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Garbage bag strapped to my back, I stood ready. The ocean’s morning mist filled my nostrils. Breathing salty air and the smell of washed-up algae, I paced the beach parking lot. Morning joggers gave me the side-eye.

Jane and I were meeting at 6:40. It was already 7:00.

I wanted to start the beach cleanup without her. But as much as Jane would’ve complained about picking up garbage, she would’ve complained even more about being left out.

She shook her head as she pulled into a parking spot. Stepping out of the car, she sighed.

“Good morning!” I forced a smile and wave. “I brought an extra garbage-pickup backpack for you.” I pointed to the plastic-lined backpack in my trunk.

“I can’t believe you are making me actually—” She didn’t have an excuse for being late. She only stared at me and rolled her eyes hard enough to bring the tides. 

“You asked to come along.” I forced another smile and shrugged. 

“Right. I should’ve turned down your invitation to pick up garbage.” She shook her head and scrunched up her nose the way she always did when complaining. “Because then you would have taken me to dinner at Zuma, shopping on Worth Avenue, Sunday brunch at the Ritz-Carlton—”

“I would have?”

“No!” She bit her lower lip. “You never would have. That’s my point.”

“Yeah, I’ve never even heard of those places.” I grinned and foot-scraped sand off my ankle. “But morning beach cleanups are great. Breathe fresh air, get some walking done, do good for the community— ”

“Fine.” She grabbed the garbage-collecting backpack out of my trunk and tossed it onto her shoulders. Her face seemed to suggest the backpack’s straps had poison-tipped spikes.

“Jane, it was your choice to join me on the clean up.” I handed Jane gloves. 

She slid them on and slammed my car trunk. “Now what?”

I gave her a cheesy two-thumbs-up and squinted into the sunrise over the ocean. “Let’s do it!” 

“First time you’ve ever said that,” Jane mumbled, then shook her head.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Ok, but if you don’t tell me, then I can’t address your concern.” That was my standard line when my students were grumbling their dissatisfaction with something.

“The point is.” Jane cleared her throat. “You never invite me to stay overnight.” 

It was a weird point to bring up at seven A.M. on a beach we were about to clean, but there we were. That was what I always thought of the situations Jane put me into: there we were. I had to remind myself that as I’d repeatedly told her, she wasn’t my girlfriend, but if she wanted to tag along with me to beach clean ups and school barbeques, I wasn’t going to chase her away. That and her mom was my boss.

“Is something wrong with your apartment?” I asked. “I mean, if you need a place to stay—”

“Never mind.” She stomped her feet just as my students did when they were upset. Tiny sandstorms rose up. I tried not to care.

I focused on the salty ocean air and the seagulls hunting over the waves. I bent down to grab a cigarette butt, then a fast food receipt, then a beer can. I chucked them back into my trash bag. 

How could people have just thrown their trash on the ground like that? How could someone be so totally unconcerned with the people around them? Was it actually possible they didn’t care at all about all the other people sharing this planet?

Jane walked alongside me and scrolled through her Facebook notifications. She almost tripped over a rock. I caught her arms when she was already leaning forty-five degrees forward. She mumbled a thanks.

“Is that—” A pleasure boat sat up on the  sand, just out of reach of the rolling waves. About a thirty-five footer, inboard engine, looked like a recent high-end model. Having been invited to my students’ family outings made me a small-time expert on boats. “Is that a boat reefed on the beach?” 

Sometimes people parked their boats up on the beach, but this boat lacked the usual crew of partying bros hanging off the railings, and its hull looked to be in bad shape. That and it was seven A.M., not exactly prime boat-partying hours. 

“You’re the Honey Bay Coast Guard now?” Jane squinted up ahead at the boat, then at me. “What do you care about that boat? Is it gonna become another charity project of yours? Put it in your backpack and donate it to the needy? Toys for Tots? Boats for Bums?” She smirked.

“I clean this beach every month.” I tried not to sound defensive. “I’ve never seen a boat up on the beach like this. I’m just curious about it.”

“Curious?” Jane shook her head at me. “That would certainly explain—” She smirked.

I squinted to read the inscriptions painted on the transom. “It’s a Quinn. Forty-footer maybe. Bildungsroman, home port Honolulu.”

Jane took a step closer. She stood on tiptoes, craning her neck to look up into the boat’s windows. “Building-something? The fuck does that mean?”

“Jane, your mom was an English teacher before she was the principal. Bildungsroman is a literary term—”

“I’m not asking like want-to-know asking. I don’t care.” She balanced side-to-side to look up higher. “I wonder if there’s anyone inside that boat. Maybe a handsome man who doesn’t spend his Saturday mornings picking up garbage.”

“Could be.” I shrugged at her, a little distractedly. In my two years of her hanging around me, I’d grown a thick skin to all her verbal barbs. I was just trying to figure out what the boat was doing there.

The hull was dented and scratched, the marks of an unexpected encounter with rocks. The exterior and interior lights weren’t on. The door to the captain’s bridge was only half-attached. The door to the lower cabin was closed tight, with a towel hung over it as a curtain.

“Hey!” A gruff voice yelled from inside the boat. Something creaked inside. “What are you doing?”

“Hey!” I yelled back and took a few more steps toward the boat. “What are you doing?”

“This is my boat.” The lower cabin door opened. A man emerged. Very much unshaven, with wavy blond hair everywhere on his head, he looked like a seafaring Tarzan. He limped as he stepped out onto the deck. His t-shirt bore a dark red stain. His stare was the opposite of friendly.

“You look like you’ve had a nasty crash.” Even in the dim light of sunrise, it was obvious he was as torn up as his boat was. “I can call you an ambulance.”

“Fuck off.” The man waved his arm aggressively, like he was throwing a nonexistent rock. “I’m fine here and my boat is fine here.” 

He limped around the deck without taking his bright blue eyes off of me, as if making a show of walking exclusively for my benefit. “See, I can walk just fine!” 

He struggled up into the captain’s bridge and sat down at the helm. He nodded confidently, seemingly convinced himself that nothing was wrong.

Jane grabbed me by my shirt. “Let’s get out of here.”

I walked closer to the boat, pulling against Jane’s grip. “This guy needs our help.”

Jane pulled harder. “Didn’t he just tell you to fuck off?”

“I think he’s injured,” I whispered. “People sometimes get confused after an accident and don’t want to accept help.”

“We’re not the fucking Humane Society.” She kicked wet sand at me. “He’s not our problem. Let’s get out of here.”

“I just want to check if he’s alright.”

“He just told you to fuck off.” Jane’s face reddened to match the color of the sunrise. “You’re like a little boy who brings home stray puppies every day. Then catches rabies.”

“That’s bad, to bring home stray puppies?” I raised my eyebrows.

“If you’re a thirty-year-old grown man.” She looked at me with mock pity. “Or, I should correct my mistake, a thirty-year-old so-called grown man.”

“Alright, whatever.” I shrugged and walked up closer to the boat. There was no sign of anyone else on the boat, and no sign of anything like a party that might’ve explained its being up on the beach.

“I’m not part of this!” Jane backed away a few paces and stood watching from afar.

“Hey, buddy?” I yelled up toward the captain’s bridge. “You look like you could use a doctor. I can drive you.”

“I’m not your buddy, asshole.” He touched a rag to his blood-stained leg. “And I don’t want whatever you’re selling.”

“I’m not selling anything.” I shook my head.

“Looking to harvest my kidneys?”

I spoke quietly. “I just think you need medical attention. There’s an Urgent Care clinic just a few minutes away.”

He pointed at my strapped-on garbage bag. “Did you just land here on a garbage-powered jetpack?”

“It’s just a trash bag.”

“Are you a cop or something?”

“No, I’m a volunteer. Anyway—”

“A do-gooder.” The man rolled his eyes again, then patted at his pants pockets. “If I give you a generous donation, will you leave me in peace?”

“You’re scratched up and might have some broken limbs. I just want to take you to Urgent Care.” I held out my hand toward him, the same way I did when anxious special education students didn’t want to get off the school bus. “Grab my arm. Hop down. Let’s get you taken care of.”

He looked off in the distance behind me. “Your wife. She’s about to injure me a lot worse.”

“Don’t mind her.” I laid my hand on his arm. “And she’s not my wife.”

“Don’t touch him!” Jane screamed from behind me. “Greg, Jesus Christ, don’t touch that bum! You can get fleas! A vagrant washed up on the beach!”

The man grabbed my arm, opened the railing gate, then held the hull to steady himself down and off the boat.

His feet landed on the sand. His legs folded under him. He landed face-first. “Oh shit. Ouch. Last thing I need, more injuries.” 

I reached down to help him up. He held my hand in front of me as I leaned back against him and helped him stand up.

He extended his scratched-up hand to shake mine. “I’m Victor.” His blue eyes glittered in the sunrise like a disco ball. 

I greeted him as if I had absolutely no interest in men’s eyes, even the most beautiful eyes. Even gorgeous deep-blue eyes. “Hey, Victor. I’m Greg.” 

“So what’s the deal here—” Victor’s face turned to deep suspicion. “How are you planning to fleece me?”

He winced and patted at his injured leg, then swayed to his left side. He fell down onto the sand again. I reached out to catch him but I was too late. He broke his fall with one muscular arm.

“Oh shit!” Jane screamed behind me. “Now he’s going to sue you for a slip and fall!”

I squatted down. Victor glanced at me. His eyes: still radiant blue, waters I could get lost in if I wasn’t careful. He glanced away and so did I.

Jane announced behind us: “I’m outta here.” Her garbage backpack thumped to the ground and her feet stomped off.

He wiped sand off his face and rubbed his eyes. Then he looked at me again. I imagined he was making sure I was real. “I’ll pay you a hundred bucks for the ride to the doctor.”

“Did you hit your head or something?” I stared to check out his wavy blond locks, supposedly looking for bruises. 

“I did hit my head.” Victor pointed to a scab.

“Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that literally. I just meant—” 

“Whatever. Where are we going?” He trusted me enough to hold my arm. 

“Urgent care.” I tried to act confident. 

“Let’s roll.” Victor shrugged. I wrapped around him and used the other to carry Jane’s backpack. He leaned into me as we walked.

I opened the car door for him. He crumpled into the front seat, brushed more sand off of himself, and sighed deeply. I buckled him in.

We pulled out onto the main road. He laid his head back. “The air conditioning feels amazing.”

“Don’t Quinn boats have A/C?”

“You know Quinn?” He raised his eyebrows at me. “Yeah, they do have A/C. Mine is broken.”

I winced. It had been over eighty-five degrees every day that week. “Must’ve been unpleasant.”

“I learned to live with it after a few days, I guess.” He squinted into the sunrise, then looked at me directly. “But speaking of unpleasant. Your wife, that lady—”

“I told you, she’s not my wife. Not even my girlfriend. And she’s just — I don’t know, she has her own way of being.”

Victor shook his head. “Whoever she is. Seems aggressive.”

“She’s not so bad.” I grabbed the steering wheel tighter.  I’d heard it so many times: Jane wasn’t good for me, Jane was verbally abusive, so on and so on. As much as everyone talked, they never gave me any ways to actually get away from Jane.

“Not so bad? You sure?” Victor leaned his face up closer to the A/C vent. Cool air washing over his face, he smiled almost beatifically. His teeth gleamed. “Seems bad to me.”

“I guess— I think— I mean—” I turned on the radio and blasted whatever was playing. That put everything else out of mind. Especially Jane.
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I absentmindedly ran my fingers over the bandages the urgent care clinic had taped all over my arms and legs. At least Greg had been right about that much: I did have some infected wounds. But the hotel he was taking me to reminded me of tetanus.

“This is the only option?” The concrete low-rise marked Honey Bay Inn looked like a tarted-up Days Inn. 

“I never said it’s the only option.” Greg tapped his long, agile fingers on the steering wheel like he was playing the piano. “Only it’s the best option. Unless you’d like some by-the-hour hospitality by the train tracks.”

“Rather not.” I sighed. “Roughing it on my boat is one thing, but staying in this kind of dump—” 

“Shh.” Greg waved his hand to shush me. “They know me around here. Be nice.”

I tried to be nice, even if it was going to be the worst hotel I’d ever set foot in.

Greg was already walking past the empty pool and broken vending machines and toward the lobby. I followed. 

“Mister Tompkins!” The clerk waved at Greg with a big smile. “I’m sorry Janie missed school yesterday—”

“Tell her to get well soon.”

“Hold on, Mister Tompkins. I’ve got a customer.” The woman’s eyes went over Greg’s shoulder. She looked directly at me. I stepped toward the counter.

“I need a room. Best one you have.” I had to smirk at the idea: best and this place in a sentence. “Or whatever you have that’s halfway decent.” 

The lobby carpet was library-grade. The rooms must’ve been even worse. A cardboard box of Publix donuts rotted away under the placard for Free Continental Breakfast. carpet under my feet and the box of Publix donuts on the counter. 

“Do you have a reservation, sir?”

“Do I look like I have a reservation?” I tugged at my t-shirt, blood stains and all. “I just came from Urgent Care after a boat accident.”

“So you don’t have a reservation?”

“Are you a bit slow? No, I don’t have a reservation.” I looked back at Greg and rolled my eyes. He looked away.

The clerk tapped her keyboard. “We’re completely sold out, booked full. Sorry, sir. It’s high season.”

I folded a Benjamin under my Amex Black Card and handed it over. I’d seen my father do it a million times. “Here’s my Amex. I’m sure a room will become available.”

“I’m looking, but really there’s nothing.” She pulled out the folded hundred. “What’s this for?”

“It might make a room available.”

“No, I’m sorry, sir.” She folded up the bill just as I’d had it folded and handed it back to me. She looked uncomfortable, like she was handling a dead rat. 

I breathed deeply and put the bill back in my wallet. “It’s easy. Can’t you just cancel some other reservation?” I snapped my fingers in the air.

“I’m really sorry. We can’t cancel anyone’s reservation for you.”

“Make someone check out early.” I pointed vaguely upstairs. “Tell them you’re deep-cleaning. Fire drill. Bedbugs.”

“I’m sorry, sir. That’s not possible.” Her eyes shifted back and forth awkwardly. 

“You’re telling me there’s no way you can get me a room?”

“Nothing I can do, not right now. I can take your number and give you a call if something opens up, maybe next week.”

“Next week.” I sighed. “Should I seek out the nearest homeless shelter until then?”

Greg whispered behind me: “Victor. You can stay at my place.” I shooed him away.

“Ok, look.” I drummed my fingers on the counter. “I’m Victor Quinn. Quinn Marine. I could buy this place a hundred times over.”

“Thank you for that information, sir. But we still don’t have any rooms available.”

Greg laid his fingers on my wrist. I imagined he was taking my pulse — and hoped that his mental stethoscope wouldn’t read that my heart beat gay. 

Greg moved his hand down to squeeze my fingers. “Victor. Come on. This isn’t going to help. You can stay in my spare bedroom.”

“That won’t be necessary.” I pushed away Greg’s hand and stared ahead at the desk clerk. That was the Demand Stare. Or as my dad called it, The Rich Asshole Stare. I said confidently to the clerk: “A room will become available any moment now.”

“Really, Victor.” Greg sounded like a teacher correcting a wayward student. Too bad I wasn’t a wayward student, just a man trying to get a hotel room. “This is Honey Bay. If the hotel is sold out, it’s sold out. They’re not going to take your cash. I’ve got a spare room at my house.”

“A spare room?” I shook my head. “I’ll be sleeping in your scullery?”

“I don’t even have a scullery.”

“That’s a relief. I wouldn’t want to sleep in one.”

“Victor. What I’m offering you is a perfectly inhabitable bedroom. I was actually planning to rent it out on Airbnb.”

“Perfectly inhabitable? Like the way this hotel is supposed to be perfectly inhabitable?” My leg hurt again. The nurse at Urgent Care had told me to avoid stress. “How perfectly inhabitable are we talking?”

“About the same as this hotel.” Greg smiled innocently, like a man who’d never held malice toward a hotel.  “But unlike this hotel, I have a room available for you. Today. For as long as you need. For free.” 
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