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One

“Ew! This is disgusting!” Lula Cruz shouted over the deafening sound of the wind. She pulled off her black, rectangular-framed glasses and wiped away tiny squashed bugs with the end of her white shirt. She’d been pelted with the little insect pests ever since they’d driven out onto the open expanse of the 17.6-mile Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel. “Put the top up! Please!” she requested.

The driver of the classic, silver BMW convertible—a slim, handsome guy with lively brown eyes and short, dark, blue-tipped hair—smiled, but shook his head. “I don’t know how.”



“Then raise the windows, at least,” she suggested. “You have to do it. My window button doesn’t work. I think you have the child lock on or something.”

“Okay.” He pounded on the electronic buttons at his side.

Bzzt. The window to her right went up.

And then down again.

Bzzt. The window on her left went up …

… then down … then up.

“Jeff, what are you doing?” she asked.

“I can’t drive and adjust the windows at the same time,” he explained, speaking loudly over the sea breezes blasting them from the Atlantic Ocean. “I can’t multi-task. I’m an evolutionary throwback to a simpler time.”

Lula laughed and shook her head. “Maybe you’re just a lunatic,” she teased.

Jeff lurched into the next lane, causing Lula to grab the side of her seat. She decided to say no more and let him pay attention to driving. Since they’d left New York City at dawn that morning, Lula had come to a startling—and somewhat horrible—realization.



Jeff was a horrendous driver.

Totally berserk! He was the Ozzy Osbourne of automobiles.

She’d thought—just assumed—that she already knew everything about Jeff. But she hadn’t known this.

Watching him grin with pleasure as he clutched the steering wheel made her smile. This was so typical of him. Naturally he would take a job driving a sporty, classic car to Florida even though he clearly had absolutely no idea what he was doing.

He’d found the help-wanted ad in The Village Voice. A man in New York had sold a BMW convertible on eBay to a woman in Florida. He needed a driver to deliver the car to her. He’d pay for gas and for Jeff’s meals and would also pay him three hundred dollars for his so-called driving.

Jeff always got them mixed up in things like this. She remembered, for example, the time he’d volunteered them to run the frog-hop races at their community center’s Kids’ Day and they’d spent hours running after fugitive frogs.

But that was okay with her, really.



Jeff’s offbeat, but always upbeat, optimism was one of the best things about him. He believed—no matter how disastrous things appeared at the moment—that everything would work out fine in the end. And, when they were together, Lula felt the same way.

So what if he was a complete freak of a menace on the road? She figured that you had to take the good with the bad when it came to people.

The good with the bad …

Lula slipped a pen and a small silver notebook from the large brown canvas bag she’d stowed under the front seat. The good with the bad, she wrote. She liked the way the phrase sounded and wanted to remember it for her next poem. It might even make a good title.

Looking up, she saw a red sports car dart dangerously close in front of them. Way too close! “Look out!” she cried.

Jeff swerved into the other lane. A terrible, crunching, grinding sound screamed up from the engine.

“What was that?” Lula shouted, alarmed.



“Not to worry,” Jeff assured her. “I just threw it into the wrong gear.” He shrugged and flashed a sheepish grin at her.

“Oh, is that all?” Lula said, leaning back into her seat. “Jeff, have you ever driven this kind of car before?”

“Do you mean a standard clutch?”

“Yeah.”

“Once.”

“Once?” she said warily.

“But it was for a whole hour,” he added, as if that were equivalent to a PhD in driving a manual-shift car. “I may be a little inexperienced, but at least I know how to drive.”

“Really?” she said, but he didn’t seem to notice her sarcasm. Actually, she knew what he was getting at. Mass transportation was so easily available in the city that there was no real reason to learn to drive. That’s why she had never gotten her license.

Reaching over her head, Lula gathered as much of her blowing hair as she could grab. With quick twists of her wrists, she bundled the thick, unruly strands into the black elastic she’d worn on her wrist. Stray pieces instantly escaped and danced around her forehead.

Jeff turned on the radio, and buzzing static blasted at them. They’d lost the signal of the rock station they’d been listening to in New York. Jeff fiddled with buttons until he found a station that came in clear, nearly crashing them into a passing car in the process.

Lula once again clutched the side of her seat and stared, wide-eyed, at Jeff. Just then, the station he had tuned in crackled to life and blasted “The Remedy,” by Jason Mraz.

Jeff cranked the song to full volume.

Lula’s mood lifted along with the music. It was the start of summer. They’d somehow managed to graduate—high school was behind them, finally! And they were together on this road trip to Florida. What could be better?

She put her glasses back on and knelt up on the seat, her arms stretched wide, and started singing along. Jeff sang, too, belting out the lyrics as he drove. “I won’t worry my life away!”
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That night Lula and Jeff sat on the hood of the car and finished their ice-cream cones. They’d stopped at a rest area off Interstate 95, at the edge of a city called Florence, in South Carolina.

Jeff suddenly grabbed her arm. “Okay, coming out the door right now,” he said, dropping his voice. “Yours or mine?”

Trying not to be obvious, Lula skirted her eyes over toward the front door of the restaurant. A real hottie had just come out. Broad shoulders and cut abs were easy to see beneath his tight T-shirt. Form-fitting jeans promised a great walking-away view. “Mine,” Lula said.

“Dream on,” Jeff disagreed. “Look at those abs. That guy spends a lot of time at the gym.”

“Check the hair, though,” Lula countered. “No gay man would wear a mullet anymore.”

Jeff shook his head. “I don’t know…. I’ve seen some mullet-headed gay guys.”

“Not in this lifetime,” Lula argued.

A Dodge Ram pickup drove into the parking lot. Its driver was a cowboy type in a Stetson hat. He stopped, and the object of their attention climbed in. Jeff pounded Lula’s shoulder excitedly. “Busted! I so win! Did you see that guy who just picked him up? I win!”

“You do not!” Lula disagreed. “That could have been his brother or his friend.”

“Or his boyfriend,” Jeff added.

“Maybe,” she allowed as her interest in the subject began to fade. “Who wants a guy who wears a mullet, anyway?”

“Well, this is the South,” he allowed.

The South might as well have been a foreign country to her. New York, New York, was the only place she’d ever lived. “It’s so far away from Manhattan, isn’t it?” she said, already feeling a little homesick. “Where would we be right now if we were home?”

“Probably drinking too many caffe lattes at Rick’s New Rican,” he suggested. Rick’s New Rican Coffeehouse was their favorite hangout.

On open-mike nights, Rick let Lula perform the poetry she wrote, even though she was younger than all the other poets. “Your stuff is good,” he’d told her. “When you’re good, age is just a number.”



On her last night in the city, Rick had even given her a going-away pep talk. “Are you nervous about going to school in Miami?” he had asked.

“A little,” Lula had admitted to him. “At first the University of Miami seemed too far away from home. But then I got the creative writing scholarship and it became so affordable, I couldn’t really turn it down.”

“They gave you a stash of cash, huh?”

“I don’t know if I could go to college if they hadn’t,” she’d replied.

“Well, good luck, kiddo,” Rick had said to her. “You might meet kids at this university who have fancier cars or nicer clothes, but remember: You have talent. You’re a damn good poet. You have something in here”—he’d thumped his chest lightly—“that no one can ever take away from you. You have passion for life, and it shows in your writing.”

“Thanks,” she’d told him, wrapping him in a quick hug. In a few words, Rick had helped her deal with an anxiety that she hadn’t even admitted to herself until that moment: How would she fit in at the University of Miami?



There on the Lower East Side of Manhattan she was in a crowd of other kids who were mostly like herself. They came from different ethnicities, but very few of them had a lot of money. If they did, they’d have been going to a private school. So, although she lived in a small apartment with her mother, living off the unreliable and usually insufficient money her mother made as an aspiring actress, Lula didn’t think about her lack of money on most days. All the families around her struggled, and that’s just how things were.

Now, though, she was going into a whole different world, where she wouldn’t be with other people who were so much like herself. Would they look down on her because she might not have all things they did? She tried not to care. After all, it was a trivial, superficial thing. But sometimes she felt herself freeze up inside, overcome with anxiety.

Jeff’s voice broke through Lula’s thoughts, bringing her back. “Did your mom freak this morning when you left?”

Lula shook her head and scooped a drip of chocolate off the end of her cone with her tongue. “No, I think she was relieved that I’m not going to Canada with her.” Lula’s mom had just landed a big commercial acting job that was being shot in Canada. It was an important job for her since she hadn’t worked in two months. “She knows I’d be bored up there, and she won’t be around because she’ll be busy shooting the commercial.”

“She’s making that foot-spray commercial, right?” Jeff said.

“Funk-Off foot spray,” Lula confirmed.

Jeff snorted with laughter. “I love the name of that stuff.”

Lula laughed too. “I know. She actually has to say, ‘Spray foot fungus away with Funk-Off!’” That reminded Lula that she had brought a can of the stuff along to show Jeff. Wiping her chocolate-covered hands on the back of her jeans, she reached into her brown bag and pulled out the can. “Ta-da!”

“That’s so sick!” Jeff cried. “I have to have this! Every time someone cuts me off on the road, I’m gonna shoot a blast of Funk-Off at them!”

Lula tilted her head back up at the dark night sky and laughed. What a sight that would be.

Jeff hopped back into the car. “Come on. We have to go find a hotel. I can’t drive anymore.”

Lula sent up a silent cheer.

They drove a short way and came to a shabby but affordable-looking place called Fred’s Hideaway. The heavyset man at the front desk asked them if they wanted one room or two. “One, I guess,” Jeff said, glancing apprehensively at Lula to check if that was okay.

“Sure. One room,” she agreed with a shrug. Neither of them had a lot of money. The less they needed to spend, the better.

The man leered at Lula with a knowing grin. She glared back at him. As he handed Jeff the room key, he winked. “Have fun,” he said.

Jeff reached down to his overnight suitcase and pulled out the can of Funk-Off. He sprayed it around the room.

“Hey! What’s that?” the man shouted.

“It’s Funk-Off!” Jeff replied with a goofy, bright smile. “I thought you could use some.”



“Get out of here with that stuff!” he yelled, turning three shades of red.

They hurried, snickering quietly, out of the office. “I can’t believe you did that!” Lula managed to say when they were outside and able to burst into laughter.

“I had to do something,” Jeff replied. “I hope the rest of this place isn’t as dirty as his mind.”

Their room was small and smelled of mildew, but it had two double beds. Lula threw herself down on the nearest one. “Wow, I’m beat. What time do you want to get up tomorrow?”

Jeff had already gone into the bathroom. He’d left the door open, and she could hear little blasts of an aerosol can being squirted. “What are you doing?” she asked.

“If there was ever a place that needed Funk-Off, this is it,” he said as he squirted. “I think we’ve arrived at fungus headquarters.”

She reached over to the small digital clock on the nightstand between the two beds. Arching a brow as she flicked off a questionable-looking bug, she called out to Jeff, “What time do you want to get up tomorrow?”

“Five?” he suggested.

She groaned.

He stepped out of the bathroom, a toothbrush in his mouth. “I was hoping we could get to Florida tomorrow,” he explained through a mouthful of toothpaste.

“So soon?” she asked. She didn’t want to spend an eternity driving with Jeff, the Menace of the Highway—that was for sure. But she hadn’t expected to get to Miami the next day. She wasn’t really ready for that yet.

A small, nervous knot clenched in Lula’s stomach. Even though the University of Miami wouldn’t begin until the end of summer, she’d convinced her mother to let her stay with her father, who lived in nearby Coconut Grove. That way she could learn her way around the Miami area before she started classes. And, with Jeff there, it was bound to be more fun than being alone in Alberta, Canada.

Her dad had been pretty much out of her life since her parents divorced when she was five. She’d e-mailed him and asked if she could stay with him. He didn’t answer for two days, but when he did, his reply right was to the point: “Sure. The more the merrier! Come on down!”

Maybe this would be a good chance to get to know her father. On the other hand, it might be a complete disaster. She really didn’t know what life with him would be like, and it made her nervous.

She’d find out … tomorrow.


 


Two

“I can’t get used to all these palm trees,” Jeff remarked as they stopped at a traffic light. “Do you think they’re real or made of plastic?”

“Plastic,” Lula replied. “Definitely. I think we’ve driven into a postcard.” This feeling of being in an unreal, unnaturally bright landscape had begun when they drove into Georgia and had intensified as they continued on down Florida’s east coast.

Lula had the MapQuest directions to Jeff’s uncle Frank’s house pressed flat on her knee. Jeff was going to live with him while he searched for work in Miami. “Go left at the next light,” she instructed him.

The left turn brought them into a neat neighborhood of ranch-style homes with perfectly groomed front lawns. Jeff stopped in front of number 94, his uncle’s address. “This is it,” he said, sounding decidedly nervous. “I don’t really know my uncle Frank. He’s an army guy, and he just retired this year.”

Jeff had worked all through high school as a prep cook in restaurant kitchens, cutting, chopping, assembling, and garnishing foods for chefs. He liked the restaurant environment and wanted to learn more about it. He thought it might even be a career he’d like to pursue, but he didn’t have the money to enroll in a culinary school.

A grill cook he worked with had told Jeff he might find it easier to find cooks and chefs who would teach him if he started outside Manhattan, where it wasn’t as competitive. With that in mind, Jeff came to Miami hoping to be hired as kitchen help in a really top-notch restaurant and learn that way. His dream was to someday become a chef. He wasn’t sure if Miami was any less competitive than Manhattan, but it was the only city where he had a relative he could stay with.

“It was nice of your uncle to let you stay here,” Lula said as they sat in the car in front of his uncle’s house. “This way you can go find a job without paying for a motel.”

“My mother is his big sister. I don’t think he could say no to her,” Jeff replied. He turned to Lula with pleading eyes. “Come in with me?”

“Okay,” she agreed. Together they walked up the cement path and knocked on the door. Jeff rang the bell, and after a few moments a tall, neatly dressed man in his fifties appeared.

He stared at them with a wary expression. He seemed to have no idea who they were.

“I’m your nephew Jeff.” Uncle Frank stared at them with a stony face. Jeff laughed nervously. “You know—Jeff Terrio. From New York. Your nephew, like I said.”

His steely blue eyes were unwavering in his stone face. Lula was sure they must have the wrong address. “We’re sorry,” she said, starting to back up. “We were looking for Frank Malloy and—”

“You’re at the right address, little lady,” he interrupted. “I’m just surprised, is all.”

“Surprised?” Jeff said. “I thought Mom told you that I—”

“I would never have expected my sister to allow her son to dye his hair blue.”

“She likes it, actually,” Jeff told him, a nervous quaver in his voice.

“And are you telling me she also likes it that you wear women’s jewelry?” Uncle Frank went on, peering at the small silver hoop in Jeff’s ear.

“Jeff’s mom thinks guys with earrings are cool,” Lula put in, feeling it was her duty as Jeff’s friend to defend him. “I do too. A lot of the guys at our school have earrings. Some guys wear two, or even more.”

Uncle Frank stared at her coldly. “Nor did I expect my nephew to arrive with a girlfriend in tow. There will be no sinful cohabitating in this house. You will have to find other accommodations, young lady. This is a decent household.”



Jeff grabbed hold of Lula’s arm and began backing up. “Not to worry, Uncle Frank,” he said. “I’ll be taking Lula to her dad’s place. I just wanted to stop by and let you know I’d arrived. I’ll drop her off and be back later.”

“We lock our doors for the night at twenty-one hundred hours. Sharp!” he barked.

Lula and Jeff began counting frantically on their fingers. Jeff got there first. “Nine?” he said. “But it’s already nearly eight now.”

“Twenty-one hundred hours,” he repeated, and shut the door.

“What a freak,” Jeff said as they hurried back down the walkway toward the car.

A black-and-white pug dog came charging around the side of the house, yipping at them with a maniacal intensity. Lula and Jeff froze. “Do you think he heard what I said about his master?” Jeff whispered. He glowered at the dog. “I bet Uncle Frank has it trained to spy.”

“I hope that’s all it’s trained to do,” Lula muttered between lips clenched into a frozen smile. “Nice doggie,” she attempted to soothe the barking dog. “Sweet poochie.”

A deep, fierce growl rose up from the animal’s thick throat. It bared its teeth and began to lunge toward them.

In a burst of speed, they ran for the car. The dog raced after them. Jeff dove head-long into the open convertible, Lula right behind him.

With a horrible grinding of gears, Jeff managed to start the car and speed away from the house. The barking dog chased the car for the entire length of the block before they lost sight of it.

“Well, that was enjoyable,” Jeff said with a shudder as they turned out of the neighborhood and onto a main road.

Lula took out another set of MapQuest directions that would direct them to her father’s address. In just minutes they were entering a community of condominium apartments. Several two-story buildings were clustered around a large man-made pond and connected by cement paths. “He’s in building C,” Lula said when they’d climbed out of the car.

He had lived here for the last twelve and a half years, but she’d never seen it before. During those years she’d only seen him briefly, sometimes at weddings and mostly at family funerals. But she knew the building number from the return address of the birthday cards that came on most birthdays.

They found the building and the apartment. It was at the back of the complex and faced a long, rectangular community pool surrounded by a wooden fence.

Music blared from the apartment. Lula rang the buzzer, and they waited. No one came to the door. She looked into the window on her right. Through the partially open blinds she could see that there was a party going on inside. “Do you see your dad?” Jeff asked.

Lula nodded. It would have been difficult to miss him.

He was standing on a table singing along with a karaoke machine. Ruben Cruz was exactly as she remembered him: handsome, dressed in a half-buttoned Hawaiian shirt, and the life of the party.

Lula pressed the buzzer again and held it down. After a few more minutes, a blond woman opened the door. She was wearing a midriff top, tight short-shorts, and lots of makeup. She was probably in her late thirties. “Yes?”

“I’m Ruben’s daughter,” Lula said, suddenly feeling very shy.

The woman seemed confused. “Ruben has a daughter?”

“Yes!” Lula replied, with a note of exasperation in her voice.

About twenty other people were there. A few looked casually toward the door to see who had arrived. Others were too busy talking, dancing, eating, or drinking to notice them.

“Ruben!” the woman shouted over the noise and music. Ruben Cruz didn’t hear her. His eyes were closed, and his arms were spread wide as he enunciated every syllable of “Baby Got Back.”

“My homeboys tried to warn me, but that butt you got makes me so—” he raised a fist in the air to punctuate the next word but was cut off by the woman’s shout.

“Ruben!”

He stopped and looked at her quizzically.



“There’s a kid here who says she’s your daughter!”

The music had stopped, and this time her words rang out loud and clear across the room. Everyone turned to stare.

“Lulabelle!” her father cried, using the pet name he’d called her as a young child. “You’re early!”

He jumped down easily from the table and crossed the room to them. She introduced him to Jeff and apologized for being early, explaining that they’d made better time than she’d expected.

“Hey, no problema,” her father said. “It’s just that I have friends staying in my extra room, which I’d planned to let you use. But you can have the couch for tonight. Jeff, are you staying too?”

“No,” Jeff answered. He turned to Lula. “It’s nearly nine. I’d better get back to face Commander Demento and Terror Pup. I have to deliver the car early tomorrow.”

“Okay. If you get shut out, come back here.”

Jeff said good-bye to her father and headed for the door. Lula had to fight down the urge to wrap herself around him and cling on for dear life. She thought of little kids who grab their parent by the leg and won’t let go while the stiff-legged parent drags the unmovable child around the room. Right then she could totally relate to the separation anxiety those little kids felt. Even though she was with her father, it felt as if Jeff were her real family member.
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