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THE AUNT SOLUTION
CHAPTER ONE
Libby Dexter usually loved Saturdays, but this Saturday was different. It was the one that came once a year, like Christmas, except this was a day to be dreaded. At least for Libby.
Today was the day that Aunt Liz would arrive from the city. She came every year for a week.
It wasn’t that Libby didn’t love Aunt Liz; she loved her very much. She loved the fact that she had blonde crinkly hair and green eyes just like Libby.
She also loved Aunt Liz’s hilarious tales about when she and Momma were little on Grampy’s farm.
Libby could always tell exactly how funny the story was going to be based on the shade of red Momma’s face got as soon as Aunt Liz said, “Oh, Annie, remember when…?”
If Momma’s cheeks got just a little pink, that meant the story would be funny and Momma didn’t mind if Aunt Liz went ahead and told it. If Momma’s cheeks turned bright pink, that meant it was something Momma regretted but was kind of funny, so Aunt Liz could go ahead and tell it anyway. If Momma didn’t turn pink at all, that meant the story was really funny, but it was about something that Aunt Liz did. Aunt Liz would tell it anyway, because she said that after she had cousin Marty, nothing embarrassed her. But, if Momma’s cheeks were a fiery red that ran right over her nose and around her chin, Libby knew that Aunt Liz’s story would be hilarious and embarrass Momma terribly. Momma would insist that Aunt Liz tell a different story, any other story, or else she would try to force Aunt Liz to accept another piece of apple pie for dessert. Aunt Liz could never refuse any kind of pie. Libby supposed Aunt Liz’s long and amazing memory was the cause of so much baking the week before she arrived. Momma wanted to have lots of ammunition.
Libby found it funny that Aunt Liz never got embarrassed anymore after having just one kid and Momma still got embarrassed so easily after having had four!
Libby hadn’t seen cousin Marty in about four years. He was all grown up now and didn’t come to visit with his mother anymore. He was twenty. Momma said that Marty was so old because Aunt Liz had her child early and Momma had her children late. Libby didn’t understand how what time a child was born had anything to do with how fast they got old. It especially didn’t make any sense when Aunt Liz said that Marty was born late and Momma said that Nelson had been born early. Libby would have to remember to ask Aunt Liz about it during this visit. Sometimes Libby was sure that grownups were completely crazy!
A POSSIBLE SOLUTION
Aunt Liz was going to arrive in about an hour. That thought drove Libby back beneath the covers where she decided she would stay in bed all day.
Her stomach coiled in a knot of confusion. How could she possibly want to avoid someone so badly that she loved so much? That didn’t make any sense at all. Aunt Liz would be one hundred percent terrific if it weren’t for….and Libby was a little ashamed to admit this to anyone but herself….Aunt Liz’s kisses. It was disgusting!
Aunt Liz always wore bright, greasy red lipstick on lips that were way bigger than Momma’s. That, itself, wasn’t so bad, Libby admitted. It was the fact that those big red lips smothered her from the time Aunt Liz arrived until the time she left. One kiss wouldn’t be so bad, MAYBE, but Aunt Liz would never stop at just one. Even though there were four Dexter children to spread her kissing around on! The worst thing was, this stuff was impossible to remove and after every scrubbing episode, Libby’s cheeks felt sore and tingly.
Last year, Libby had even counted the kisses and Aunt Liz had started off her visit with eight big, red lip prints all over Libby’s face. It had only gotten worse from there.
“Come on, sleepyhead!” Libby’s older sister, Erika shouted as she came in her bedroom without even knocking. “Momma says to get up. Aunt Liz is going to be here any minute.”
“I’m sick,” Libby lied, peeking out from beneath the covers. Maybe if Aunt Liz thought she would catch something, she wouldn’t even try to kiss her.
“You don’t look sick,” Erika said, coming closer for inspection. She placed her hand on Libby’s forehead and wrinkled up her nose. “I don’t think you have a fever.”
“You’re only ten,” Libby argued. “You can’t tell.” She hated the way Erika always acted like she knew everything, just because she was two years older.
“Well, you look fine to me,” Erika said. “Get up.”
“I’m sick,” Libby insisted.
“Sick how?” Erika demanded. “Do you have a headache? A sore throat? What?”
Libby wrinkled up her nose. It had to be something worse than a sore throat. And you couldn’t catch a headache. For a moment, Libby debated telling Erika the truth, then at least she’d be able to go along with the story to Momma. Besides, Erika was ten and Libby was only eight, she'd have way more experience being sick. Erika would know how to do it right. But just as Libby was about to come clean, she changed her mind. What if she told Erika her plan, then she pretended to be sick too? Momma had already seen Erika this morning and knew that she wasn’t sick. It would be way too obvious that they were lying and Libby would end up in trouble.
“Well?” Erika said impatiently, teetering with one hand on her hip, just like Momma did when she knew that Libby was up to something.
“I have the measles,” Libby decided. There. That was way better than a sore throat and it was something that people could catch.
“Well, I don’t see any spots,” Erika said in a superior tone. Rats! Libby didn’t know you needed spots to have the measles. Before Libby could stop her, Erika grabbed the bottom of Libby’s pajama top and pulled it up over her face. “Nope, no spots!”
Libby pulled the shirt back down. “Well, I’m sick anyway,” she declared and tried to cough. It sounded pretty good.
“Mother!” Erika left the room shouting. Libby could hear her shouting for Momma all the way down the stairs.
Libby leaped out of bed and rushed over to her desk and yanked the drawer open. Where was her red marker? She ruffled through the rainbow of colors but there was no red. When she heard footsteps coming up the stairs, Libby grabbed a red pen from the desktop. She touched the tip to her cheek as she scrambled back to her bed. She lifted up her shirt and managed to get only three tiny spots on her belly before she heard her mother outside her bedroom door. She quickly shoved the pen under her pillow, just as Momma and Erika entered the room. Whew! That was too close.
“She’s sick,” Erika announced as if she were a doctor or something.
“What’s wrong?” Momma asked gently, sitting on the edge of the bed and Libby immediately felt sorry for lying. Momma put her hand to Libby’s forehead.
“I’m sick,” Libby whimpered, half closing her eyes for good measure. She was really beginning to feel sick….sick for lying to Momma. But somehow, she just couldn’t stop now. “I think I have the measles.”
Momma put her face about an inch away from Libby’s and stared at the small, red ink dot. Erika did the same.
“That spot wasn’t there a few minutes ago,” Erika said.
“You just didn’t look close enough,” Libby said. “I must be getting worse!”
“Hmmm,” Momma said and lifted up Libby’s shirt. Why was that always the second thing Momma did whenever Libby was sick, she wondered. First the forehead thing, then the belly. Libby wondered if everybody always got sick in the same places, the forehead and the belly. She waited for Momma to notice the three red spots on her belly.
“It’s measles, Momma,” Libby insisted.
“It can’t be,” Momma said, shaking her head with a puzzled look. “You had those when you were three. It might be chicken pox.”
“What’s chicken pox?” Libby asked. It sounded terrible. What if she’d accidentally spotted herself with something that could make her die? She might end up in the hospital! Then everyone would know she’d lied. Doctors would be able to tell she only had a bad case of ink dots and she would be so embarrassed. She would never dare to go to the hospital again, even if she were dying!
“Well, we’ll just keep an eye on it,” Momma said. “It’s nothing to worry about, I’m sure. It might just be a heat rash, too. It is awfully warm in here.”
“I better stay in bed,” Libby said, almost forgetting to use her sick voice.
“I’ll check on you in a little while,” Momma said and she left the room with Erika.
A few minutes later, Libby heard Erika and Jack running across the living room floor down below and shrieking, “She’s here! She’s here!” Of course Jack was only four and he’d shriek over just about anything if someone else did.
She heard Nelson go down the stairs to greet Aunt Liz.
Libby pulled the pen from underneath her pillow and added three new dots to her face and one to her belly before snuggling down into her blankets and the safety of her bed.
AUNT LIZ ARRIVES
Libby listened from her bedroom as Erika informed Aunt Liz that she was sick.
“She got measled!” Jack exclaimed.
“Chicken pox!” Erika corrected him as everyone else laughed at Jack’s comment.
Libby could hear Aunt Liz’s kisses from her bedroom. She could imagine the red lip prints. She could see in her mind the grimace on Nelson’s face. He was twelve and too old to be kissed, but he was nice enough to let Aunt Liz kiss him anyway.
“Now, where’s my little Libby?” Aunt Liz demanded with a mischievous laugh in her voice.
“You can’t kiss her!” Jack shouted in a panicky voice. “She got measled!”
“Chicken pox!” Erika corrected again.
“I don’t care if she’s been measled or poxed, the poor little thing, that isn’t going to keep Ol’ Aunt Liz from kissing her,” Aunt Liz declared bravely. “I had all those things when I was a kid. No little red spots ever kept me from kissing Marty when he had them.”
Libby felt her heart pound, almost hard enough to jump right out of her chest. Oh no! Aunt Liz was still going to kiss her! Her heart sank as she heard the numerous footsteps on the stairs. When Aunt Liz visited, she became a herd. All four children, including Libby, seemed to cling to her like glue. It was great until she found a reason to kiss somebody. Then you had to run. But it did little good. Aunt Liz was the kind of an aunt that seemed to be everywhere at once. If you went in the bathroom to hide, she was just coming out and would give you a big red kiss on your way by. If you thought the garage was a safer place to hide, she’d be in there looking at Nelson’s latest collection. She’d be so happy to see you, you’d get a few good kisses just for showing up.
“There’s my little Libby!” Aunt Liz announced loudly as she entered the bedroom. “Come give me a kiss!”
Libby squeezed her eyes shut as Aunt Liz kissed her several times on the cheek. She wanted to wipe her face but she didn’t dare. She didn’t want to be rude. But, as the seconds ticked by, her face began to feel stiff and yucky. It almost felt as though there were a spider crawling on her cheeks. Libby couldn’t wait until Aunt Liz left the room so she could swipe her pajama sleeve across her face. It was starting to itch.
“Now, kids, everyone sit up here on the bed so you can see what I brought for you,” Aunt Liz ordered. Everyone sat on the bed, even Momma.
“You first, Jacky,” Aunt Liz said and handed him a big square package. He quickly tore open the wrapping.
“Wow!” Jack exclaimed as he pulled a remote control car from the package.
“What do you say, Jack?” Erika and Momma both prodded at the same time. Sometimes Libby felt as though there were two mothers in the house. The real Momma and the junior Momma. The real Momma thought it was cute but Libby thought it was a real pain. The last thing she needed was to be scolded TWICE when she did something wrong.
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