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Prologue


New York City, 1990


She was going back to Palmetto.


Standing at her office window, Jade Sperry adjusted the blinds and gazed down twenty stories at the snarled traffic around Lincoln Center. A cold wind whipped around the street corners with the impetus of the city buses that belched noxious fumes into the polluted air. Looking like frantic, yellow beetles, taxi cabs scurried from one congested traffic lane to another. Pedestrians never broke their stride, but continued to move, clutching their belongings.


It had been a struggle for Jade to adjust to such constant motion when she moved to New York. At first intersections proved hazardous. There was nothing quite as terrifying as standing on the curb of a busy avenue in downtown Manhattan, wondering which would mow her down first—a menacing taxi, a lumbering city bus, or the hoards of people pressing her from behind and growing impatient with the out-of-towner whose speech was as slow as her hesitant gait.


As with every challenge, Jade had ducked her head and tackled it. She didn’t move as fast, or hear as quickly, or speak as rapidly as the natives, but she wasn’t intimidated by them—just different. She hadn’t been bred to bustle. Jade Sperry had been raised in an environment where the most industrious individual on a summer day might be a dragonfly skimming a tidal swamp.


By the time she reached New York, she had become accustomed to hard work and self-sacrifice. So she had acclimated and survived, because her South Carolinian stiff-necked pride was just as characteristic as her speech.


Today, it had all paid off. Thousands of hours of planning, plotting, and hard work had finally been rewarded. No one could guess how many years and tears she had invested in her return to her hometown.


She was going back to Palmetto.


There were those there who had much to atone for, and Jade would see to it that they did. The restitution she had dreamed of was within her grasp. She now had the power to make it happen.


She continued to gaze out the window, but little of the street scene below registered with her. Rather, she saw tall grass swaying in coastal marshes. She smelled pungent salt air and heady magnolias. She tasted low-country cooking. The skyscrapers were replaced by tall pines; the broad avenues became sluggishly flowing channels. She remembered how it felt to breathe air so heavy and thick that it didn’t even stir the limp, gray Spanish moss that dripped from the branches of ancient live oaks.


She was going back to Palmetto.


And when she got there, all hell was going to break loose.




Chapter One


Palmetto, South Carolina, 1976


“The hell you say!”


“Swear to God.”


“You’re a liar, Patchett.”


“How ’bout it, Lamar? Am I lying, or not? Can’t a good whore put a rubber on you using only her mouth?”


Lamar Griffith divided his quizzical look between his best friends, Hutch Jolly and Neal Patchett. “I don’t know, Neal. Can she?”


“Why’d I bother asking you,” Neal scoffed. “You’ve never been to a whore.”


“And you have?” Hutch guffawed.


“Yeah, I have. Lots of times.”


The three high school seniors occupied a booth at the local Dairy Barn. Hutch and Lamar shared one vinyl bench. Neal was sprawled along the other, across the pink Formica table.


“I don’t believe a word of it,” Hutch said.


“My old man took me to her.”


Lamar grimaced at the thought. “Weren’t you embarrassed?”


“Hell no.”


Hutch looked at Lamar scornfully. “He’s lying, you fool.” Turning back to Neal, he asked, “Where is this whorehouse?”


Neal checked his reflection in the plate glass window at the end of the booth. His handsome face gazed back at him. Just the right amount of dark blond bangs dipped low over the brows above his sexy green eyes. His maroon and white high school letter jacket looked well used and hung jauntily off his shoulders.


“I didn’t say he took me to a whorehouse. I said he took me to a whore.”


Hutch Jolly wasn’t as physically attractive as his friend Neal. He was a big, gawky boy with wide, bony shoulders and bright red hair. His ears poked straight out from the sides of his head. Leaning in closer, he licked his fleshy lips. His voice was soft and conspiratorial. “You mean to tell me there’s a whore right here in town? Who is she? What’s her name? Where does she live?”


Neal gave his friends a lazy smile. “You think I’m going to share a secret like that with you two? Next thing I’d know, you’d be beating down her door, making damn fools of yourselves. I’d be ashamed to claim I knew you.”


He signaled the waitress and ordered another round of cherry Cokes. Once their fountain drinks had been delivered, Neal sneaked a silver flask from the inside pocket of his letter jacket and liberally laced his drink before offering it to the others. Hutch helped himself to the bourbon.


Lamar declined. “No, thanks. I’ve had enough.”


“Chickenshit,” Hutch said, gouging him in the gut with his elbow.


Neal slipped the flask back into his jacket pocket. “My old man says there are two things a man never gets enough of. Whiskey and women.”


“Amen.” Hutch agreed with anything Neal said.


“Don’t you agree, Lamar?” Neal taunted.


The dark-haired boy shrugged. “Sure.”


Frowning with displeasure, Neal flopped back against the booth. “You’re getting downright serious on us, Lamar. If you can’t keep up, we’ll have to start leaving you behind.”


Lamar’s dark eyes filled with worry. “What do you mean ‘keep up’?”


“I mean like raising hell. I mean like getting laid. I mean like getting drunk.”


“His mama doesn’t like for him to do those bad things.” Hutch effeminately folded his large, ruddy hands beneath his chin and batted his eyelashes. Speaking in a falsetto voice, he looked and sounded ridiculous. Lamar took the jibe seriously.


“I puked my guts out the same as y’all last Friday night!” he exclaimed. “Didn’t I steal those watermelons this summer like you told me to, Neal? Wasn’t I the one who bought the spray paint when we wrote that graffiti on the post office wall?”


Hutch and Neal laughed at his vehemence. Neal reached across the table and slapped Lamar’s cheek. “You’ve done real good, Lamar. Real good.” Unable to keep a straight face, he burst into laughter again.


Hutch’s bony shoulders were shaking with mirth. “You puked up more than the two of us put together, Lamar. What’d your mama think of your hangover yesterday morning?”


“She didn’t know I was feeling bad. I stayed in bed.”


They were bored. Sunday nights were always boring. The bad girls were recuperating from Saturday night bacchanals and didn’t want to be bothered. The good girls went to church. There were no sporting events scheduled on Sundays. They hadn’t felt like crabbing or fishing that evening.


So Neal, always the leader and strategist, had rounded up the other two in his sports car and they had cruised the streets of Palmetto, looking for something to do to amuse themselves. But after cruising the main drag several times, they had failed to find any action in town.


“Want to go out to Walmart and look around?” Lamar had suggested.


The other two chorused, “No.”


“I know,” Neal said in a burst of inspiration, “let’s go to one of the nigger churches. That’s always a hoot.”


“Un-uh,” Hutch said, shaking his fiery head. “My daddy said he’d skin me if we did that again. Last time we went, it nearly started a race riot.” Hutch’s father, Fritz, was the county sheriff. Fritz Jolly had served as the boys’ consciences on numerous occasions.


Their last resort had been to go to the Dairy Barn, hoping that some action would find them. As long as they kept placing orders and behaved themselves, the management wouldn’t kick them out. Of course, there would be hell to pay if Neal was caught with the bottle of whiskey in his coat.


His father, Ivan, had told him before leaving the house not to take any beer with him. “How come?” Neal had asked.


“Because Fritz called me yesterday morning. He was good and pissed off. Said Hutch came home stinking drunk Friday night and that you had supplied the beer. He said the sheriff’s son can’t be driving around town drunk and raising hell. Dora Jolly was fit to be tied, too. I told him I’d look into it.”


“Well?”


“Well, I’m looking into it,” Ivan had thundered. “Lay off the beer tonight.”


“Christ.” Neal slammed out of the house. Once he got to his car, he chuckled and patted the inside pocket of his jacket, where he’d hidden the silver flask of expensive bourbon. Ivan would never miss it.


By now, however, the fun of having pulled one over on his old man had fizzled. Hutch was devouring his second hamburger. His table manners disgusted Neal. He ate each meal like it might be his last, taking huge bites, gulping noisily, not bothering to suspend conversation while he was chewing.


Lamar was always a gutless pain in the ass. He was a perennial worrier whose company Neal tolerated because of Lamar’s culpability. It was amusing to have a sucker around to be the butt of practical jokes and a target for verbal abuse. Lamar was affable and above average-looking, but the only real purpose he served was to be Neal’s punching bag.


Tonight, he was as sullen and nervous as ever. Every time anybody spoke to him, he jumped. Neal supposed Lamar’s habitual jitters came from living with his mama. That old bat was enough to make anybody jumpy.


Myrajane Griffith thought she was hot snot because she was a former Cowan. At one time, the Cowans had been the largest producing cotton planters between Savannah and Charleston. But that had been long before folks nowadays could remember. The Cowans had fallen on hard times; most of them had died. The old plantation house near the coast was still standing, but it had long ago been foreclosed upon and condemned.


Still, Myrajane clung to her maiden name like a runt shoat to a hind teat. She was an employee of the Patchett Soybean Plant, like almost everybody else in the three neighboring counties. She rubbed elbows with coloreds and people she wouldn’t have spit on in better days. She had browbeaten her husband until he died. When Ivan viewed Lamar’s father’s body in the casket, he had remarked that the poor bastard was smiling for the first time in years.


Jesus, Neal thought, no wonder Lamar is nervous all the time, living with that harpy.


Neal was glad his mother had died when he was a baby. A series of nannies, mostly colored women from around Palmetto, had reared him until he got too old to spank and started hitting back. His mother, Rebecca Flory Patchett, had been blond and pale and the worst lay Ivan had ever had, or so Ivan had told Neal when the boy had expressed curiosity about his mother’s nature.


“Rebecca was a pretty little thing, but screwing her was like sticking it in an icepack. She gave me what I wanted, though.” Here Ivan had socked him lightly on the jaw. “A son.”


Neal thought that having one parent to answer to was bad enough, although Ivan was lenient and usually looked the other way whenever he got into trouble. Ivan paid for Neal’s speeding tickets and covered the cost of the things he destroyed or shoplifted.


“For Chris’ sake, do you know who my daddy is!” Neal had shouted to the hardware store clerk who had recently caught him stealing.


Sheriff Fritz Jolly had called Ivan to the scene to smooth things over. Neal had walked out of the store with the hunting knife he had pilfered, wearing a complacent smile that infuriated the frustrated sales clerk. The fellow later found his car with four slashed tires.


Neal wished he had something fun like that to do tonight.


“Church is out.” Lamar’s observation pulled Neal from his musings.


A group of young people filed into the Diary Barn. Neal immediately dismissed the boys as Jesus freaks and thereby unworthy of his attention. But he gave each girl a smoldering once-over. Just that did wonders for a girl’s ego and made her dream good dreams at night.


Besides, it never hurt to prepare a field for future plowing. He might be desperate for company some night and need one of these girls. If and when he called, she would remember the lustful look he’d given her. He had once boasted that he could convert a church-choir soprano into a slut in five minutes flat. It wasn’t an empty boast.


“Hi, Neal. Hi, Lamar. Hi, Hutch.”


Donna Dee Monroe stopped at the end of their booth. Out of habit, Neal’s eyes slid down her body, then back up. “Hi, Donna Dee. Did you get saved tonight?”


“I’m already saved. But I’m sure you’re going to burn in hell, Neal Patchett.”


He laughed. “Goddamn right. I look forward to every minute of getting there. Hi, Florene.”


One of the girls with Donna Dee had been at the country club Valentine’s dance a few weeks ago. The pickings had been slim that night, so he’d flirted with her when ordinarily he wouldn’t even have noticed her. He’d danced with her until she was melting—literally. When he got her outside and slipped his hand beneath her dress and between her thighs, his fingers had come away damp. Just as it was getting interesting, her daddy had come looking for her.


Now Neal lowered his eyelids and, in a sultry voice, asked, “Did you have any sins to confess tonight, Florene? Been entertaining any impure thoughts lately?”


The girl blushed to the roots of her hair, mumbled something unintelligible, and hurried to catch up with the group of churchgoers she had come in with.


Donna Dee lingered. She was a cheeky girl with dark, flashing eyes and a quick, sometimes ribald wit. Unfortunately, she wasn’t too much in the looks department. Her hair was straight and thin. She wore it parted down the middle, not from choice but because that’s all she could coax it to do. Her profile came to a point where her nostrils met her upper lip. Together with her uncorrected overbite and darting eyes, she resembled a friendly rat. She had a thing for Hutch, but, as usual, he ignored her.


“Look who’s here,” he said, drawing Neal’s attention to the parking lot beyond the window. “Mr. Student Body President.”


They watched Gary Parker pull his car into one of the spaces. His steady, Jade Sperry, was sitting in the front seat, close beside him.


“And he’s got the best student body with him.”


Neal shot Lamar a poisonous look, unable to tell whether Lamar was mocking him with that crack. Surely not. He had kept his interest in Jade Sperry a secret from everyone.


“That car of his is a piece of shit,” Hutch commented to no one in particular.


Lamar said, “Doesn’t seem to bother Jade.”


“Of course not, you creep,” Donna Dee said. “She’s in love with him. It doesn’t matter to her that he’s as poor as Job’s turkey. I’m gonna go say hi to them. See y’all later.”


Neal glowered darkly through the window as he watched Gary and Jade. Gary must have said something amusing because Jade laughed and leaned into him, rubbing her temple against his chin.


“Damn, she’s hot,” Hutch groaned. “He’s a frigging farmer. What attracts her?”


“His brain,” Lamar said.


“Or maybe she’s impressed by his big plow,” Hutch joked.


Lamar laughed. Neal remained stonily silent. Motionless, his eyes unwavering, he watched Gary softly kiss Jade’s lips before opening the car door and stepping out. It had been a chaste, tepid kiss. Neal wondered, not for the first time, if she had ever been kissed by somebody who meant business—somebody like him.


Jade was indisputably the best-looking girl in Palmetto High School. The best-looking girl was supposed to belong to Neal Patchett, just like the best clothes and the best car. His old man was the richest, most powerful man in the area. That alone entitled him to whatever he wanted. Apparently no one had informed Miss Jade Sperry of that.


No matter how high Gary’s IQ was, Neal would never understand how she could prefer a piss-poor farmer like Gary over him. Not only did she show a marked lack of interest, but Neal got the impression that she felt disgusted by him. With an inexplicable reverse snobbery, she regarded him as a lowlife. Oh, she was always polite—Jade was courteous to everybody—but beneath her polite veneer, Neal detected a scornful attitude that ate at him.


Maybe she didn’t know what she was missing. Maybe she hadn’t realized that she was settling for less than the best. Maybe it was time she found out.


“Come on,” he said suddenly, sliding out of the booth. He tossed down enough money to cover the cost of their drinks and Hutch’s burgers, then sauntered to the door.


Outside, he headed for the window where customers placed carry-out orders. He didn’t have to ask Hutch and Lamar if they cared to follow. They fell into step behind him, as he had known they would.


* * *


Donna Dee opened the passenger-side door of Gary Parker’s car and slid in beside Jade. “I didn’t know you were coming here,” Jade said. “You could have ridden from church with us.”


“And been a fifth wheel? No, thanks.”


There was no rancor in Donna Dee’s voice. The two girls had been inseparable since the first day of kindergarten. While it was obvious to anyone who saw them together that Jade outshone the other girl, Donna Dee harbored no malice toward her more attractive, more accomplished friend.


“What’d you think of the sermon tonight?” Donna Dee asked. “Did you feel God’s breath on the back of your neck every time the preacher said the word fornication?”


Jade had been uncomfortable with the subject of the sermon, but she replied evenly, “I’ve got nothing to be guilty about.”


“Yet,” Donna Dee said.


Jade sighed in consternation. “I knew I never should have confided in you that Gary and I had talked about it.”


“Oh, for crying out loud,” Donna Dee exclaimed. “Y’all have been going together for three years. Everybody thinks you’ve already done it a million times.”


Jade bit her lower lip. “My mother included. We had an argument before Gary picked me up tonight.”


“So?” Donna Dee borrowed a lipstick from Jade’s purse and spread it on. “You’re always having arguments with your mom. I hate to say it, Jade, but your mom’s a real bitch.”


“She doesn’t understand that I love Gary.”


“Sure she does. That’s the problem. She doesn’t want you to love him. She thinks you can do better than him.”


“There is no one better.”


“You know what I mean,” Donna Dee said, still searching through Jade’s purse. “She’d like to see you wind up with somebody rich and influential, you know—somebody like Neal.”


Jade shuddered with disgust. “Fat chance.”


“Do you think he really felt up Florene at the country club Valentine’s dance? Or was she just bragging? She can be all mouth.”


“I don’t think being felt up by Neal Patchett is anything to brag about.”


“Well, you’re the exception.”


“Thank heaven.”


“Neal’s good-looking,” Donna Dee observed.


“I can’t stand him. Look at him now. He thinks he’s so cool.”


The two girls watched Neal and his friends encircle Gary where he was waiting in line to place his take-out order. Neal punched Gary in the shoulder a couple of times, and when Gary told him to cut it out, he assumed a boxer’s stance.


“He’s so obnoxious,” Jade said with distaste.


“Yeah. I wish Hutch didn’t hang around with him so much.”


It was no secret that Donna Dee was madly in love with Hutch Jolly. She wore her heart on her sleeve. Secretly, Jade thought Hutch looked and acted like a bumpkin, but, at the risk of hurting Donna Dee’s feelings, she never voiced her opinion.


Nor had she ever told Donna Dee about all the times Hutch had called her asking for dates. She had declined his invitations because of Gary. But even if she hadn’t had a steady boyfriend, she would never have dated Hutch because of Donna Dee.


“You don’t like Hutch, do you, Jade?” Donna Dee asked her now.


“I like him fine.” Truthfully, Hutch made her uncomfortable. They had trigonometry class together, and she often caught him staring at her. Whenever she did, he would blush beneath his freckles, then assume an arrogant air to cover his embarrassment.


“What’s wrong with him?” There was a defensive edge to Donna Dee’s voice.


“Nothing. Honestly. Nothing except the company he keeps.”


“Do you think he’ll invite me to the prom, Jade? I’ll die if he doesn’t.”


“You won’t die,” Jade said wearily. Donna Dee looked so crestfallen at Jade’s lack of empathy that she changed her tone. “I’m sorry, Donna Dee. I hope Hutch asks you. Really, I do.”


Their senior prom, coming up in May, already seemed trivial and juvenile. To Jade it represented just one more delay in Gary and her getting on with their lives. She certainly didn’t think it was anything to get in a big stew over, although maybe that was because she was guaranteed a date with Gary. Unlike Donna Dee, she didn’t have to worry about the disgrace of not having an escort on that momentous night.


“I can’t think of anybody else Hutch would ask, can you?” Donna Dee asked worriedly.


“No.” Jade glanced at her wristwatch. “What’s taking so long? I’ve got to be home by ten or my mother will start in again.”


“And you’ve got to leave time to park, huh?” Donna Dee gazed at her friend and whispered, “When you and Gary make out, do you just want to die from being so turned on?”


“Yes,” Jade admitted, shivering slightly. “And because we have to stop.”


“You don’t have to.”


Jade’s sleek, dark brows pulled together into a frown. “If Gary and I love each other, how can it be wrong, Donna Dee?”


“I never said it was.”


“But the preacher does. And the Bible does. My mother does. Everybody does.”


“Everybody says that fornication—”


“Don’t use that word for it. It’s such an ugly word.”


“What would you call it then?”


“Making love.”


Donna Dee shrugged. “Same difference. Anyway, everybody says that lovemaking outside of marriage is a sin, but does anybody really believe that?” Donna Dee shook her head of dark, straight hair. “I don’t think so. I think everybody except us is sinning like crazy and having a damn good time. If I had a chance, I would.”


“Would you?” Jade asked, wanting her friend’s endorsement.


“If Hutch asked me, you bet your sweet ass I would.”


Jade looked at Gary through the windshield and felt a warm rush of pleasure, coupled with anxiety. “Maybe it’s not a sin. Maybe it’s time Gary and I stopped listening to the preacher and followed our instincts. Oh, I just don’t know,” she moaned. “We’ve talked the subject to death and we only end up more frustrated than before.”


“Oh, for pity’s sake,” Donna Dee grumbled. “I’m going back inside. See ya.”


“Wait, Donna Dee,” Jade said, catching her sleeve. “Are you mad?”


“No.”


“You sound mad.”


“Well gee, Jade, I wish I had your problems. I wish I had your naturally wavy black hair and flawless skin. I wish I had big blue eyes and eyelashes a mile long. I wish I had a boyfriend who panted after my body but also respected me. I wish I had a computer brain and a full scholarship to college.”


“I haven’t got the scholarship yet,” Jade said, minimizing Donna Dee’s backhanded compliments.


“Oh, but you will. It’s only a matter of time. Everything always turns out right for you, Jade. That’s why it’s annoying as hell to listen to you whine. What have you got to complain about?


“You’re gorgeous without even trying. You’re smart. You’re popular. You’ll probably be valedictorian of our class, and if not you, then the boy who worships the ground you walk on and the air you breathe. If you want to screw yourselves into delirium, do it. If you don’t, don’t. But shut up about it, okay?”


After her outburst, Donna Dee swore beneath her breath. In a softer tone, she said, “You ought to pay me to be your best friend, Jade. It isn’t an easy job, you know.”


She snatched up her purse and stepped onto the pavement, closing the car door behind her.


* * *


“Hi, Gary.” Neal’s tone was deceptively friendly. Matching it, Lamar and Hutch repeated him.


“Hi, y’all.” Gary’s smile was open and guileless. “What’s going on?”


“Nothing much,” Neal replied. “You heard anything about your scholarship yet?”


“Not yet. Neither has Jade. Could be any day now, though.”


“Do you want nuts on those sundaes, Gary?” the waitress in the window asked.


“Sure.”


“Sure,” Neal drawled. He looked toward the car where Jade was sitting. “Jade loves nuts. Big ones.”


Hutch sputtered with laughter. Lamar snickered.


Gary’s smile vanished. “Cut it out, Neal,” he said crossly. He glanced over his shoulder toward the car.


Innocently, Neal raised his hands. “It was a joke. Can’t you take a joke?” Playfully, he punched Gary’s shoulder.


Gary flinched angrily. “Not where Jade’s concerned.”


“Here you go, Gary,” the waitress said, sliding the two desserts through the window. “One butterscotch sundae and one chocolate. That’ll be a dollar fifty.”


“Thanks.” Gary paid her, then pulled two paper napkins from the dispenser and took a sundae in each hand. He turned away from the window, but Neal blocked his path, flanked by Hutch and Lamar.


“Which one’s Jade’s?”


Missing the point of Neal’s seemingly innocuous question, Gary shrugged. “The butterscotch.”


Each sundae was crowned with a bright red cherry. Neal took the cherry by its stalk and plucked it off the mound of whipped cream. He sucked it into his mouth, then, with a dramatic gesture, pulled the stem out. He rolled the cherry in his mouth before catching it between his front teeth where it was visible. Looking directly at Jade, he suggestively sank his teeth into it, then chewed it with lascivious pleasure before swallowing it.


Facing Gary, he smirked. “Tell your girl friend I enjoyed eating her cherry.”


“You sorry son of a bitch. Eat this.”


Gary shoved one of the sundaes into Neal’s smug face. Neal, taken completely off guard, staggered backward, choking on the goo that covered his face. Gary seized the advantage. Hooking his heel around Neal’s, he yanked hard, pulling Neal off his feet. He went down backward onto the pavement.


Gary stood above him. “Keep your filthy mouth shut about Jade.” He dumped the second sundae into Neal’s lap, then strode to his car.


Neal leaped to his feet, sputtering threats. “I’ll kill you for that, Parker. Nobody fucks with me like that and gets away with it.” He became aware of the comic spectacle he was making of himself and diverted his fury. “Jesus Christ!” he shouted to his two friends, who were immobilized with shock over seeing Neal outdone. “Are you gonna just stand there with your thumbs up your asses? Help me out here.”


Hutch and Lamar sprang forward, offering handkerchiefs and paper napkins. As he wiped his face clean, Neal glared at Gary’s retreating car. The farmer might think he had gotten the best of him, but he had another think coming.




Chapter Two


“I should have beaten him to within an inch of his life.”


“You made your point, Gary.” Jade laughed when she remembered Neal’s flabbergasted expression as the soft frozen custard dripped off his nose.


“Why didn’t I give him what he really had coming?”


“Because you’re not a Neanderthal like him. A fistfight is beneath your dignity. Besides, you were outnumbered. You would have had to fight Hutch and Lamar, too.”


“I’m not afraid of them!”


Jade thought that expending so much energy on machismo was ridiculous, but she did her best to stroke Gary’s ego. “Please stop fretting about it. Neal’s not worth it.” After a short silence, she asked, “What did he say to make you so mad?”


“Something typical of him,” he replied dismissively. “One of his sly innuendos. His mind is a septic tank. He insulted you.” He slammed his fist into his opposite palm. “God, he’s a son of a bitch. I don’t care how rich he is, he’s vermin.”


“Knowing that, why are you letting him spoil our time together? I’ve got to be home soon.”


Gary had soft brown hair and tender amber eyes. Gentleness was more at home on his face than anger. At Jade’s mild rebuke, his face relaxed into its usual affable expression. He stroked her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “You’re right. It would tickle Neal to know he had ruined our evening. It’s just that I hate to hear your name coming out of his filthy mouth.”


She combed her fingers up through his hair. “I love you, Gary Parker.”


“I love you, too.”


Kissing her with fervor and passion, he pressed his hand against the small of her back, bringing together as much of their bodies as was possible within the confines of the front seat of his car. He had parked in a remote spot on a road that bordered one of the tidal swamps.


Outside, the February evening was cool and damp. Inside the car, it was warm and getting warmer. Within minutes, the windows were fogged up. Jade and Gary were breathing heavily, their fine young bodies on fire with the kind of lust the preacher’s sermon had condemned. Gary buried his fingers in her thick, inky-dark hair. He slipped his other hand beneath her sweater. “Jade?” She looked up at him, her eyes fluid with desire. “You know I love you, don’t you?”


She took his hand and guided it to her breast. “I know you love me.”


They had started dating in their sophomore year. Before that, Jade had been escorted to school dances and parties by boys whose parents served as chaperons. She had met boys at the movie theater on Friday nights, but Donna Dee had always been with her. Beyond some hand-holding and an occasional, chaste good-night kiss, Jade hadn’t had intimate contact with the opposite sex until she went out with Gary. She hadn’t wanted to.


On their second date, he had parted her lips and French kissed her. Some girls claimed to love that; others said the very idea of it was revolting. After that night, Jade firmly believed that the latter group was comprised of those who had never been French kissed. Feeling Gary’s tongue moving inside her mouth had been the most delicious sensation she had ever experienced.


For months, those deeply satisfying kisses were the extent of their necking. Their intimacy developed gradually, as their initial physical attraction matured into something stronger. She had yearned to feel his hand on her breast long before he had dared to place it there. From touching her through her clothing, he had advanced to reaching inside to caress bare skin. Now, her breast filled his gently kneading hand. They tempered the abandon with which they kissed so that they could fully experience the pleasure of their caresses. His lips whisked hers as she reached into his letter jacket and unbuttoned his shirt. Her hands moved over his smooth, hard chest. Reaching behind her, he unfastened her bra with a skill that he had developed from practice. He touched her nipples. They hardened beneath his stroking fingers.


Jade murmured her delight. When he pressed his open mouth over one nipple and applied his tongue to it, she gave a soft cry of longing. “Gary, I want to make love.”


“I know. I know.”


Her pantyhose fit tightly, but he worked his hand beneath them and into the dense curls that had been mashed flat. Only in the last few weeks had they allowed themselves to go this far. It was still new and strange and wonderful to feel Gary’s fingers caressing the most secretive part of her body.


She bit her lower lip to hold back her moans of pleasure. Her breasts were raised to sensitive peaks that he gently sponged with his tongue. She wanted to weep from the joy of sharing her body with him. Tonight, she decided to return the pleasure he so unselfishly gave her. She loved his tall, solid, athlete’s body and wanted to know it more intimately. Reaching between his thighs, she awkwardly pressed her palm against the fly of his pants.


Gary’s head snapped back. He sucked in a sharp breath. His caressing hand fell still beneath her pantyhose.


“Jade?”


She was embarrassed, but resolutely kept her hand where it was instead of drawing it back. “Hmm?”


“You don’t have to do that. What I mean is, I don’t want you to think I expect it.”


“I know. But I want to.” Her palm applied more pressure.


Whispering her name repeatedly, he grappled with his belt buckle, a button, and his zipper, then tentatively guided her hand inside his trousers. Beneath his underwear his skin was hot. His shaft was hard. He folded her fingers around it. Jade was shocked by how big it was. She’d had indications, of course, but feeling an indistinct bulge against her belly through her clothes was far different from enclosing his fully extended sex with her hand.


While he kissed her fiercely, she bashfully explored his erection. Her hand made a sliding motion up and down that stopped his breath. He groaned her name and slipped his finger up between the fleshy lips of her sex.


The motion caused a friction unlike anything Jade had ever felt. She tilted her hips up, reaching for him, reaching for something that eluded her. Again he moved his finger. It was like being skimmed by Fourth of July sparklers. Her entire lower body tingled.


“Gary?” This was a marvelous discovery. She wanted to tell him about it, share it with him. “Gary?” Her hand closed tightly around his penis.


With a low, frustrated growl, Gary pulled away from her and sat up. He pushed her hand away from his lap. “Stop. If you don’t, I’m going to make a mess.”


“I don’t care,” she whispered.


“I do.” Crossing his hands over the top of the steering wheel, he ground his forehead against his white knuckles. “Jade, I’m sick of this shit. I want to do it so bad.”


The promising tingles that she had felt now blinked and went out. She regretted that. They had been stunning, breathtaking, almost scary, but she wished she could have found out what they led to. Was it an orgasm?


But her primary concern was for Gary, who she knew was far more frustrated than she. She moved closer to him and smoothed her hand over his head.


“I don’t know which is worse,” he said hoarsely, “not touching you at all, or touching you to this point, where I want you so much I hurt all over.”


“I think not touching at all would be much worse. For me anyway.”


“It would be hell for me, too. But we can’t go on like this.”


“Then let’s not.”


He raised his head and looked at her. For several moments, his brown eyes searched her face. Then he lowered his gaze and shook his head regretfully. “We can’t, Jade. You’re the best thing I’ve got going for me. I can’t ruin it.”


“Why would making love ruin it?”


“What if you got pregnant?”


“I wouldn’t. Not if we take precautions.”


“You still could. Then our chances for getting out of this place,” he jutted his chin toward the windshield, “would be shot to hell. I’d have to grow soybeans for Ivan Patchett, and you’d have to go to work in his goddamn factory. Everybody would say I had no better sense than my daddy, and they’d be right.”


Because of the ever-growing number of little Parkers, the joke around town was that Gary’s father, Otis, didn’t know when to quit. That was just one of the stigmas that Gary was determined to shrug off.


He drew Jade against his chest and propped his chin on the top of her head. “We can’t gamble away our chance to make a better life.”


“Making love now doesn’t necessarily mean that our futures are doomed to misery.”


“It scares me to tempt fate, though. The only time I really feel good is when I’m with you, Jade. The rest of the time I feel so alone. That sounds crazy, doesn’t it? How could I feel alone with six younger brothers and sisters in the house? But it’s true.


“Sometimes I think I must have been a foundling, that I don’t really belong to my parents. My daddy is resigned to fields that flood and crops that rot and selling his produce in a feudalistic town like Palmetto. He hates being poor and ignorant but doesn’t do anything to help himself. He takes whatever shit Ivan Patchett shovels him and is glad to get it.


“Well, I’m poor, but I’m not ignorant. I’m sure as hell not cowed by the Patchetts. I’m not going to be like my daddy, accepting things as they are just because that’s the way they’ve always been. I’m going to make something of myself.


“I know I can, Jade, if I’ve got you pulling for me.” He took her hand and pressed her palm to his lips, leaving it there while he spoke. “But in the meantime, I’m so afraid of letting you down.”


“You could never let me down.”


“One of these days, you might decide it’s not worth the struggle. You might decide that you want a guy who hasn’t got so far to go, who hasn’t got anything to prove. A guy like Neal.”


She pulled her hand away from his and blinked her eyes angrily. “Don’t ever say anything like that to me again. It sounds like something my mother would say, and you know how angry it makes me when she starts planning my life for me.”


“Maybe some of the things she says are right, Jade. A girl who looks like you deserves somebody with money and social status, somebody who could lay the world at your feet. That’s what I want to do. What if you lose patience with me before I’m able to?”


“Listen to me, Gary Parker. I don’t give a flip about social status. I don’t pine after a life of luxury. I have ambitions of my own, which would be in place whether or not I loved you. Getting a scholarship is only the first step of many. Just like you, I’ve got my own family disgrace to live down. The only world I want at my feet is the one that I create for myself.” She softened her tone and looped her arms around his neck. “The one that we create together.”


“You’re something, you know that?” He squeezed his eyes shut and whispered fervently, “God, I’m glad you chose me.”


* * *


The house Jade shared with her mother had been built shortly after World War II to accommodate the influx of military personnel based around the shipping channels. In the thirty years since, the neighborhood of white frame tract houses had declined. Their pastel trims no longer looked cheerful and chic but tacky and cheap.


Unlike the others on the street, the Sperry house was kept neat. The house was small, having only two bedrooms and one bath. The living room was rectangular, with narrow windows that were heavily draped. It was the only room in the house that was carpeted. The furniture was inexpensive, but everything was kept spotlessly clean because Velta Sperry passionately hated any form of dirt. She wouldn’t even allow plants in her house because they grew in open pots of soil. The only amenity in the living room was a color television set, which Velta had bought on credit from Sears.


She was sitting in an easy chair watching TV when Jade came in. Velta eyed her daughter critically, looking for telltale signs that she’d been misbehaving with that Parker boy. She couldn’t detect anything amiss, but then, Jade was clever enough to cover the evidence.


By way of greeting, she said, “You barely made it by your curfew.”


“But I did. It’s just now ten.”


“Church has been out for hours.”


“We went to the Dairy Barn. Everybody was there.”


“He probably speeded here to get you home in time.” Velta disliked Jade’s steady boyfriend and never referred to him by name if she could avoid it.


“He didn’t speed. Gary’s a very careful driver. You know that, Mama.”


“Stop arguing with me,” Velta said, raising her voice.


“Then stop criticizing Gary.”


Velta resented Gary because, she claimed, Jade spent too much time with him—time that she and Jade could spend together. Actually, her dislike was based on Gary’s origins. He was a soybean farmer’s son. The Parkers had too many children already and continued, disgustingly, to turn out another baby every ten months or so.


Otis Parker was always in hock to the company credit union. Velta knew this because she worked in the credit office as a typist and file clerk. Velta didn’t have much regard for anybody who didn’t have money.


It would be just like that Parker boy to get Jade pregnant. She hoped Jade was too smart to let that happen, but, unfortunately, like her stunning good looks, the girl had inherited a romantic, passionate streak from her father.


Velta’s eyes moved to the framed photograph on the end table. Ronald Sperry’s laughing blue eyes—so like Jade’s—stared back at her. The soldier’s cap sat at a jaunty angle atop his dark curls. His Congressional Medal of Honor was suspended around his neck. Other medals were pinned to the breast pocket of his military uniform, attesting to his valor and courage during the Korean conflict.


Velta was sixteen when Palmetto’s dashing war hero had returned home. The low-country town had never had such a grand distinction. The entire population had turned out to welcome his train as it chugged into the depot. The red carpet had been rolled out for the town’s favorite son, who was coming straight from Washington, D.C., where he had been wined and dined. He’d even shaken hands with the president.


Velta was introduced to him at a citywide dance held in his honor at the VFW hall. That very night, while they danced to tunes by Patti Page and Frank Sinatra, she made up her mind to marry Ronald Sperry.


For the next two years she pursued him shamelessly, not giving up until he popped the question. Lest something jinx it, Velta saw to it that they were married within a week of his proposal.


Unfortunately, there were no North Korean Communists in Palmetto. Years after his triumphant return home, Ronald was still at a loss as to what to do with the rest of his life. He had no grandiose ambitions. Though he was dashingly handsome, he had no desire to capitalize on the Medal of Honor the way Audie Murphy had. He didn’t aspire to movie stardom.


Orphaned and penniless, he had joined the army only so he would have a place to sleep and food to eat. He had been an ideal soldier because there was always somebody telling him what to do and when to do it. His officers had ordered him to shoot straight and kill the gook commies and, because he was an excellent marksman, that’s what he had done. On the afternoon that he wiped out twenty-two Koreans, it never occurred to him that his actions would merit a medal.


He was popular with people. He had a charisma and magnetism that folks just naturally gravitated to. Everybody liked Ron Sperry. However, hanging out with the guys and telling amusing stories in the pool hall didn’t produce revenue. He drifted from one meaningless, futureless job to another.


With each one he began, Velta’s spirits rose. This would be the one that catapulted them to riches. The Medal of Honor gave them instant respectability, but never the riches and social acceptance Velta craved. Even a Medal of Honor didn’t establish you with Southern society if you had no distinguished grandfather and lots of family money to go with it.


Velta had ranked fourth in a family of nine children. Her father had been a sharecropper until he dropped dead behind a plow mule, leaving destitute her mother and all the offspring who weren’t already married. The family had to rely on the charity of others for food and shelter.


More than poverty and hunger, Velta feared scorn.


When the laurel wreath around Ron’s head began to wilt, she surmised that people were laughing behind their backs. She berated him for squandering their one chance for fame and fortune. She threatened him and cajoled him, but he simply lacked the initiative to work for a living. She refused to let him reenlist in the army. That would be too demeaning, an admission of defeat, she had told him.


At her wits’ end, she had already made up her mind to leave him when she got pregnant with Jade after six years of barrenness. Velta had then clung to the hope that a baby would prod her husband into doing something worthy of his previous success as a soldier. But after Jade’s arrival it was Velta who had gone to work in Ivan Patchett’s factory.


The last ten years of Ron’s life had been studded with jobs acquired and jobs lost, big dreams that never came to fruition, promises that were diluted by ever-increasing amounts of liquor.


One day when Jade was at school and Velta was at work, he died while cleaning his rifle. Mercifully, Sheriff Jolly had ruled his death accidental. The local VFW had donated the money for Velta and Jade to travel to Arlington National Cemetery to give Ronald Sperry a hero’s burial.


Looking at his photograph now, Velta didn’t feel a whit of yearning for him. Ron had been handsome and sweet and ardent till the day he died, but what good had he done her?


Jade, on the other hand, missed him to this day. Velta resented the girl’s fond attachment to his memory, just as she had been jealous of their mutual, blind admiration while he was alive.


He had often pulled Jade into his lap and said to her, “You’ll do all right, little doll. You’ve got my looks and your mama’s backbone. Don’t ever be afraid and you’ll do all right.”


Jade was going to do better than all right. If Velta had anything to do with it, Jade was going to make a better marriage than she had.


“Neal Patchett called a while ago,” she said, smiling for the first time since Jade had come in. “He’s a charmer, that one.”


“He’s slime.”


Velta was taken aback by Jade’s vehemence. “That’s an ugly thing to say.”


“Neal is ugly.”


“Ugly? Why, half the girls in the high school would give their right arms to have him calling them.”


“Then half the girls can have him.”


“I’m sure it’s not too late for you to return his call.”


Jade shook her head. “I’ve got to read a chapter in history before tomorrow.”


“Jade,” Velta called peremptorily when Jade headed for her bedroom. “It’s rude not to return a telephone call, especially from someone like Neal.”


“I don’t want to talk to Neal, Mama.”


“You spend hours on the phone with that Parker boy.”


Jade rolled her lips inward and held them for several seconds before saying, “I’ve got to study. Good night.”


Velta switched off the TV and followed Jade into her bedroom, catching the door before it closed. “You spend too much time studying. It’s unnatural.”


Jade removed her skirt and sweater and conscientiously hung them in her narrow closet. “I have to keep my grade point up if I want to get a scholarship.”


“A scholarship,” Velta hissed. “That’s all you ever think about.”


“Because that’s the only way I can afford to go to college.”


“Which in my opinion is a big waste of time for a pretty girl like you.”


Jade turned away from her closet and faced her mother. “Mama, I don’t want to have this argument again. I’m going to college, whether you approve of it or not.”


“It’s not a matter of approval. I just don’t think it’s necessary.”


“It is if I want a career.”


“You’ll waste all that time and money and then wind up getting married anyway.”


“Women nowadays can do both.”


Velta crossed the room, pinched Jade’s chin between her fingers, and angled her head back, exposing the faint red mark on Jade’s neck and showing contempt for both the mark and her daughter. “What chance will you have of marrying somebody decent if you get pregnant by that Parker boy?”


“Gary isn’t going to get me pregnant. And he’s the most decent person I know. It’s Gary I’m going to marry, Mama.”


“Jade, boys talk girls into doing things they shouldn’t by telling them they love them. If you give it to this boy, nobody worth having will want you.”


Jade sank down on the edge of her bed and, looking up at her mother, shook her head sadly. “I haven’t given ‘it’ to anybody, Mama. When I do, it’ll be to Gary, and it’ll be because we love each other.”


Velta snorted. “You’re too young to know what love is.”


Jade’s eyes turned a deeper blue, a sign of rising ire. “You wouldn’t say that if I were claiming to be in love with Neal Patchett. You’d be urging me to trap him any way I could… even if it meant having sex with him.”


“At least you would be somebody in this town if you married him.”


“I am somebody!”


Velta clenched her fists at her sides. “You’re just like your father—head in the clouds, idealistic.”


“There’s nothing wrong with having goals.”


“Goals?” Velta scoffed. “A funny word to bring into a conversation about your father. He never met a single goal in his life. For all the years we were married, he never did one worthwhile thing.”


“He loved me,” Jade retorted. “Or don’t you consider that worthwhile?”


Velta turned and walked stiffly to the door. Before leaving, she said, “When I was your age, I married the hero of the town. Right now, that’s your Gary. He’s good-looking, a star athlete, class president, everything a girl could want.”


Velta sneered. “Take it from me, heroes are temporary, Jade. They fade like cheap curtains. The only thing that really counts is money. No matter how many awards that Parker boy wins, all he’ll ever really be is old Otis Parker’s firstborn. I want better than that for you.”


“No, Mama,” Jade argued softly. “You want better than that for you.”


Velta slammed the door behind her.


* * *


Jade sat on a tall stool, nibbling a shortbread cookie. The heels of her shoes were hooked over the chrome rung that encircled the stool’s legs. Her chemistry textbook lay open on her lap.


After school and half a day on Saturdays, Jade worked in Jones Brothers’ General Store. During the week, she clocked in at four and worked until Velta picked her up on her way home from the factory, usually around six.


It wasn’t a long shift, but it gave Pete, the last surviving of three brothers, a chance to sit with his ailing wife, who was in a nursing home, and it provided Jade with a little spending money.


The store was one of a diminishing breed. The planks of the hardwood floor were covered with a waxy-looking film from the lemon oil used on dustmops for countless decades. On the coldest of winter afternoons, old men gathered around the potbellied stove in the back room and discussed the state of the world between chaws of Redman and games of dominoes.


Pitchforks hung, tines down, from hooks screwed into the ceiling. A customer could outfit his horse or his newborn. He could purchase a deck of cards, a pair of dice, or a Bible. The variety of merchandise and customers made the job interesting.


Jade tried to concentrate on the material she was reading, but her mind wandered from chemistry to her personal problems, chiefly those with her mother, who refused to take seriously either Jade’s love for Gary or her burning desire to have more out of life than the ordinary—husband, home, and children.


A family was important and Jade wanted one. But she wanted more. Most of the girls in her class had already resigned themselves to working for Ivan Patchett until they got married and started having babies, who would eventually work for Neal. Gary and she shared an ambition to break that dreary cycle.


Whether intentionally or not, Ron Sperry had imbued his daughter with the courage he had lacked, instilling in her a desire to make a better life for herself than her parents had had. At least on that, she and her mother agreed. It was their ultimate goals that differed… and their means of attaining them. Jade feared that those differences would never be reconciled, especially where Gary was concerned.


Gary was another source of worry that gloomy afternoon. Neither of them had heard from any of the scholarship boards to which they had applied. That, coupled with their escalating sexual frustration and the hell that Neal was giving them at school because of the incident at the Dairy Barn, had made them irritable and short-tempered with each other.


They needed a distraction. Perhaps if the weather was warm this weekend, they could have a cookout on the beach, or go for a long drive, something that would relax them and put things back into perspective.


She was still mulling it over when the bell over the entrance jangled. Jade looked up from her studies to see Donna Dee barreling through the door. Her cheeks were flushed and her chest was heaving as she gasped for air.


Jade jumped to her feet, and her chemistry book fell to the floor with a loud thud. “What in the world is the matter?”


Donna Dee fanned her hands in front of her face and drew several deep breaths. “I just came from school. Mr. Patterson asked if I’d stay and do some filing for him.”


“And?”


“You got it. Your scholarship.”


Jade’s heart went straight to her throat. She didn’t dare trust her ears, so she repeated, “I got it? A scholarship?”


Donna Dee bobbed her head quickly. “To South Carolina State.”


“How do you know? Are you sure?”


“I saw the letter lying on Mr. Patterson’s desk. It looked very official, you know, with gold seals and scrolls and stuff. I saw your name on it and kind of accidentally on purpose knocked it to the floor as I was reaching for a folder I was supposed to—”


“Donna Dee!”


“Okay. Anyway, I read the letter. The dean or someone was congratulating our principal on producing two such fine students at Palmetto High School.”


Jade’s eyes widened. “Two?”


Donna Dee spread her arms out to her sides and squealed, “Gary got one, too.”


They both started squealing then. Clasping arms, they hopped up and down until the glass jars of jelly beans on the counter began to rattle.


“Oh, Lord. Oh, I can’t believe it! How much? Did it say how much?”


“It said ‘full scholastic scholarships.’ Doesn’t that mean everything?”


“I don’t know. I hope so. Oh, but I’m so grateful for whatever it is,” Jade said breathlessly. “I’ve got to tell Gary. Was he still at school? Did you see him on the track?” The track team was preparing for its season by working out every day after school.


“No. I told Mr. Patterson I felt sick and had to leave. I ran to the stadium and looked for Gary. I was going to get him to come with me and tell you together.”


“Maybe he was in the locker room.”


Donna Dee shook her head. “I asked. Marvie Hibbs said he’d seen him leave.”


Jade consulted the pendulum clock mounted on the wall. It was surrounded by cuckoo clocks, all about to strike five-thirty. “Sometimes Mr. Jones comes back before six. I’m sure he’ll let me leave a few minutes early today.”


“What for?”


“To go tell Gary.”


“Why don’t you just call?”


“I want to tell him in person. Will you drive me out to Gary’s house? Please, Donna Dee?”


“He might already know,” Donna Dee said. “I’m sure the dean sent letters to you, too. You’ve probably got one waiting for you at home.”


“That’s true. But the Parkers are on a rural postal route. Sometimes they get mail a day later. Besides, I’ve got to see him. Today. Now. Please, Donna Dee.”


“Okay. But what about your mom? What’ll happen when she shows up here to pick you up?”


“Mr. Jones will tell her where I went.”


“She’ll be pissed if you talk to Gary before you tell her.”


“Then she’ll just have to be pissed. He’s got to be the first to know.”


The elderly Mr. Jones didn’t know what to make of it when he entered his store a few minutes later and Jade Sperry came flying at him with arms outstretched. She hugged him tight and kissed his wrinkled cheek.


“Mr. Jones, something very important has come up. I know it’s early, but would you let me leave now? I’ll make up the time another night. Please?” She spoke rapidly, the words running together.


“Well, seeing that you’re about to bust, I reckon so.”


“Thank you! Thank you!”


She kissed his cheek again and ducked into the back room to retrieve her school books, coat, and purse. She was too excited to be cold, so she bundled the coat against her chest, scooped her chemistry book off the floor, and dashed back to the front of the store. Donna Dee had been momentarily distracted by a new display of frosted eyeshadows. Jade herded her toward the door.


“See you tomorrow, Mr. Jones. When my mother stops for me, please tell her that I went with Donna Dee and will be home in about an hour. And tell her I’ve got some very good news.”


“I’ll do it.”


“Thanks again. Bye-bye!”


“You girls be careful, hear?”


Stumbling over each other, Donna Dee and Jade rushed out the door and down the sidewalk to Donna Dee’s car. Jade tossed her belongings into the backseat and got in while Donna Dee slid behind the wheel.


She negotiated the town’s few traffic lights and within minutes they were speeding down the two-lane highway. It was a dreary, misty evening, but they kept the windows down, and the radio blaring.


The farther they got from the city limits, the less appealing the landscape became. They passed dwellings so ramshackle they couldn’t even be called houses. Roofs and porches sagged. Windows were papered over and shutters gaped in disrepair. Ancient automobiles and unusable farm implements rusted in the front yards and housed flocks of scrawny fowl. It was like this all the way to the coast, a few miles away. Beyond the shore, the Atlantic was dappled with sea islands.


The isolated communities there didn’t belong in the twentieth century. Poverty was rampant. Often there was no plumbing. Between the sea islands and the shore were tidal swamps that bred disease-carrying insects to further torment a suppressed element of Southern society. Diseases caused by malnutrition and poor hygiene, which had been obliterated in most Western countries, could still be found there.


Jade thought the economic climate in this part of the state was deplorable. It was no wonder that Gary often became despondent over the socioeconomic disparities that existed. The Parkers were poor by most standards, but they lived like kings compared to many others.


The industries that thrived in the Piedmont, in the northwestern part of South Carolina, were still struggling for a foothold in the low country. Tourism was a major industry along the coast, but often the developers of the resort areas resisted the idea of industry because of the pollutants that might spoil their playgrounds for the rich. Meanwhile, farmers like Otis Parker tried to scrape a living from exhausted and flood-ravaged land, and despots like Ivan Patchett got fat by sucking everyone else dry.


That trend had to be reversed. Perhaps she and Gary would be the forerunners, the first generation of a new South, the pioneers of—


“Oh, shit!”


The expletive yanked Jade from her noble daydream. “What’s the matter?”


“We’re out of gas.”


“What?” She glanced at the gauge with disbelief.


“Did I stutter? We’re out of gas.”


Donna Dee let the car coast to the narrow shoulder of the road and roll to a standstill. Jade gaped at her friend incredulously. “How can you be out of gas?”


“In all the excitement, I forgot to check the gauge before we left town.”


“What’ll we do now?”


“Wait for somebody to come along, I guess.”


“Oh, great!” Jade flopped back against the seat and pinched the bridge of her nose between two fingers.


After a brief silence, Donna Dee said, “Look, I made a mistake, okay? Everyone in the world except you is entitled to make a mistake now and then. I know you’re eager to see Gary, and I understand why. I’m sorry.”


Her apology made Jade feel ashamed. If it weren’t for Donna Dee, she wouldn’t even know about her scholarship yet.


“No, I’m the one who’s sorry.” She nudged Donna Dee’s arm until the girl turned her head and looked at her. Jade smiled in apology. “I didn’t mean to sound critical.”


A grin tugged at Donna Dee’s mouth, which was much too small for her teeth. “That’s all right.” Then the two began to laugh. “This is a hell of a fix!” Donna Dee exclaimed. Poking her head through the open window, she yelled theatrically, “Help, help! Two beautiful damsels are in distress!”


“You idiot, get your head back inside this car. Your hair’s getting wet.”


Donna Dee turned off the headlights so as not to run down the car’s battery, and they settled down to wait for the first passerby. The sun had set before they left town. It was dark on the country road. After fifteen minutes without a single car coming by, Jade began to worry.


“It’s not that cold, and it’s stopped drizzling. Maybe we should walk back to town.”


Donna Dee looked at her as though she’d lost her mind. “That’s several miles.”


“We can at least go to the nearest house that has a telephone.”


Fearfully, Donna Dee glanced over her shoulder. “You want to go sashaying up to one of those nigger shacks? Un-uh. No way. We might never be seen again.”


“Just because they’re black doesn’t mean they’re dangerous. It’s no more risky than hitching a ride. You don’t know who’ll stop.”


“I’ll take my chances.”


They continued arguing about it until Donna Dee pointed down the road. “Headlights!” She shoved open her door and stepped out into the middle of the road, waving her arms above her head and shouting. “Whooo-eee! Hey! Stop!”


The sports-car driver accelerated deliberately. Donna Dee’s feet straddled the center stripe of the highway and held their ground. The car skidded to a halt inches from her.


“Neal Patchett, you son of a bitch,” she yelled. “You could’ve killed me.”


Neal let his foot off the brake and the car rolled forward until the grille bumped into Donna Dee’s skinny shins. She fell back a few steps, cursing him. Inside the car, Hutch and Lamar were howling with laughter.


Neal spotted Jade through the open windows of Donna Dee’s car. “What’re you two young ladies up to?”


“We were headed out to Gary’s house, but my car ran out of gas,” Donna Dee explained. “Have you got some gas?”


Hutch’s belch was as loud as a cannon blast. “Not anymore.”


Donna Dee shot him a withering glance. “Then can you give us a lift into town and drop us at the filling station? I’ll call my daddy from there and he’ll bring us back.”


Hutch opened the passenger door and stepped out, unfolding his long body from the bucket seat. “Say ‘pretty please,’ ” he taunted.


Lamar, riding in the back, as usual, leaned forward. “We don’t give free rides, you know.”


“You’re all so cute,” Donna Dee said with heavy sarcasm. “I can hardly contain myself.”


Jade watched with dread as Neal got out of his car and swaggered around the front of Donna Dee’s. Disregarding the mud that bordered the shoulder of the road, he moved to the passenger door and opened it.


“Get out.”


“You smell like a brewery,” she remarked as she alighted.


“We’ve tipped a few beers since school let out. Went fishing.”


“Catch anything?”


“Not till now.”


Jade didn’t like the sound of that but chose to ignore it. Being careful not to touch him, she walked around him and picked her way toward the others. Ever since that night at the Dairy Barn, Neal had been provoking her more than usual, calling her house frequently and deliberately placing himself in her path in the hallways at school. She avoided him as much as possible. He made her skin crawl, and, after what had happened that Sunday night several weeks ago, she no longer attempted to hide her dislike.


Neal Patchett had been born with opportunities that he not only took for granted but squandered. Jade couldn’t tolerate such gross wastefulness, especially since a conscientious boy like Gary had to scrape for every single advantage. Neal was lazy and disruptive at school, all but daring the teachers to flunk or discipline him. He knew they wouldn’t. Most of them had spouses or relatives working in some capacity for Ivan.


Jade believed that more than the universal, adolescent penchant for hell-raising motivated Neal to misbehave. Some of his pranks went beyond mischief and bordered on cruelty. In everything he said and did there was a hint of inbred malevolence, a meanness of spirit. He was more dangerous than most people guessed, Jade thought. Part of the revulsion she felt toward him stemmed from a gut instinct of fear.


“How’re we all going to crowd into there?” Donna Dee asked, dubiously regarding the interior of the sports car through the windshield.


“I’ve got it all figured out,” Neal said. He pushed forward the driver’s seat. “Climb back there with Lamar,” he told Jade.


There was no backseat, merely a space beneath the sloping rear window. Jade hesitated. “Maybe I’d better stay with Donna Dee’s car.”


“Out here by yourself?” Donna Dee screeched.


“It shouldn’t be that long,” Jade said. “Thirty minutes at the most. I don’t mind staying, really.”


“Get in.”


“Neal’s right, Jade,” Donna Dee argued. “You can’t stay out here in the dark by yourself. Get in the back with Lamar. I’ll ride in Hutch’s lap.” She sounded happy with the arrangement.


Jade didn’t share her friend’s enthusiasm. She felt distinctly uneasy, but then she figured she was being silly. Neal drove like a bat out of hell, but she would probably be safer staying with the group than stranded alone on a deserted highway on a rainy night.


She climbed over the seat and squeezed into the tiny space with Lamar, who did his best to make room for her. “Hi, Jade.”


“Hi.” She smiled at Lamar. He always seemed so apologetic and eager to please, and she felt sorry for him. It was a mystery to her why he hung around with Neal.


Neal slid behind the steering wheel and closed his door. “Hutch, get in.”


Hutch obeyed on command.


Donna Dee moved around to the passenger side of the car. Before she could get in, Neal said to Hutch, “Shut the door.”


Hutch shut the door and looked at Neal curiously. “What about Donna Dee?”


Neal revved the engine. “She stays.”


Donna Dee grabbed the door handle, but Neal reached across Hutch’s chest and pushed down the lock button.


“Let me in, you jerk!” Donna Dee pounded on the window.


Warily, Hutch said, “Neal, we shouldn’t leave her—”


“Shut up!”


“Let her in!” Jade dived between the two bucket seats and leaned across Hutch’s lap, reaching for the door handle. “Open the door, Donna Dee! Quick!” She flipped up the lock button, but before Donna Dee could open the door, Neal popped the clutch and the car lurched forward. “If she’s not coming along, I’m not going either!” Jade shouted.


Now more intent on getting out of the car than letting Donna Dee in, she again reached for the door latch.


“Grab her hands, Hutch.” Though he was executing a dangerous U-turn on the highway, which was slick with oil and drizzle, Neal didn’t raise his voice. His icy calm terrified Jade.


“No!” She began to fight Hutch’s attempts to hold her still. She flailed her arms, swatted at his hands, tried to wiggle between the bucket seats and at least get in a position to reach the door handle.


Her elbow caught Neal in the ear. “Jesus! Can’t you hold her down, Lamar? I’ve got to drive, for Chris’ sake.”


Lamar grabbed her around the waist. Jade screamed and kicked her heel against the rear window. She lunged for the gear shift stick, but Neal gave her wrist a karate chop and her hand went numb. Jade saw Donna Dee momentarily spotlighted in the headlights. She was standing in the road, her eyes blinking rapidly.


“Donna Dee, help me!”


Hutch grabbed and held Jade’s wrists. Lamar’s arms locked around her waist. The car shot forward into the darkness.


“Let me out of here!”


“What are we doing, Neal?” Hutch asked.


“Just having a little fun.” He shoved the car into fifth gear.


“This isn’t fun, you jerk!” Jade shouted. “Take me back to Donna Dee. You can’t leave her out there alone. She’ll be scared.”


“It is awfully dark out there, Neal,” Lamar remarked uneasily.


“Do you want out?”


“No, I just—”


“Then shut up.”


Neal’s comrades obediently fell silent. Jade tried to regain her composure and quiet her fears. These boys weren’t strangers—she’d known them all her life. Lamar and Hutch were stupid but basically likeable. Neal, however, could be vicious.


“We’re not going in the direction of town, Neal,” Hutch observed. “Where are you taking her?”


“She was on her way to see Gary, wasn’t she?”


“So we’re going out to Gary’s house?” Lamar asked hesitantly.


“Hutch, will you please let go of my wrists?” Jade asked calmly. “You’re hurting me.”


“Sorry.” He let her go. Likewise, Lamar released her.


“We’re just giving you a ride out to Gary’s place, Jade,” he said with a short laugh. “Then he can drive you back to Donna Dee’s car. His daddy probably has a gas can he uses on his tractor.”


She looked at Lamar but didn’t return his feeble smile. They lapsed into silence. If this were an ordinary ride, they would be ribbing one another, cracking jokes, discussing tomorrow’s chemistry test. The taut silence made Jade even more uncomfortable. If Neal’s two best buddies were uneasy, she had every reason to be afraid.


“The turn-off is coming up,” Hutch said. Neal didn’t downshift. “Fifty yards or so up there on your right, Neal.”


The car sped past the narrow country road that came to a dead end at the Parkers’ farm.


“What are you doing?” Jade demanded of Neal’s handsome profile. “Let me out. I’ll walk from the intersection.”


“Neal, what the hell?” Hutch asked.


“I want to make a stop first.”


Jade’s heart began to pound in fear. An hour ago she had been celebrating the good news about her scholarship; now her palms were damp and cold with apprehension.


Neal turned left onto the next road, which wasn’t much of a road. The dead stalks of tall weeds crowded twin ruts that were unpaved and very bumpy. The headlights rose and fell like the lights on a buoy in high seas.


“Are we going back to the channel?” Lamar asked.


“Yep.”


“Why?”


“I forgot something,” Neal said.


Mistrustfully, Hutch stared at his friend, but he said nothing. The ground beneath the wheels became marshy as they came closer to the water. Neal brought the car to a halt. He turned off the engine but left the headlights on. “Everybody out.”


He opened his door and stepped to the muddy ground. Hutch hesitated before doing the same. Jade heard him ask, “What’re we doing back here, Neal? What’d you forget?”


Lamar nudged her. “Better get out. When Neal gets something in his head, it’s best to just go along. Otherwise, he gets mad.”


“He can get as mad at me as he wants to. I don’t care.”


Neal moved to the rear of the car, unlocked the hatch-back, and raised it. “I said, get out.”


“Go to hell.”


“Lamar, give me a hand.”


Neal grabbed Jade’s arm. She wasn’t expecting the move and cried out in pain as he yanked her forward. Lamar gave her bottom a boost. If she hadn’t placed her foot on the ground, she would have fallen face down into the mud.


She came upright and glared at Neal, wrenching her arm free. “Keep your hands off me.”


“Or what? Your boyfriend will beat me up with two ice cream sundaes again?” He made a derisive sound, then turned his back on her and moved toward an ice chest, partially concealed in the dead grass. “Want a beer?”


“No.”


“Hutch? Lamar?”


Neal opened the chest, took out three beers, and, without waiting for his friends to reply tossed a can to each of them. He popped the top off his and took a long draft. Like mimics, Hutch and Lamar did the same.


Jade leaned against the rear bumper of the car, studiously ignoring them and rubbing her arms against the damp chill. She hadn’t thought to get her coat and books out of Donna Dee’s car.


It was an extremely dark night. The low, moisture-laden clouds blocked out the moon. Nearby, she could hear the slow-moving water, but she couldn’t see anything beyond the small patch of light the headlights gave off. The wind was light, but it was bone-chilling.


Neal finished his beer. Crumpling the can in his fist, he tossed it into the undergrowth on the bank of the narrow channel. The ground was littered with similar cans.


“Can we go now?” Jade tried to sound imperious despite her shivering.


Neal sauntered toward her. “Not yet.”


“Why not?”


“Because before we go,” he drawled, “the three of us are going to fuck you.”




Chapter Three


Donna Dee Monroe was in a quandary. It didn’t feel right for her to be safe at home while Jade’s whereabouts remained uncertain. Surely if Jade were home she would have called.


Donna Dee had waited inside her stranded car only five minutes before a farming family in a station wagon had stopped and offered her a lift into town. Her father had met her at the service station, filled a gas can, and returned her to her car. She was back in Palmetto less than twenty minutes after the three boys had disappeared with Jade.


The thought of being left behind still rankled. How dare they go off and leave her stranded like that? And why hadn’t he let Jade out of the car when she made it obvious that she didn’t want to go with them alone? Neal Patchett ought to be stood against a wall and shot right between the eyes.


As usual, Hutch had done Neal’s bidding without a whimper of protest. It irked Donna Dee that Hutch cared so little for her that he would desert her on a lonely stretch of highway, prey to whatever kind of lowlife might have come along. Of course, the notion of being snatched up and carried off into the night by Hutch Jolly was madly romantic, and one fantasy she’d entertained many times. While it wouldn’t be ideal to have Neal and Lamar tagging along when Hutch swept her away, Donna Dee envied Jade the adventure of being “kidnapped.”


Now, alone in her bedroom, Donna Dee wondered what she should do about Jade. Had Neal tried to return Jade to the point where he had picked her up, or had he brought her back to town, or taken her straight to Gary’s house? There was only one way to find out. Donna Dee reached for her telephone and began dialing the Parkers’ number. But what if Jade wasn’t there? In view of his recent fight with Neal at the Dairy Barn, Gary would go into a tailspin when he found out what Neal had done.


Donna Dee didn’t want to get Jade into trouble with her mom or with Gary. She didn’t want anybody mad at her, either. But she couldn’t relax until she knew what was happening. Finally making up her mind, she placed a telephone call.


* * *


“Left?”


“That’s right, Velta,” Pete Jones said. “I got back from the nursing home a little before six. Jade and that Monroe girl were practically bouncing off the walls. When I agreed to let Jade leave early, they tore straight out of here. She said to tell you she’d be home in an hour with some good news.”


Velta disliked surprises, even happy ones. She especially didn’t welcome one this evening. She was tired. Her lower back ached from bending over her desk all day. She was hungry for dinner. She wanted to go home, eat, take a long bath, and go to bed.


Velta was barely forty, but she looked every day of it and then some, as now, when she pursed her narrow lips in vexation. “It’s not like Jade to go off without asking my permission.”


Pete Jones chuckled. “Something big was going on. Jade’s feet were barely touching the ground.”


“Did she say what her good news was?”


“Nope.”


“Well, she’ll turn up soon,” she said with forced indifference. No sense in providing fodder for the gossip mill. “Thank you, Mr. Jones. Good night.”


On the drive home, Velta scanned the streets for a sign of Donna Dee’s car. This escapade was probably all her doing. Ever since Donna Dee’s parents had given her that rattletrap automobile, the girls had had far too much independence. That’s why Velta never let Jade take the car out unless she accounted for where she was going and how long she would be gone. People didn’t think well of girls who had unlimited freedom.


By the time she arrived home, Velta was in a snit. The mailbox was full of mail that she was too tired and angry to sort through. She tossed it onto the kitchen table without even glancing through it. For dinner she heated up some soup. She had just finished her bath when the telephone rang. “Hello?”


“Hi, Mrs. Sperry. It’s Donna Dee. May I speak with Jade, please?”


“Mr. Jones told me she was with you!”


“Uh, well, she was. She’s not home yet?”


“Donna Dee, I want a full explanation, and I want it now. Jade left the store before six and it’s almost nine. Where is she?”


“We were on our way to Gary’s house and ran out of gas.”


“Why were you going all the way out to the Parkers’ place at that time of day?”


“She had something to tell Gary.”


“Something that couldn’t be told over the telephone?”


“Mrs. Sperry, don’t press me on this, okay?” Donna Dee whined. “You need to hear it from Jade. Anyway, we ran out of gas about halfway there. Neal Patchett came by. He had Hutch and Lamar with him. They, uh, they took Jade with them.”


“Took her where?”


“I don’t know. They drove off and left me stranded. They meant it as a joke, I guess, but this is the lowest trick Neal has ever pulled.”


“Are you at home now?”


“I have been for a while.” She explained how she had returned to town. “I figured that Jade would have gotten home by now—you know, that either Neal or Gary would have brought her. The last I saw of them, they were headed in the direction of the Parker farm.”


“Well, she isn’t here. I haven’t heard a word.”


“Do you think Jade’s all right?” Donna Dee asked uneasily.


“If Neal dropped her off at Gary’s house, she’s probably just lost track of time. I’ve had to get onto her lately for breaking her curfews.”


“Why didn’t she come back for me?”


“How long were you there alone?”


“Not long.”


“You were probably already on your way back by the time she got there.”


“I guess so, but maybe one of us ought to call Gary’s house and make sure she’s there. I didn’t before, because there’s bad blood between Gary and Neal. Gary wouldn’t like knowing that Jade hitched a ride with Neal.”


“Well, if she’s at his place, he already knows, doesn’t he?”


“That’s true,” Donna Dee said slowly as realization dawned. “Maybe he’s mad and Jade’s trying to smooth things over.”


“Don’t worry about it, Donna Dee. I’ll call the Parkers myself. Good night.”


Velta considered the advantages of calling the Parkers but decided against it. If Jade was with Gary, she was safe. If she was with Neal Patchett, why get Gary upset? What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


A smile tugged at the corners of Velta’s lips and a rare sparkle appeared in her gray eyes. If Jade was with Neal, all the better. An evening in his company might change the girl’s mind about a few things. She might come to realize how important it was to mingle with the right people, and how much more fun it would be to fall in love with a rich boy than a poor one.


All things considered, this might be the best thing that could have happened.


* * *


Had the choice been left solely to Jade, she probably would have lain on the marshy ground beside the channel until she died of hunger, thirst, or exposure. Her survival instinct was too powerful, however. She never knew how long she lay in the dark, curled into a defensive fetal position, numbed by the violation that had been inflicted on her.


The clouds wept for her. The mist that had been falling intermittently all day had turned into a miserable rain. Cold, mortified, and outraged, she finally uncoiled her body and managed to pull herself onto her hands and knees.


She crawled forward a few yards and found a shoe that she had, at some point during the attack, kicked off. She groped in the darkness for its mate but couldn’t locate it. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. She would just as soon die as live.


No, that wasn’t entirely true. Because even more compelling than her will to survive was her determination to see that Hutch Jolly, Lamar Griffith, and Neal Patchett were punished for what they had done to her.


With that thought burning like a torch in her soul, she struggled to stand up and made feeble attempts to pull her blouse together. The buttons had been ripped off. The best she could do was to refasten her bra. Her breasts were sore.


The clouds overhead blotted out the moonlight. There was nothing to relieve the darkness. With her arms extended, she felt her way around the clearing like a blind person and only got her bearings when she stumbled over the deep tire tracks Neal’s car had left in the muddy ground.


Dropping to her hands and knees again, she crawled along the tracks, knowing that if she followed them, they would eventually lead her back to the highway. A nocturnal creature slithered out of the undergrowth and crossed her path. Snatching her hands back, she recoiled in fear and held her breath, listening. Several minutes ticked by. When she didn’t hear anything except her own labored heartbeat, or sense any movement in the tall grass that lined the narrow road, she continued inching her way along the tread tracks, concentrating only on placing one palm on the cold, squishy ground, then the next. She dragged her knees behind her until they were as sore as the rest of her body. Rain trickled into her collar and down her back and plastered her hair to her scalp.


Frequently she was tempted to give up. She wanted to lie down and die, for in a matter of hours, her life had turned ugly and bleak. She didn’t want to acknowledge what had happened to her or cope with the devastating after-effects.


But if she gave up, her rapists might get off scot-free.


So she kept going. Hand, knee, hand, knee, hand, knee…


After what seemed like hours, she reached the ditch that ran alongside the highway. Crawling forward, she reached out to touch the pavement. With a hoarse, glad cry, she clambered forward and lay prostrate on the highway as though she wanted to embrace it, like a pilgrim who has finally reached a holy shrine. The road’s surface was hard beneath her cheek, but she lay face down on it to rest.


If she had made it this far, she could make it all the way back to town, to the hospital, to the sheriff’s office. Thank God she had survived to report the crime. Hutch, Lamar, and Neal wouldn’t be hard to locate. Depending on how long it took her to get back to town, they would be locked behind bars within hours.


Long before she was sufficiently rested and ready to stand up, she forced herself to her feet. Driven by the need to punish her violators, she staggered toward the center of the road. Following the broken white stripe would be less hazardous than groping her way along the uneven shoulder.


As she moved forward, she tried to calculate how long it would take her to reach Palmetto. Or should she try to go only as far as the first house she came to? From there she could call for help.


Her mother must be frantic with worry. Velta wanted to know where Jade was every single minute of the day. Surely Donna Dee had alerted someone to her abduction—unless Donna Dee had been raped, too.


“Oh, God, please no,” she mumbled to herself.


She hopefully imagined volunteers looking for them already, combing the county in their search. Perhaps by the time she reached town, her three attackers would already be under arrest.


The car was almost upon her before she realized it was there. She had been so lost in thought that the weak headlights hadn’t alerted her to its approach.


Neal! He had come back for her. He wasn’t under arrest yet. He had returned to hurt her again, maybe kill her so she couldn’t testify against him.


Jade stumbled across the highway and plunged into the ditch. There was knee-deep stagnant water in the bottom of it. It smelled foul. Cold slime oozed between her bare toes. Her fear, however, was stronger than her revulsion.


Panicked and whimpering, she thrashed her way through reeds and undergrowth that seemed to clutch at the hem of her skirt. When she reached the barbed-wire fence, she crouched down beside a fence post, hiding, trying to be invisible.


The car slowed down and crept along the shoulder. When its headlights fell on her, it stopped.


“No, no.” She ducked her head against her shoulder and protected her middle with her crossed arms, which were bleeding from dozens of scratches left by the brambles in the ditch.


“Missy, missy, wha’chu doin’ out heah this time o’ evenin’?” The voice was black. So were the hands that were outstretched toward her. “Missy, you hurt?”


He touched her shoulder. She flinched. He quickly pulled back his hands. “I ain’t gonna hurt you, missy. What’s happened to you?”


Against the twin beams of the headlights, he was merely a silhouette, but Jade made out a pair of overalls and a slouchy felt hat. Again he extended his hands toward her. This time she didn’t recoil. He placed his hands beneath her forearms and gingerly backed up, pulling her along with him, up out of the ditch.


Keeping one hand beneath her arm, the man opened the passenger side and helped her into his old pickup. The door closed with a loud clatter of rusty metal that jarred her. It was dry inside, but there was no heater. She began to shiver uncontrollably.


“Where you headed, missy?” he asked as he slid behind the wheel. “Do you stay ’round heah?”


“Would you take me to the hospital, please?” She didn’t recognize her own voice. It was hoarse from screaming. Neal had slapped her for screaming. Hutch had covered her mouth with his large hand. Her screams had made Lamar anxious.


“The hospital? Sure thing, missy. You just rest now. Everythin’s gonna be all right.”


Jade did as the man suggested. She laid her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. She was safe. Warm tears seeped from her closed eyes and rolled down her cheeks. She cried silently as the ancient truck bounced along the highway.


Either she dozed or momentarily lost consciousness because, almost immediately it seemed, the truck slowed down and came to a halt. The man got out and went around to open the door for her.


“Thank you,” she whispered as he helped her out. When she stepped to the ground, her lower body began to throb painfully. She swayed and had to grab a support pole. Closing her eyes, she rested her cheek against the cold metal surface until the dizziness subsided. “Thank you,” she repeated.
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