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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Crazy Little Thing Called Love

          

        

      

    

    
      Mimicking the same little sweet whine as his, I turned into the beggar for the tenth time to tell Alex, “Stop begging!”

      He would not leave me alone until I would relent to his wishes. Such a typical summer day.

      Alex’s chocolate-churned mocha eyes were wide as discs as he pulled at the hem of my t-shirt. “Please, please, please. Defeat this level, and I’ll never ask you again.”

      I rolled my eyes as if to act aggravated, but I didn’t mind. “Give it to me.”

      The game controller fits my hand like an old friend, and I crossed my legs on the couch to brace myself for the bouncing up and down of my ten-year-old brother.

      Alex screamed as he flew punches in the air, missing my head by mere millimeters. “I knew you wanted to play. Kill those zombies, Jazz.”

      My body rocked from side to side, reminding me of our choppy boat rides across the inlet, and I left-handed him behind the knees to tackle him down beside me. He fell in place, waiting for me to get him unstuck. Alex always wanted mature rated games, which was beyond my understanding because they were always so tough for him, him getting stuck at least by level three. There goes big sissy flying into save the day and blast open a recon mission or decapitate vampires. Today, it was flesh-eating island zombies. Such fun I was having.

      I had to admit spending time with Alex was a given for the summer. As I took down the zombies hiding in the forbidden mansion, I smiled at the reflection of his face on the flat screen. He was in awe of my skill and wished that I would stream. He was right. I was almost good enough to battle it out with Tucker and host my own Twitch. If I talked, that might have been a good life plan.

      Speaking of the dreadlocked devil, he bounded in without knocking and said, “Hey, Grommet. What’s up? Hey, babe.”

      He pulled my long, tangled hair straight out of my elastic band like it was nothing.

      “Ow! Tucker, that hurt.”

      He winked as he made his way to our fridge, pulled out two Fizzes and plopped down beside me on his perfect spot to my right, making my body float again. I almost lost my balance off the couch and lost a life.

      He grabbed the controller for me as I opened our drinks. “When did you get this one, Squirt? I didn’t know it was out yet.”

      Alex didn’t even flinch at all the names that Tucker had for him. In fact, thinking it over I’d never heard Tucker ever use his real name. When he first met me, he would always call me Jazz-line, and I had to constantly tell him it was spelled that way but pronounced Jazz-lean. He finally gave up and started calling me Lean Mean Green Machine, or Jazzy McMaster, or some weird name that made absolutely no sense. But that was Tucker, and we loved him for all of his silliness.

      I told him, “We drove to GamesRCool last night and traded for it.”

      Tucker eyed me crooked, his blue eyes sparkling like the ocean. “Did you get it yet?”

      I knew exactly what he misinterpreted, and it pained me to reply, “No car, yet. Luke dropped us off when he went to pick up some new restaurant supplies.”

      He put the game on pause, reached his suntanned bicep around my shoulder and squeezed me to the point that I was sure I’d bruise. He never knew how strong he was.

      “These things take time, Jazz. It’s all about the perfect moment with the perfect ride, the perfect wave.”

      Tucker jerked away, pushed X, and started the game back without breaking his concentration. For Tucker’s sake, I was glad Murrell’s Inlet, our little beach town in South Carolina, didn’t have the big waves because he’d kill himself out there being a loony daredevil if we inhabited a place with decent ones. We were lucky to boogie board on a windy day. The South Carolina ocean was so calm.

      But that didn’t discourage his surfing dreams, and as soon as we graduated, he has promised that he’s off to the University of Hawaii. It hurt at the thought of him moving across the continent and leaving me. Tucker had been my best friend since I was five years old. One more year. I shook it off trying not to think of what was next. For him or for me.

      He threw the controller at Alex. “Here, Booger breath. I’m done. Level four is ready for your little hands.” He pulled me up from the couch in one swoosh. “I’m kidnapping your sister today.”

      I tried to stop him, but my bare feet were dragging across the floor, and I was digging in. “Can’t. You know I’m watching Alex today.”

      Alex cut off the TV and soared off the couch landing square on Tucker’s back. “I’m being kidnapped, too.”

      His face grimaced and he made sounds like a pirate as he flipped him over, his Adidas shorts sliding down to expose his RAW boxers. “But if Monkey goes, then we can’t discuss what I really need to talk to you about. And it’s pressing. Like now. I mean today.”

      Great. I thought. Another girl conversation. Getting through Tucker’s relationships was so taxing. That’s why I never had one, other than the not talking part. But that was another issue altogether. I couldn’t handle hard. It was painful enough being me let alone attaching someone to me like a leech. And when Tucker got a girl, she turned into a life-sucking amoeba, changing who they were to be who they thought he would want, within days. Then, he’d pull her away, flick her to the side, and find another willing leech.

      I tried to pull Alex off him, but he was squiggling like one. “Okay, but we’ve got to drop him off first.”

      Alex, red-faced from the blood being drained to his brain, stomped his foot. “No way, I want to hear, too. Is it Lisa or Rhonda this time?”

      Tucker shoved him through the door with a kick of his sandaled foot. “It’s neither. Can we please go? This is important.”

      I looked down at my appearance and wished that I knew how to make it more presentable, but I wasn’t equipped with that kind of information in my brain. It was too brainwashed by video games and horror movies to make room for girly thoughts on how to do my hair and makeup. Momma was always so swamped at Chica’s, her restaurant that she and my stepdaddy owned, that she never had time to do the momma-girl stuff, like teach me how to apply eyeliner or blush. So, I was a mess most of the time. Maybe that was the real reason why I never had a relationship.

      I pointed at the bright orange sugary stain on my shorts. “I’ve got to change. I’ll be right back.”

      Tucker frowned. “Nobody cares what you’re wearing.”

      “Exactly my point.”

      He looked at me confused. “Huh?”

      I hurried down the tiny hallway of our beach villa, more like a tiny hotel looking setup with every single villa looking identical to ours with different shutters and doorframes. Thank God, that Tucker was the yellow one next to mine.

      He yelled for the whole neighborhood to hear as he was chasing Alex around in our tiny front lawn. “We’re waiting, princess. Your carriage awaits.”

      It was more like a deathtrap broken down 4X4 Jeep that he had to sometimes beat with a hammer to get the engine running. I grabbed an old pair of blue jean shorts, tried to brush the tangles out of my curly mess of hair that fell down to my waist, but without a wash and the sand still sticking to it from our sun up swim at the ocean this morning, there was really no use, so I threw it back up in the ponytail again.

      I was reminded again that my two guys were out there because they were about to get the cops called on them for disorderly conduct if I didn’t come out and break it up. Sometimes I wondered why in the world Tucker put up with Alex and me. He was so different from us. He was my sun, and I was his moon. He loved the attention, the spotlight, the heat. He was the party. The reason everybody came to the party. I was the one who never went. I loved to hide in the dark. I loved the cool breeze as it floated to me at night. All the noise of the day attacked my senses, and it was so hard to explain that to Tucker. He would never understand.

      When took off in Jeepers Kreepers, what we nicknamed his death machine, I held on for dear life as we skidded out into the lines of beach traffic. I screamed over Pork Rinds, his favorite alternative band blaring from his playlist, “Why do you put up with me?”

      He turned the volume down a notch. “What are you talking about, woman?”

      “Why do you hang out with me and Alex?”

      He switched it off and turned a little too sharp onto Highway 17 as I grabbed onto the roll bar for dear life. We were farther down the coast from Myrtle Beach, but the tourist still packed into our little inlet, especially during the motorcycle rally.

      Tucker said, his voice picking up the most serious tone as he could muster, “I love you guys. Plain and simple like that.”

      I said, “We love you, too, but it has to be more than that.”

      I knew that he loved us. He never left us without telling us. No matter how big and goofy he was, he had the biggest heart of any guy I knew. Well, he was the only guy I knew.

      “What’s more than love? I’ve loved you since the minute I saw you with your pigtails and overalls punching Joey Paine out cold when he tried to kiss you under the art table in kindergarten. That sealed you’d be my best friend forever.”

      I knocked his shoulder and my knuckles hurt a lot worse than his thick skin. He had his routines, and they were more than trying to catch a wave and a tan, it was to tone for his ladies. “I’m really serious.”

      He sighed and said, “Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Jazz. You’re my best friend, and you have to put up with me for the rest of your life or the rest of this year anyway.”

      I knew he was referring to his college acceptance. He couldn’t wait until early acceptance letters arrived. There it went again, my heart was in my throat, and I tried my best to push past the tears. Senior year would be harder than I ever imagined, and it had nothing to do with AP Calculus.

      Tucker said, “Will you just shut up about this nonsense. I have something really important to talk with you about, and I need your help.”

      Tucker had so many girlfriends, sometimes more than one at the same time, with much dismay from my end, and he never listened to any of my advice anyway. I didn’t know why he bothered to get me involved in his little childish escapades. But here I was again, dragged into another one.

      “I’m in love, Jazz.”

      Alex asked, “What? With who? Is she hot?”

      I’d never seen Tucker blush, but I was sure it wasn’t that it was hitting 100 degrees; he was truly red in the face. Crab red. Tucker rounded the curve with a squeal of his tires and hit the employee parking lot with a spray of pebbles and rocks skirting away in fear. We both got out of the car, waiting on Alex who had his hands crossed in defiance.

      He pouted. “You guys can’t leave me hanging like this. Come on, Tucker. I want details.”

      And I was sure he did but Tucker was acting way too weird to discuss it in front of Alex. He never had problems showing off pictures of his girlfriends or parading them around in Chica’s as if they were some new board of his. But this one must be different. It piqued my curiosity, to say the least.

      Momma was in the back, as usual, sweating it up, running up and down the line, pushing out orders and tackling lobster tails in one swish of her long, tanned arm. Everyone in town treated my chef-owner momma like royalty. She had a four-star establishment down by the waterfront, a daunting task to some with all our competition, but not for my momma. She loved the challenge and always strived for the best service, food, and atmosphere. She had a handsome, younger prince who adored her and treated her like a queen. Momma had her life. Sometimes I wondered if she ever included Alex and me in her perfect equation. It never felt like that anyway.

      She gave Alex a quick hug and a peck on his full curly dark head, shaking it all out of order. She smiled at me and gave me that knowing look. It was lunch hour. They opened 11-2, then closed, opened again 5-10. She needed the extra hand, and without being asked, I picked up the salads and headed out to the dining room with a bright smile plastered on my face.

      Hidden away in the corner where the crowds of hungry customers could fade away behind us, Tucker looked so uneasy as he squirmed in our family booth always reserved for us.

      I put on my server voice, “Do you want something?”

      He squirmed again and whispered, “Hurry so we can talk.”

      I shrugged. “You knew what would happen if I came here. She needs me. Can it wait a little bit?”

      He looked down at his watch as if he had somewhere to be.

      “Yeah, I guess. But I need you.”

      He had never was so serious before. This girl must be something.

      “Just tell me her name. Who is it? “

      “Bree.”

      I ran through the juniors and half of the faces of the garden tools he’d dated in the past and that name wasn’t in my directory. This girl was a mystery, and she had captured my best friend. It’s not that I was jealous. I never looked at Tucker that way, even though Momma tried to encourage it more than once. To everyone else, I was sure they thought he was the finest thing to grace the planet. But he picked his boogers and farted way too much in front of me to see anything fine about him other than his fine smelling feet I swore he never washed. But I was a little stumped to see him this enamored, and then I wondered what he needed me for?

      Momma needed me more, and for the next thirty minutes I helped her young college staff, Ruby and Peggy Lynn, catch up on lunch specials before crashing down in front of Tucker. Alex was running up and down the dock with his hacky-sack Tucker made for him, keeping our stepdad, Luke, busy laughing.

      I pushed back my hair that had fallen out of my rubber band holder as I slid in across from Tucker. He leaned over, grabbed a strand and pulled on it. He always said he loved to watch it spring back in place.

      “Okay, shoot. I’m here. Now, who’s Bree?”

      He grinned sheepishly. “You’ll kill me.”

      “Oh, no you didn’t.” I kicked him under the table and he winced. “You didn’t get her pregnant, did you?” We’d already had this scare last spring.

      Tucker shook his head violently. “No way. I’ve not even touched her like that. No, it’s not like that.”

      I sighed with relief and fell back against the leather-cushioned booth. “Thank God. Tucker, don’t go scaring me like that. What is it? What did you do?”

      “She’s a sophomore.”

      That’s no big deal. Why would I kill him? “So, there are seniors that date sophomores. That’s not the end of the world.”

      He continued, this time pushing the salt and pepper mills around in circles, spilling salt. I picked it up and threw it over mine and Tucker’s left shoulders out of habit. He still wouldn’t look at me.

      “Well, I’ve got a genuine problem and you’re the only one who can help me?”

      I laughed. “If you want me to rub eucalyptus in your dreads again, sorry.”

      His face lit up again remembering it, too. “I wish it were that simple. I need you to go out with me.”

      Okay, that made me spill the saltshaker. I threw it over my left again. “What did you just say?”

      He said, “Hear me out, okay. She’s fifteen years old and her momma won’t let her out of her sight without chaperones, so I really need for you to be like my wingman for our dates and I’ve got to be with her, and I have to have somebody. And I can’t ask Billy, Jamie, or Frankie. They would scare her away from me the minute she spends time together with that rough crew. You are my moon. You are my moon and stars, please, please, please be my chaperone for the evening or summer, or the next year, please!”

      I frowned, thinking about how that would go. “Are you serious?”

      He grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Bree is different, trust me.”

      I trusted him with my life, and I knew that if I needed him, he’d do the same for me. So, of course, I could never say no, and now I’d be a granny chaperone.

      “Okay, but wait, on one condition. If you start your kissing mess then you do it away from me. I don’t want to be reminded I haven’t had my first kiss yet.”

      His eyebrows furrowed. “Wait, I thought Joey Paine kissed you.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “That didn’t count. I punched him, remember. It wasn’t mutual.”

      He leaned in closer. “Well, if I kiss you, will you be over it already.”

      He was so stupid and dramatic all the time. He needed his own one-man show.

      “What would Bree say about that?”

      Tucker leaned back, his voice confident and filled with emotion. “She knows about us and for the first time, it’s okay. Thank God. You don’t know how much of a difference that is.”

      “Ah-ah, I knew I got to those other girls and that was the reason that my popularity stunk. Nobody can stand it they are so jealous.”

      “The price to pay I guess, to be my friend. But Bree can’t wait to meet you. She’s the sweetest thing, besides you. When I told her about us, she was so cool with it. That’s when I knew I could love her. That’s why I’ve loved no one else. I couldn’t help but love her anyway. She’s it, Jazzy. Sorry you haven’t found your it yet. I told you, I’d hook you up.”

      “My it would be some evil clown terrorizing me, knowing my luck. No hookups for me, thank you very much. Single and loving it.”

      He frowned and turned to look out the window again. My social status was always a concern for him. My school experiences had been less than lack-luster. Filled with studying, tests, reading, and hiding. No friends by lockers, no friends at lunch, no friends. Filled with teachers and Tucker. That is when Tucker could get away from his football crowd long enough to make plans with me after practice. No girls to talk with, to share secrets with, no guys to kiss. High school wasn’t as it was in the movies for me. High school was a day-by-day existence to get me to graduation. What was so awful was that I didn’t know what came next?

      Momma was as concerned as Tucker was, I was sure. When she got a second to spend with me, it was always the inquisition. Why can’t you be more like Tucker? Where is your personality? Where is your voice? What happened to you? Repeatedly. Tucker motioned for Luke, and I watched him pull Momma out of the kitchen. They were both headed this way. Great. An intervention.

      Momma smiled and kissed Tucker on the cheek. “I heard about your date tonight, Jazzline. It sounds wonderful.”

      I sighed. Great, they already figured I could not say no. “Sure.”

      Luke started in with his fatherly like voice booming a little too over the top. He had no children of his own, so he fell into us half-grown, but he did a decent job, to be honest. “Your mother and I think this is a fresh start for you. You need to get out and have fun. We want you to experience life. Going on this double date will be a confidence booster.”

      My mouth gaped open. “Double date? Tucker?”

      He squirmed in his seat. “I forgot to mention that. Bree’s parents won’t let her go out unless her older brother goes. She has two brothers. I haven’t met them yet, so I don’t know what you’re getting yourself into. but I’m sure if they are anything like Bree, you’ll love him.”

      Momma chimed in, trying her best to put it on thick in front of her crowd. “It will be fine, Jazzline. You don’t even have to like him. You have to go. One step towards dating this one guy will lead to other guys, and other guys, and soon you’ll have a record of accomplishment like Tucker.”

      I laughed at that. Not in a million years could I ever catch up with him. Tucker beamed. “Thanks so much, Mrs. Chicand, for believing in me. I have changed this time. Brianna is the one.”

      Momma’s eyebrows rose. “I can’t wait to meet her tonight. Jazzline, don’t even think about coming to the back and helping. We have it all covered.”

      I threw up my hands and sighed. Great. My actual first date, double date or whatever, and I would be at Chica’s. Couldn’t Tucker be more creative than that? I needed to queue Netflix’s romance categories and try to get Tucker the hookup. At least I would feel right at home. The big goof.

      Momma handed me a wad of bills. I wasn’t the girl that had a credit card with her name on it even though I could have if I asked. I wasn’t the girl that even had a bank account. Material objects meant nothing to me. But Momma was handing me money for something, and I was sure it wasn’t for my dinner.

      Luke smiled and pulled me out of the booth. “Now get prettied up like your momma. We can’t wait to see you fixed up. We’re sure you’ll be stunning.”

      Tucker said, “I’ll get Alex. I can’t wait to put him through all of this pain and torture. It’ll be hilarious. Come on.”

      The wad of money was crushed between my tiny hand and his large calloused one. I murmured a thank you to Momma and Luke, and we were off hunting our little man to kidnap him yet again for a prettied-up day of fun.

      When we made it inside Jeepers Kreepers, Tucker wished he were with a serial murderer I was sure, after I let him have it. How dare he try to push me towards a double date, which was different words than chaperone? And how dare he force a makeover.

      But there I was, going into Studio 7, being dropped off by an elated Tucker who was past cloud nine.

      I called out to him, “She better love you, you moron.”

      He grinned that boyish grin that every girl dreamed he’d flash her. “I’m betting on it.”

      Alex rolled around in the receptionist’s chair flipping through entertainment magazines as I was being tortured to death, plucked, and hair blown. I couldn’t help but visualize all of the girls in the world that enjoyed this kind of abuse. Then, it hit me. I was alone. I had no one to impress.

      The makeup stylist commented that I had a soft, natural face. When I finally caught sight of myself, I saw nothing like the Jazzline I knew. It was a definite improvement before walking in.

      Alex was spiking his hair out with some stolen moose, and I gave him the evil eye for us to leave before they noticed him. Tucker was right outside with front curb service, and he even jumped out and opened the car door for me. I gave him the most peculiar look.

      He laughed. “I know. I know. I’m practicing for tonight. That hair, though.”

      I blushed for some silly reason. “Stop it. Who’s this girl anyway?”

      After a few beating-with-a-hammer attempts to start Jeepers Kreepers, he fired up the ignition, and we sped off heading to the mall. I told him to make a U-turn because I slipped the rest of Momma’s money in a charity bucket at the counter of the salon. There was no way I would get a new outfit, too. Having my hair probed and eyebrows plucked was enough for a girl for one day. This girl, anyway.

      Alex was back immersed playing his handheld video game, and Tucker began to tell me the whole story of how he met Brianna MacKenzie on the beach two weeks earlier. They had been on the phone every waking second he could talk to her. She was his love. His one true soul mate. Had he been dipping into his Momma’s romance novel stash stuffed by the toilet or watching Lifetime? Where was my surfer-wanna-be, Rastafarian, alternative-loving player?

      “So, where does she go to school?” Her name was still not familiar.

      “St. James Academy. And her parents are filthy rich or something like that. She lives down at Pawley’s Island on an oceanfront mansion. Sounds like a dream to me to be the poor surfer in love with the rich girl who has the entire world but chose me.”

      “What’s with the parents and why do I have to be your chaperone? Like this really happens anymore?”

      “I’m her first boyfriend, and her parents are super-freaky strict. She has to introduce them to me tonight, and I’m about to lose my mind. I’ve met no girl’s parents before. And you have to come, too. See, they’ve been to Chica’s. That was an in for me. That was a way to get them to even let me take her out. Nice to know you have influence somewhere in the world.”

      I tried my best to gain my composure. “Meet the parents, too? Come on, Tucker.”

      He knew how awful I was at talking.

      He patted me again like a school kid. “It’ll be fine. I’ll be right there. Jazz, you’ve got to work on yourself. You take yourself way extreme and put yourself in a cardboard box under the pier. It’s almost like you’re some hermit crab.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at him. “You mean a hermit?”

      He was so ridiculous at times, but to be honest, this time he was right. I never talked unless I was forced to. I never pushed a conversation or carried one through. People somehow read I was closed for business, and they left me alone, often hiding behind Tucker’s massive frame and boisterous personality enough for the both of us and two more. That was where I liked to be.

      “Whatever. You know what I mean. Everybody at Sea Side has to know that you’re cool to be with me, but you’re a freeze pop around them. They can’t even get to see who you are because you won’t let them.”

      I sighed, staring out at the traffic before me wishing that it would hurry up, so we could avoid this conversation. “But you know who I am. Isn’t that enough.”

      Tucker frowned. His face was plastered with that concerned look again, and I hated it. “No, it’s not. We’ll be seniors, Jazz-a-licious. Seniors! You’ve spent all these years with nobody but me and little shrimp here. What’ll happen after high school?”

      He would be a marine biologist far away on some blue island shore. Me? I knew it wouldn’t be a culinary school for sure, but Momma didn’t know that, and I wasn’t about to go there.

      “No clue.”

      “I’m leaving, Jazz. You’ve got to open yourself up to other people, or I’ll be worrying about you when I’m not here.”

      “What? Do you think I need a babysitter? I’m not the ten-year-old here.”

      He smirked. “Well, sometimes you act like it. You’ll love Bree. You really will. She is kinda like you. She’s different.”

      “What are you trying to say? That I’m different?” My eyes twinkled at him because even though he was pushing my buttons, I could never be mad at him.

      They chimed in, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “No. You’re weird.”

      Maybe it wasn’t normal to be so closed up. There could be other life forms out there that could relate to me, and we could be friends and hang out.

      Tucker dropped Alex off at Chica’s, then me at the house to change. I needed to put together an outfit but my black work pants and one of Momma’s blouses would have to do. There was no way I would get dressed up for this.

      The doorbell rang. It couldn’t be Tucker. He never rang doorbells. Then, it hit me. Tucker had left me here stranded for this stranger to pick me up. When I opened the door, I tried my best to smile but it all came out wrong.

      The guy was not what I expected, but then again, I didn’t quite know what to expect. I didn’t even know his name. He held out his hand to me, and I wasn’t sure what he wanted me to do. Would he shake my hand or kiss it? So, I did nothing but stand there in front of him and stare. I thanked God that I knew for certain that this guy wouldn’t be the one. It would make it a whole lot easier to get through the night. Then, I would get Tucker Lane for this. He’d be owing me big time. Like for the rest of his life.
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            The Tide Is High

          

        

      

    

    
      His lip moved to the side in this peculiar way, and I knew that he was just like me, trying to smile but not knowing what it looked like. His wire-framed glasses reminded me of Harry Potter, and when he spoke, his voice came out a little squeaky.

      He coughed it away. “I’m Bree’s oldest brother, Colin MacKenzie. Are you ready?”

      He didn’t ask my name, and I knew he couldn’t have cared less.

      I got up enough nerve to speak, admiring his choice of car. “What kind of car is this?”

      He gasped. “You don’t know about classic cars? This is a 68 Chevrolet Camaro, mint condition.”

      I looked for the Jeep, but it was long gone. Pawley’s Island was about fifteen minutes away from my house. I hadn’t gone there much, just passing through to go to Georgetown a few times with Momma for kitchen supplies. But Pawley’s Island wasn’t a place I would frequent. Tucker, either. He’d met Bree here. Wonder what she was doing down this far from her prim and proper, uppity-scaled universe.

      We didn’t speak a single word as we drove down Highway 17, and I was so relieved. The silence wasn’t even awkward. It just was. Thank God that he wasn’t a talker and asked me stupid first date questions. It was a silent drive, no music playing, with the rushing of cars around us.

      When we arrived at his house, there was a grand entry gate with security codes and mechanical iron gates. He followed tiny lights up a cobblestoned driveway that rose and then fell to a magnificent castle-like mansion sitting right by the sea. It was like something from a fairytale, and if I were the romantic type, I was sure I would’ve been swept away. I raised my eyebrows at Tucker as we all walked in together to a foyer that was as large as our entire houses combined.

      When we were inside, I couldn’t help but stare at the little girl that was standing beside Tucker. Her face was heart shaped, doll-like. Her hands swayed as she spoke, and she bounded up against me, flinging her arms around me as if she had missed me for a lifetime. I stared wild-eyed at Tucker as she gushed about how happy she was to meet me. How she’d heard so much about me. How she couldn’t thank me enough for doing this for them.

      She giggled and pointed down the hallway as Colin disappeared around the corner. “He’s not the sociable type, Colin. But he is a sweet guy once you get to know him. He’s into his computers. I’m sure he told you all about it on the way here.”

      I smiled at her. The silence was golden. I would’ve taken the sound of cars over the sound of tech talk any day. Then, I saw movement at the staircase. A guy was springing up them two steps at a time. His hair was long and dark, flowing way past his shoulders. It was thick, and I wondered what it would feel like to put my hands through it. My hand flew up to my cheeks, burning to the touch. I was sure I’d taken off the first layer of the professional makeup but didn’t care.

      Tucker looked to Bree who was staring at me. Her eyes had changed. The blue had become more vibrant like the color was pooling darker clouds in her eyes as we watched. Her smile was radiating from within her, and I felt like she could burst forth in a ray of light.

      I looked to Tucker, and he shrugged. “Baby, are you okay?”

      She hugged herself as tears fell down her cheeks. “Oh, Tucker. This is so wonderful. I would’ve never thought it could happen.” She was an exploding burst of sunshine, and I knew why he loved her. His sun to her rays. They were the same. And just as confusing, because why she was crying in the middle of her first date entrance made no sense at all.

      He laughed and looked at me. “Man, I’ve never had a girl so excited to go out with me before.”

      That was the perfect cue for Mr. and Mrs. MacKenzie to walk into the room, with a still nervous looking Colin at their side. Bree pushed the tears aside, ran up to her father and mother and swung her arms around them. She whispered something to them and instead of looking at Tucker, they caught my eye. Both of them stared at me with this dazed expression.

      Feelings of inadequacy and awkwardness evaded my senses. Something was going on, and I could feel it in my spirit.

      Bree then brought them to Tucker. “Momma, Daddy, I’d like for you to meet my boyfriend, Tucker Lane, and his best friend, Jazzline Chicand.”

      Tucker held out his hand to shake theirs, and Mr. MacKenzie stuck his massive hairy arm to clasp his. Tucker winced, and I wanted to laugh. This would not be easy. I’d love to see Tucker sweat this one out. I felt a little sorry for him as we were leaving. It was an interrogation. It was you-better know-she-is-fifteen stare. You better get her in by ten. You better stay chaperoned, or you’re dead. Bree was stammering and pouting, her cheeks turning a sweet pink, but she endured it to go out with him.

      I had to make it to the Camaro, and for the first time in my life, I preferred Jeepers Kreepers to any other car in the world. No words were spoken, and before long we were at Chica’s. We were being waited on and getting goo-goo eyed from all of the employees. One idiot server even took a picture of me I was sure they would post it on my locker in the back. Or worse yet, on our social media. I’d kill Tucker. Then, I’d go after the server boy. Thou Shalt Not Kill. Christian faith, hold me up.

      When the little lovey-dovey date was over, I was almost sick to my stomach. This time because I saw a true connection between the two of them. There was a way that Tucker looked at her I couldn’t describe. It was in his eyes. He didn’t have to say a word to her. He leaned in a little, and she’d shift her weight, and they’d be right there, no space. They melded into each other as we walked out of the restaurant, and her tiny hand wrapped between his massive one like from an old movie scene. It was too strange and intimate to see, and I couldn’t help but turn away a little embarrassed.

      I was walking out with the loopy computer geek brother who happened to not once allow me to talk for the evening. I’d heard enough about computer upgrades and system requirements for the new program he was writing for an early admittance summer program to MIT once Bree got him to talk. I never thought we’d get him to shut up. I didn’t know where MIT was, but I was sure it was up north somewhere. Far enough away from here that I’d never see him again.

      He thought he was escorting me to his car, but I stood by the Jeep holding on to the door handle until my knuckles were a solid white. I was sure that Tucker could sense my foreboding, and he looked to Bree for approval. She smiled up at him with innocent, adoring eyes and asked for me to come along as if it were her idea. I loved her already. How could you not? I wanted to take her aside to put in points for Tucker and tell her he was a goofy, yet adorable big Teddy bear, but I didn’t think she needed a Tucker tutorial. She was already his.

      On the ride back to her house, Bree told us more about her family. She had two older brothers. One had just turned eighteen, a senior at St. James and was the one with the long dark hair flying up the staircase. Why wasn’t I hooked up with him? Why some guy about to leave for college? But then again, I didn’t want to be hooked up with anybody, so it had better be with the older one because something about the other one...

      Then, she leaned in against Tucker and whispered, “They’re perfect for each other. If only. Oh, I wish and pray.”

      I asked, “What? Who?”

      She sighed. “Oh, nothing. I want to thank you so much for going with us so I could spend tonight with Tucker. It has meant so much to me.”

      She smiled at Tucker, and I felt the Jeep swerve. I knocked him in the head to get his attention back on the road and off her soft, blue eyes that mirrored her love for him. She was just a kid. We were too young for all of this. You couldn’t feel like that, could you?

      He grinned at me through the crooked mirror. “Whatever I can do for you, name it.”

      I frowned. “Never, and I mean never, let me alone with that guy again.”

      He held up his two fingers. “Scout’s honor. But really, Jazz. How can we pay you back?”

      “Go buy me a car.”

      He bellowed out a big one. “Yeah, right? You’d miss ol’ Jeepers if you had to leave her. Admit it.”

      The cracked seat was cutting into my leg. Sure, I’d miss her and all her smells. All I wanted was a car of my own to get me and Alex around without haphazard driving and speedy deliveries. Why did it have to be so difficult?

      Bree asked, “Have you tried asking for one?”

      “Of course not. I don’t think I should have to do that.”

      She looked confused. “But why not?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it is a given when you turn sixteen you get a car.”

      She frowned. “But I thought you were seventeen.”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Exactly my point.”

      She went back to the first question. “But if you ask, then it’s out there in the open and it can be either yes or no. There, it’s that simple. Ask.”

      Tucker squeezed her shoulder. “It’s not that easy with Jazzy-old-girl. She doesn’t talk much. She doesn’t demand or ask or fight or speak to anyone. I’m surprised she talked to you. She is just Jazz.”

      She turned to me then, her full attention on me, her gaze intent as if what she was about to say would be life changing. “How can you not speak, when you have such a lovely tone to your voice. It’s almost melodic, like a slow Jazz song.”

      Tucker added, “Oh, she has a voice. You ought to hear her sing. Go ahead, Jazz. Sing for her. But she only sings when she thinks nobody is listening or when she gets nervous and stuff. It’s getting worse lately, and I haven’t figured out why.”

      I swatted him again in the head. “Stop it, both of you. I’m fine like I am.”

      She grabbed my hand and squeezed. Her gesture felt way too mature for a girl of fifteen. “How can you ever let the world know who you are if you don’t let them see? I know what I see, a beautiful strong woman, and I know that you deserve it. You remind me so much of him, it’s ridiculous.”

      “Him? Tucker? No way. We’re like the complete opposite!”

      She said, “No. I meant my brother. You both deserve it.”

      I asked, “Deserve what? A car?”

      Bree leaned through the window of the car and punched in the security code. She stepped out of the car and skipped up the steps holding out her hand to Tucker as she did so. She called out to me as I waited in the car for them.

      “You deserve a life, Jazzline Chicand. Go get one. I dare you.”

      Then, she kissed Tucker full on the lips, rocking him back against the brick entryway before the light flickered on and off, and she pushed him aside. He stood there for a moment dazed then held out his hand to shake Mr. MacKenzie’s hand. I waved at him as I pushed down a giggle. His large muscled arm waved back in an awkward motion, and he pulled Bree along with him through the massive iron gated door.

      Tucker fell in the seat beside me. “So, isn’t she a dream?”

      I climbed in front, kicking off my shoes and resting my feet against the dash like always. “Yeah, she’s a nice little girl.”

      I emphasized the little, and he snarled. “You know you like her. I could tell.”

      In fact, I did. “She’s nice, and I can see why you love her. Who couldn’t? She seems perfect for you, Tucker. Be good to her. Don’t let it be like the others.” The others included cheating, lying, fast, stupid fights, and all that corny crap that never amounted to anything.

      He squealed out of the driveway. “Don’t worry. I don’t need the talk about this one. She’s my baby girl, and I love her for sure. With you and her like that, talking, it did me some good.”

      “Well, I’m thrilled for you, Tucker. And I wouldn’t mind another chaperone escort, as long as maybe it’s me and Alex. The whole double dating thing isn’t my style. Keep that in mind next time.”

      He grinned. “I know. You don’t have to warn me again. Maybe this time it’ll be enough for them to see I can take her out alone, and they can trust me.”

      And I would have thought so, too. But not for the MacKenzie’s. I even pulled in Alex to meet them the next night, tagging along on their dates for the next week. Every night it was somewhere different. We went midnight bowling, found ourselves on the boat ride at Brookgreen Gardens and walking through the zoo. We ate brick oven pizzas at Bovine’s and danced like maniacs at Charlie’s to the Twisted Brothers knockoff band. It went on and on until I was just about sick of seeing all the sappy love exchanges, I felt like being thrown in a demon hole would have been better for my self-concept than going on another Tucker-Bree outing. But I couldn’t say no, and Alex fell in love with her, too. We were going along fine until Momma got involved.

      Bree spoke right before it was time to take her home, “Let’s go by Chica’s.”

      Tucker smiled. “Oh, yeah. I almost forgot.”

      Alex was asleep in the backseat with me. There was no way any sane person could do that with all the jumping and jarring, but Alex’s little body seemed immune to it. Get him still when the stars came out, and he was out.

      “Where now?”

      Tucker was trying to maintain a level of seriousness in his tone, “Your mother would like to have a talk with you, young lady?”

      I pleaded, “Don’t take me by Chica’s. It’s close to closing time and I’d be forced to do hard labor.”

      Bree grinned, showing her rows of aligned white teeth. “No, it’s nothing like that. We’ve already laid out the plan. We have to be there to witness it.”

      I had no clue what she was talking about, but whatever it was they couldn’t help but show the excitement on their faces. It was as if they had been scheming this for a while now and were at the final push of watching their baby being delivered.

      Momma flipped the closed sign when we drove up to the parking lot. How convenient. Another ambush. She even had Luke with her at our table with a full basket of breadsticks, a weakness of mine, placed strategically to soften me up.

      I couldn’t help but sigh. “Okay guys, what is this about now? No more dates, okay?”

      Tucker still had Alex in his arms, and he transferred him to lean up against Momma. He didn’t even wake up. Momma started, “I didn’t know that you wanted a car, Jazzline? All you had to do was ask. You seemed fine riding around with Tucker everywhere.”

      Wait? What was this? No ambush? Relief flooded over me like a soothing wave. Was it a car conversation? When I told them they could get me a car, I was joking. They took it and paved the blacktop for me. How lovely.

      “But there’s a catch,” continued Luke. There it was. I knew that it couldn’t be that easy. “Jazzline, we’re all a little concerned for you, that you aren’t out with other teenagers. And your...”

      Momma added, finishing his sentences like she always did, “Confidence and self-esteem seem so low to us. We want you to snap out of it.”

      “I didn’t know that you guys even noticed.” I couldn’t believe that an up could spiral to a down in two seconds.

      She mumbled, “We’ll let you pick out any car you want if you promise us one thing.”

      Any car? That would be a hoot. I could see myself going to a Bentley dealership or maybe snatch a Red Ferrari with those doors that pop up at the sides. “Any car?”

      Momma said, “Yes, but with one condition.”

      I braced myself. “Let me hear it.”

      Tucker jumped in like the Flash. “Be in a summer play program with me and Bree, and you have to have a speaking part. Put on the play in front of an audience, and you have to want it. It’s for charity, if that makes you feel better. I know that’s your thing.”

      I thought I would lose my stomach then, and I pushed the garlicky plate away from my proximity. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      Momma smiled and patted my hand. “Well, it’s settled. First Take starts tomorrow morning at nine. I’ve seen the rehearsal schedule and planned for extra help around here. You’ll be out with other people your age, talking, and having a blast before you know it. I’ve got Alex all figured out. You don’t worry about a thing.”

      Tucker was already sliding out of the booth, pulling Bree along behind him, smiling like the Joker. Harley Quinn and the Joker, those funny little schemers. “Thanks, Mrs. Chicand. See ya later, Luke.”

      Bree giggled. “Bye, Jazz. See you in the morning.”

      I stood there stammering. “Wait. I didn’t say I would.”

      Momma pushed me along towards the kitchen doors, and in a singsong voice, she replied, “But you didn’t say no either. You’d better get to work if it’s luxury you’re after. There’s a lot of dishes to clear away.”

      Now, Tucker and Bree were halfway down the coast making out, and I was up to my elbows in leftovers. Didn’t they know the thought of being in some performance was like sending me to a firing squad? What they were asking me to do was way too impossible for me. But, then again, it wouldn’t hurt for me to be a little more open. I was thinking about that a lot, well more like every night after watching Bree and Tucker and getting dropped off at night to walk up to my entryway alone. I needed to stop hiding. It was time.

      But that? Come on. That was total exposure, out there, and a speaking part? And why did Tucker want to be in some play? Was he giving up summer football workouts with the team for this? That didn’t take long for me to figure out. Bree must love this. She had that theater look about her. Okay, she was in the play. Tucker needed me there so he could be there, and they thought they’d throw in the car thing for leverage for me. Maybe they meant well, but in all honesty, they seemed like selfish little schemers at that moment. As I wiped leftover fettuccine sauce off my hands, he better be glad he was far away from me or I’d strangle him.
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