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She’s Come Undone

By Eric Arvin

Julie Morton had been wounded on the battlefield. Her reputation was gone. Shot out from beneath her. Most in the hill town of East Madison thought she was “absolute crazies.” She was certain that’s how the kids spoke these days. “Bonkers” and “crazies” and “nutzoid.”

That wasn’t always so, though. She wasn’t always fruit loop. She was once a teacher at the high school. Seventh and eighth grade English. (The junior high was connected to the high school by a large gymnasium that kind of bubbled up between them like a red brick tumor.) She had taught English for a good ten years before she was kicked to the curb. And before that, she had grown up here. She never thought to leave. Well, maybe once or twice, but that was hardly grounds for wanderlust.

It wasn’t until recently that she started to crack from the pressure of the rumors and the daily torments from the townsfolk. Her hair was turning white for it, and that did nothing to alleviate the jokes. And too, there was the difficulty of raising a handicapped—sorry…a differently abled daughter, all by herself. Well, kind of by herself. Principal Noyle was always there monetarily, he being Betty Morton’s dad.

Aimee Jean, Betty Morton’s only friend, went to the Mortons every day that summer. The summer the high school came down… She had kept in touch with Betty through Julie while she was away at college. Because of her paralysis, Betty didn’t say a thing, but she could make herself understood just fine. There was a mean streak in that girl that smelled like rubber on asphalt. Betty became bitter early on in life. In fact, that was her nickname in school: Bitter Betty. She had been a very pretty young girl. It’s amazing what one wrong move on a monkey bar can do to you.

“Well, hello Aimee!” Julie said as she opened the door. She always had the nicest smile on her face when she saw Aimee. But that smile…anyone could tell it was hanging on by a thread. It was the most fragile thing. Inauthentic and frightened. But Julie liked Aimee. Truly, she did. Point of fact, she admired her.

“Hey, Julie. How’s Betty?” Aimee asked, moving on into the house. Aimee walked like a boy. She dressed like one too, with baggy jeans, large t-shirts, and always a brightly colored wool cap covering her shoulder-length blonde hair. She spoke in unimpressed, lazy sentences.

There wasn’t much special about the Morton house. Typical Midwest ranch, just big enough to feel vacant, especially with Julie being a mere wisp of a woman.

“She’ll be glad to see you.” Julie’s thin hands went to wringing one another, her face to frowning. Her voice barely had the energy to be heard. “She’s been a handful today. I don’t know what’s in her head, but there’s nothing I can seem to do about it. She gets like this sometimes, you know.”

“Does she want to be alone? I can come back later.” Aimee stood with her hands in her pockets. Nonchalant and without want.

Julie looked about to jump Aimee if she left. “Oh, no. She needs to see a friendly face.” There was a sad pleading in her eyes. “She goes through weeks where she’s angrier than usual. That’s all. It’s always been so.”

Julie walked ahead of Aimee to Betty’s bedroom. Julie had a very thin, emaciated-looking body, though she ate whenever she was nervous, and that was all the time. Her incessant worrying needed a lot of calories. Julie’s legs were like toothpicks. You would think they would snap in two as she walked. In a way, it was her legs that had gotten her fired from the school. She wore dresses and skirts and had been cruelly labeled “Chicken Legs” by the kids. They tormented her with it, and she let the bullying get to her. Those jibes went right through the cracks in her fragile sanity until one day it was too much.

Betty was in her room, staring out the window at the backyard. The wheelchair was placed at an angle. She had very little use of her arms, hands, and fingers, so the chair was rigged to respond to her mouth. There was a little lever that she grabbed with her teeth and steered it where she wanted to go. This allowed her some freedom at least. Though, the house with its narrow hallways and doors still proved somewhat of a cage for her.

“Hey, Bets,” Aimee said.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
@50 (4 0 (@0/726

/LQ/0/L6

hiA
w-vﬂlp;—:/—:-w-.v-n—
éﬁEl£ iCo A i 1






