I’ve got to get away from here. Now that mother is letting Aunt Jill register me for school, there’s no telling how long I’ll be here.

I can’t put up with her crap any longer. Even if I had a place to run to, it wouldn’t do any good. The police would just bring me back or worse put me in that stupid juvenile hall.

“Aleaha,” her aunt called, “you have a call from your mother.”

I’ve got a thing or two to tell her, Aleaha thought as she went to answer the phone. Aleaha reached for the receiver her aunt was holding.

“I told her how you’ve been acting,” Jill said before handing the receiver to Aleaha.

Aleaha flicked a strand of hair away from her mouth, ignoring the comment.

“Hey, how’s it going?” Aleaha asked, looking to see if her aunt had left the room.

“We’ve been doing okay, I guess.”

Aleaha rolled her eyes at the inclusion of Jim.

“What’s this about you giving your aunt a hard time?”

“She screamed at my friends like some kinda lunatic just because a stupid vase got busted. She has me doing everything.”

Aleaha glanced around to be sure her aunt wasn’t in earshot.

“You have to remember that’s her house and she’s not charging us anything for you to stay, except money for your school things.”

“That’s still no reason for her to treat me like dirt. Let me come back home,” Aleaha pleaded. “I won’t make any waves for Jim. I promise.”

“No, Jim says there hasn’t been enough time.”

Aleaha choked the receiver.

“Jim says,” Aleaha’s voice taut. “Why can’t you make up your own mind? I’m your daughter, not his. Can’t you pick me for a change?” Aleaha asked, her voice beginning to crack.

“We’re trying to start a life together. Let us get used to each other first. You’re going to have to adjust to your aunt’s ways.”

“You just.  ... never mind,” Aleaha said. “Do you want to talk to Aunt Jill anymore?”

“No, just tell her I’m sending your school money.”

“Yeah,” was all Aleaha said before placing the phone back in its cradle.

As she walked into the kitchen Jill asked, “Well, what did she have to say?”

“Not much. She said tell you that she is sending my school money.”

“Well let’s get supper cooked so we can call it a night. I have a lot to do tomorrow.”

“Aleaha,” her aunt said, “right after breakfast I want you to make some of those Snickerdoodle cookies.”

Aleaha looked up from her plate to show she heard.

“Make enough for me to have for my Bridge Club and for us to snack on tonight. I’m going to town. I’ll be back about two, so you will have to find something for your lunch.”

Aleaha nodded as she got up to carry her plate to the sink.

After her aunt left, Aleaha began to make the cookies. A story popped in her mind as she got the flour and other ingredients she would need. It was a short story she had read in an Alfred Hitchcock Magazine about a man who put poison in cookies to kill his wife. If only it were that easy. You wouldn’t do anything anyway, she told herself. Aleaha checked the recipe before putting in the next ingredient. She picked up an egg and started to crack it on the edge of the bowl, when her thoughts went back to the things her aunt had done.

“She’s always such a bitch,” Aleaha mused.

Aleaha’s face flushed as she recalled the embarrassment of wetting her pants.

She stared at the mix, her thoughts on other things her aunt had done to her.

No, she told herself as the poison cookie story darted to mind.I can’t do that. Her aunt’s deeds and her chances of going home kept popping in her mind.

‘She’s a hateful old woman,’ Aleaha looked toward the entrance to the kitchen, before realizing the voice was coming from her head.

“All her medicines are in her bedroom. She deserves to die.” The voice prodded. “No!” Aleaha said out loud.

You can’t kill someone just to get them out of the way. Besides, she takes all that medicine, sleeping pills, plus sucks up cigarettes. She’ll croak soon enough anyway.

‘Extra sleeping pills would make it quicker,’ the voice taunted.

Aleaha shook her head as if to clear it. She cracked the egg and put it in the mix. She began to get the other ingredients together, when the voice said, ‘pushing her down the stairs would be easy. Aleaha shuddered.

This is crazy, Aleaha thought, I have to come up with a different plan. This is ridiculous.

Is it’? The voice asked.

I can’t kill her. Wetting her pants popped back in her mind. No. That’s no reason. I have to get away from here.

If you can.

Aleaha stepped over to the oven and set the temperature.

I’ll just give her such a hard time she’ll want to send me home.

That hasn’t worked so far,’ the voice reminded her.

Aleaha ignored the voice; glanced at the clock above the sink. I better get moving.

She continued mixing the batter. A smile came to her face as she thought of the first thing she would do to get to her aunt. Aleaha flipped the dial on the oven to an additional 50 degrees. Burnt cookies should get her started. Aleaha put the first batch in the oven. She started putting the ingredients back up. No. A messy kitchen should really help piss her off.

‘That kind of stuff will just get you sent to juvenile hall’.

I’ll take my chances, Aleaha told the voice.

Aleaha sprinkled some flour on the floor, and then sat down to watch television. She had been watching for about an hour when she heard her aunt’s car.

“Aleaha, I’m home,” her aunt called. “Have you finished those cookies yet?”

“Just about, I have one more batch to put in the oven.”

“What’s that smell? Did you burn those cookies?” Jill walked into the kitchen. “Look at this mess. I can see that mother of yours didn’t teach you how to clean up after yourself. What was so important you couldn’t clean up or watch these cookies?”

Aleaha continued watching television, as if she hadn’t heard a word her aunt said.

“Get in here! I asked you a question.”

“I was watching TV,” Aleaha answered from the living room. I forgot to set the timer on the first batch. The rest are okay.”

“What do you mean you forgot to set the timer?” her aunt bellowed. “Get in here, when I’m talking to you.”

Aleaha slowly got out of her chair. She ambled over to the kitchen and leaned on the doorjamb.

“I could hear you just fine in there,” Aleaha said, exasperation in her voice.

“Don’t get smart with me young lady. Your mother sure didn’t keep you straight. My boys know how to show respect.”

“Is that why they both left home as soon as they could?”

“That’s it. I’m not putting up with your smart mouth and lazy ways a minute longer.”

Aleaha’s aunt walked over to the phone and started punching numbers.

“Who are you calling?” Aleaha asked, apprehension in her voice. Her aunt remained silent.

The idea she could be calling someone to take her to juvenile hall popped into Aleaha’s mind. She cracked her knuckles waiting to see whom her aunt spoke to.

Her aunt slammed the receiver down; glanced at her watch. “Your mother must be working the late shift. You can count on one thing, I’ll get up with her tomorrow and if she can’t come get you, I’ll put you in that juvenile hall. Now I think the best thing for you to do is go to your room and start packing. One way or the other you’re out of here.”

Aleaha gave her a shoulder shrug, before going to her room. She closed her bedroom door. Aleaha picked up her brush and started brushing her hair as she paced.

Surely mother will come, Aleaha thought. She won’t let Aunt Jill put me in that stupid juvenile hall. That damn Jim, he might talk her into it.

Aleaha put her brush down and sat on the edge of the bed. I’ll just have to wait until morning, Aleaha reasoned.


Aleaha rolled in the covers on her bed. A vivid dream playing out in her mind.

Her aunt and her Bridge partners sat around a table laughing and munching on the cookies Aleaha had made.

No. No, don’t eat the cookies, Aleaha warned.

They continued to tell stories between bites.

They can’t hear me. I have to make them hear me.



A voice, she could hear a voice. Someone calling? Aleaha willed it away, but the voice persisted. It sounded distant, her aunt’s voice?


“Help me,” the weak voice pleaded.

Aleaha slung the sheet back.



“It is Aunt Jill!” Aleaha slid out of bed. Her feet had barely touched the floor, when she heard a sickening bumping sound.

Aleaha opened her bedroom door; poked her head out and called her aunt. She eased down the hall, twisting the bottom of her long Tee shirt. She called her aunt’s name again. The house was silent, except for the hum of the refrigerator. Aleaha made it to her aunt’s bedroom door. She knocked softly, hearing nothing, she knocked harder. Aleaha opened the door. The lamp on the nightstand revealed a clutter of medicine bottles, cigarettes, an ashtray, and a small dish of Aleaha’s cookies. The smell of cigarette smoke lingered in the air.

Aleaha’s dream popped in her mind, along with the taunting voice. ‘The sleeping pills, the sleeping pills.


She looked at the empty bed.



“No,” escaped Aleaha’s lips. That was just a dream. I didn’t put anything in the cookies. I didn’t.


‘Are you sure?’ the voice questioned?



Aleaha rushed to her aunt’s bathroom—empty. Where is she? Aleaha made her way to the head of the stairs.


The stairwell light made her aunt’s body a crumpled shadow.

Her head jammed against her right shoulder, her eyes staring into Aleaha’s.

Aleaha braced against the handrail.

“I didn’t.”

‘But she’s dead, the voice reasoned.

Aleaha turned away from her aunt’s hypnotic stare and ran to the bathroom.



After washing her face and rinsing the acrid taste from her mouth, Aleaha began to think of what could have happened.

Aleaha walked past her aunt’s bed, weak but not wanting to sit on her bed. She managed to get just outside the bedroom door. She looked toward the stairs, but slid down to the floor.

I didn’t put anything in the cookies. I thought about it, Aleaha shook the voice from her head. No, I just thought about it. I have to call the police.


She just got dizzy and fell down the stairs. That has to be it.

‘Maybe they won’t do an autopsy,’ the voice sounded doubtful.



What if they ask Michelle about how Aunt Jill and I got along? They’ll think I pushed her. I didn’t push her down the stairs. I didn’t poison her.


‘But there she is.’

“I know that!” Aleaha screamed.



Aleaha got up on her knees; placed a hand on each side of her face. This can’t be happening. I’ve got to be cool. Aleaha took her hands away from her face and began rubbing them together. Everything is all right. She fell and that’s the end of it. I’m calling the police.

Aleaha went to her aunt’s bedroom. She dialed 911. As soon as she heard a voice, Aleaha blurted, “Something happened to my aunt!” Aleaha wadded the end of her Tee shirt.


“How was your aunt hurt? Is she bleeding?”

“She fell down the stairs. I think I’m going to be sick again.”

“Hang on. What’s your location? Your address?”

Aleaha forced herself to focus on the questions and gave the necessary information.

After hanging up the phone, Aleaha remained upstairs to wait for the police, not wanting to walk past her aunt’s body.

When the doorbell rang, she remembered Aunt Jill always kept the door locked.

She eased down the stairs, avoiding her aunt’s vacant stare.



Aleaha faced two officers when she opened the door. She let them in. One went to the body, the other guided Aleaha to the kitchen table.

The officer motioned for her to sit.

He sat down and placed a clipboard on the table.

Aleaha studied his face while he jotted on the clipboard. Aleaha guessed him to be Cuban. He wasn’t even as tall as Aleaha. His small eyes darted as he wrote. He put his pen down and leaned back in the chair.

In an uncomfortable voice he introduced himself as Officer Arnaldo and asked. “That was your aunt, correct?”


Aleaha nodded.

“Do you know what caused her to fall down the stairs?”



Aleaha told about hearing her aunt call for help and how it woke her up, but not about the dream. She hesitated, sniffling, and then continued telling about how she searched for her aunt and found her on the stairs.

Aleaha stopped talking. She watched as the ambulance attendants carried her aunt’s covered body away.


Officer Arnaldo leaned forward and tapped the table.

"And then?”

“Then I called 911. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“There’s no one else living here. Correct?” Officer Arnaldo questioned.

“No. My uncle died awhile back.”



Aleaha’s eyes widened. “I have to call mother, Aunt Jill’s her sister. She’ll have to come down; make arrangements for the funeral. She lives in Alabama.”

“We will take care of that. Had your aunt been complaining about dizzy spells or other health problems?”

“No, not really. I mean she had health problems, but she hadn’t mentioned anything lately.” Aleaha rubbed her hands on her Tee shirt.


“Why were you living with your aunt?”

Aleaha gave a capsule version of her home life.



“It seems you didn’t get along with your mother so well. What about your aunt? Did you get along with her?”


“Sure.”

“All the time?” Arnaldo’s tone doubting.

“Yeah, I mean most of the time.” Aleaha shifted in her chair. She picked up a salt shaker and began rolling it in between her palms. “Nobody gets along all the time.”



Arnaldo leaned back in his chair. He thumped his ink pen against his stomach; studied Aleaha.


“What about the times you didn’t get along, what did you argue about?”

“Just stuff—like not doing jobs when she told me.”

“Did your aunt get furious with you? Shout at you?”

Aleaha pulled a strand of hair away from her mouth. “Yeah, sometimes.”

“Did that make you angry with her? Did you shout back at her?”



Aleaha glanced around the kitchen. “Only a time or two. She was a hateful—” Aleaha bent forward, hands pressing the top of the table. “Why are you asking me all this? I didn’t kill the woman!”


Officer Arnaldo hesitated, momentarily taken aback by the switch in Aleaha’s demeanor.



“I’m not accusing you of anything, Aleaha. It’s just that we must cover this line of questioning. I’m going to call Social Services. We need to get you a place to stay until your mother gets here.”


“Why can’t I just stay here?” Aleaha asked. “I can take care of myself.”

“I’m sure you could, but its procedure.”



An hour later a worker with Social Services arrived. She told Aleaha that she had a middle-aged couple for her to stay with until her mother could come get her.

She told Aleaha to get some of her clothes. Coming down stairs with her bag the worker took her to her car and they left.

After they arrived at the couple’s house and introductions were made, the Social Worker told Aleaha that she would tell her when Joyce arrived. Aleaha was shown to her room.

Not much use in trying to get any sleep, Aleaha thought. It will be daylight soon and I’m too hyped up to sleep.

Aleaha went over every step involved in making the cookies. I didn’t put anything in the cookies. I just thought about it.


'What took you so long then?’ A voice questioned.

No. I would have remembered going upstairs—getting the medicine.

‘But you can’t remember every minute, can you?’

I remember telling myself how ridiculous the thought of killing her was.

‘But,’ the voice challenged, ‘ you also thought of all the hateful things she had done.’

I didn’t cause her to die. I didn’t

‘Really?’

Aleaha wrestled with her thoughts until exhaustion overcame her and she slept.



The next day Aleaha’s mother arrived and they returned to her aunt’s house.



“I understand they’re doing an autopsy,” Joyce stated as she pulled the visor down, blocking the morning sun. She gunned her Grand AM onto Highway 331.


Aleaha cringed. “An autopsy?”



“Yeah, the police suggested it to her boys. There wasn’t a definite reason for her falling. I guess they want to see if it was a heart attack or something else. Someone may have pushed her.”


Aleaha stopped primping in the vanity mirror and turned to face her mother.

“How do they figure that? I was the only one there. Are they blaming me?”



“No. They figure she might have heard something, then started downstairs and surprised a burglar. The burglar could have panicked and pushed her down the stairs.”


Fifteen minutes later they parked in front of Jill’s house. Cars filled the driveway, some on the grass.



Before they went into the house, Joyce spoke with some of her relatives that were milling around outside. The first thing Aleaha saw was Ray, one of Jill’s sons, on the phone.

Aleaha watched his face. She couldn’t hear what he was saying, but his expression was solemn. He scanned the crowd.

He saw Aleaha watching him as he put the receiver in the cradle. He motioned for her, and then walked upstairs.


Aleaha followed, thoughts bouncing in her mind.

He led her to his mother’s bedroom; closed the door.

“That was the results of the autopsy,” Ray said.



Aleaha placed her left hand on the top of her aunt’s chest-of-drawers, not saying anything. She studied his face, waiting for him to go on. He reminded Aleaha of her father, his sandy hair and the shape of his eyes.


“They found a problem.” Aleaha inhaled sharply.

“It seems her heart,” Ray paused, looking at Aleaha.

Aleaha moved her hand; shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Spit it out,

Aleaha thought.



“was not as strong as we hoped. The booze in the past, the heavy smoking, her negligence of her health, all played in her heart just giving up. The report listed massive heart attack as cause of death. I thought you would want to know.”


Aleaha nodded. ‘"Yeah, I appreciate it. It’s still terrible. She wasn’t that old.”



“No, but her life style caught up with her. Let’s go back downstairs. I have to talk to some people about being pall-bearers.”

Tire next day at the church, Aleaha walked with her mother to the casket for the final viewing. Joyce’s bottom lip trembled as she viewed the body of her sister. “I should have made her take better care of herself,” Joyce told Aleaha.

“You were the one who got her to go get help about her drinking. I remember you fussing at her about eating better right after Uncle Bill died. You did what you could.”


Aleaha put her arm around her mother’s waist and guided her back to their pew.



After the funeral, Aleaha and her mother went back to Jill’s house. Aleaha watched as her mother broke away from the group she was talking to and headed for the kitchen. Aleaha followed her. Her mother was pouring herself a cup of coffee.


“What happens now?” Aleaha asked her mother. “Where do I live now?”



“Now, we’ll go back and see if you can act like you said you could. Do you remember how you said you would try to get along with Jim and not run wild?”

“Yeah,” Aleaha said, “but I’m not taking any crap off his drunken buddies.”

“You won’t have to worry about that. I made it perfectly clear before I left, that they wouldn’t be hanging around anymore.”


Aleaha’s astonished look didn’t escape Joyce’s notice.

“Yes, I really mean it,” Joyce said.



“That’s a step in the right direction,” Aleaha said, “I believe I can get along with Jim.” Or at least tolerate him, Aleaha thought.


“Good. Now go get packed so we can be on our way.”



Aleaha, not having anything good to say about her aunt and the crappy summer she had, kept quiet most of the trip home. Joyce didn’t push it, concentrating on her driving.


The trip seemed a lot shorter by car. Aleaha was proud to be home.

“Look who I found,” Joyce said. Jim got up from his chair.

“Welcome home. I sure hated hearing about your aunt. You doing all right?”

“Yeah, thanks,” Aleaha said, her voice disguising her shock.



“Here, let me get those.” Jim picked up Aleaha and Joyce’s suitcases. “TH put them in your rooms.”


He had just got down the hall, when Aleaha looked at her mother in bewilderment.

“I told you he’s trying to make it work.”



Aleaha and Joyce told Jim about the trip home and the funeral, before Aleaha went to unpack.

The next morning Aleaha pushed the curtains aside to see what kind of day it was. Sun streamed through the window. It must be late, Aleaha thought, noticing the position of the sun. She picked up her watch from her dresser. Almost nine, I must have been beat. She got dressed and went to the kitchen for breakfast. Jim was already sitting at the table having a cup of coffee.


“I guess Mom went to work already?”

“Yeah,” Jim grunted, not looking up from his paper.

“I thought I would call some of my friends.”

“Yeah, sure. Your mother wanted you to start dinner about five.

I have everything else straightened up. I have plenty of time since I lost my job.” “Where were you working?”

“I had a job with Tennex, but it didn’t work out.”








“That’s too bad, maybe the next one will.” If you bother to look for another one, Aleaha thought as she headed for the phone.


“Hello.”

“Pam. It’s me Aleaha.”

“When did you get back in town? Are you here to stay?”

“Yeah. I was going to stay longer, but my aunt died.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Aleaha lowered her voice. “It was kind of a blessing in disguise. I’ll tell you about it later.”

“When can we get together?”

“Let me check. Do you mind if I go over to Pam’s for a while?” Aleaha asked Jim.

“No, just don’t forget about dinner.”

“Pam, I can come over now if it’s okay.”

“Sure.”








Even though it was only a short walk to Pam’s house, Aleaha’s clothes began to stick to her in the August heat.

“Hey, girl.” Pam poked her head out the front door and saw Aleaha looking over the house. “We put up vinyl siding and painted the trim. I do mean we. I had to help with every bit of it.”


“It looks great. You look great. I like your hair.” Pam had her hair cut close-cropped.



“It’s a cooler cut, but I’m still the flat-chested bean-pole I’ve always been. Come on in. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

After plopping on Pam’s bed, Aleaha told Pam all the things she had to do and the things she couldn’t do and how her aunt treated her.

“I don’t see how you stood it so long. She was the real wicked witch. I guess the question now is how what’s his face going to take you being home.”

“Believe it or not—so far, so good. According to Mom, he said he’s going to make an effort. At least with me in school we’ll be out of each other’s way. Maybe he’ll get a night time job, and then I wouldn’t have to see him at all.”


“He sure didn’t keep that Tennex job long. It was less than two months.”



“He’s not going to keep any job long. He’s just bumming off Mom, but she’s too blind to see it. I think that gets on my nerves as much as his mouth.”

“Let’s forget him,” Pam said. “I have a whole summer’s worth of gossip to tell you.”




Aleaha listened to stories about who was going steady and who had broken up.

“What time’s it getting to be?” Aleaha asked.

“It’s five after five.”



“I’ve gotta go. I was supposed to have dinner started by now. Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow. I better dash.”


Aleaha opened the front door to find Jim sitting in front of the television set.

“I know I’m late. We got to talking and lost track of the time.”



“I ‘m sure your mother would like to have dinner on time,” Jim said, with just a hint of sarcasm.


“I’ll get started right away,” Aleaha said as she headed for the kitchen.

Aleaha was rambling in the kitchen cabinets when Jim came in.

“What are you after?” Jim asked.

Aleaha continued moving pots and pans around. “I need that big frying pan.”



“I think it’s in here,” Jim said as he reached toward the cabinet over the sink. “Yeah, here it is.” He handed the pan to Aleaha.


“Thanks,” Aleaha put the pan on the stove.

“I didn’t mean to sound so sarcastic a minute ago.” Jim stepped over to the stove.

Aleaha poured some cooking oil in the pan, not looking toward Jim.









“I really believe we can get along.”



Jim reached out and cupped Aleaha’s chin in his hand and turned her face toward him. “I really mean it.”

Aleaha gave him a nervous smile, before turning away and adjusting the burner under the frying pan.


“I’ll leave you to your cooking. I just wanted to tell you that.”

“I appreciate it,” Aleaha said.



What was all that about? Aleaha wondered as she ran water over the chicken pieces her mother had set out.

* * * *
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Aleaha, settled in her favorite chair, was watching Wheel of Fortune and didn’t hear Jim walk in the living room.



“Aleaha, do you think it might be possible for you to bend at the waist and pick up your clothes in the bathroom?” Jim asked. He stood by her chair, his paunchy stomach inches from her face.

“I’ll get them when the next commercial comes on.” Aleaha said, barely taking her attention from the show.

“Just because your mother is working the night shift doesn’t mean you’re not supposed to be helping out.”


“I said I would take care of it.”



“How about taking care of it now? There are plenty of other things that need doing.” Jim snatched up the remote control and clicked off the television.

Aleaha jumped from her chair, her fingers on her right hand curled into an obscene gesture, but remained at her side. She shot him a quick look of disdain.


“What happened to your I think we can get along speech,’ Aleaha asked.

“You haven’t made any effort to get along with me like I hoped you would.”



Aleaha held his stare. “You think because you talk to me nice a time or two, in front of mother, it’s going to make up for the bossy way you treat me the rest of the time.”


When he didn’t answer, Aleaha walked away.



Aleaha waited in the recliner, until her mother came in the front door. Joyce locked the door and turned to see Aleaha.

“Oh! You scared me. What are you doing up? It’s almost midnight.” Joyce put her pocketbook down before sitting in a chair close to Aleaha.


“I wanted to talk to you about Jim”

Joyce’s face became somber.



“He’s not making much effort to get along with me. He’s real hateful about telling me to do stuff.”


Joyce rotated her key ring around her finger. “I sure wish you two could get along.



Since your father left Jim’s the only man that I’ve felt comfortable with. Can’t you make a little more effort to work with him?”


“I’m not supposed to have to kiss his—it should be a two-way thing.”

“I’ll talk to him,” Joyce said.

“Yeah thanks,” Aleaha said, not convinced.



* * * *
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Aleaha flopped on the couch, a look of annoyance on her face. “So, what’s this family meeting about?”
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