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Chapter 1: Joanie
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I've fucked up now. I'm sitting in the living room of my parents' house. Mom and my uncle Cowboy are having a conversation about where I was at when he found me earlier tonight. No one has asked me why I was there. 

I left here Thursday afternoon under the guise of doing my homeschooling with a friend the next day, and then we were going to see a movie after school. My mom is usually a bit lax on mine and my brother Liam's homeschooling on Fridays, since we don't have any class connects. Class connects are virtual classes with our teachers for our core classes, such as math and English. As long as we get our work done, we are golden. 

When mom dropped me off at Jen's house shortly before four, we waited a few minutes before we left in Jen's car and went to the Navy recruiting office. I've been deciding on this for years. I want to follow in both my parents' footsteps being in the Navy. I've taken the ASVAB already and on Thursday evening, our recruiter drove us over to the MEPS hotel after reviewing our paperwork. Friday I went to MEPS. Jen is my buddy, she's enlisting too. Her parents know we're going to MEPS, but I haven't told my parents. I feel like I know what they're going to say. They're going to say I'm making a rash decision because my brother got into the Navy and I just want to show him up. I don't. He got his choice job to be a SEAL, just like dad, only he enlisted instead of going the officer route. Me, I just want to figure out what to do with my life and I know the structure the military gives you will help keep me straight. It's time for me to step up and be an adult.

Either way, Friday was a disaster. We woke up and ate breakfast. Then the bus for MEPS showed up and we took it to the MEPS station. There must have been fifty other people heading with us to the MEPS station. The guys that run the MEPS station are our first taste of what it'll be like to be in boot camp. When we arrive, they lay out rules. We can't leave without signing out on the chart, smoking is allowed only in the gazebo, and whenever you are called you respond with yes sir, or moving sir. 

Once the rules have been laid out, those that are shipping out that day are taken first into the medical area and then the rest of us are led into a classroom. Our group has about halved since we loaded up at the hotel. There we filled out a million questions about our health. Most of the conditions they asked about I'd never heard of so, I selected no because if you've never heard of it you probably don't have it. Then I spot the two conditions that might seal my fate. I told the recruiter about them and he had said it would be up to the doctor. There was no way for me to hide them. Anyone who watches me for a prolonged period of time knows something isn't right with me. After paperwork, they lead us into a big waiting room where we are called individually by a nurse for our vitals, and then what seems like a million other physical tests. I pass those all with flying colors. I haven't touched drugs in two years, so I know I'm good on the drug test. 

I wait nervously in the chairs waiting for my one on one with the doctor. I see Jen and even though we are not allowed to talk; we do. She and I have been talking the same way we did in school for years. We have a sort of sign language that we used over the cameras in class connects. She's nervous too. The doctor calls her before they call me, and I'm alone again. Not really alone, but my best friend isn't here with me anymore. 

The cafeteria called for lunch earlier and I went to get something to eat, but now I'm really wishing I hadn't. Jen had finished her interview and was waiting to talk with the placement officer. We got to talk in the cafeteria for the short time we were there. They only gave us thirty minutes to go through the line and eat. Now that we're back in the main waiting room, I finally get called into the doctor's office. It's time for my one-on-one appointment. It's more of an interview than an examination. The doctor is an older man in his sixties or seventies. He flips through my papers and I see his eyebrows raise as he reads over my questionnaire.

He clears his throat and says, "ADHD and ODD?"

I can only nod at his question. I'm not lying. Hell, the MEPS officers have constantly told us the penalties for lying on the paperwork and it's enough to keep me from lying.

He then asks, "Do you take any medication for these conditions?"

My mouth feels dry but I manage to answer him, "No, sir. My mom tried me on medications when I was first diagnosed, but she didn't see any difference, so since they homeschooled me, she stopped giving them to me."

He nods and notes something in the medical chart. Then he asks, "How old were you when your parents stopped the medication?"

"Eight I think. Maybe younger." I answer. All my hopes to join the Navy lie in this mans hands and I'm nervous as hell.

He nods again and it's starting to irritate me. I want to scream at him to do something other than nod. I try to remember all my therapies and keep myself calm. He continues to look over my chart and finally flips back to the first page before grabbing one of two stamps off the desktop.

"Now young lady I'm doing this with your best interest at heart. You've got two neurological disorders, and I can see you're doing your best to control one of them right now. The other one is the concern. With your history of oppositional defiant disorder, I'm concerned about what you'll do when the training gets tough and you've got nowhere to go. I'm rejecting you from military service." His hand with the stamp comes down on the page with the word rejected in red stamps on my file.

I'm speechless for a moment. Then I start crying and babbling. I'm trying to ask a million questions at once.

"This isn't something you can get a waiver for, young lady." He says. He understood the questions I was trying to ask.

I get up and storm out of the office and into the main area of the MEPS station, saying a slew of curse words as I go. But my hell has only just begun. Since MEPS is close to home, I decide not to call my recruiter or to tell Jen. I just start walking. I'll eventually make it home. I follow the fifteen until I make it to the bay and then I head over towards the beach.

What I didn't realize was that when I didn't log into my classes on Friday by eleven in the morning, my mom got an alert from the school. I had to turn my phone off in the MEPS station, but the minute my phone powered on I had several missed calls from my mom. Now my phone is ringing. I look at the screen and guess who's calling; my mom. She probably thinks I've run away from home on one of my impulsive moments. But she's wrong. I was trying to make a lifetime decision and show her and my dad that ADHD and ODD didn't control me. I could control them. 

I don't answer my phone. I keep walking along the boardwalk beside the ocean. Listening to the sounds of the waves crashing into the shore. Just as the sun sets, I hear a car slowing down beside me and then I hear my uncle Cowboy's southern draw say, "Joanie, get in." 

I don't argue with any of my uncles. I hop into the car and although he tries to question me about where I was going; I don't answer him. I stay silent. My laptop is still at Jen's house. I'll worry about picking it and the rest of my weekend clothes up later, after I've had the major chewing out by my parents.

Only when I arrive home, it's just my mom. Dad has left for a few days on a trip to visit a friend. He apparently tore out this morning right after his pt session. It's not a mission that called him away, it's another SEAL. Someone named Viper, someone I've never met, but means a whole lot to my father.

Cowboy tries to calm my mom down telling her I was safe. He'd gone through the bag I had with me. It was just the overnight clothes, so he suggests I wasn't running away like my mom thinks. He hasn't told her about the military paperwork he found in the bag. He'd tried to question me about it, but I refused to answer him. It hurt too much at the moment. That damned doctor had torn my heart out. I wasn't even given a chance to prove myself and now my mom thinks I was just skipping school for the heck of it.

Mom doesn't even want my side of the story. She heads into the bedroom to call dad again. Apparently, when she couldn't get in touch with me earlier in the day, she called him. I know what she's going to tell him. Their derelict daughter has been found wandering the bay near Coronado. She's been saying she doesn't know what to do with me once I graduate high school this summer. Hell, my plan was blown out of the water. I had planned to come out of MEPS with a ship out date for boot camp of summer. I was going to show her when I came back from Jen's house on Sunday evening. Instead, I have nothing, no plans for the future. It's too late to apply to any of the local colleges. I don't even know what I want to do with my life. At least joining the military, I would have been given a job and trained to do it. Now I've got to see what I want to do and go from there.

God, I want a joint right now. I just want to quit feeling these feelings for a few hours. But two years ago, I promised my uncles I would quit experimenting with the drugs. I never tried anything hard. Just weed mostly. A couple of times I had tried some other things my friends had given me. Some prescription drugs they found you could get a quick high off of for a few hours. But that stuff never pulled me like it did them.

My knee bounces up and down as I try to control my anxiety. My phone rings and I look at it, It's Jen. Oh, goodness I didn't tell her I left. She's probably worried sick about me.

"Hello."

"Joanie where the fuck are you, girl?"

"Home."

"What? How did you get there?"

"Long story. Don't want to talk about it. Waiting for the judge to bring on my punishment." 

"Oh shit. You got caught. Well, what do I tell Jack?" 

"Permanently denied."

"Damn, girl. I'm sorry to hear that."

"How about you?"

"Ship out July 15th. I'm going to be a yeoman."

"Cool. Congrats girl. Gotta go, the judge is coming." I hang up the phone.

Mom pins me with one of her disappointed looks. She knew I was on the phone. She's probably going to take away all my privileges for phone and internet unless it is for school. Mom and Cowboy have another quiet conversation before she turns to me and says, "Joanie I'm disappointed in you. You and Jen lied to me. You abused my trust. When your dad gets back from Texas, we're going to have a sit down and decide how to handle you."

Great so now I've got to wait for the supreme leader to show his ass up before I know what my punishment is. Who knows how long that is going to be? I don't dare ask my mom that question. She'll take it as me being disrespectful. Instead, I ask, "Can I go to my room?"

"Yes." she says still in that disappointed tone.

I know without my mom saying it. I'm grounded to the house. I'm going to go to my room and try to chill out. As I leave the living room, I see my mom shoot my uncle Cowboy a confused look, but he doesn't betray me. I think he's figured out why I was out walking and why I am in the current mood.

I enter my room and turn up the radio. I'm going to just lay in my bed for a while and drown my sorrows in music and tears. 
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Dad finally comes home. He looks worn out. Mom and dad head into their room to 'talk'. They're deciding what to do with me since I made my latest fuck up.

Liam is with his recruiter at the base, so at least I don't have to worry about him chirping in with his two cents about my punishment. I had to go to a totally different recruiting office, so my parents didn't find out that I was talking to the recruiters.

Mom and I have been circling each other since the other day. She keeps telling me she loves me and is confused why I was walking around with only a day's change of clothes. I still refuse to answer her, it hurts too much to talk about.

While dad and mom are in their room, talking, Liam comes home. "So why did dad message me to come home for a family meeting?" He asks me as he heads to his room.

"I don't know." I answer him.

"You must have fucked up big this time." He muses.

"Shut up." I say, as I playfully slap my younger brother. He's smart, so smart he's going to graduate with me. 

That's another of the annoying things I've got going on in my life. I can't even graduate a year ahead of my younger brother. He took opportunities I didn't and got extra credits allowing him practically to skip an entire grade, so at seventeen he'll be graduating. Plus, he's already gone to MEPS and has a ship out date and a contract. He's following in our dad's footsteps, sort of. He's going to be a SEAL, just not an officer. Dad tried to talk him into going to the academy and then to SEAL training, but Liam wants to start at the bottom. He's going to train to be a bomb expert or something like that, so he can be a benefit to the SEALs. 

Mom and Dad come into the living room. Mom doesn't look happy, but dad, he's always been unreadable. What he says next sends my life into a tailspin. 

"I've called a family discussion because things are about to change around here over the next week." Dad says.

"Why, dad?" Liam asks.

"I'm putting in my packet for retirement. I have accepted a job in Texas and my new employer is going to send some of his men to escort your mom and Joanie to their headquarters until my retirement is finalized." He informs us.

"Wait, dad what about me and my leaving for boot camp?" Liam is visibly nervous.

"I'm staying behind so you can finish high school and ship out for boot camp from here. I'm sending Annie and Joanie ahead of time for several reasons. First, my boss is building us a house on his property, and your mom, being there she can approve or deny the house ideas. Secondly, all the men are former SEALs and can help your mom keep an eye on Joanie. We think it will help Joanie by having a change of scenery." Dad explains.

Well this isn't so bad. I'm used to being surrounded by a group of SEALs. Then my dad says, "Joanie, you and your mom's escorts will be arriving in about three days. You'll have until then to pack your things. You can carry your school supplies and clothes that you'll need."

"What about my phone?" I ask, hoping I can keep in contact with my friends.

"Phone stays here." He answers, shooting my hopes down.

I look over to my mom and ask, "Can I at least see Jen before we leave?"

"No." It's a hard one word that comes from my dad. 

I know not to argue with my dad. I nod in acknowledgement. 

"Good. Now that we've got that ironed out, I need to check in on Viper." Dad says before he turns back to his and mom's bedroom.

I head to my room to pack for my punishment. Mom has had my phone since the other night. I decide I'll wash my clothes the day before we leave and I'll pick out most of my wears to pack now.

No one knows the pain I'm in at the moment. Every time I think of the Navy and what could have been, my heart clenches and I feel like there is no other pain like this. It's been my one dream since I first saw my uncles and my dad in their dress uniforms with all of the awards they had earned on thier chests. It's been my only love, no boy has ever touched my heart the way my want to join the military has. They just think that I made an impulsive move, but I'll keep that secret to myself. 

I pull my suitcase out of my closet and throw it onto my bed. I unzip the lid and throw it open. Knowing that we're leaving in summer, I'm packing my summer clothes, not that I have a lot of winter clothes living in southern California. I first open my underwear drawer and as I'm packing, I'm going through my underwear. I guess it's mostly to make this take longer than it has to. I even grab two of my best swimsuits hoping there might be a pool to swim in, or mom might have a change of mind and let me leave the headquarters to go to a beach for a bit.

I hear the doorbell ring and I drop what I'm doing, hoping against hope that it's Jen. I bound down the hall, still not totally my normal self, but feeling better that Jen stopped by to visit me. Just as I'm approaching the living room, I see my mom closing the door. She's got my laptop and my overnight bag from Jen's mom. It's now obvious mom and Jen's mom have been in touch and I'm not allowed visitors.

Mom places my overnight bag on the couch for me to pick up and takes my laptop to their room. Yup, I'm grounded until further notice. I grab the overnight bag and head down the hall again. I've got clothes to pack. 

Back in my room, I crank up my music and focus on finishing packing my underwear. Then I move on to the shorts and shirts. I don't really own much more than running shorts and tank tops. So I sort through them and pick the ones that are the best looking. Before I realize it, I've packed everything I'll need for my seclusion at this 'headquarters' aka my prison. Dad has promised he'll pack up the rest of our things and have them shipped closer to his retirement.
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I'm stuck on a two-day drive with Zeke, the geek, and Hawk. We're heading to California to pick up Viper's best friend's wife and daughter. It's a basic babysitting mission. No rifles needed, just our sidearms. This shouldn't be a dangerous mission, so we are all joking around as we head out to California. According to Zeke, who does all our gps of our trips, it'll take us almost a full day of driving without bathroom stops. He's mapped it and we'll spend a night in a hotel around Phoenix and drive the rest the second day. It makes the drive the easiest.

Viper and Ghost gave me a rundown of the daughter's issues. She's got ADHD and ODD. I'd never heard of the second one until Ghost told me about it. Apparently part of the autism spectrum it makes the person push their limits. They know the rules, but they push the limits to see what they can get away with. He and Annie have been struggling with Joanie her whole life. She can talk nonstop and then the anger and pushing her limits drive them to their breaking point. His men have tried their best to help them with her upbringing. It also explains her experimenting with drugs, although Ghost says he believes she hasn't touched drugs in a few years. I hope like hell he's right on the drugs part. Because if he's not and we transport her to Texas, she's going cold turkey and that's not fun on anyone. 

Thankfully for my back, Hawk drove the suburban with its three rows of seating. There's plenty of leg room for my six-foot-two frame. I figure Annie and Joanie will sit in the backmost seat and me, Hawk, or Zeke, will sit in the middle row and the passenger seat while one drives. 

The suburban even has lots of tailgate space, so it'll hold our three bags, my medical bag and whatever Annie and Joanie bring. I'm expecting them to bring everything but the kitchen sink. They're women and women pack for every potential event. Even if you tell them they're going to be gone a week, they'll pack three changes of clothes for the entire week. 'What if I get cold while we're in the store?' things. How do I know? I grew up with a single mom and two older sisters. So, now you know why I turned to the military and the most masculine part of the military I could find when I joined. I needed some real men to be around.

"We'll be at Ghost's house in about five minutes." Zeke calls out to us.

"Great, I really need to get out and stretch my back." I say in response to the five minute warning.

My back really hates long term sitting or standing. Too many jumps has killed my knees and lower back, it's part of the reason I hate these long rides and why I joined up with Viper and NRT. I can stay local if I need to, but he really needed a medic for this mission in case the daughter runs and gets her hands on drugs and overdoses.

We pull into a gravel driveway of a two-story house. Once Zeke shuts off the motor, I'm hopping out of the back bench seat to work the bench vice out of my back. 

I'm walking around the expansive front yard when I see the young beauty. She's beautiful, just the first view I get of her, she's leaned up against the side of the house, lost in thought. She doesn't see me walking around in the yard, which gives me time to examine her more. Her hair is short and colored deep purple, and varying shades of blue and green. If I had to guess, she's a good five foot seven. Even from the distance I'm at, I can tell she's wearing a minimal amount of makeup. She's done her eyebrows in a similar shade of purple and the lipstick she's wearing is a shifting purple to green, the kind us guys like on show cars. 

If this is Joanie, she's much different from what I'd imagined, and damn if she isn't beautiful. I'm going to have to keep my distance from this girl because she's everything I dream of in a woman. A decent set of breasts and an ass a man can grab a hold of, or maybe even give a good spanking to. Shit, that thought just made my cock stir to life. Maybe it's one of Joanie's friends, or even Liam's girlfriend. That would be a much better scenario, at least for me.

Zeke calls my name and I hurry over to where he's at. I need to get this woman out of my sight for the moment or else I might do something stupid and walk over there and plant a big claiming kiss on her beautiful lips.

Zeke introduces the team to Annie. Ghost is there with her, but we all know him. I notice there are only a few bags by the side door, and I'm wondering where the rest are. 

"Is this everything the ladies are taking with them?" I ask, my interest piqued at the minimal amount of luggage.

"Yes. I'm going to bring the rest of the household when I finalize my retirement." Ghost answers. Placing a hand on Annie's shoulder.

"You understand we're going to search Joanie's luggage before we put it into the vehicle." I explain to the two parents. I know Ghost understands why, but I can see the shock on Annie's face. "Ma'am, it's only to make sure she's not bringing drugs or any of the items you and your husband have deemed off limits with her." I explain.

Annie finally nods and steps over to where Joanie's bag is. She picks it up and places it on the dining room table. "She's not allowed anything that can communicate with her friends, except for her laptop, which is used for her schoolwork." Annie explains. "She can have her tablet, it only connects to Wi-Fi for books and games. I don't want to take away her being able to play some of her games and reading books." 

I nod at her statement as I unzip the bag she's identified as Joanie's. The easiest way to search it is to dump the contents out onto the table. As I dump the contents, I glance at them. Zeke comes over and grabs the two items Annie has said she's allowed to have that are electronics. He's going to put a tracker on her computer so we'll know the minute she reaches out to her friends through messaging apps.

Hawk and I make quick work of the girls' luggage, repacking it the way she had it as we go. We are about done when the side door to the house opens up and in steps the beauty I spotted earlier. 

"What the fuck?" She roars at Ghost. "They're going through my clothes!"

"Joanie!" Ghost roars back at her. "It's part of the process. We don't want you carrying anything that will get you or them into trouble. No phones, nothing that can communicate with your friends, no drugs, and no cigarettes. They're just following protocol."

"I hate you! I wish I was never born." She yells as she storms down the hall and slams a door.

I look to Ghost, who nods for us to continue what we are doing. Hawk and I finish going through the one luggage and Annie hands us another bag. It's like a bookbag. There's a bunch of miscellaneous things in it. Mostly pens and such, but I must go through it. It's where her tablet was at. It must be her purse by the looks of the contents. Nothing stands out to me as dangerous. I put the items back into the bag and hand it back to Annie. 

"Sorry about that. It's just one of her outbursts." Annie says as she takes the bag from my hand. 

"It's okay. I grew up with older sisters. I'm used to hormonal outbursts." I reply, giving Annie a small smile.

"That was small compared to the normal outburst." Annie informs me. 

Hawk and Zeke load the bags into the suburban. While I inform Ghost and Annie of our plans to head out the next morning. It's going to be exhausting for me, Zeke and Hawk, but the sooner we have Annie and Joanie at headquarters, the sooner Ghost will feel more at ease, hopefully.

"So, we'll let you guys say your goodbyes tonight. We're going to head out and grab some chow and check into a hotel to catch some sleep." I inform them.

"Why not stay here? We've got the space and it's free. Plus, no one beats Annie's home cooking. She makes enough for the whole base to eat, I swear," Ghost informs me.

"Oh, well, I guess we couldn't turn down home cooking and a decent bed to sleep in." I hear Hawk say as he and Zeke are returning from packing the suburban. 

"Good, that's settled. I've got to make the garlic bread." Annie says breaking away from the conversation. "Joanie come help me set the table for dinner. We've got guests tonight!" Annie calls out as she makes her way into the kitchen. 

I hear the teenager grumbling all the way into the kitchen. Ghost shows me, Zeke, and Hawk where we can bunk for the night. It's upstairs, where there's a large room that's been converted into a community bedroom. The adjoining room is Liam's, which he has a private half bath, and on the other side is another room, which Liam has transformed into a weight room. The community bedroom has several twin sized beds for guests. I'm assuming it's for Ghosts' team members' families when they come over. 

We each toss our overnight bags onto a bed, claiming it for our own for the night. Ghost then shows us to the guest bathroom downstairs, which is shared with Joanie.

While Annie and Joanie finish preparing dinner and setting the table, me and the guys each take a turn at the guest shower to freshen up. We all know we smell funky after two days of being trapped in a vehicle sweating our balls off even though the air conditioning works. Yeah, we showered yesterday at the hotel, but the water in the hotel smelled of rotten eggs, so another shower is in order today.

Annie serves up a delicious salad with several options of sides, kind of like at a buffet. A homemade spaghetti and garlic bread and, of course, to top off the meal, she serves us bottled beer. It might not be my favorite beer, but I'll never turn down a good bottle of suds.

Me and the guys must have each had two servings of Annie's spaghetti and salad. It sure as hell beats the fuck out of what we've been getting at headquarters. Viper tries and so do the rest of the guys, but if it's not steak, grilled chicken, or ribs, we're shit at making a decent dinner. We tend to buy pre-made dinners for the nights we don't have the time to grill out a meal, or have more time than making a quick sandwich, or eat an MRE. The downfall of pre-made meals is the selection is slim and the repetitiveness gets old quickly. 

Annie is going to be a great addition to headquarters, if me and the guys can talk her into cooking for us. She might make us fat, but hell, we'll be eating well. Annie isn't the issue though, it's her daughter. I can't seem to get my eyes off of her. The entire meal I've been catching glances at her. I know a man of my age shouldn't be interested in a woman her age. She's only eighteen, almost nineteen, and I'm thirty-one. I'm almost thirteen years her senior and I shouldn't be more than admiring her beauty, but damn, it's going to be hard for me to keep my distance from her. I'll do my best since her father is my superior's best friend and he's going to join N.R.T. so, he'll be my teammate too, soon enough.

We all call it a night shortly after dinner, after we've visited with Ghost and Annie. I try to sleep, but every time I close my eyes, his daughter haunts my dreams. This is going to be a long drive back to Texas. By two in the morning, I give up on sleep and decide to peruse things on my phone. I'm not one to do social media. I usually read or watch the news. I'm used to being up all hours of the night. The guys tease me about it because I rarely sleep. They don't know the nightmares I have. They've all served with me and been through the same hell I have. But being their medic and seeing the holes in their bodies, bringing them back to life, and seeing the life bleed out of the brothers I couldn't save, that's what usually haunts me. I had to get out of the Navy. It was the combination of the PTSD; the injuries done to my lower back, and my knees from all the jumps, were killing me. 

I hear the television downstairs come on. Whoever is watching television is keeping it quiet enough
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