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Ted

​“Do you also piss in sinks?” I strained my voice at whoever was inside the limo that had just parked on my precious lawn. “Did anybody ever teach you proper behavior?”

I banged my hand just a little too hard on the living room window. It hurt. The limo still didn’t move off my lawn. In fact, it pulled a little bit closer to my door, just driving on my lawn. Some people truly had no sense of propriety.

I got dressed. I marched right outside. I tapped on the driver’s window. It was tinted too dark to see inside, but I shouted loudly enough for whoever was inside to hear.

“The street is for parking. My lawn, on the other hand, is for—” I paused. What was my lawn for? “My lawn is for lawning!” I raised my arms in exasperation. “Parking. Lawning. Do you understand the distinction between the two?”

No answer. Maybe there weren’t even humans inside, only vulgar monsters who had descended upon Earth only to park upon unsuspecting people’s lawns.

“Is tearing up someone’s lawn with your thirty-two-foot land yacht the accepted custom on whatever planet you’re from?”

I strained my face up against the window’s dark tint.

The limo’s back door opened. A tower of upstyled hair peeked out from behind the door. A man — young, cocky, in a branded sweatsuit on a balmy Florida morning — stepped out of the limo and right onto my lawn.

He smirked at me. “You were the naked dude yelling from the house window?”

My face flushed red. I had indeed neglected to cover up when responding to the limo-on-lawn situation.

“Formerly nude dude yelling from the house window,” I corrected, then did a half-second glance down to make sure it was true. “And it’s my house window. It’s my lawn. Anyway, formerly nude.”

“Alright, Florida Man.” He looked me over. “Formerly nude Florida Man.”

“And you are?” I looked him up and down. With his haircut, his hoodie, and his cocky grin, he looked like he made his living posting on Instagram.

“I’m your new tenant.” He glanced over at my house.

As if I’d even allowed that.

“My new tenant of what?” I squinted at him.

“Your new tenant of the Airbnb apartment. That you listed online? On Airbnb? The website?” He said it like a question.

Maybe I could pretend to have never heard of Airbnb. Maybe I could pretend that there was a recent re-addressing initiative and he was actually at the wrong house.

“You want to stay at my house?” I’d avoid it if there was any way. “There’s no vacancy.”

“My manager already arranged it for me.” He showed me a confirmation email on the screen of his phone. He looked up and down the street, as if he was expecting to see someone he knew.

“Ah. That reservation.” I sighed audibly. I had to own up to it. I’d already received the first batch of money from Airbnb for a three-month rental. My music store wasn’t exactly a profit center of anything.

I needed the money. I just didn’t need this guy.

He took off his sunglasses. He looked at me as if I should’ve been grateful to catch a glimpse of his face. “I’m Dante. Dante Huxley. You’ve probably heard of me.” He grinned.

“I haven’t.” I looked at him blankly. “I’m Ted Baker. I own a music store. My cultural knowledge is mostly music based.”

He shook his shoulders a little, like he was dancing, or a horse trying to shake free of its harness. “My band? Inferno? I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

“I’ve heard of it.” That was the kindest thing I could say about Inferno. Just the typical cookie-cutter fluffy boy band. A couple of guys singing forgettable songs with forgettable lyrics. “Can’t say I’m a fan.”

I’d heard of Inferno. I certainly didn’t condone it.

“Yeah?” Dante looked surprised. “If you own a music store, Inferno probably paid for your house.” Dante smiled a huge, proud smile. He looked over my house top to bottom, like he was about to repossess it from me.

“What?” I took a step back, enough to notice his tight young body peeking out from under his muscle shirt. That shirt didn’t really cover much of anything.

“Inferno albums sell like hotcakes, man. Probably paid for your house.” Dante’s eyes were a verdant green, the color of fresh guava. All that male beauty, strictly for the enjoyment of women. What a waste.

No boy band had ever paid me anything. I’d bought the house back before Honey Bay had become fashionable. “You think you paid for my house?” I shook my head.

“Inferno is at the top of the music charts. The music always sells well.” Dante squinted as he stared at me, then at the house. “I’m just trying to tell you that if you’re in the music business, then you’d better know Inferno. Inferno’s music sells really well.”

“I don’t consider that sort of thing to be music.” I smiled at him, kindly, the way the Pope would have smiled at a wayward pilgrim. I was being generous. I wasn’t lashing out. “But as per Florida law, I don’t discriminate against people who make shitty bubblegum pop. So yes, I will rent the place to you.”

Dante pointed one silver-ringed finger at his limo. The trunk popped open. The driver jumped out and started unloading suitcases.

All this, on my lawn. No one cared. Not even an apology.

“I guess just put them there.” Dante nodded to the driver and pointed at the front door of my house.

Weighed down like a mule, the driver tugged some suitcases, and a guitar, to my front door. No regard at all for what the luggage wheels were doing to my lawn, nor the way he carelessly kicked open the cat gate in front of the house proper.

“Let’s discuss some basic things. Some ground rules.” I cleared my throat. “This, you might not know, because you might never have seen one in New York City, is called a lawn.” I gestured at its wide expanse. “I pay a hundred dollars a week for this lawn to be cut, styled, and conditioned.”

“You must be doing pretty well.” Dante nodded. “Those Inferno CDs must be selling at your store.”

I withheld my latent rage and only politely shook my head. “My financial situation is irrelevant. I just have a sense — an understanding — of the importance of — the proper...” I sighed. It was no use. It was like singing opera to a pig. I’d just treat him as a tenant and not try to teach him about the finer things. “Let me show you inside.”

“Cool. I love the bumfuck-nowhere small-town vibe here.” Dante said it like it was nothing. Like after insulting my house and my livelihood, he could just insult my hometown. Nose in the air, looked like a drug-sniffing cocker spaniel. “The ocean air smells just like I remember. I used to do summer camp in Honey Bay when I was a kid. That’s how I know it. It still makes me happy.”

At least Dante was happy. At least somebody was happy. His driver stood next to the stack of suitcases and stared at Dante blankly. I led Dante over to the cat gate.

“And do you see this gate?” I tapped on the waist-high gate that separated the house proper from the lawn.

“Yeah.” Dante nodded, then tapped on the fence just as I’d done. Dante see, Dante do. His long, thin fingers were downright simian.

“You have to make sure this gate is always closed.” I opened the house’s front door and pointed at Duchess. At the foot of the stairs, she was assessing the situation and licking her paws. “The gate has to stay closed so my cat, Duchess, won’t run away.”

“Her? Run away?” Dante glanced at Duchess and snickered. “I don’t think she’s gonna run anywhere. Roll away, maybe.”

“What?” I distracted myself from anger by fishing around in my pocket for the key I’d saved for the tenant. “Duchess is big-boned.”

Dante pointed at her again, rudely. “Big-boned? She looks like a ham.” He chuckled again.

“I’m quite proud of how well I’ve fed her since adopting her from the shelter—” I shut up and gritted my teeth. It was no use trying to reason with someone like that. I’d give him his key and minimize all future contact.

“Here’s the key. It opens the house and also opens your apartment, which is up the stairway and to the left.” I handed him the key, complete with a Deep Down Music keychain. Maybe he’d stop by my store and learn about real music.

“Alright, man.” Dante nodded and tossed the key in the pocket. He didn’t even bother looking at the keychain. That was how much regard he had for real music.

He waved to his chauffeur, who without even greeting me, was wheeling suitcases up to the front door. “Your apartment is upstairs, not downstairs, by the way.” I wanted to make it clear, just in case they were expecting me to carry those bags upstairs. This wasn’t a hotel, and I was certainly nobody’s bellboy.

“Yeah, cool.” Dante nodded. Maybe he was planning on leaving his suitcases downstairs. Maybe there was a third dude, still hiding in the limo, for carrying the bags upstairs.

“Alright, rules of the house.” I cleared my throat. “No parties, no guests, no smoking, no ganja.” I pointed directly in his face.

He only shook his head.

I gestured to the rest of the house. “You can use any part of the house you want, including the kitchen, but I’m not your maid, so clean up after yourself. Feel free to use the patio and grill outside. There’s charcoal in the outdoor closet. Alright?”

“Cool.” Dante nodded.

The rules were cool, apparently.

“And just to remind you again: keep that outside gate closed.”

“Got it!” Dante made an ok gesture with his thumb and forefinger. I didn’t even bother to tell him how rude that was in Italy.

“Welcome to Honey Bay. I hope you enjoy your stay.” I forced myself to shake his hand. “I’ve got to get to my music store. My contact info is in my Airbnb profile. Nice doing business with you.”

I ran out the door. I hoped I’d never see him again. The fifteen hundred a month would just show up in my bank account. The money, I definitely didn’t mind seeing.

As I walked out to my car, Dante’s chauffeur was lugging suitcases upstairs. I averted my eyes to avoid looking at the limo still parked on my lawn.

I pulled up to Deep Down Music at exactly ten A.M. Angelica had already opened the store and stood smiling next to the cash register. She waved at me the same way she did every morning. No matter what little jerks passed through my life, Angelica was at least my friend. Had been for ages. Or at least since kindergarten.

“Guess what, Ted!” Angelica smiled and held V signs up next to her face. “Guess what, guess what! Big news of the town! Guess what it is!”

I sighed as I unlocked my office behind the front counter. “I don’t know, Angelica. What’s the big news? Andy Silver told a funny joke? Penny’s Pancakes passed a health inspection? You’ve quit smoking marijuana?”

“No, silly!” Angelica rolled her eyes, the same way she did when customers asked if she was my girlfriend. “There’s a celebrity in town!”

“Finally, I get the recognition I deserve.” I nodded wearily. “It took you too long to realize it.”

“Not you, Ted.” Angelica clicked her tongue. “Dante Huxley! From Inferno! He’s supposed to be here in Honey Bay!”

“Oh yeah?” I shook my head. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe it. It was more like I didn’t want to deal with it. That insouciant little bubblegum-pop guitar-strummer wasn’t just in my town. He was in my very house. Pulling his useless suitcases up my precious hardwood-floored stairs. “For real now, Angelica?”

“Deadass for reals!” Angelica made the V-signs next to her face again.

“Angelica, you’re thirty-two years old.”

“So what?” She clicked her tongue. “That still counts as millennial.”

“So, Dante Huxley is here deadass for reals, you say?” I sighed.

“I heard the news on Andy Silver’s radio show!” Angelica clapped her hands.

“I thought Andy Silver was better than peddling gossip on his show.”

“Hey now, Ted. Andy sounded excited about it too. He said he likes Dante Huxley’s music. Andy’s cool like that.”

“Andy, Andy.” I shook my head. “Andy describes his taste in music as eclectic. That just means he’ll open his earlobes for anybody.”

“So what! Inferno is pretty good.”

It was my duty to remind Angelica of her place in the world. “Angelica. You work at Deep Down Music.”

“Yeah, so?”

“With great power comes great responsibility.” I held one finger in the air to emphasize my point. “You, more than anybody, should know that Dante Huxley, Inferno, all that pop stuff, it’s worthless. It’s not music. It’s not even art.”

Angelica started to say something in response.

I raised my hand to stop her. I wasn’t done yet. “Inferno and pop garbage like that, it’s some sounds thrown together to produce a dopamine hit in the unsuspecting listener. It’s just some primitive rhythms that teenagers can shake their rear ends to. Dante Huxley and Inferno are barbarians at the musical gates.”

“Are you done yet?” Angelica rolled her eyes. Sometimes she forgot I’m her boss.

“Yes, I’m done.”

Angelica took a deep breath. “Andy said his sources inform him that Dante Huxley is staying in an Airbnb rental right here in Honey Bay, for three months, after his scandal.” She took a deep breath after blurting it all out.

I shook my head. “Scandal? Maybe the scandal of Dante Huxley’s limo parking on my lawn?”

“Dante Huxley’s limo driver — you — your lawn — Dante’s limo — Dante?” Angelica clapped her hands. Her sentence-making skills weren’t worthy of applause.

“Calm down and speak your words, Angelica.” She was only a week younger than me. It felt like at least a generation of difference between us. Or a century.

“I’ll try.” She took a deep breath and stared at me like she was about to freedive a reef. “I’m just wondering about why his limo was parked on your lawn. Is he staying in your part of town?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged.

Angelica stared at me. For once she hung on my next word. It was a lot more respect than Angelica usually gave me as my so-called lifelong friend. I didn’t approve of Dante’s music, but I could still enjoy crumbs of his fame.

“He’s staying near your house?” Angelica drummed her pen on the counter.

“Better.” I nodded confidently. I didn’t condone Angelica’s obsession with Dante Huxley, but I could milk her starstruck eagerness like it was a big mooing Holstein. “Much better, Angelica. Or much worse.”

“Dante Huxley is staying in your upstairs Airbnb apartment? Oh my God!” Angelica screamed at the ceiling.

“The matter is inconsequential to the world of music.” I shrugged coolly. I didn’t let on how much I enjoyed my sudden celebrity, at least with Angelica. “And we’ve got customers to take care of.”

“We don’t have any customers here, Ted.” Angelica sighed. She must’ve seen my frown: she suddenly corrected herself. “I mean we don’t have any customers here yet today. That’s what I mean.” She quickly looked down at the ground, like she was trying to escape the situation.

“Better.” I nodded.

“Yeah, sorry.” She leaned against the rack of secondhand LPs.

“Hey, if there’s time to lean, there’s time to clean!” I ducked into my office and shut the door behind me. Angelica didn’t even have a chance to make a smartass rebuttal, nor ask any ridiculous questions about Dante Huxley.

That worthless pop star had already infested Angelica’s thoughts. For shame. Even Andy Silver, smart, cynical Andy Silver, was all goo-goo over Dante Huxley. I would have to stand alone as Honey Bay’s last bulwark of musical taste.

​
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Dante

That upstairs apartment wasn’t bad for fifteen hundred a month. For that much back in New York, I could’ve gotten a smelly basement sublet in the Bronx. This place wasn’t exactly hopping, but it smelled a lot better than the Bronx. Warm too. And this “one-room sublet” was as big as a full apartment in New York.

My phone beeped with an incoming message. I refused to look at it. I deleted it while averting my eyes just right so I wouldn’t have to read any of it.

It must’ve been either Kate, my former fiancée, or Roland, my former bandmate. Eloping together, but somehow eager to contact me — maybe, just maybe, to ask about Roland’s royalty checks. They’d been leaving messages on my phone all day, as if I didn’t know what it was about.

Kate and Roland were already sharing a bed, according to the photos on every celebrity gossip website, so why weren’t the lovebirds also sharing a phone?

I deleted all the incoming texts and cleared the voicemail without checking it.

My new bedroom’s desk stretched out across the width of the window. It overlooked the most idyllic sitcom-opening-credits sort of street. I half-expected Beaver Cleaver and Mike Brady to come biking down the way.

The houses all in a row, the kids on bikes, the swaying palm trees: it was almost too perfect. All that almost compensated for the gruff asshole of a landlord. Almost. I wouldn’t have to deal with him. He was probably at that store of his all day long, and I could go out when he was home. It was a nice enough house without his presence.

After the barrage of texts, my phone actually rang. An actual call.

If Roland had the gumption not just to text me but to call me after shacking up with my fiancée— but it wasn’t Roland. It was my manager. He wanted his cut of the pie too, but at least he hadn’t seduced my fiancée.

“Hey, superstar.” Justice’s voice was comfortably familiar and slightly insincere. He was the perennial pseudo-friend who’s not a terrible person but is always looking to get something from you. Of course, as my manager, it was his job to be my paid pseudo-friend, so I couldn’t complain much.

“What’s up, Justice.”

“Are you still kicking?” He had that gravelly North Jersey voice of most New York talent managers.

“Yeah. Don’t worry. I’m alive and kicking in Honey Bay. You haven’t lost your meal ticket.”

“Is the apartment alright?” Justice always worried about having done something wrong — something that would cost him his cushy six-figure job.

“It’s— it’s— it’s mostly alright.” The place was fine, actually. Just the landlord. “For the most part. Generally.”

“Oh shit, is something wrong? Airbnb has an anti-fraud hotline. If the place is not what it’s supposed to be, I can contact them—”

“It’s good. It’s good.” I sighed and adjusted the A/C vent on the wall. “Don’t worry. I’ll survive here.”

“I already prepaid the whole three months to Airbnb, but Airbnb only pays the landlord month by month, so really, let me know if something’s wrong with the place.”

“Nothing’s wrong with the place, exactly. Nice and big. Beautiful neighborhood. It’s amazing what you can get for fifteen hundred a month here in the Florida boonies.”

“But you sounded hesitant?” I could see Justice twirling his pen at his desk, worried about me being unhappy about something.

“The landlord here seems like a bit of a jerk. Or a lot of a jerk. That’s all. I don’t have to see much of him though, so it doesn’t matter.”

“I can talk to Airbnb—”

“No, no, just don’t worry about it. For now.” I sighed. “I’ll just avoid him. He says he’s out at work all day anyway. I don’t think I’ll be seeing him often.”

“That’s good. So you sound like you’re doing better? Getting over things?” He was definitely trying to steer the conversation where he’d been trying to steer every conversation of the past week: me reconciling with my former bandmate who’d run off with my former girlfriend.

“Justice. I know where this conversation is going.”
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