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CHAPTER 1

Wednesday, August 1, 1990

“Sharon Anne McKee, you quit your wiggling now, you hear?” Mother looked up at Sharon with a gleam in her dark eyes. “I’m not about to let my daughter show up as this year’s Watermelon Queen with an uneven hem.”

Sharon redoubled her efforts to stand still as Mother fussed with the yards of pink and green tulle that comprised her Watermelon Queen dress. She didn’t need Mother going ballistic today of all days. Sharon had too much to do. And besides, when Mother got upset, the world tipped over on its side. It was easier to suck it up and do what Mother wanted.

Sharon stood there for five minutes, until she couldn’t stand still anymore. She put on her sweetest voice: “Mother, I really appreciate your helping with the dress, but please remember that I’m chairing the bake sale and blood drive for Crystal Murphy this afternoon at city hall.”

“I’m going as fast as I can,” Mother huffed.

Which wasn’t fast enough to suit Sharon. But she held her tongue, because if she said anything else, Mother would purposefully slow down. Sharon anxiously watched the minutes tick away on the kitchen clock. Mother always made her late.

Finally Sharon’s patience broke. “Mother, you pinned that section already. It doesn’t have to be perfect, you know. It’s not like it’s my wedding dress.”

Mother’s head came up with a glower. “This dress most certainly isn’t a wedding dress,” she said. “And when you get married, you’ll be wearing white and marrying a man with a college degree. Is that clear?” Mother’s eyebrows arched.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And I expect you to marry a young man from a quality family, like the people you come from. Why, when I was a girl in Charleston, I had at least a dozen beaux, and all of them were from the best families in town.”

Oh boy, that was a bold-faced fib if Sharon had ever heard one. Unfortunately, Mother had been fibbing about her background for so long that she no longer remembered the truth. She may have been born in Charleston, but Sharon’s granddaddy was a dockworker. And Sharon’s daddy wasn’t from a rich family either, even if he had gone to college and become a bank manager. Daddy had died from a heart attack two years ago, and Mother had never been quite the same. She lived her life in a kind of dream world in which Sharon was the next best thing to a debutante. Being selected this year’s Watermelon Queen didn’t help any when it came to Mother’s delusions.

Sharon squared her shoulders and fixed her gaze on the wall. There was no point in trying to get Mother to see the world as it truly was. Besides, Sharon was in no hurry to get married. Not even to Stony Rhodes, her boyfriend, who would also be a freshman at Carolina this fall.

“And another thing,” Mother said through the pins clenched in her teeth. “When you get to college, you will remember that you are a refined southern lady. There will be boys up there who just want to take advantage of you. Don’t let them lead you down a garden path, if you know what I mean.”

Sharon knew exactly what Mother meant. She had plans to encourage Stony to do a little bit of that sort of thing. Sharon had even made a secret appointment with Planned Parenthood and was now in possession of a diaphragm for the moment when she and Stony finally did the deed. But that wouldn’t be until they got up to Columbia together.

Mother would have apoplexy if Sharon ever went to the Peach Blossom Motor Court, like other kids did on prom night. That was too risky, what with Lillian Bray always checking out the parking lot. Since Daddy had died, Sharon had avoided conflicts with Mother. So waiting was the wisest choice all the way around. There would be plenty of time up at Carolina.

The back screen door creaked open and slammed shut, and Stony’s eight-year-old sister, Rocky, waltzed into Mother’s kitchen like she owned the place.

“Hey, Miz McKee,” Rocky said as she skidded to a stop. As usual, the little girl’s dark, curly hair was in complete disarray, and her knees were so grubby it would probably take steel wool to clean them. She was barefoot.

Mother straightened and glared at Rocky. “Hasn’t your mother ever taught you any manners? You don’t just walk into other people’s houses without knocking. Can’t you see we’re busy?”

“Oh, sorry.”

“Mother, we’re not that busy,” Sharon said, practicing her best Watermelon Queen smile on the little girl.

Rocky grinned up at her. “Holy moly, Sharon, you look like Cinderella.”

“Well, that may be, but I don’t want to become Cinderella,” Sharon said.

“Why? Cinderella gets the prince, doesn’t she?”

“There’s more to life than marrying a prince,” Sharon replied.

Mother frowned. “There is?”

“Yes, Mother. The reason I’m going to college is not to find a prince. I’m going there to get a degree in social work.” The truth was, Sharon had already found a prince. Right here in Last Chance, and he lived next door.

Mother blinked. “Sharon, I’m glad you want an education, but social work? It’s so demanding and depressing. Couldn’t you study something a little happier? You’re a talented piano student. Why not study music or liberal arts?”

“Because I don’t want to be a musician. And majoring in liberal arts is like studying nothing very useful. I want to help people in trouble, Mother, and for that I need a degree in social work.”

“Well, in my opinion, Miss High and Mighty, you ought to be interested in the opportunities college will give you to meet nice, eligible men.”

Presumably these would be the nice men who weren’t interested in leading her “down a garden path.” Boy, there were some serious blind spots in Mother’s worldview. Mother just didn’t understand what Sharon wanted to do with her life.

Mother took that moment to glance at the kitchen clock. “Good gracious, Sharon, it’s ten minutes to one. You’re going to be late for the blood drive. Although why you want to give blood as a Watermelon Queen is beyond me.”

“Because Crystal Murphy needs another operation and her family has no health insurance.” Crystal Murphy was six years old, and one of Sharon’s Sunday school kids. She’d broken her pelvis last spring when a bad storm had hit the trailer park up in Allenberg. The Murphys were living in a double-wide because Hurricane Hugo had flooded them out last fall.

“Oh,” Mother said, “I didn’t know.”

There was no sense in reminding Mother that Reverend Reed had made a special request for help from the pulpit last Sunday. So she kept her mouth shut and escaped down the hallway to her room. Rocky followed like a little shadow.

“I feel sorry for Crystal,” Rocky said.

“So do I.” Sharon smiled at the little girl. “So, what have you been up to today?”

“Nothing much. No one wants to play with me. Clay is in the backyard with Ray building a tree house. Tulane is trying to help them, but they say he’s too little, and they’re being mean to him. Stone’s at the store. And I’m bored.” She plopped down on Sharon’s bed.

“It’s summertime. You shouldn’t be bored,” Sharon said as she removed her dress and hung it on a padded hanger.

Rocky shrugged. “I don’t have anything to do. And Savannah’s gone home to Maryland. It’s always so cool when she comes to visit. Her granddaddy lets us sit up in the projection room at the Kismet.” The little girl took a big breath. “So are you and Stone going to sit in the back row tonight and kiss?”

Heat crawled right up Sharon’s face. “Rocky Rhodes, that’s not a nice question. And if you’re bored, how would you like to help me and the rest of the Watermelon Court at the bake sale?”

“You mean it?”

“Sure, I need some help carrying cupcakes. But you’ll have to put on shoes and wash your knees.”

Rocky looked down at her grubby toes. “Okay. But I hate shoes.” The little girl paused for a moment. “How come asking about you and Stone kissing in the back row of the theater isn’t a nice question? I mean, everyone is talking about how you and Stone are going to get married. So of course you’re gonna kiss, right?”

Surprise hit Sharon like a punch to her stomach. “Who told you that?”

“Everyone down at the Cut ’n Curl.”

Rocky’s mother, Ruby Rhodes, owned the only beauty shop in Last Chance. And naturally it was gossip central. “Everyone at the Cut ’n Curl is talking about me and Stony?”

“Well Miz Randall said something about you and Stone, so of course that means you’re going to get married pretty soon. That would be pretty cool, ’cause I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have as a sister.”

This was not happy news. Sharon was headed off to college and a career. Sure, she wanted to get married, eventually. And she loved Stony enough to marry him. But she was only eighteen. She was way too young to be the object of this kind of talk—especially from Miriam Randall, Last Chance’s practically infallible matchmaker. Boy, when Miriam started making matches, people went kind of crazy. Sharon needed to put an end to talk like that.

“Stony and I are not getting married anytime soon,” she said. “People need to quit jumping to conclusions around this town. Now, go on and put on some shoes. And then wash your hands and knees real good, with soap and a washcloth. I’ll meet you on the porch in five minutes. Don’t be late.”

Stone Rhodes strode into the post office on Palmetto Avenue. He hurried back to the mailbox he’d rented a few months ago, when he’d decided to keep his plans secret. The manila envelope he’d been expecting had finally arrived. He took it from the box and stared at the insignia of the United States Marine Corps on the return address.

He opened the envelope and pulled out the documents. The marines expected him at Parris Island on August sixteenth—in just a little more than two weeks.

Excitement coursed through him. He wanted this challenge.

Now he just had to convince his father and mother that becoming a marine was a better choice than going to college.

Daddy would forgive him for what he’d done. After all, Daddy had served his country in Vietnam, and his Purple Heart stood on the mantel in the living room. But Momma was going to have his hide. Momma and Sharon both expected him to go to college. And, boy howdy, those two women were single-minded. But they would have to come around. First of all, there wasn’t enough money for him to go to college. He hadn’t gotten all the scholarships he’d hoped for, probably because of his English grades. And second of all, he was tired of school.

All that schooling was just idiotic for a guy who had no desire to be a bank executive or a lawyer or a doctor. Or even an engineer. Those were occupations Momma and Sharon had decided he should go for.

But Stone wanted to be a marine. He couldn’t think of anything he wanted more.

Well, the deed was done. He didn’t have to argue with anyone about it, which was fine by him. He’d been captain of the football team, not the debate club. The only issue was who to tell first. Sharon. Definitely. She’d made all these plans for the two of them, and she deserved to hear his reasoning directly—not through the Last Chance grapevine.

He was heading out the post office door, thinking about how he was going to break the news to his girlfriend, when he ran into Miriam Randall, the chairwoman of the Christ Church Ladies Auxiliary, an active member of the Last Chance grapevine. He probably shouldn’t have held the door for her, but Momma had drilled politeness into him. He couldn’t just walk past her without saying howdy.

“Stone Rhodes, I do declare, you are the very person I want to speak with. In fact, I was just looking for you up at the hardware store.” Miz Miriam always wore pantsuits and sneakers. She had a way of perching her half-moon reading glasses up on her forehead. You didn’t want to get sideways with Miz Miriam. And you sure didn’t want to become the object of one of her matchmaking schemes.

“Hey, Miz Miriam,” he said, trying to sidle away from her, “nice seeing you. I gotta go, because—”

“Now, Stone, you just hold your horses one minute. I have something important to tell you.” Miriam grabbed him by the upper arm. She hauled him across Palmetto Avenue and right into the little vest-pocket park in front of city hall where this year’s Watermelon Court had organized its bake sale and blood drive to benefit the Murphy family.

He looked for Sharon, but didn’t find her.

Miriam headed away from the bake sale tables, toward the other side of the little park, where she found a bench shaded by a big oak. It was as hot as blue blazes out, but Miz Miriam didn’t seem to notice.

“You sit down now, son. I have something important to say to you.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He was done for.

“Stone, honey, I have to tell you that I’ve been worried about you.”

“You have?”

He looked up just in time to see Sharon hurrying across Palmetto Avenue carrying a tray of cupcakes in her hands. Rocky was shadowing her, as usual. Sharon had clearly worked her magic on Stone’s little sister. For once, Rocky’s knees looked almost clean, and she was wearing a pair of shoes. That was a miracle right there.

“Son, are you paying attention to me?” Miz Miriam asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, ma’am. You’ve been worried about me. Why is that, Miz Miriam?”

“For a lot of reasons. It’s clear that I need to tell you something very important. Something that, quite frankly, I don’t think you’re old enough to hear. But it seems as if the Lord wants for you to have this knowledge now. Otherwise He wouldn’t have given me any signs.”

A cold shiver crept up Stone’s spine. He had just fallen into one of Miriam’s traps. There was nowhere to run or hide.

“Now, honey, here’s the thing you need to know,” Miriam said. “I’m quite sure you’re supposed to be looking for a woman who wants to change the world.”

He almost laughed aloud as he watched Sharon take charge of the bake sale on the steps of city hall. As usual, she pulled a clipboard out of her book bag and began diligently checking off items on her list. Sharon was a champion list maker and people organizer. She bossed people around, but no one minded. Especially when she smiled. Heck, when she smiled, everyone melted and did her bidding just because she asked. It was kind of amazing, really.

“Son, your attention keeps wandering.” Miz Miriam sounded a little bit annoyed.

“I’m sorry. I was just watching Sharon whip everyone into shape. I think she might have a future as a drill instructor.”

Miriam snorted. “So, what’s this bake sale for?”

“The Murphys. Crystal needs another operation.”

“Oh, I remember Reverend Reed said something about that last Sunday. I reckon I should have known Sharon would organize something.”

“She’s getting the entire Watermelon Court, not to mention the Davis High offensive line, to donate blood and buy cupcakes.” He felt incredibly proud of his girlfriend.

Miz Miriam leaned over and patted Stone’s knee. “Well, son, I suppose it comes as no surprise that your soul mate is going to be a crusader. But, here’s the important part: it’s your job to be her anchor.”

Stone stared at the old woman. He had no idea what that meant.

Miriam turned toward the activities at the other end of the park. “Sharon sure is a busy girl.”

“I guess.”

“She’s chairing the paint-a-thon at the church tomorrow, isn’t she? And Lessie Anderson was telling me the other day that she’s single-handedly raised thousands of dollars for the Murphys. And I’m very impressed with this blood drive she’s organized.”

“Thanks, Miz Miriam. I get your message loud and clear.” Stone stood up and tried to leave.

“Do you really?” Miz Miriam cocked her head as she looked up at him. “Stone, your life is about to change in a lot of different ways. That’s what happens when folks leave home for the first time. So, I’m telling you right now that most crusaders end up returning home disillusioned. And that’s why crusaders need someone to remind them of what the crusade is all about in the first place.”

Okay, he could see how Sharon was a crusader, but what the heck did Miriam mean with the last part? He didn’t ever see Sharon becoming disillusioned. Ever. And she sure wasn’t interested in leaning on anyone. She was fiercely independent. Stone liked her independent streak best of all.

“I know you’re too young for this, but I hope you’ll remember what I’ve told you. Promise me you will?” Miriam said.

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll remember.”

“All right, you can go. Tell Sharon to save me one of those cupcakes of hers. And tell her I’m in for a ten-dollar donation to the cause.”

Yup. Typical. Sharon was a crusader. And Stone had no doubt that she would probably save the world, one cupcake at a time.

Sharon hurried across Palmetto Avenue with Rocky in tow. She prayed that Stony’s little sister wouldn’t drop the pineapple upside-down cake she was carrying. Sharon knew good and well that it was tempting fate to let Rocky carry the cake, but the little girl had seemed kind of forlorn today. Rocky had needed an “important” job to do.

Annie Roberts, Sharon’s best friend, was already on the scene, thank goodness, and was supervising the hanging of the big sign that the members of the Key Club had painted last night. It looked terrific. “You’re late,” Annie scolded as she rescued the cake from Rocky’s arms and placed it on one of the folding card tables.

“Mother decided to hem my Watermelon Queen dress. I swear she thinks I’ve been elected queen of something important.” Sharon pulled her clipboard out of her book bag and started checking her to-do list for the event.

Everyone was there already. Emily had brought chocolate chip and oatmeal cookies, Ashley had brought an apple pie, Jessica had brought homemade fudge, and Annie had brought a carrot cake; with the pineapple upside-down cake and the cupcakes, all the food pledges were in.

“Did you get some one-dollar bills and quarters for change?” Sharon asked Jessica.

“Yes, ma’am, and Momma said she was going to make a twenty-five-dollar donation. I started a pledge form.”

“Good.”

“Emily, when are the football players coming?”

“Around two. Chester got the loan of his daddy’s pickup, and they’re going to pull the float down Palmetto. All the guys are going to be on it with signs. It should be really great.”

Sharon made another check against her list then looked up. Stone was across the park, sitting with Miriam Randall in the shade of a big oak tree. “That’s ominous,” she said.

Rocky followed her gaze. “What’s that mean?”

“It means scary,” Annie said, as she looked over her shoulder.

“I told you so,” Rocky said. “I heard Momma telling Miz Anderson that Miz Randall wanted to talk to Stone.”

Jessica stared across the park. “Holy cow, Shar, this has to mean you’re getting married.”

Sharon took a big breath. “No.”

“No?” Annie said with humor in her voice.

Stony stood up and shoved a manila envelope into his back pocket. He didn’t look very happy with Miz Miriam. “Really, y’all,” Sharon said, turning away, “you have no idea what Stony and Miz Miriam are talking about. They’re probably just passing the time of day.”

Emily giggled. “Ooooh, I just love weddings.”

Sharon inwardly cringed, then plastered her best Watermelon Queen smile on her lips as she faced the members of her court. “There is not going to be any wedding. Not anytime soon, anyway. Today, we’re going to have a blood drive. So, are y’all ready?”

Jessica looked pale. Ashley looked unhappy. Emily looked scared.

“C’mon, girls, it’s not going to hurt.”

“Much,” said Jessica.

“And it might leave a bruise on my arm. And our dresses are strapless,” Ashley said.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. Y’all agreed that we would go give blood together in Crystal’s name.”

“I hate the sight of blood,” Emily whined.

“I’ll give blood. I feel really sorry for Crystal,” Rocky piped up.

Sharon squatted down to be on Rocky’s level. “Oh, sweetie, that’s so good of you, but kids can’t give blood. You’ll have to grow up some.”

“I want to be like you when I grow up.”

Sharon gave Rocky a big ol’ hug. “Honey, you want to grow up to be your own self. Not anyone else, you hear? And I’m real proud of you for being braver and more generous than the entire Watermelon Court.” She gave her friends the stink eye when she said this.

Rocky beamed. Jessica, Ashley, and Emily looked guilty.

“C’mon girls,” Sharon said as she stood up, “the Red Cross is waiting on us. And Andy Jones should be there as well. He promised me he would take a photo of all of us giving blood together. Don’t y’all want to have your pictures in the Times and Democrat?”

That did the trick. Sharon left Annie in charge of the baked goods and Rocky, then herded her Watermelon Court in the direction of city hall, where the Red Cross had set up the blood drive.

They had just reached the front steps when Stony caught up to them.

Boy howdy, he was handsome. He’d grown tall the last few years, and his shoulders had broadened so much that he looked like a man, not a boy. His worn blue jeans hung low across his hips, and his shaggy brown hair drooped across his forehead in a way that made Sharon want to push it back into place. But of all his traits, Sharon loved his eyes most of all. They were the green of the deep woods in summertime. And he had a way of looking at her that made her insides melt and her heart cinch up in her chest.

She’d felt that spark the very first time she’d gazed into his eyes. She’d been only eight years old. It never ceased to amaze her that she could still feel that tug on her heart whenever he glanced her way.

“So are you going to give blood?” she asked him. She refused to mention that she’d seen him with Miriam or that his little sister was running around town gossiping. She didn’t want him to think she gave much credence to that sort of nonsense.

“Uh, well, I need to get back to—”

“It won’t take a minute. And you promised me, remember? Besides, it would please me if you would come inside for just a minute.”

He gave her an odd look. Like he had forgotten his promise or maybe that he was just as scared of needles as Emily. “C’mon, Stone, you were the team’s quarterback. Don’t tell me you’re scared of a little blood.”

“Uh, no, but, um, I need to get back to—”

She grabbed him by the arm. “Come on, honey, you have time to give blood. Everyone is going to do it, including every member of the Davis High Rebels offensive line. You aren’t going to let the O-line show you up, are you? Especially after they protected your backside for the last two years?”

She took Stony by the arm and hauled him into city hall with her court following behind. He didn’t resist all that hard. But clearly something was on his mind. Probably what he and Miriam Randall had been talking about. That made Sharon’s stomach slightly queasy—not a good thing right before donating blood.

They crossed into the air-conditioned lobby, where the Red Cross had set up a couple of cots. Several town employees were already making donations. Andy Jones, the local stringer for the Orangeburg Times and Democrat, was there as well, taking photos. He hurried up to Sharon as she entered the lobby.

“Well, hello, Sharon. I see you’ve got your court in tow.” He smiled at Ashley, Jessica, and Emily.

“We’re all going to give blood. And when you write up the story, you’ll be sure to mention that we all feel that it’s our duty as members of the Watermelon Court to help out people in need.”

Mr. Jones smiled at her. “Yes, ma’am. But that’s not what I really came here to talk about.”

“No?” she asked.

“No. I got a call from John Murphy last night. He told me about what you did, and I want to do a story about it. I can’t believe your generosity.”

Sharon’s face grew hot.

“What did you do?” Stony asked.

Before Sharon could answer, Mr. Jones spoke again: “She’s donated the entire one thousand dollars of her Watermelon Queen prize to Crystal’s medical bills.”

“Oh my goodness,” Ashley said, “you didn’t. What is your mother going to say?”

“My mother doesn’t know about it. Besides, I don’t need that thousand dollars the way Crystal does. The way I look at it, God has blessed me in so many ways. He had a plan in mind, and I’m sure that’s why I was selected as this year’s Watermelon Queen. I wasn’t the prettiest girl in the competition, not by a long shot.”

She smiled up at Stony when she finished speaking. The spark in his eyes pulled at her soul. Mother would have a conniption when she learned what Sharon had done. But it didn’t matter, because Sharon could see that Stony was proud of her. And that made her feel warm all over.

Later that evening, Sharon sat in the back row of the Kismet and dashed a tear from her eye. She gave Stony a brief glance. He would laugh at her for getting all teary-eyed. But, darn it, the movie was sad.

The heroine, Demi Moore, had to let go of her dead boyfriend, Patrick Swayze, and go on with her life. And, boy, Patrick Swayze made one handsome ghost. Sharon would have a lot of trouble letting go of a guy like him. Of course, Stony was just as handsome. But Patrick was a much better dancer.

Stony gave her a little squeeze. He draped his arm over her shoulders during the scene where Demi and Patrick made a clay bowl. Who knew pottery could be so… well, she didn’t know what, but she practically combusted during that scene, especially when Stony moved his hand down to her breast. She was leaning into him so hard her ribs came up against the metal armrest between them. Her insides melted when his thumb brushed over her nipple.

Once they got in Stony’s truck, there wouldn’t be any barriers.

Sharon was looking forward to it. Mother would be shocked to know that Sharon liked it when Stony touched her breast, or all the other things Sharon had fun doing in Stony’s truck. She especially enjoyed touching him. It was pretty exciting when he lost control.

The house lights came up. “Well, that was a different kind of ghost story,” he said as they stood up. “I was expecting something scary.”

“I liked it. It was sweet.”

“It was girly.” He took her hand and pulled her up the aisle. The crowd was pretty sparse, it being a Wednesday night. It was a wonder Mr. Brooks managed to keep the Kismet going, especially since he was always a few weeks behind other theaters in showing the newest movies. Ghost had been playing up in Orangeburg for weeks. Annie had seen it up there and raved about it.

Five minutes later, they were riding in Stony’s old truck, heading out to Bluff Road. George Strait was singing about love without end on the radio. Stony didn’t say much as he drove, which wasn’t all that unusual. But tonight Sharon got the feeling he might be brooding on something. Maybe he wasn’t so proud of her for giving up her prize money.

She studied her boyfriend as he drove, his wrist over the steering wheel. He looked so competent behind the wheel. And the dash lights seemed to highlight the hard angles of his face. He might be a quiet boy, but she would much rather be with Stony than with the other boys and their constant chatter.

There was something really solid about Stony. She had once overheard Miz Randall telling Miz Polk that Stony was the kind of boy who would grow up to be a man a woman could depend on. Kind of like Daddy had been.

Stony stopped the truck at the end of Bluff Road. He set the brake and turned down Garth Brooks, who was singing about friends in low places. She slid across the bench seat and ran her hands up through his hair, repositioning the lock that always wanted to curl down over his forehead. It had been a while since he’d been to the barber. The long, silky strands slipped softly through her fingertips. “When we get to Carolina, we should take a pottery course,” she whispered into his ear. “We could re-create that scene in the movie.” She licked his ear, then linked a trail of kisses across his hard jaw to his soft mouth.

“Honey,” he said when she tried to interest him in a kiss, “we need to talk about that.”

“What’s wrong?” She pulled away and searched his face in the pale green dashboard lights. What the heck? He had never responded like that when she’d kissed his ear before. Usually a kiss on the ear turned him into jelly. Well… not all of him, of course. And Stony was not the kind of boy who would stop fooling around to talk. About anything. He really liked fooling around. His lack of reaction was like a flashing danger sign.

He turned his gaze toward the dark pine woods that grew at the end of the road. “Um, look,” he said. “I care about you, Sharon. I… well, I can’t imagine being with any other girl. But, the thing is, I can’t go to Carolina with you.” When he turned back, his green eyes were filled with emotion.

“What are you talking about? We’ve been planning this for a year. We were both accepted.” She slid to the far edge of the bench seat.

“I can’t afford college. And I can’t ask my folks to pay for it. Momma and Daddy aren’t rich, and I have two little brothers and a sister. I’ve seen Momma sitting up late at night sometimes doing her bookkeeping. She worries all the time about making ends meet.”

So this was about the scholarship he hadn’t gotten. Her heartbeat steadied a little as relief washed through her. He could get a job. He could apply for work-study. He could take out a loan. “Stony, come on, we can find solutions to this problem. Money should never be an obstacle to education. You could—”

“No, I can’t. It’s more than the money.”

“What are you talking about? Are you upset about what I did with my prize money?”

Muscles bunched along his jaw. “No, Sharon, I love what you did with your prize money. That’s not it. It’s something else. See, well, I’ve joined the marines.”

She laughed. “Okay, you can quit with the joke. I know you didn’t join the marines. You’re just trying to get a rise out of me.”

“But I did. I have to report to Parris Island on August sixteenth.”

Sharon’s stomach heaved, and for an instant, she thought she might be sick right there in his front seat. “You’re leaving in two weeks? You aren’t coming to Columbia with me?” Pain swept through her like a raging river. She couldn’t breathe. Stony was abandoning her.

“I’m sorry, honey,” he said in answer to her shock. “I know you made plans for the two of us. But I don’t want to go to college.”

“But we’ve been over this a million times. Mother is never going to accept you until you finish school.”

“Right.” He sounded angry.

“But you know how she is.”

“I do. But I don’t care about your mother. I care about you.”

“But we made plans and—”

“We can still be together. I mean, you’ll be at college, and I’ll be at boot camp. But we could still be… you know…”

“What? What could we be?” She was angry now. She had planned it all out in her head. They were supposed to be living in the same co-ed dorm. She had her packing list all done, and Stony’s, too. They would be together and see each other every day. They would share this time in their lives like they had shared everything since they were eight. And, most important, they could find some privacy.

“I thought we were going to be together.”

“But we will be. Like we’ve always been.”

“With you God knows where and me in Columbia? That’s not together, Stony.”

“Well, I know, but we’d still be going steady.”

“That’s a heck of an assumption,” she said in anger.

He stared at her for a long moment. “Sharon, come on, don’t you even care about how I feel?”

“I do, but why didn’t you say something before I made plans? I have whole pages of plans.”

He stared at the dashboard, as if gathering his arguments. “I know. I never saw a person make lists the way you do. And I feel bad about it. I’ve been trying to find a way to tell you and my mother how I feel, but you never give me a chance to explain. Y’all are always talking and planning. It’s hard to get a word in edgeways. I don’t think I’d be that good in college.” He finally turned back toward her, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze.

“Why do you always sell yourself short? You’re smart. You could be anything you want to be.”

“Except a marine? Do you think being a marine is selling myself short?”

“Stop twisting my words like that.”

His gaze finally met hers, and she could tell he was angry. “I didn’t twist them, honey. That’s the way they sounded when they came out of your mouth.” He paused for a moment, the corner of his mouth twitching upward. “Just listen for one second. Miriam Randall tackled me at the post office today and told me I should be looking for a crusader—you know, someone who wants to change the world. And I thought about you the minute I heard that. I admire you so much. And I always thought you admired me. I thought we were, you know, like a pair, no matter where we are.”

Sharon’s head felt like it was about to explode. “What are you saying? Are you saying you want to get married just because Miriam Randall gave you some lame forecast? And then you want to go off and join the marines while I go to college all by myself?”

A truly stunned look crossed Stony’s face. “No. We’re too young to get married. But I guess I thought, what with Miriam saying what she said and you always talking about us being together in Columbia, well, I thought maybe we could move things up a little bit. Maybe we could go to the Peach Blossom Motor Court or something before I ship out. I don’t want to get to boot camp and still be a virgin.”

“Take me home,” she said.

“But Sharon, I—”

“I’m not sleeping with you at the Peach Blossom Motor Court so you can cross that off your to-do list. And I don’t want to marry you.” She took Stony’s high school ring off the chain she wore around her neck, turned in her seat, and hurled it at him. It hit him in the face, and she was glad. He’d wrecked her carefully laid plans. Everything she had been dreaming about was undone. She was going to be in Columbia all on her own. And he wanted to take her to some seedy motel instead of finding a nice, private place where they could actually sleep together. She could almost hear her Mother saying, “I told you so.”

“Damn, Sharon,” he said, touching his cheek. “That hurt.”

“Good, because you joining the marines without telling me hurt, too. And I don’t even want to talk about the suggestion you just made about that seedy hotel.”

“Ah crap, are we breaking up?”

“I guess so.”


CHAPTER 2

The next day, Sharon had to help at the church paint-a-thon. She wasn’t feeling very charitable that morning as she dipped a roller in the pan of paint and vented her emotions on one of the plaster walls in the fellowship hall.

“Hey, quit rolling so hard. You’re getting speckles all over the floor,” Annie Roberts said. “You’re mad at Stone, not the wall.”

“I am not angry,” Sharon said, dropping the roller into the pan. She grabbed a clean rag and began to blot up the paint speckles. As she worked, the tears she’d been holding back began to leak from the corners of her eyes.

Her world was unraveling at the seams, and she didn’t know what to do about it.

In a few weeks, she’d be going off to college in Columbia. Annie would be leaving for Ann Arbor and the University of Michigan. Nick, Annie’s boyfriend, had joined the army and was already gone for basic training. Everyone was leaving.

A knot lodged in Sharon’s throat, and she swallowed it back. She’d known Annie and Nick and Stony practically all her life. The four of them had been a tight-knit group since middle school. It had been easy to let go of Annie and Nick, knowing that Stony would be coming to Columbia with her. But now he was going off to Parris Island, and his suggestion about that no-tell motel made her so angry every time she thought about it.

“Aw, honey, don’t cry.” Annie dropped to the floor and put her arm around Sharon. “Stone still loves you, you know. It’s not like he broke up with you. You broke up with him.”

“He went off and made a life-changing decision and didn’t even consult me. Then he made a rude suggestion that really hurt. Nick did the same thing to you.” She paused for a moment, searching her best friend’s face. “Didn’t you feel like your world was unraveling when Nick tried to get you to sleep with him and then left for basic training?”

Annie smiled, her eyes full of empathy. “Nick and I were a habit. And I left him panting at the Peach Blossom on prom night. But you and Stone—that’s a whole different story.”

“How? He sabotaged me and everything I had planned.”

“Well, that was pretty crappy of him.”

“It was. And the worst thing about it is that we’ve been discussing things all summer. You know, about how things are going to be when we get up to Carolina. I’ve been holding off sleeping with him until we get up there and can have a little more privacy. I didn’t want to go with him to that nasty motel.”

Annie gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Are you sure he was listening?”

“Who knows. But I had already told him dozens of times that I was never, ever going to the Peach Blossom Motor Court with him. So you can imagine how angry I was when he suggested it. And to use Miriam Randall as an excuse for moving his plans up. That really hurt.”

“Right.” Annie sighed.

“What? It sounds like you’re taking Stony’s side.”

Annie shook her head. “I guess maybe a little bit. See, everyone is talking about how Miriam Randall has predicted that you and Stone are going to get married. And Stony is going into the marines whether you like it or not. So I’m just putting two and two together, you know.”

“No, I don’t know. Are you saying I should marry him or sleep with him? I’m only eighteen.”

“Yeah, I know. But on the other hand, what if Stone ends up in a shooting war in some godforsaken place? I just can’t shake the notion that if he were married to you, he would be protected in some way. I mean, Miriam Randall is like magic, isn’t she? Everyone she matches up lives forever and has lots of kids. Just look at Millie Polk or Thelma Hanks.”

Sharon stared at her friend. “You’re insane.”

“Am I? Miriam Randall never misses. You should be trotting down to the hardware store to forgive Stone. You should tell him you’re proud of him. You should marry him, and then he can take you to some nice hotel up in Columbia or something.”

“I’m not ready to get married.” Sharon pulled her knees up and rested her forehead on them. But she wasn’t really ready to give up Stony, either. The idea of being at college, or anywhere, without him scared her to death. Still, she didn’t like being put into this cage where she either had to marry him or sleep with him before he disappeared from her life. She didn’t want to do either of those things.

A sob rose in her throat. Annie gave her a little hug and patted her back while she struggled to regain control of her emotions.

“You know,” Annie said, once Sharon had sniffled back her tears, “it would be a shame if you got so angry or selfish that you missed out on getting married to your soul mate. And the thing is, Sharon, you almost never get angry, and you are the most unselfish person I know.”

Sharon straightened up. “I’m not getting married to Stony. I’m not some crusader. I’m just a good Christian. Giving my prize money to Crystal won’t change the world. It might help her get better.” Her voice wavered again. “And the fact that he joined the marines in secret, without even talking to me about it, suggests that maybe it’s a good thing we broke up. I mean, I don’t want to be with someone who isn’t honest with me. And Stony wasn’t honest.”

“Sharon Anne McKee, you’re being stupid.”

“Am I? How many people do you know in this town who are married to cheating husbands?”

“Okay, there are some. But Stone isn’t like that.”

“He didn’t tell me the truth. He let me go on planning our life at college while he knew he wasn’t ever going to be up there with me. And then he drops his bomb two weeks before he has to leave. And the thing is, he didn’t ask me to marry him. He just used Miz Randall’s advice as an excuse for trying to get me to the Peach Blossom. I’m not sure I can ever forgive him.”

Stone dealt with all the crises in his life by going fishing. He reckoned that his fishing time might be severely limited once he got to Parris Island, and with Sharon on the warpath, along with Momma, Daddy, and Uncle Pete, disappearing seemed like the right thing all the way around.

He paddled his canoe up the Edisto River, dropped anchor, and sat for hours. Since it was hot and late in the afternoon, he didn’t catch a blessed thing, but he sure did have time to think. He didn’t like Sharon being angry at him. He didn’t want to go off to boot camp without knowing that she would be waiting for him. And, yeah, he wanted to sleep with her before he left.

In short, he didn’t want to let her go.

But, of course, her mother had filled her head with a lot of crap about college boys. He should have figured out that Sharon would break up with him the minute he decided not to get a degree. He stewed over this for a long time and got nowhere. It hurt, down deep. Did she really believe he wasn’t good enough for her?

She thought he was selling himself short. And so did Momma. In fact, everyone thought he was selling himself short by choosing the marines.

How could everyone be wrong?

It was late by the time he hauled in his anchor and headed back to the public boat ramp. He had missed dinner, but he didn’t care. He was already so deep in the doghouse he would probably never see the light again. He didn’t care about much of anything. And the people he loved didn’t seem to care about him.

So he was flat-out stunned to discover Aunt Arlene at the boat ramp, lounging in a lawn chair with a beer in her hand and a cooler at her feet. She had a line in the water too, which was typical. Aunt Arlene loved fishing even more than Uncle Pete, and that was saying something right there.

“Hey,” she called, raising her Bud can. “You want one?”

“I’m only eighteen, Aunt Arlene.”

She snorted. “Like you haven’t ever had a beer.” She got up and helped him carry the canoe to the bed of his truck. “I figured you were hungry. I brought some pimento cheese sandwiches.”

She gestured to a second lawn chair that was evidently waiting just for him.

“Are you going to bawl me out, too?” Stone asked as he settled into the chair and opened the cooler. He took out a Dr Pepper and a baggie with three cheese-spread sandwiches. Aunt Arlene sure did know what he liked.

“Nope. I wanted to come out here and let you know I’m proud of you.”

Stone stopped chewing his bite of sandwich. “Really?”

“Yes, I am. Near as I can tell, you have taken a stand for yourself. I admire that. I can think of a few ways you might have improved your communication skills, but I’m still proud of you for joining the marines. I think you’re going to be very successful. And if your momma would stop for just one minute and think this thing through, she’d realize you are not the one she should be sending off to college. Clay would make a better college boy. Tulane’s going to grow up to be a mechanic.”

“Rocky’s the smart one,” Stone said.

“She sure is. But so are you.”

“No, I’m the child who is an idiot.”

“I don’t think so.” Arlene took a slug of her beer. “But you are the talk of the town.”

“I am?”

“Yup. Olivia McKee is delighted that her daughter has thrown you over. This news has also pleased Lillian Bray, who thinks Sharon is too good for you. And, of course, whatever Lillian thinks is sure to be a matter of discussion down at the Cut ’n Curl. Thelma and Millie are on your side, in case you’re interested.” She snorted a laugh. “Miriam is being quiet, as usual.”

“She wasn’t quiet yesterday.”

“Oh, I know that. She drops her little matrimonial bombshells, and everyone runs around like headless chickens. Then she just stands back and watches the show.”

“Sort of like you.”

“Well, that’s true. But I don’t drop any bombshells.”

Stone leaned back in his chair and stretched out his legs. This was nice. He always enjoyed fishing with Aunt Arlene. She was one of the most sensible women he knew.

“So I’m dying to know,” Arlene asked. “Did you get that bruise on your cheek because Sharon slapped you?”

“No. She brained me with my high school ring.”

“Hmmm. I see. She must have been upset.”

“She was ticked off.”

“Well, I reckon Sharon is sort of like your momma. She had a few dreams about the both of you being up at Carolina this fall.”

In the distance, the birds began their twilight serenade. “I guess,” he said lamely. “The thing is, Aunt Arlene, I don’t see why my going into the marines means she can’t go to college. I just thought, well, we could still be together, and each of us could have the future we wanted. I guess I’m just stupid.”

Arlene cocked her head. “No, that’s not it. So did you ask her to marry you?”

The question jolted right through him. “Uh, no, I didn’t. I just explained that we could, well, you know…” His voice faded out. He remembered exactly what he’d suggested. Heat crawled up his face.

Arlene studied him for a long moment as she drained her beer. “Son, I have a good idea what you suggested. And to be honest, I don’t blame Sharon for braining you with her ring. Honey, if Miriam tells you a woman is your soul mate, then you have to marry her. You do understand how it works, don’t you?”

“Sharon doesn’t want to get married. She’s always talking about how she wants to be independent. And besides, she wants to marry a college man. You know, like her daddy was.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. Her momma wants her to marry a college man. And as for her independence, well, she can’t run from Miriam’s forecast. If there was ever a crusader in Last Chance, I’m thinking it’s Sharon McKee.”

“We’re only eighteen, Aunt Arlene. We can’t get married.”

“Why not? You’re old enough to join the marines and fight for your country. You made that decision all on your own. And from the red on your face, you seem to think you’re old enough to do some other things, too.”

He didn’t answer. He simply picked up Arlene’s fishing rod and cast out into the middle of the channel. He slowly reeled the line in.

Arlene let go of a sigh. “Stone, you’ve made a man’s decision. That makes you old enough to get married. Don’t you want to marry Sharon?”

He focused on the bobber at the end of the fishing line. It danced in the water like something was thinking about taking the bait.

“Stone, are you paying any attention to me?” Aunt Arlene asked.

Yeah, he was paying attention. She wanted to know if he wanted to marry Sharon, and he was thinking about the way Sharon touched him in the dark. The way she kissed him with her entire body. He thought about the way she was always ready to help, the way she made lists, the way she baked cupcakes every time someone died or got sick. He loved the way she laughed. He was so proud of her for giving up her prize money. She was the most determined person he knew. He really loved that about her. The idea of her being someone else’s girlfriend made his skin crawl.

The high school ring on his finger seemed to get heavier by the moment.

“I can’t imagine being with anyone else,” he finally said. “Sharon is my best friend. I… I love her.” His voice got kind of wobbly. He stopped talking and reeled in the line. The hook came up empty. The fish had taken the bait.

“Well, then, I reckon you’ll need to court her. And you don’t have much time,” Aunt Arlene said.

He put the rod down on the ground and turned toward his aunt. “Court her? Aunt Arlene, how many beers have you had?”

She laughed. “Not many. I’m as sober as a judge. I’m serious, Stone—you can’t just let her walk away. You have to fight for her.”

“How? She’s got it in her mind that she wants a college boy, not a marine. How do I change that?”

“Honey, this has nothing to do with you being a college boy, so put that out of your mind. This is about trust.”

“Trust?”

“Yes. She trusted you, and you didn’t play fair. That’s a hard thing for a woman to forgive. I’m afraid you’re going to have to grovel. So I suggest you get some flowers, and go over there, and tell her you’re sorry and that you want to marry her. And while you’re at it, you tell her all the things you admire about her—there must be a lot because you were sure doing some heavy thinking just now.”

Stone could almost understand what Arlene was saying. Maybe Sharon was just angry because her plans had been upset. And because he’d been an idiot last night about the Peach Blossom Motor Court.

“Oh, and one other thing,” Arlene said. “You’re going to need a ring.”

“A ring? I’ve got my high school ring.”

“No, silly, a ring she can actually wear on her finger. I’ve got just the thing. It belonged to your great-grandmother. Pete wanted me to wear it, but it’s not my style. I think it would do just fine for Sharon, though.” She pulled out a little square leather box.

“Uh, Aunt Arlene, I can’t—”

“And you’ll need to dance with her at the barbecue. You get yourself all dressed up, and you dance with that girl. Ain’t nothing makes a girl fall in love faster than a dance with a handsome young man. You’re just going to have to sweep her off her feet. And you’re going to have to convince her that even if you’re halfway around the world, your heart is always where she is.”

“Uh, okay.” He could do the flowers and the groveling. He could even see himself getting down on one knee and begging Sharon to marry him. But there was no way in hell he was going to make himself a laughingstock by dancing with her.


CHAPTER 3

The next day, Sharon sat in one of the chairs at the Cut ’n Curl with Mrs. Rhodes fussing over her hair. The situation couldn’t have been more awkward. Sharon would have avoided it if she could have. But the Watermelon Festival kicked off tomorrow, and that required the reigning queen to visit the local beauty shop.

So she had to sit there, trying not to show any emotion, which was impossible. Mrs. Rhodes was levelheaded and never fibbed about her background. She was the kindest person Sharon had ever known. Losing Mrs. Rhodes’s friendship would suck. And really, after a day of being angry and depressed, Sharon had come to the conclusion that breaking up with Stony was like having her arms cut off. It hurt. Bad.

Mrs. Rhodes was taking the rollers out of Sharon’s hair when she stopped, looked in the mirror, and said, “Honey, I know exactly how you feel.”

“You do?”

“Yes, I do. I wanted Stone to go to college.”

“Oh.” Sharon wasn’t sure what to say, because after sleeping on the situation for a night, she had come to the conclusion that she wasn’t angry about that. She didn’t want to force Stony to go to college if that didn’t suit him. His getting a college degree would make Mother happy, but so what. Mother was rarely happy about anything. She would find something else to harp on.

The heart of the problem wasn’t whether or not Stony got a degree; it was that he’d gone behind her back to join up. And then there was that comment he’d made about losing his virginity. Sharon was still angry about that one.

But how could she explain any of this to Mrs. Rhodes?

“I’m really disappointed in Stone,” Mrs. Rhodes continued. “And for a while, I was angry. But I’m getting over it.”

Sharon sat there wishing to God Mrs. Rhodes would stop talking.

“You know,” Mrs. Rhodes said, “I was so angry that he went behind my back. But then I thought about it, and I came to the conclusion that he just didn’t want to hurt me. And he’s never been the kind to pour out his feelings. He doesn’t argue about things, the way Tulane does. He avoids confrontation if he can. I didn’t even see that he was hurting in his own way. I just took his silence for his acceptance. And that was wrong.”

Sharon looked away from the mirror. The beauty shop settled into silence for an interminable moment, and then, out of the blue, Mrs. Rhodes swiveled the chair around so that the two of them could talk face-to-face. Sharon had no other option except to look Mrs. Rhodes in the eye.

Stony’s mother spoke again, her voice soft and kind: “Mr. Rhodes told me last night that he thought Stone would make one heck of a marine but maybe only a so-so college boy. I have to admit that I argued with Bert when he said that, but Bert won the argument. Because once I started thinking about it, I realized Stone would make a heck of a soldier. Just like his daddy and his granddaddy. I reckon it’s in his blood or something. Now, mind, I know for a fact Clay would make a terrible soldier.”

Sharon managed a tiny smile. “He’d have to grow a few inches and lose a few pounds.”

Ruby gave her a no-nonsense look. “Just you wait. He’s going to sprout up one of these days, just like Bert did.” She took a big breath. “But, see, I think you and I have been determined to turn Stone into something he’s not. And even though I don’t agree with the way he went behind our backs, maybe that’s just the way he is. Honey, Stone doesn’t talk about things. He just does them. He’s always been that way. It’s part of why everyone admires him.”

Sharon sucked in a deep breath. “But I’m not mad at Stony because he’s given up on going to college,” she whispered. “I may have given that impression at first, but I’ve thought about it, just like you have.”

“Oh, thank goodness. I thought you had broken up with him because of that.”

“No. My mother is the one who’s hung up about college.”

“Then why did you give him back his ring?”

“I got mad.”

“Because he messed up your plans?”

She shrugged. “Among other things.”

“What other things, honey?”

She couldn’t tell his mother why. It would be too embarrassing. “Well, after what he pulled, I’m not sure I can trust him, you know? And you’ve just pointed out that he does stuff like that all the time. So maybe we aren’t right for one another. And then I don’t want to be rushed into something just because Mrs. Randall is gossiping. I’m only eighteen.”

“Oh my goodness. Did Stone ask you to marry him?”

“No, of course he didn’t.”

Mrs. Rhodes stared down at her for a long moment, one eyebrow arching. Sharon got the feeling that Stony’s mother was looking right through her. “Oh, I see.” She let go of a deep sigh.

Sharon had the horrible feeling that Mrs. Rhodes actually did see—all of it—because a kind smile touched her lips. “Honey, I think maybe you and Stone need to talk. I’m sure he’s confused about why you’re so mad at him.”

Sharon looked down at her lap. “But, see, that’s part of the problem. I’m not sure he listens. And he hardly ever talks. Which I don’t mind, because I don’t like boys who chatter. But sometimes he does talk and then…” Her voice trailed off.

Mrs. Rhodes sighed. “And then he says stupid stuff that makes you furious?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I’d love to promise you that Stone will never ever say anything stupid again. But I’m afraid I can’t. Bert says stupid things all the time. But somehow we manage to forgive each other, since I’ve been known to say dumb things, too. If it makes you feel any better, Stone’s completely torn up about what’s happened between you two. He’s been fishing nonstop since you gave him back his ring. And when he does that, you know he’s hurting real bad about something.”

“Mrs. Rhodes, I don’t want him to hurt. But if he can’t understand how it hurt me when he went behind my back, or how angry I was when he—” She stopped before she said too much, then quickly continued to cover up her near blunder. “I know the Lord values forgiveness, Mrs. Rhodes. But I’m struggling with it right now. I guess that makes me a lesser person, but I can’t help but feel I deserve an apology.”

Stone clutched the bouquet in a death grip as he marched up the walk to Sharon’s front door. He had to be crazy to come up here with these flowers. Sharon was going to throw him out on his backside.

The little ring in his pocket grew heavier. He was not entirely sure this was the right thing to do. But he was doing it. He couldn’t stand the idea of Sharon going to college and being with some other guy.

He knocked on the door and waited. A trickle of sweat inched down his back. It was still ninety-five degrees and muggy as all get-out. The frogs were starting their evening song. Pretty soon the mosquitoes would be out in full force.

The door opened, spilling light onto the darkening day. Mrs. McKee looked down her straight, narrow nose and managed to make Stone feel about three feet tall. Sharon’s mother was some kind of high and mighty.

He cleared his throat. “Is Sharon home?”

“She is, but she’s gone to bed early to get her beauty rest. Tomorrow is going to be a big day for her, you know. She has to be up at five-thirty to get ready for the Watermelon Festival parade.” Mrs. McKee’s disapproving stare made Stone feel like an idiot for not realizing how busy Sharon was. Of course, he would have known all of this, if he’d been thinking straight.

But he hadn’t really been thinking straight since Sharon threw his ring at him.

He held out the flowers he’d just bought at the florist shop in the Bi-Lo supermarket. They were pink. He had no idea what kind of flowers they were, but they seemed to be wilting in the heat. Or maybe he was holding them so tight he was strangling them. “Uh, could you give her these, please. And tell her I want to talk to her.”

Mrs. McKee gazed at the flowers as if they were something nasty. “You know, when I was a girl in Charleston, the young men who courted me brought roses, not carnations. You really don’t want me to give her those, do you? I mean, tomorrow she’s going to have people throwing roses at her feet.”

He stared at the flowers. They suddenly seemed pitiful. He pulled back his hand. “Well, uh, could you tell her I stopped by?”

Mrs. McKee folded her arms across her chest. “Stone, I don’t think she wants to talk to you. She gave you back your ring, didn’t she? She’s going to college. She’s going to better herself.”

The stems of the flowers snapped. There was no point in arguing. Sharon wanted a college boy, and he would never be that.

“Good night, Mrs. McKee,” he said between his clenched teeth.

He threw the broken flowers down on the porch, turned, and stalked off to his truck. He fired it up and took it out to Route 70, where he turned all 350 horses loose. That was almost fun until Sheriff Bennett pulled him over, made him take a sobriety test, and then threw the book at him just because he hadn’t been drinking and therefore should have known better.


CHAPTER 4

It was oh-dark-thirty on Saturday morning. Mother tuned the car radio to the all-news station as she and Sharon drove to the parade staging area at the high school. The announcer came on talking about trouble in the Middle East. Iraq had invaded Kuwait, and President Bush said the United States wouldn’t let the aggression stand. The secretary of state said the United Nations would take up the issue. The secretary of defense suggested that the United States would send in the air force and the marines.

Sharon’s stomach dropped, and not with anticipation for her big day ahead.

Mother didn’t miss a beat. “See,” she said as they pulled into the school’s parking lot, “there’s a good reason not to get involved with a marine.”

Sharon pressed her lips together. What was the point of arguing with Mother? She didn’t get it. Not like Mrs. Rhodes.

Sharon had been thinking a lot about the things Mrs. Rhodes had said yesterday. In fact, she had spent a sleepless night, thinking and worrying about Stony. She hated the idea of him hurting. It made her insides feel all funny and bad.

So she did what she had been doing for the last few years, ever since Daddy died. When she got that funny feeling in the pit of her stomach, she prayed. And when prayer didn’t help, she would pull out her Bible and randomly pick a passage to read. Nine times out of ten she found comfort there. And often she found remarkably good advice.

Last night she’d opened her Bible right to Corinthians and found Saint Paul’s beautiful words about how love is always patient and kind. How it doesn’t insist on its own way. How love is never resentful. And how, most of all, love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, and endures all things.

The minute she read that Bible passage, Sharon realized that whatever was wrong between her and Stony wasn’t only his doing. She had a part in it, too. She had said some terribly unkind things about his goals. She needed to remember Saint Paul’s words: Love does not insist on its own way.

She saw clearly now how Mother had been insisting on her own way for a very long time. And Sharon had been going along with her, in the name of love. But she couldn’t do it anymore. She wanted to be a better person. The kind of person who could love without preconditions.

The minute the car rolled to a stop, Sharon opened the door and jumped out. She didn’t think she could spend another instant in her mother’s company.

“Be careful or you’ll tear your dress.”

“Mother, please, I don’t care about my dress,” Sharon replied. “What I care about is Stony. He could be heading right into a war zone, and your ugly comments are beyond insensitive. Stony is a human being, same as you and me. More important, he’s my friend. Maybe my best friend in all the world.” She stopped before she worked herself up into a full yell.

She turned and walked toward the people staging the parade floats. Mother yelled at her back as she walked away: “You’ll thank me one day, missy. That no-account boy came by last night looking for you. He brought you carnations. Can you imagine? Carnations instead of roses. That pretty much says it all. His mother is a hairdresser, and his daddy is a laughingstock. And he’s going into the marines because he can’t even afford college. You’re well rid of him.”

“Stony came by last night? When?” Sharon turned and asked her questions in a surprisingly calm voice, given her fury. She needed to take this confrontation with Mother down a notch. People in the staging area were starting to stare.

“He came by around nine,” Mother said. “You were taking a bath. I sent him away. I told him you didn’t ever want to see him again.”

“How could you?” Sharon hissed the words.

Mother blinked. “How could I what? You broke up with him, didn’t you?”

Sharon didn’t argue. She had broken up with him. She had gotten angry when she hadn’t gotten her way. And how did that make her any different from Mother? She’d been silly and selfish.

If only she’d known that Stone had come to see her last night. She would have apologized. Clearly, if he’d come bearing flowers, he’d intended to make his own apologies.

Sharon turned away from her mother and walked toward the queen’s float. Within minutes, she was hoisted up onto her throne, but it was the last place on earth she wanted to be. She wanted to be free to find Stony and get things straight between them.

Instead, she had to plaster a smile on her face and ride in the parade. She had to kick off the barbecue at the country club with a small speech. She had to taste the hash and proclaim it the best ever. She had to pose for photos with the mayor and the men who cooked the pigs. She had to eat with the members of her court. She had to smile and sign autographs for the little girls who looked up to the Watermelon Queen. She had to shake hundreds of hands. She had to listen to people talk about how unselfish she was for giving up her prize money, knowing just how wrong those people were. She had to endure everyone looking at her as if she were something special.

And every minute of it was torture because Stony wasn’t at her side. Without him there, it all seemed superficial. She felt like a complete fraud.

Sharon finally managed to escape, late in the day. After visiting the little girls’ room, she snuck out of the dance pavilion’s back door. The country club was situated right on the banks of the Edisto River. She slipped out of her heels and let the sword grass cool her aching feet as she walked down to the riverbank.

What was she going to do about Stony? She’d obviously hurt him badly if he hadn’t even shown up at the barbecue. Everyone came to the barbecue.

She walked along the riverbank toward the downstream pier, deserted now that the day was nearly done. She sat on one of the benches and gazed upriver.

And there he stood on the upstream fishing pier with a line in the water.

Of course. What an idiot she had been. His mother had told her that he’d been fishing nonstop. She should have come looking for him sooner.

She watched him cast his line. He was graceful and powerful, and she never tired of watching his hands in motion. They were broad in the palm and long in the finger. They could be strong and gentle, just like him.

Heat flushed through her as she thought about what those hands could do to her body.

She got up and marched toward him, a woman with a mission, her heart hammering against her ribs and the words of Corinthians spinning in her head. He turned at the sound of her footsteps, a surprised look on his face.

She didn’t wait for him to put down his fishing rod. She simply threw herself into his arms. The rush of relief was strong and almost earthshaking. There was no place she fit as well. She had been a fool to get so angry with him. She promised herself never to get that angry with him again.

Nothing had been right that day for Stone until Sharon came rushing down the pier and into his arms. And then the pressure of her body against his made everything seem extremely clear. Which was kind of funny because holding Sharon usually made his head go fuzzy. But not this time. She felt soft and curvy, and her incredible dress left her shoulders bare. He pressed his lips to her throat. A buzz of desire filled his head along with her sweet scent.

He linked a series of kisses up her neck and across her cheek, and all the way to her sweet, soft mouth. She tasted of forgiveness and sex. She wrapped her arms around his neck and squirmed a little against his front. Boy, she was really hot and willing.

“Honey, I need to talk to you,” he murmured against her cheek.

She looked up at him, the lights from the distant pavilion dancing in her dark eyes. “It’s okay, Stony. I forgive you. And I’m sorry for being so silly. Real love isn’t selfish. Real love is forgiving. Your mother told me that yesterday, but it took a while to sink in.” Her voice sounded strained and shaky, like she might cry. He had never seen her cry before, and it slayed him to think that he might have put tears in her eyes. He never wanted to do that again.

“Honey, listen. I gotta say something here.”

“Okay.”

“Well, the thing is, I want you. Bad. And, well…” He exhaled in frustration and stopped. “I didn’t start that right. Let me try again.”

Sharon pressed her fingers across his lips. “No, Stony, you don’t have to explain. I just haven’t been listening is all. I needed to close my mouth and open my eyes and listen to you.”

He gently moved her fingers away. “Honey, let me finish, please. I got a heap of things to say.”

She smiled up at him. “Okay. I’m listening.”

He took a deep breath. “I don’t think I’ll ever be the person you want, but, see—”

“Stony, for goodness’ sake. You are precisely the person I want. I know I said some stupid things about you going to college, but I don’t want you to go to college if it’s not what you want. And I’m not like Mother. I love you for who you are, not something I think you are. And as for the rest, well, I want you so bad. I think you maybe started out better the first time.”

“Sharon, you’re not listening.”

“Oh, sorry, I just meant that I don’t want to wait any longer. I want to—”

“Shhh.” He stared at her for a long time. Was she saying yes before he even got to ask? No, that wasn’t right. She was saying yes to the wrong thing. And he wasn’t about to let her do that, as much as he really wanted to drag her off somewhere and get her naked. If he did that, she wouldn’t respect him—or herself—in the morning. And that mother of hers would never let her hear the end of it.

“I’m not taking you to the Peach Blossom Motor Court.”

She startled and dropped her arms from around his neck. She stepped back, her brown eyes widening. “But on Wednesday you said—”

“I know what I said, and it was shameful. Really. You’ve made it clear that you don’t want to do that. I don’t know why I suggested it. I’ve been going over it again and again, and I realize that I got it all wrong on Wednesday, too. I’m just not good at this.”

He dug into his pocket and pulled out the little box Aunt Arlene had given him. He dropped to one knee. “Sharon McKee, will you marry me?”

She looked a little scared, so he figured he should keep talking.

He sucked in some more air and continued: “I know you really value your independence, and I guess we could go somewhere or something, but I want more. I mean, I know that you want more. And I respect you for it. I want you to be mine even if you are independent. I know that doesn’t make any sense, but it does if you think about it long enough.

“I’ll be gone a lot. And you wanting to be independent is probably a good thing. But, see here, you’ll still be my wife. And I want it that way.

“And I did a little research. We can’t get married in South Carolina without waiting a bunch of days, but we could drive to Georgia and get married tonight.”

He’d run out of words and air. He gazed up at her. She was kind of smiling, but her eyes looked all watery too, like she might cry. His heart raced. He didn’t know what else he could do to talk her into marrying him. But he was determined to do it if, even he had to stay here on his knee for the next three hours.

She got down on her knees, too. “You planned this out?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Did you come to the house last night to say this?”

He nodded. “Your mother said you didn’t want to see me.”

“Mother didn’t ask. She just assumed.”

“After she sent me away, I got really mad. And then Sheriff Bennett gave me a speeding ticket. Shoot, honey, I didn’t know that carnations weren’t as good as roses. I’ve been out here fishing all day and worrying that you might think I wasn’t—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, my mother told you that carnations weren’t good enough for me? She said that to your face last night? Good grief. Stony, honey, I don’t deserve you, but I love you with all my heart. These last few days have made me realize it. I don’t ever want to be away from you. You’re like my anchor or something.”

A fountain of pure joy sprang up inside him. “You think I’m your anchor? Really?”

“Yes.”

“Miz Miriam said that exact same thing to me. She said I was supposed to be your anchor. And I want to be that for you, Sharon. I love you so much. I’m going to love you until the day I die.”

She gave him a fierce hug. “Don’t you say that, Stony Rhodes. I’m so scared for you. Have you heard the news about Iraq?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, if you get sent there, just remember that I plan for us to grow old together.”

He laughed. “Are you going to make a list to go with that plan?”

“Don’t you laugh. This is not funny. You come home to me.”

“I promise. We’re going to be together forever, honey. We’ve got Miz Miriam Randall to thank for that.”

She kissed him, and her mouth was like a hot summer night, full of stars and moonshine and first-time love. She never really said yes. She just kissed him until he couldn’t breathe. And that’s when he got off his knees, and carried her all the way to his truck.

“Oh crap, Mother’s home,” Sharon said as Stone pulled his truck to the curb. He responded to this news with a truly filthy curse word, and for once, Sharon wasn’t of a mind to object.

“You’re sure I need my birth certificate? Wouldn’t my driver’s license be good enough?” she asked.

“Not according to what the Georgia authorities told me on the phone. Do you know where your birth certificate is?”

She nodded. “Yeah, it’s in a file in Daddy’s study. Mother doesn’t go in there very often. The room is kind of a shrine to Daddy. But still, if she hears me, I’m dead. She thinks I’m at the barbecue, and it won’t be long before I’m missed.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

She smiled at him. “Getting cold feet?”

“No, but I don’t want you to get into trouble with your mother. She already hates me.”

“She’s going to really hate you after we elope, but I don’t care. That’s her problem. You stay here. I’ll be back in no more than ten minutes.”

“And if you’re not?”

“Then you come busting in like the marine you want to be. Give me ten minutes.”

Sharon headed to the front porch, walking on her bare feet, her Watermelon Queen dress swishing with every step. She opened the front door.

All was dark in the house except for Mother’s room, down the hall. She could hear Mother stirring around in there, waiting for her.

Sharon turned the other way, toward Daddy’s study. She sat at her father’s desk and opened the top drawer. He always kept the key to the file cabinet there. She found the key without any problem. But she hesitated when she saw the little leather ring box sitting right there in the middle of the drawer.

She didn’t remember the ring box being there the last time she’d looked for the filing cabinet key.

She opened the box and gasped. It was Daddy’s wedding band.

She closed the box and pressed it to her heart for a moment. Daddy had always liked Stony. Maybe this was his way of giving her away.

She quickly opened the file cabinet and found her birth certificate. Daddy had been a very organized man during his lifetime.

Now all she needed was to sneak into her bedroom to collect a few necessities, including the diaphragm she’d gotten from Planned Parenthood. But to get to her room, she would have to walk down the hall right past Mother’s bedroom. That would never work. Mother’s bedroom door was open. She was clearly waiting up for Sharon’s return.

Sharon stood there weighing her options. She decided against going down the hallway. The very last thing she wanted was a big confrontation between Stony and Mother on the day she planned to get married. She would leave Mother’s house with nothing but her birth certificate, her Watermelon Queen dress, and Daddy’s wedding ring.

Somehow that seemed appropriate.

Justice Henry J. Pearsall had a little house with a room set up as a wedding chapel of sorts. He lived on the outskirts of Augusta and assured Stone that he was quite used to being awakened in the middle of the night for drive-by weddings.

The license cost less than twenty bucks.

And now Stone stood in an itty-bitty room wallpapered in pink roses and containing a dozen folding chairs arranged to make an aisle. Mrs. Pearsall, wearing a Georgia Bulldogs sweatshirt and a pair of flannel PJ bottoms, banged away at the upright piano, playing the wedding march. The door at the other end of the room opened.

And suddenly the slightly tacky surroundings faded to gray.

Boy, Sharon looked like an angel wearing that Watermelon Queen dress. It wasn’t exactly the standard-issue white, but the cascading shades of pink and green suited her tanned skin. She had a carnation in her hair, and a bunch of them clasped in her hands.

Carnations were the only flower they could find at the all-night Bi-Lo. He would have bought her roses if he could have found some. But Sharon said that carnations were good enough for her, and besides, they were just the right shade to match her dress.

He didn’t know about that. He really didn’t know about much of anything, because one glance at her and his heart took flight. If he lived to be a hundred, he would never forget the way she looked right at this moment, walking so slowly and softly toward him with a tiny smile on her pink lips.

He caught her spicy scent as she drew near. His heart nearly burst as she gazed up into his eyes. She was his—his beautiful, amazing, wonderful bride.

Mr. Pearsall started speaking words that floated beyond Stone’s complete comprehension. But when it came time for him to speak his vows, he said them solemnly and with his whole heart. He would honor and protect and keep her all the days of his life.

He put the ring on her finger.

And then she spoke to him, her eyes dark and wide and liquid. And when she suddenly came up with a wedding ring, it seemed almost like a miracle. She took his hand in hers and slipped the plain gold band over his knuckle. It fit perfectly. He smiled down at her. It was a comfort to know that he would wear that ring all his life.

And then it was time to kiss the bride. And time stood still until he carried her back to his truck and drove like a demon all the way back to Allenberg, where they rented the honeymoon room at the Magnolia Inn.

It wasn’t much better than the Peach Blossom Motor Court, but he wasn’t paying that much attention to the decor. He was too busy taking off that incredible dress and discovering the wonderful woman underneath.


EPILOGUE

August 16, 1990

Sharon wrapped her arms around Stony and hung on for all she was worth. The hot summer sun beat down on her shoulders as she buried her nose in the soft fabric of his polo shirt. She looked up at him and gently pushed the lock of hair away from his forehead.

She was not going to cry.

“I guess the next time I see you I won’t have to worry about your hair.”

He nodded. His green eyes sober. “I’m going to be okay.”

“Of course you are,” she said, her voice oddly bright. But she wasn’t a fool. Just yesterday the U.S. Marine Corps had sent more than forty thousand troops to the Persian Gulf. The United States already had a naval blockade in place, and everyone was talking about the possibility of reservists being called up for active duty.

“I’m going to be fine, honest. You’ll come to my graduation ceremony in November?”

“Of course I will. I can’t wait to see you all spit and polished.” She ran her fingers through his hair again. “But I’m going to miss your cowlick.”

“You know I won’t be able to contact you much during boot camp.”

“I know. I’ll be busy at Carolina.”

He gave her a sober-eyed look. He was completely fine with her going to college, but she knew he didn’t like the idea of other guys hitting on her.

“I’ll be studying,” she said.

“I’ll be able to call you this afternoon to let you know I got to Parris Island, but I won’t be allowed to say anything else.”

“I know, Stony, I’ve read all the material the Marine Corps sent about the first call home.”

“Okay. Just so you know. I love you. I’m going to be okay. You have fun at Carolina, okay?”

She nodded and choked back the tears. She was not going to let him see her cry. She was not going to let him know how scared she’d been by the news reports on CNN.

Of course he knew that already; otherwise he wouldn’t keep saying he was going to be okay. He was probably scared himself, but Stony would never show that.

She rose up on tiptoes and gave him the hottest kiss she could muster. She hoped with all her heart that her kiss told him what he needed to know. She would be waiting for him when he got home.

She let him go. It was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

His mother, father, little brothers, and sister were there. He hugged them all, even picking Rocky up and giving her a toss into the air that had her giggling. Boy, that little girl adored her brother. God keep him safe, Sharon prayed.

“I’m going to be okay, everyone. Stop with the long faces.” He grinned. Then he squared his shoulders, turned, and walked purposefully toward the waiting Marine Corps van, which would take him from the Orangeburg recruiting office to Parris Island.

He didn’t look back.

Sharon’s stomach lurched. She was afraid she would be sick, like she had been this morning. She swallowed back her emotions along with the bile.

They were going to be okay. Miriam Randall had matched them up, and that meant they would have their happy-ever-after ending. It was guaranteed. In fact, they were already the talk of the town. No one had ever run off with a Watermelon Queen. No one had ever gotten married in a Watermelon Queen dress.

Their happy-ever-after ending was guaranteed. And besides, everyone in Last Chance was expecting it.

Sharon and Stone would just have to wait a little bit for it. But it would come. She had no doubt.
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CHAPTER 1

Jesus looked like he’d been hit by a Mack truck. The statue of the son of God lay on its side, its fiberglass infrastructure torn and ragged. Scattered on the gravel beside the bleaching carcass were the remnants of a sign that read, “Golfing for God.”

Lark Chaikin hugged her elbows and tried to keep warm against the December gust that blew her bangs into her eyes. Who knew South Carolina could be so cold. She looked up at the tops of the pine trees, swaying in the wind. She shivered.

She had to be crazy to have driven all the way from New York on this fool’s errand. Roadside America was littered with the corpses of mini-golf courses, their windmills suspended in time, their giant Paul Bunyans toppled. And it sure looked like Golfing for God had gone the way of all the fiberglass dinosaurs.

Pop should have checked before he made his last request. But, of course, Pop had been sick for a long time.

Lark turned back toward her late father’s SUV, a giant silver thing that drove like an ocean liner and guzzled gas like one, too. She opened the back door and stared down at the cardboard box containing Pop’s ashes. The box was eight inches square with the words “Chaikin, Abe” scrawled across its top.

She pressed a couple of fingers against the ache in her forehead that had been growing all day. “Why’d you make a big mahgilla about being buried here in the middle of nowhere on a closed-up mini-golf course?” She couldn’t go on. Her throat closed up, and tears threatened her eyes. She swallowed back the grief that was too new to be expressed yet.

Lark leaned on the tailgate, her gaze shifting from the box to the canvas camera bag sitting beside it. Her fingers itched to pick up the Nikon, maybe shoot a few photos of the broken statue. She might be able to capture the Picasso-like perspective of its smashed face. Maybe shooting a few photos would help her get back the balance she’d lost during the Libyan civil war. She had experienced a lot of heavy fighting during the battle for Misurata.

But she couldn’t find the courage to pick up the camera. She slammed the tailgate and turned toward a gravel path clearly posted with “No Trespassing” signs.

Something violent had damaged the stand of pines growing on the right side of the path. The trees looked as if they had been blasted by napalm or something. A wave of nausea gripped her. Man, she was really losing it. The nightmares were bad. But the waking flashbacks were worse.

She took a few calming breaths and focused on the noise of her feet crunching on the gravel. She looked up. Clouds, heavy with rain, scudded across the sky, and a lone hawk circled, watching and waiting. She felt light-headed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten or slept.

She lowered her gaze. A medium-sized structure resembling Noah’s ark loomed ahead of her. Scaffolding had been set up around it, and it looked as if someone was giving the ark a fresh coat of paint. Still, for all that, the place seemed sad and abandoned. A few dead leaves, driven by the wind, swirled across the path.

She turned right and made a circuit of the place, hole to hole, past Adam and Eve, the Tower of Babel, and David and Goliath, feeling as if she’d slipped through the bounds of reality. She stopped at the tee box labeled “Plague of Frogs.” Something terrible had happened here. She remembered Pop talking about how the frogs used to spit water over the fairway. But there weren’t any frogs left. Just random frog legs stuck onto concrete lily pads.

She turned and walked past the undamaged Jonah and the Whale, then cut through the Wise Men with their bobbing camels and Jesus walking on water, until she reached the eighteenth hole.

She halfway expected this hole to be the much-laughed-about Tomb of Jesus. It would be just like Pop to want to have his ashes installed in the ersatz tomb of a messiah that wasn’t his. She could see him laughing his ass off as people putted golf balls across his grave. After all, Pop had a murderous short game.

But the eighteenth hole wasn’t a tomb.

It was a statue of Jesus. The sign beside the tee box displayed a quote from Mark 16: “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature.”

Apparently, the eighteenth hole was a celebration of the resurrection.

Stonewall Rhodes, the chief of police for the incorporated city of Last Chance, South Carolina, drove his cruiser south on Palmetto Avenue, taking his second-to-last circuit of the day. It was nearly five o’clock, and the light was fading quickly into dusk. It would be dark by the time he drove out to the edge of town and back.

He got about halfway to the Allenberg County line before he saw the silver Cadillac Escalade parked in the lot at Golfing for God. The New York tags caught his attention.

Cars with New York plates didn’t come through this neck of the woods very often—unless the folks in them were lost tourists searching for the road to Hilton Head or people making a pilgrimage to Golfing for God.

At one time, Golfing for God had attracted a fair number of pilgrims. The place was listed on RoadsideAmerica.com and had made it into a couple of tour guides. But it had been closed up for more than a year—ever since its propane tank had been struck by lightning.

Of course, Hettie Marshall and the Committee to Resurrect Golfing for God had just hired a contractor to begin fixing up the place. They were aiming for a big reopening in the spring. In the meantime, though, the “No Trespassing” signs were designed to keep the pilgrims and the pranksters away.

Stone pulled his cruiser into the golf course’s parking lot, the gravel crunching under its wheels. He eyeballed the Cadillac. It appeared to be unoccupied, but appearances could be deceiving. Before getting out of his car, he keyed the plate information into his cruiser’s computer. An instant later, the Cadillac’s history came back to him. There were no outstanding warrants involving the vehicle, which was registered to one Abe Chaikin of Kings Point, New York.

Stone stared at the name for a long moment as the little hairs on the back of his neck stood up on end.

The past had come back to haunt his town.

He snagged his Stetson from the passenger seat and dropped it on his head as he left the cruiser. He pulled his heavy-duty flashlight from his utility belt as he cautiously approached the vehicle. He shone the light through the driver’s side window and confirmed that the car was unoccupied.

The SUV was a late model, clean and fully loaded, with a GPS system and satellite radio in the dashboard. A well-worn canvas bag in army green occupied the cargo area, loaded with what looked like expensive camera equipment. The SUV was locked.

He turned away from the car and walked up the charred remains of the main walkway. He saw the woman as soon as he turned the corner by the first hole. She sat on the wooden bench at the feet of the resurrected Jesus on hole eighteen, with her head bowed as if deep in prayer. For a brief moment, it appeared as if the Savior’s hand moved outward toward the praying woman, as if He were trying to comfort her.

A shiver inched down Stone’s spine, and he blinked a couple of times. Only then did he realize that the deepening dusk had played a trick on him. A little sparrow sat in the hand of Jesus. It turned its head this way and that and gave the appearance of the statue’s hand in motion.

The woman was as tiny as a bird herself, with short-cropped dark hair that spiked around her head. She wore jeans and a peacoat. A stiff wind might blow her away.

She looked up, turning a pair of dark, hollow eyes in his direction. All the breath left his lungs as he found himself caught up in her stare. For an instant, he felt as if he might be looking at a ghost from some forgotten past. Her face was oddly gray in the fading light, the skin beneath her eyes smudged with the purple of exhaustion.

She looked hopelessly lost, like a small waif or street urchin.

A hot, tight feeling slammed into his chest. The unexpected intensity of the emotion was tempered by the immediate clanging of alarm bells in his head. She was trouble.

She had arrived in a car registered to Abe Chaikin—a man who had so upset the balance of things in Last Chance that practically everyone still remembered the incident.

He couldn’t shake the feeling that the woman was here for the same purpose. This tiny person was going to rend the daily fabric of life in his town, and he couldn’t let that happen.

She looked up at him, and he recognized his doom right there in her hollow eyes, just as he recognized something about her that he couldn’t even put words to. He had the odd feeling that he had known her for a long, long time.

Lark gripped the edge of the bench and stared at the fiberglass Jesus. This had to be the Excedrin headache to end all headaches. Was this Pop’s idea of a joke?

The sound of boots on gravel drew her attention to the walkway by the ark. A policeman came into view.

Holy crap, she was in trouble now.

“Ma’am,” the cop said. “What part of ‘no trespassing’ do you not understand? Golfing for God is not in business, and I’d be obliged if you would move on.”

She stood up, feeling dizzy and disconnected as she focused on the cop’s face. She recognized the green eyes, dimpled chin, and meandering nose. Crap. She was going crazy.

“Carmine?” she asked. Her throat hurt.

“Ma’am?” The cop went on alert. His shoulders stiffened, and his body coiled in that ready-for-action pose she’d seen in the marines patrolling the streets of Baghdad.

She blinked a couple of times, trying to clear her vision. He wasn’t Carmine, of course. And she was not losing her mind. She cleared her dry throat. “I was wondering if you could tell me where I might find Zeke Rhodes. I need to speak with him about something.”

“Ma’am, Zeke Rhodes has been dead for more than forty years. I would have expected you to know that.”

“Oh,” Lark said as she fought a wave of disappointment. “More than forty years? Really?”

“Yes, ma’am. He died the day Abe Chaikin left town.”

Her head throbbed, and her face went from hot to cold. “You knew my father?” That seemed unlikely.

“No, ma’am. But I’ve heard the stories about him. He hightailed it out of town the same day Zeke Rhodes died. They found Zeke’s body right where you’re standing now.”

She took a reflexive step backward, as if to avoid the long-dead body of Zeke Rhodes.

“Of course, not everyone thinks Zeke was murdered. There’s a big debate on that topic.”

“But you think he was.”

The cop’s shoulders moved a little. “Maybe. It happened before I was born. So you’re Abe’s daughter?”

“Oh, yeah, I’m his daughter.” The world started tilting sideways.

“Well, ma’am, some folks think your daddy murdered Zeke.”


All’s fair in love and literature…
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CHAPTER 1

Savannah White pulled her twelve-year-old Honda into Aunt Miriam’s driveway. She set the parking brake and studied the old Victorian house through the windshield. It had seen better days. Mauve and gold paint peeled from the shingles and trim, the porch steps sagged, and the azaleas along the front porch were overgrown, even if they were in full springtime bloom.

She studied the azaleas for a long moment. Savannah had visited Aunt Miriam only in the summertime, so she had never seen the azaleas in bloom before. The bright pink blossoms were a reminder that she was taking a huge risk. Savannah had no idea if she would even like living in Last Chance year-round.

Of course, no one knew yet that she planned to stay. If she had announced her plans, her ex-husband and his parents would have done everything in their power to stop her from leaving Baltimore with her son, Todd. But leaving for a few days to attend a funeral was acceptable. A death in the family trumped everything.

She turned toward Todd. He sat in the passenger seat, completely engrossed in a video game. His brown hair curled over his forehead, and the tip of his tongue showed at the corner of his mouth as he concentrated. His eyelashes were still amazingly long for a boy, but his skin was so pale that he looked like one of those teen vampires from Twilight, albeit a slightly chubby one.

“It’s time to put the game away,” Savannah said.

Todd didn’t acknowledge her request. Tuning her out had become a pattern.

“We have to go now. It’s time to meet Aunt Miriam.”

No response.

She reached over and took the game from his hands.

“Mom,” he whined, “I was just about to win that level.”

Savannah turned the damned thing off and tucked it into her oversized purse. “Sorry, kiddo, we’re here. It’s time to join the real world.”

He rolled his pretty brown eyes. “Aw, couldn’t I just stay in the car?”

“No.”

“But I didn’t even know Uncle Harry, and I’m sure Aunt Miriam is just some dumb old lady.”

Savannah ground her teeth. “You will show respect to Aunt Miriam, is that clear?”

“Yes. But I hate it here.”

“You’ve been here for five minutes, during which time you’ve done nothing but zap zombies.”

He rolled his eyes. “Mom, Semper Fi doesn’t have any zombies. I was shooting members of the imperial Japanese forces occupying Iwo Jima.”

Savannah stared at her son. “You know that World War II is over and the Japanese are our allies now, right?”

Todd crossed his arms over his chest and sank back into the seat. “I’m not going to some dumb old funeral.”

“The funeral isn’t until tomorrow. And you will get your butt out of this car and go be nice to your Aunt Miriam or I will put your PSP in a microwave and nuke it.”

“You wouldn’t. That would kill the microwave and blow up the apartment.”

“Don’t bet on it, kiddo.”

“If you did that, Dad would buy me another one and Grandmother would yell at you.”

And that was the problem, right there.

She drew herself up into full-out mommy mode. “I don’t care what your father or grandmother might do. You are with me right now, and you will get out of this car. Right now.”

He gave her a sulky look and then opened the car door.

She did the same and stepped out into a balmy March day.

“I’ve never seen a house painted puke green, gold, and purple before,” he said.

“It’s not that bad.”

The boy wrinkled his nose in disgust. “It’s hot. Are we gonna stand here looking at it all day?”

The muscles along Savannah’s shoulders knotted, and the headache she’d been fighting since they’d crossed the South Carolina border was beginning to actually throb.

Just then the front door opened with a bang, and a white-haired lady wearing a blue polyester pantsuit and a pair of red Keds appeared on the porch. Dark, almost black, eyes peered at Savannah through a pair of 1960s-style spectacles festooned with rhinestones. “Well, look who just turned up, pretty as a daisy. C’mon up here, sugar,” Aunt Miriam said, opening her arms.

Savannah took the rickety porch steps in two long strides and gave Aunt Miriam a bear hug.

“Oh, I’m so glad you came,” the old lady said.

Savannah pulled away and looked down at her great-aunt, noting the changes recorded in her face. Her apple cheeks now drooped a little along her jawline. Her skin looked pale and papery. Even the ever-present twinkle in her eyes was dimmed by time and sorrow. Savannah felt a sharp pang of regret that she had allowed so much time to elapse between visits. Aunt Miriam was getting old. Savannah wished with all her might that she could turn back the clock.

“I’m so sorry about Uncle Harry,” Savannah said.

Miriam nodded. “He was as old as dirt. And sick these last few years. I know at the end he just wanted to lay his burden down and go on home.” Her voice wavered.

Savannah gave Miriam another big hug and whispered, “I’m sure he did. But I know you would have liked him to stay a while longer.”

Miriam pushed back and wiped a few tears from her cheeks. “Enough of this maudlin stuff. Let me see that boy of yours. Last time I saw him, he was no bigger than a minute.”

Miriam turned her gaze down into the yard, where Todd slouched. Savannah’s son had assumed the preteen position: arms crossed and disinterest written all over his face.

“Hmm,” Aunt Mim said, “he’s a big boy, isn’t he?”

Savannah sighed. “Yes, he is.”

“Too bad he doesn’t live around here. I’m sure Harlan Atwater would be all over you to recruit him for Pop Warner football.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am. I think Todd would make an excellent center.”

Savannah filed that information away. Todd probably had no interest in playing football. But Savannah was determined to get her son off the couch and out into the fresh air. Last Chance had lots and lots of fresh air.

“Well, son,” Miriam said with a wave, “c’mon up here and meet your old Aunt Mim. I know you don’t remember me.”

The boy walked slowly up the stairs and stoically allowed himself to be hugged.

“Y’all come on in,” Aunt Miriam said, once she let Todd go. “I’ve got cookies and pie and enough food to choke a horse. The casserole brigade has been doing overtime these last few days. To be honest, I got so tired of Lillian Bray trying to take charge of my kitchen that I shooed them all away this noontime. They mean well, I suppose, but a whole day with Lillian is enough to try even the most patient of souls.”

She turned toward Todd. “I’m sure you’re hungry, son.”

Todd nodded. Todd was always hungry.

“Well, come on, then, I’ll show you the way to the kitchen.”

A burst of cool air greeted them in the hallway. It took a moment for Savannah’s eyes to adjust to the dark interior. The house had changed little in the eight years since her last visit. To the right stood the formal dining room, with its gleaming mahogany table and chairs upholstered in light green moiré. The china closet filled with blue willow ware still dominated the far wall. She could practically smell the ham and butter beans that Granny had served on those dishes all those years ago.

She turned her gaze to the left. The front parlor still contained Victorian settees upholstered in red velvet and striped damask silk. The baby grand piano, where she’d practiced endless scales and learned Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, still stood in the corner between the bay window and the pink marble fireplace.

She closed her eyes and breathed in the scents of lemon oil and beeswax and memory. This house had once belonged to her grandfather, Aunt Miriam’s older brother. And she had spent most of her summers here. Those had been happy times, for the most part.

Miriam came to a stop beside the oak stairway. “Oh, there you are. I called you to come down five minutes ago,” she said as a dark-headed man of about thirty-five two-stepped down to the landing and leaned into the newel post.

He hooked his thumbs through the loops of his Wranglers, lazily crossed one cowboy-booted heel over the other, and assumed the traditional western pose. Too hard and rangy to belong to the house, with its 1940s cabbage rose wallpaper, lace doilies, and china figurines, he looked like he’d just stepped out of a grade B western.

He gazed at Savannah with a pair of sexy eyes as blue as Bradley Cooper’s, and the corner of his mouth tipped up in a craggy smile. “It’s been a long time,” he said in a deep drawl.

She blinked a few times, taken by her visceral reaction to the obvious twang in his drawl. And then recognition flashed through Savannah like the Roman candles Granddaddy used to set off on the Fourth of July.

“Cousin Dash,” she said, “you still sound like a Texan.”

Dash’s gaze did a slow circuit of her body, and she felt naked as a jaybird under his intense inspection. “You’ve grown up some since I saw you last, Princess.”

“Don’t call me that,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’m not ten years old anymore.” Granddaddy had called Savannah Princess until the day he died, but in Dash’s mouth, the word came out as a twisted insult.

“No, I guess not.” His eyes flashed to Todd and back. “And I see you’ve become a momma.”

She turned toward her son. “Todd, this is Cousin Dash. When he was fifteen, he put a snake in my bed and blew up my favorite Barbie doll with a cherry bomb. I’m sure he is very sorry for what he did. And I am very—”

“Did the Barbie doll melt?” Todd asked.

Dash chuckled. “As I recall, it blew apart in about a dozen flaming pieces. But yeah, it melted.”

“It was my favorite, Twirly Curls Barbie. And—”

“Cool. What kind of snake did you put in the bed?” Todd asked.

“A garter snake, entirely harmless. Scared your momma to pieces, though. You should have seen her running through the hallway in her baby-doll nightie. It was the—”

“Dash, I really don’t think we have to rerun our entire history for Todd’s benefit, do we?” Savannah said.

“If we’re talking about the past, Princess, it’s because you raised the issue.”

Aunt Miriam entered the fray. “I declare you two sound just like you did when you were children. Now, both of y’all act like the adults you are and c’mon back to the kitchen and have some dinner. I’ve got one of Jenny Carpenter’s pies. A cherry one, I believe.”

Dash flashed a bright smile in Miriam’s direction. “Yes, ma’am, I will try to behave. But no thank you, ma’am, to the dinner and pie. I have errands to run up at the stable. Aunt Mim, will you be all right if I leave you with Savannah for a little bit?”

“You go on, Dash. I’m fine,” Miriam said.

He nodded to Savannah. “Welcome back,” he said without much enthusiasm. Then he strode toward the front door, his cowboy boots scraping across the oak floor. He stopped at the rack by the door and snagged an old, sweat-stained baseball hat bearing the logo of the Houston Astros. He slapped it down on his head and turned toward Miriam. “Don’t wait up. I’ll probably be late,” he said, then turned toward Savannah. “Princess.” He tipped his hat and headed through the open door.

“Dash, don’t slam—” Miriam’s admonishment was cut off by the loud bang of the front door slamming.

Todd spoke into the silence that followed: “He’s really cool, isn’t he?”

Oh great. Dash Randall was the last person on earth that Savannah wanted as a role model for her problem child.
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Don’t miss Hope Ramsay’s bestselling Last Chance series.

[image: image]

Available Now

Our town is way off the beaten path, but strange, wonderful miracles happen a lot around here.

Take Jane—who just arrived in town with only five dollars in her pocket. She’s turned Clay’s life upside down. But soon he’ll realize that he and Jane are singing the same tune.


“Ramsay strikes an excellent balance between tension and humor as she spins a fine yarn.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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Available Now

You won’t believe what’s happened. My son Tulane has come back home! But that’s not the half of it—Tulane isn’t only back, he’s brought a young lady with him. Now, Sarah is just about the sweetest girl you could meet, and the Ladies Auxiliary can’t wait to start matchmaking and introduce her to our Reverend Ellis. But mark my words, Sarah is tired of being a good girl. And no one is better at breaking the rules and raising Cain than my son…


“Last Chance, South Carolina, is a caring community filled with the promise of hope. Come for a visit!”

—Lori Wilde, New York Times bestselling author
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Available Now

Gracious me, my daughter, Rocky, needs my help. I always knew she wasn’t interested in the local boys, but she’s come home with English royalty! Hugh is classy and handsome, but I’m not sure he’s right for my little girl. Come visit and catch up on all the local gossip.


“[A] little Bridget Jones meets Sweet Home Alabama.”

—GrafWV.com
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Available September 25, 2012

I’ve been wishing for a miracle for my oldest boy, Stone, and this Christmas my prayers might just be answered! Her name is Lark, and she’s just arrived here in Last Chance. Ever since his wife died, Stone’s put everything into raising his daughters and dodging the Christ Church Ladies Auxiliary matchmakers. I only hope he can let go of the past soon enough to keep her…


“How could you not believe in angels after reading this wonderful holiday story?”

—Sherryl Woods, New York Times bestselling author
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Looking for more great digital reads? We’ve got you covered!
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How do you have a life when everyone in America thinks you gave the president-elect a fatal heart attack during an illicit sex romp? Emma Jamison never thought she’d have to answer that question, but here she is, smack-dab in the middle of a political scandal that would make Monica Lewinsky blush. Trouble is, nobody believes that Emma wasn’t the call girl who killed the president-to-be with her, uh, carnal skills. So Emma packs up and moves to small-town Chartreuse, Louisiana, to escape her infamy and to start over.
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Ralphie Chickalini is on the verge of living happily ever after with his perfect fiancée. But when Ralphie bumps into two psychic sisters at a New Year’s Eve party, his life is thrown in an unexpected direction. Now Daria is channeling a spirit with a message for Ralphie: his late father has returned to guide him to true love. But Daria has her own life to live, and she plans to move back to Arizona, messages from another world aside. Despite contrary inclinations, Daria and Ralphie will soon realize that their paths are destined to collide.
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The last thing navy secret agent Joel Hunter expected on this surveillance gig was a luscious brunette bursting through his window. Now he and Marlie Montague are blowing the doors off a full-blown conspiracy with more double agents than a Bond flick. Is she a femme fatale or an endearing bookworm? And how does she leave him both shaken and stirred?
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Imagine! Retired baseball star Jake “the Rake” Sims living here—in the flesh! Well, he won’t find Alicia Greene an easy conquest (she does not do bad boys). Jake swears he’s reformed, but Alicia’s not buying it, and their matchmaking neighbors are doing their best to foil the couple’s “good” intentions. They may be on to something…
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