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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.
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