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Chapter 4:
The Grandparents

Melinda smiled and nodded her head to the music blasting from Val’s CD player. “I

can’t believe you like My Chemical Romance,” she said. “And I saw a couple of Fall Out

Boy CD’s in your case, too.”

“Of course,” Val said, proudly.  “They’re from Chicago, my hometown.”

“Who’s your favorite band?” Melinda asked.

Val smiled. “Green Day,” she replied. “I’ve been listening to them since I was

thirteen.”

Melinda leaned forward slightly in her seat. “Are you an emo?” she asked.

Val shrugged her shoulders. “I guess I am,” she said.

“I thought so,” Melinda said, with a smile. “Black clothes, pink hair, dog collar,

bicycle chain---you’re definitely an emo. I always wanted to hang out with the emo kids in

my school, but I’m not gothic enough.” She sighed and added, “I wish I was nineteen like

you.”

“So do I, kid,” Val said. “Then you could do some of the driving.” She and Melinda

giggled at the thought of Melinda driving.

The girls passed through St. Louis, where Val bought Melinda a disposable camera

to take pictures. They stopped at a one-hour photo store in Riverton, Kansas, and had the

pictures developed while eating lunch at a Wendy’s. Val wasn’t keeping track of the days;

she was just driving. She stopped long enough to eat, sleep, and refuel her car. She also

checked in with Veronica along the way.

“Sounds like you two girls are having fun,” Veronica said, when Val called her from a

pay phone.

“She’s wearing me out, Ronnie,” Val said. She looked over at Melinda, who was

sitting at a picnic table at a rest stop, a few yards away. “Every time she meets someone

with a problem, she begs me to help them.  I’m not here to play superhero.”



“At least you’re helping people, Val,” Veronica said. “That’s a plus. Its good for your

karma.  I think Uncle Vinny would be proud of you.”

Val was silent for a moment.  “Yeah,” she said with a sigh.  “I guess he would.”

She looked up and noticed Melinda had stood up, and was walking towards her. “Well, I’d

better go.  Is everything okay at home?”

“Yes, everything’s fine,” Veronica said. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

“Okay,” Val said.  “Later.”

“Later.”

Val hung up the phone and shoved her hands inside her pocket. “Ready to go, kid?”

she asked.

Melinda nodded her head.  “I guess so.”

When the girls reached Tulsa, Melinda became unusually quiet. Her journey with Val

was drawing to a close. When Val asked her for her grandparents address, Melinda

hesitated.

“Are you sure I can’t go with you to California?” Melinda asked. “I promise I won’t

get in your way.  I might even be able to help you find your dad.”

Val sighed wearily. “We had an agreement,” she said, sternly. “You could ride with

me until we reached Tulsa.  We’re here now.”

“Please?” Melinda asked, pleadingly.

Val looked away for a moment. “Listen: there aren’t many people in my life I really

care about. There’s my father, my cousin, and now there’s you. My cousin is at home in

Chicago. My father…..I may have already lost my father. I …I don’t want to lose you, too.

Okay, kid?”

“Really?” Melinda said, trying her best to choke back her tears. “You care about

me?”



“Yeah,” Val said. “I guess I do. That’s why I have to take you to your grandparents’

house.  Traveling with me will just be too dangerous.”

They entered a quiet suburban neighborhood, and pulled up in front of a small white

house with a minivan and a boat in the driveway. Val turned her car off and helped Melinda

get her bag out of the trunk. Melinda handed her an envelope full of pictures. “Here,” she

said.  “I had doubles made, so we could have our own copies.”

Val accepted the pictures with half of a smile. “Thanks,” she said. She escorted

Melinda to her grandparents’ front door, and rang the bell. Within a few minutes, an elderly

couple answered the door.

“Mr. and Mrs. St James?” Val said.

“Yes?” Mrs. St. James said. She looked over at Melinda, and a smile spread across

her face.  “Melinda! Sweetheart, where have you been?”

“We waited for you at the station,” Mr. St. James said.  “We were so worried.”

“Sorry Grandpa,” Melinda said, turning her eyes to the ground.  “Grandma.”

“There was a small situation at the train station,” Val said. “Some boys were

harassing her. Rather than leave her alone, I offered to give your granddaughter a ride to

your house.”

“Well, that’s very kind of you,” Mrs. St. James said.  “Why don’t you come inside?”

Melinda turned to Val with hope in her eyes.

“I would, but I really need to get going,” Val said.  “I have an appointment to keep.”

“That’s too bad,” Mr. St. James said. “Still, it was good of you to take care of our

Melinda.”

Val nodded towards the elderly couple. Then she turned to Melinda. “It was nice

knowing you, kid,” she said.  “I’ll look you up if I’m ever in Tulsa.”

Melinda nodded sadly. “Sure,” she said, quietly. She lowered her eyes and slowly

entered her grandparents’ house.

“Thanks again,” Mr. St. James said, extending his hand to Val. He gave her a firm

handshake, and smiled. They released one another, then Val backed away and Mr. St,

James closed the door.



“I guess that’s that,” Val whispered to herself. She turned, and began to walk to her

car. She was almost there, when something made her stop. She thought she heard Mr. St.

James shouting.  She returned to the door and stood in silence, listening.

“Messing with boys at the station, eh?” he said. “And where the hell have you been?

You  should have taken the train like we told you to!!”

“I’m sorry!” Melinda shouted back. Val heard a sharp slap, and Melinda yelped like a

wounded dog. Val looked back at her car, trying to decide if she should go get one of her

guns. She decided to just bang on the door instead. There was silence, then Mr. St. James

answered the door.  He seemed surprised to see Val again.

Val looked past the man, to Melinda.  “Val?” Melinda said.

Val looked at the red hand print on the fourteen-year-old’s face, and narrowed her

eyes. “Get your stuff and let's go,” she said. Melinda grabbed the duffle bag she had

dropped on the floor.

“She’s not going anywhere,” Mr. St. James snapped.

“Oh, yes, she is,” Val said, confidently. “Come on, kid.” Melinda slid past her

grandfather, and out of the house. Mr. St. James balled up his fist and took a step forward.

Val reached behind her back and growled, “Don’t.” Mr. St. James paused and gasped.

Melinda ran to Val’s car and opened the door, and shoved her bag onto the back seat. Val

walked backwards to her car, and climbed into the driver’s seat. She started the car, and

pulled off.

The girls rode in silence for nearly half an hour. Melinda looked over at Val and

smiled.  “Thanks for coming back for me,” she said.

Val glanced at her, then focused on the road. “No problem, kid.”


