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 Chapter 1

 


Joanie Caldwell sat on the front seat of the
car next to her mother. She was happy to be going home, but she was
still nervous. It had been over two years since she had left.
However, during that time Joanie had transformed from a gangly
child to a beautiful young woman. The car snaked its way across the
broken concrete as they headed home. The roaring noise from the
car’s wheels turning against the dimpled pavement filled the car
and Joanie found herself lost in the tempo. Absent-mindedly she
fingered one of the many rips on the car’s vinyl seat cover. The
pair was jolted here and there as the tires hit the various
potholes, which her mom had given up trying to avoid ages ago.

The withering road was slowly deteriorating
from age and use. Over time, small cracks and crevices, spread out,
and joined together to defend themselves against the daily
onslaught of the traffic above. Relaxing, Joanie settled back into
her reflections.

Her father had abandoned them when she was
young. Leaving her, her mother and her older brother Brad, to fend
for themselves. To make ends meet, her little family was forced to
move into an apartment on the outskirts of Cincinnati. This is the
same apartment; they were now heading towards. Things have always
been difficult, but somehow they have always seemed to manage.

Then two years ago her father suddenly
decided to come back into her life. He had finally sobered up
enough to hold a job and ironically married the boss’s daughter.
She came from a wealthy family; therefore, they were quite
comfortable. Out of the blue, he appeared one day, insisting that
he can give her a better life. He wanted Joanie to come, and live
with him, in North Carolina, so he had brought her and Brad gifts
and was immensely charming. This was the same quality, which had
attracted her mother to him years ago.

It was the hardest decision of Carol’s life;
Carol, Joanie’s mom, was working two jobs at the time just too
barely cover their living expenses and was not able to spend much
time with her children. Carol reluctantly agreed, thinking that
Joanie's father could offer Joanie a better opportunity in
life.

Therefore, Joanie found herself packed up and
shipped off. It was the worst day of her life. She felt tears well
up in her eyes as she thought of it. Her heart still ached from the
memory. She knew that her mother was doing the best that she can,
so she tried to be brave for her sake. She barely remembered the
train ride or the short taxi drive.

She did, however, vividly remember the large
house on the beach. Compared to her mother’s apartment it was like
a castle. She soon found out that the inside was as cold and
intimidating as the ancient relics she had read about in books on
medieval times. The house was filled with furniture, which looked
like it had never been sat upon. The walls covered in artwork if
you could call it that. After her stiff hug from her stepmother,
she had been instructed that the gaudy sculptures were extremely
valuable, and she should not touch. Joanie rolled her eyes; after
all, she was not a toddler. So began an unusually arduous
relationship.

She quickly detested her stepmother,
Samantha, and the feeling was mutual. She hated how she always
swooped down the staircase and was always correcting something
about Joanie. Whether it be her posture, table manners, English,
etc. Her perfume was so strong, that Joanie almost retched, and her
shrill laugh sent shudders down her spine. She was a natural
blonde, or at least that’s what she claimed. Joanie soon learned to
question everything she said.

There were some decent parts though. She did
have her own room, at least for a while. In addition, Samantha was
always dragging her out to shops to get her the latest fashions.
Her father spent loads of time with her too. They would go for
walks or to the movies. When Samantha realized that Joanie was
taking his attention away from her, she demanded that Joanie be
shipped off to a boarding school, fast. As Samantha explained, ‘So
she could be taught to behave like a young woman.’ After a few
phone calls, she was shipped off to Virginia to attend Miss Groves
Preparatory School for young women.

Gazing out the window, she could see her
reflection. She was small and slight with wavy brown hair that hung
down below her shoulders. She considered it her greatest asset.
Sometimes in certain light, you could make out a hint of auburn.
Her face was naturally stunning which was convenient since she was
not allowed to wear make-up. She had large green eyes, which set
off her light complexion. Her high, cheekbones accentuated her pert
mouth, in which, her lips at rest tilted upward in a mischievous
smile. Topped off by a small (too small if you asked Joanie) nose
which she considered was too pointy.

“We’re almost there!” Her mother said
excitedly making Joanie jump.

She looked up from her trance and forced
herself to smile. Her stomach was churning with anticipation. She
loved her mom dearly and knew that she had only wanted what was
best for her. Even though her mother could not give her material
things the comfort and support she gave her was priceless. Joanie
tensely returned to looking out the window. Butterflies were
dancing around inside of her stomach, and her palms were starting
to sweat. You are going home. What are you worried about? She
thought. She took a couple of deep breaths to calm herself and
forced a smile for her mother.

Condensation had built up on the window from
the cold. She used her elbow, to clean a swatch of glass, wide
enough to peer out. Not that, there was that much to see outside,
she thought as she watched the large gray, brick buildings slid by.
There were rows and rows of them like confederate soldiers standing
at attention. The buildings blended with the gray sky and the gloom
would have dampened most anyone’s spirit. Except for Joanie’s
cause, she was going home.

The precious few trees scattered about the
concrete landscape were naked. They stood sadly, their useless
forms offering no shade or comfort to those that walked by. It was
such a change from North Carolina, and Virginia‘s vast forests of
green pines. Nevertheless, this was home. It was not much, but it
was hers, it was all she had.

Her mother maneuvered her car in front of the
brick apartment building she remembered so well. She looked around,
as she, climbed out and stretched. It felt good; to be able to,
move around after the long car ride from the bus station.

“Home sweet home!” Carol said getting out to
unlock the trunk.

“Isn’t Brad here?” Joanie asked as she looked
about for her irresponsible, older brother.

“No, he’s working on his car over at
Alan’s.”

Joanie sighed, her eyes sliding up the tall
building with no elevator, as she remembered they lived on the
third floor. “Oh well.” She thought as she hefted out the heavy
suitcase. Although, Samantha had bought her hordes of clothes she
had only taken what she needed. She had left the others at the
boarding school. She smiled imagining her father’s face when they
had called him to tell him that she had been expelled.

She had tried to get along at the school,
honestly she did. However, the others girls had already formed
their groups, and she was not included. So instead of sitting
around feeling sorry for herself, she poured herself into her
schoolwork and additional activities. The school was a beautiful
place, except for the people. They had horseback riding, which she
quickly excelled at making the other girls envious. She had never
been around horses before and promptly fell in love with the gentle
creatures. The other ‘young ladies’ had taken to calling her stable
girl since most of her free time was spent there. That was fine and
dandy with her; the horses were better company anyway.

Although being expelled was not her fault,
she did not regret it. Her father was so angry; he arranged to have
her sent back to her mother on the next bus. This ironically, was
where she had wanted to be in the first place.

Smiling she followed her mother upstairs
lugging the suitcase behind her. Her mother had offered to take it,
but Joanie had refused. Winded, she was relieved when they finally
made it to their apartment.

Joanie was pleased to see that not much had
changed in her absence. The apartment was small but cozy. It was
only a one bedroom, but they made the best of it. Her and her
mother would share the bedroom and Brad would sleep on the couch
when he was around. She took in everything. The old, tired recliner
was still slumped in the corner next to the floor lamp. Their
wooden coffee table that was full of small nicks from the countless
feet that had been propped on it. Carol gave up long ago trying to
keep feet off it. Moreover, it felt mighty good for Carol to prop
her feet up at the end of her long shift at the hospital and relax
on the couch; of course she always took her shoes off first.

“Um... I cleared out half of the bureau for
your things. Do you want me to help you unpack sweetheart?” Her
mother asked a bit awkwardly it had been a long time since Joanie
was home, too long.

“I think I can handle it but thanks mom.”

Joanie took her bag into the room she would
be sharing with her mother and began putting her things into the
small dresser. The room contained two twin beds the chest of
drawers and a nightstand. She quickly hung up the rest of her
clothes and placed Fluffy her teddy bear with one arm on the bed.
He was injured ages ago during a pillow fight with her brother.
Fluffy was hurt pretty badly, and after several attempts to try and
save the limb with her needle pricked fingers Joanie finally
accepted that it wasn’t meant to be. When her case was empty, she
slid it under the bed. Satisfied, she went into the living room.
She saw her mother in the adjoining kitchen and went to see
her.

“That smells wonderful what are you cooking?”
Joanie said inhaling the incredible aroma seeping out from the oven
door.

Carol smiled at her daughter. “Since you are
home I made your favorite desert. Apple pie, made from scratch. I
made it yesterday and kept it in the fridge, so I could bake it
fresh when you got home.” She added proudly.

“Oh mom you didn’t have to. It’s not like I’m
a guest.” She said giving her a hug.

“I’m just so glad you’re back. I missed you
so much. Kate has missed you too. She has been calling to see when
you would be home.”

Joanie smiled. She and Kate have been best
friends since forever. Even when she was gone, they wrote weekly
letters and called when they could. She was looking forward to
seeing her. She glanced at her mom wistfully.

“All right run along I know your dying to see
her!” Her mom laughed shooing her out of the house. “Just be back
for dinner!” She yelled to the spirited girl already bouncing down
the stairs with renewed energy.
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 Chapter 2

Joanie started towards Kate’s house. Though,
she hadn’t been there in years she could have walked the two blocks
blind folded. As she walked, she took the time to look over her old
neighborhood. She was surprised at how little the city had changed.
It felt like she was just here yesterday. There were a couple of
people out raking up a few errant leaves, which held on longer than
the rest. Children darted about enjoying their day off before they
have to return to school again.

The air was crisp, yet, you could still
detect a faint scent of exhaust, from the nearby factories, with
their billowing smokestacks. If you looked in the right direction,
you could see them puffing away around the clock. Her father had
worked in a factory like that before he was fired for drinking on
the job. Joanie turned away in disgust and shook her head, trying
to clear her mind of the past.

Kate lived on a block of brick one-story
houses. The houses were small and set close together, but Joanie
still envied not having to climb all those stairs. Her steps
quickened as Kate’s house came into view. She took the porch steps
in one leap and knocked on the door.

“Come in!” She heard Kate yell, and she
pushed open the door. Kate was a little taller and slimmer than
Joanie. Kate’s hair was jet black and hung to her mid back. It
complimented her olive complexion beautifully.

Kate came out of the bathroom, to see who was
there. A trace of toothpaste was still on her chin. Kate screamed
and took just enough time to swipe her chin with her sleeve before
grabbing Joanie in a bear hug. The two girls jubilantly hugged each
other and jumped up and down in excitement.

“Gosh you look wonderful!” Kate said stepping
back and looking over her friend. “You must have had boys swarming
all over you in Virginia.”

Joanie shook her head ruefully. “You know I
went to an all-girl school. The only time we saw any boys were at
dances.”

“That must have been boring! ‘Course there
are some boys I’d prefer not to be around.” Kate said
thoughtfully.

“Not Marc Johnson I bet.” Joanie said
mentioning one of her brother’s friends whom Kate had a crush on
since the third grade.

Kate blushed changing the subject quickly.
“Come on. Let’s go to my room!” She grabbed Joanie's arm and
dragged her into the small back room.

Kate’s room was a mess. As usual, clothes
were thrown about, and Joanie swept a load off of the bed and onto
the floor as she sat down. Kate sat down next to her.

“I have missed you so much! I was so happy
when your mom called me yesterday and said you were coming home. I
can’t believe it!”

“I know I can hardly believe it myself! I’m
still afraid that I might be dreaming.”

“Alright now that your here spill it!”

“Spill what?” Joanie asked, pretending to be
ignorant.

“Oh come on. You’re just shipped home out of
the blue. What happened?”

Joanie smiles mischievously, “I was
expelled.”

“Expelled?! What did you do?”

“Nothing! Well almost nothing. Last Thursday
after classes I headed to my room to change before I went over to
the stables. Well Martha, you know my roommate, and her friends
were outside the dorm in a huddle. I should have known that
something was up; they straightened up when I came by. They were
actually nice to me for once.”

“Anyhow, I came back from the stables and got
ready for dinner. Everything was OK until lights out. Martha said
she was going to the bathroom and never came back. Curious, I
looked out the window and saw some girls sneaking off towards the
woods. I thought about following them, to see what they were up to,
but I didn’t. I heard them whispering about me before, so I knew
they were up to something awful as usual. So I decided to cover my
butt. Martha was taken off of the swim team last semester because
of her grades. So I took her scarf with her initials on it and
snuck over to the school’s kitchen. I grabbed some of those jumbo
cans of tomato sauce and dumped them into the pool. It was
fantastic! They had to cancel the biggest match of the year!”

Kate kicked her feet and squealed, “I can’t
believe you did that! What happened?”

“The next morning I was ordered down to Miss
Victoria Grove's office, she’s the head mistress. It’s funny that
she enjoys being called a ‘mistress’ seeing what the name implies
and all. Her family founded the school billions of years ago and I
think she’s been there the whole time. Anyhow, it seems the other
girls claimed I had stolen her car and snuck off to meet a boy.
Apparently the car had run off the road into a ditch. I thought
about denying the charges of course but all the girls stuck
together. I can’t even drive yet for Pete’s sake. She gave me two
options. I could work in the kitchen to repay the damages, or they
would expel me.”

“Some choice!”

“Yeah, so you know which one I picked. I
didn’t even deny it. I figured, why bother? She called my dad while
I was in her office. He was so mad he wouldn’t even talk to me.
Joanie shrugged, “So I went to my room to start packing. I heard an
enormous commotion outside and saw everyone heading for the gym. I
think someone decided to get in some early laps and found the pool.
I was ordered back down to the office where Miss Grove had the
nerve to accuse me of damaging it. I told her that I couldn’t
possibly have done it, since she had witnesses that said I was joy
riding in her car. It was perfect! She was so angry, but she
couldn’t do anything to me ’cause I was already expelled.”

“Note to self, stay on Joanie’s good side. So
what happened to Martha?” Kate asked, pretending to write an
imaginary note in the air.

“To make a long story short Martha got
kitchen duty for the next two months, I got sent home on the next
bus to Cincinnati and my dad got the bill to repair the car.”

“So everything turned out perfect.”

“Ha! At least for me. So what did I miss
while I was gone?” Joanie asked as she reached over to the
bookshelf which made up Kate’s headboard grabbing last year’s
yearbook.

“Not much, there’s never any excitement
around here.” Kate said flopping down next to Joanie to inform her
on the current who’s who. They spent the next hour laughing and
reminiscing.

“I can’t believe how everybody has changed;
look at April Miller!” Joanie said pointing to her longtime
foe.

“Yep.” Kate sighed. “She’s the most popular
girl in school – with the boys at least.” She added sarcastically.
“Course I would be too if I slept with all of them.”

“Kate!” Joanie said laughing. “You’re
outrageous! Oh my gosh, look at the time! My Mom’s gonna kill
me!”

Kate smiled thinking of Joanie's mom. She
wished her parents were as cool as Joanie’s. “Go ahead, I’ll meet
you in the morning, and we’ll walk to school together.”

Joanie groaned. She wasn’t looking forward to
returning to school. “No we’ll drive to school together. Mom made
Brad promise he’ll take me tomorrow.”

“If his car runs.” Kate added
accentuating the word if. The two girls burst into laughter. Brad’s
car was older than he was; he had to tinker with it daily just to
keep it running. Joanie headed out as Kate promised to meet her at
her home in the morning.

 


***

 


Joanie walked into the heavenly scent of her
mother’s homemade tomato sauce bubbling on the stove. It blended
perfectly with the sweet aroma from the apple pie and Joanie’s
stomach rumbled. She watched as her mother stirred in the ziti
noodles to finish the dish. With her thoughts fixated on the food,
she had walked right past the figure on the couch without noticing
him.

Brad hesitated; he wasn’t quite sure what to
say. Usually he wouldn’t shut up, but it had been a long time since
he’d seen Joanie and he was worried she might have changed.
Especially, after living with the rich and the lame. He took a deep
breath and called to her.

“Hey stranger!” Brad said from behind. Brad
was three years older than Joanie. He had dropped out of school to
work, and help with the bills. Of course, due to his casual work
ethic he was unemployed more often than not.

Joanie spun around in surprise. Her breath
was almost knocked out of her as he grabbed her up in a bear hug
and spun her around. Joanie, who was extremely happy she hadn’t
eaten yet, punched him playfully on the arm when he finally set her
back down on her unsteady feet.

“Hey Brad! Thanks for carrying up my bags for
me.” Joanie said sarcastically.

“Anytime.” he said slapping her on the back
as they went to sit at the table for dinner. “Heard you got busted.
Good deal.”

“Brad,” Carol chastised “Joanie’s had a long
day she doesn’t need your snide comments.”

Joanie stuck her tongue out at him while her
mother wasn’t looking, and he grinned widely. He was relieved.
‘Nope hasn’t changed a bit.’

Joanie sat next to her mother and across from
Brad at their worn wooden table. She used her finger to trace the
initials carved into it. BC. She smiled to herself, remembering how
angry her mother had gotten at him. From then on Brad was known as:
“The Caveman” based on a combination of his initials, and his
rudimentary skills with weapons.

“I not only invented the wheel, but now I
have wheels.” Brad said reading his sisters mind.

“Perfect! You can teach me how to drive.”
Joanie said laughing as Brad choked on his food.
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 Chapter 3

The next morning Joanie was forced to listen
to Brad grumble as they headed to his car.

“I can’t believe I had to get up early on my
day off to baby-sit.” Brad said complaining as Kate came up to meet
them.

“Would you stop griping? Every day’s your day
off; you don’t work.” Kate said point-blank.

Brad looked appalled as Joanie giggled. “For
your information Missy I do have a job.”

“You DO?” The girls asked in
astonishment.

Brad purposely ignored them as he opened the
driver’s side door and climbed into his beloved primer spotted
jalopy. It had once been a light green color. Now it sort of
resembled a chameleon on acid. The girls opened the door on the
opposite side. They slide into the front bench seat with Kate in
the middle. It was starting to be a fantastic day Joanie thought as
they pulled out on to the street. The car was working at least.

Joanie was nervously gazing out the window
again. The butterflies in her stomach were doing cartwheels. Though
no one could tell by looking at her. That’s one thing Joanie
learned early on is how to hide her feelings. Keep ’em to yourself
so no one can use them against you. She had to be tough to survive
or at least pretend to be.

“So tell us what your job is?” Kate said
filling in the silence.

“Baby sitting.” Brad said as they pulled into
the
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