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The voice, a constant hum coming in and out between blasts of steam and the whirr of the bean grinders, almost hypnotized him. Tavio reached for some cold milk, stepped back to rinse out a pitcher, and turned on the steam again, all while keeping part of his attention on that voice without indicating he was listening. 

“So I decided to buy two tickets ahead of time, but I did it online.” Tommy stood somewhere to the side of the counter where people waited for their drinks. 

Tavio poured creamy warm milk and foam into a paper cup and made a heart shape in the top, then slid it forward without calling the name written on the side. Sue picked up her medium latte with a distracted smile for him and an exasperated frown for Tommy, then moved off to the side. Tavio took a second to look over at Tommy as well. 

Tommy met his gaze while continuing to talk. “I am not even waiting in line for a sequel to a reboot. How is that even a sequel anyway? Technically, we’ve seen it before. It’s a rip-off.” 

Tommy had the bluest eyes Tavio had ever seen on any white boy, somehow bluer and wider behind his thin glasses, which he claimed he wore only to read and use the computer, but which Tavio had never seen him without. His light-brown hair was short and tousled and kept that way with some sort of gel. He’d forgotten to shave that morning. Tommy came in every weekday morning and Saturdays for his coffee and would forget to shave at least three of those days. 

Tavio caught himself admiring the stubble along Tommy’s jaw and looked away toward the espresso machine and the rest of the setup behind the counter. Looking away was habit now from his time in the service, but there was always something around the espresso machine that required his attention. The owner, Kent, invested a while ago in a computer system and a screen that listed the drink orders as they came up. There was a long queue, like there was every morning. But the line out the door didn’t seem to faze Tommy, who hadn’t bothered to order yet. 

“Of course, I’m still going to see it. That’s what real fans do. Watch it and love it and tear it to pieces online—with lots of crying and mutual masturbation. First, you have to talk about the old versions to show how cool you are and how long you’ve been a fan. Then someone else gets to do it, so you can see whose nerd hard-on is bigger. Then, with the pleasantries out of the way, you can admit that you liked the new version even if it sucks. Geeks have rules about this sort of thing. Though some jerks never get to the fun part and just keep complaining and causing trouble. A lot of people are like that. I don’t get it. It’s more fun to enjoy things together than to jack off alone—metaphorically.” 

Tommy could have been explaining geek rules to anyone forced to listen, but Tavio knew without looking that Tommy was watching him. He set up more shots and pulled out a ceramic cup for an in-house cappuccino, then went to work. The hiss of steam didn’t slow Tommy down. He was too excited about whatever it was he’d bought tickets for. 

Two tickets, he’d said. Tavio had noticed that detail even with all the noise and the stares from dozens of impatient coffee drinkers. He poured the cappuccino—wet, how Steve liked it—then tapped cinnamon on top and slid it out on the counter. Steve hadn’t asked for cinnamon today, but his expression at seeing the bit of spice was so profoundly grateful, Tavio was surprised into smiling back. Tavio caught a glimpse of the arrested expression on Tommy’s face at seeing his smile, and had to take a moment to clean his machine and compose himself before moving on. 

Some people found Tavio’s silence intimidating and didn’t know what to do when he smiled. Then there were some people, a very small group, who didn’t seem to mind his silence and who actively did their best to make Tavio smile more. 

“How about you, Tavio?” Tommy used his name freely. People often did that to workers who wore nametags. Tommy did it because shortly after they’d met, he’d asked if it was okay to call Tavio by his first name, and Tavio had been so caught off guard by someone asking that he'd said he didn't care. 

He glanced over at Tommy again, at his graphic T-shirt and the light sweatshirt he wore over it. Tommy always had on at least two necklaces: one with a silver heart that read “Kaylee,” the other changing from day to day. Today, the second necklace was something shiny and curved and black, like a symbol from a science fiction movie. It was stuck in the collar of his shirt and nestled against his throat. Tavio had to force his attention back to Tommy’s face when Tommy spoke again. 

“You, uh, got any plans to see it?” 

Tavio looked up into Tommy’s eyes. Tommy nodded as if that meant something. 

“Trek, man.” He ended many of his sentences with “man,” especially when he got pumped up on caffeine and sugar or was passionate about something. Tommy, Tavio had learned in a year of having him as a customer, felt strongly about many things. 

Tavio went back to filling orders, though they both knew he was still listening. 

Tommy continued his explanation. “It’s Trek, Tavio. It’s going to be must-see,” he said, as though that made sense. 

Tavio added more beans to his espresso grinder, prepared a shot, then wiped down his steam wands again. 

Tommy waited for him to finish and glance up again before expressing his dismay. “That solves that mystery,” he sighed. “We all wondered what Tavio does when he isn’t our coffee god.” Tommy licked his lips when that got Tavio’s attention enough to make him pause. “Whatever you do on your days off, it is apparently not geeking out about one of the major sources of nerd culture.” 

Since Tommy now knew what Tavio did on some of his days off, Tavio stopped and put down his towel. He had been waiting for days for Tommy to remark on his other job as a fill-in bartender at the Speak Easy Lounge, but so far the other man hadn’t said a word about it. There wasn’t much to say, except Tavio worked there sometimes for extra money when he could handle the hours and the noise and the attention from people who thought the cowboy hat the manager made the employees wear on Western nights looked good on him. Bartending was a lot like making coffee, except the customers were louder and the room was darker. Tavio was good at making the drinks people wanted, sometimes before they knew they wanted them, but he preferred the shelter of the coffee bar. It was the main reason he didn’t bartend full time. 

Of course one of the nights he’d been working had been the night when Tommy and some other man had come in on an awkward “just drinks” date. But Tavio pushed aside the memory of Tommy staring at him in gaping, open-mouthed surprise and focused on what Tommy had just said. 

“Coffee god?” Tavio’s voice broke. His voice sounded scratchy with disuse, but he might have been the only one who noticed. 

Tommy leaned in a little, easing around the corner of the counter. “You know you’re the best, man. It’s why we’re all here, and why no one else would dare approach your machine.” 

For once, Tavio understood Tommy’s meaning. The shop’s other employees were at the register and out in front. None of them would come close to Tavio’s station until things were slower. He tried not to be rude about it, but they only got in his way. Things flowed smoother when he worked alone, and when things went smoother, their tips were better. Tavio grunted, not agreeing with the blasphemous statement that he was a god but grateful he was respected enough to be left alone while he was working. 

He went back to making his way down the list of coffee orders, and Tommy, as he did nearly every morning, went back to talking. He released a stream of words about his movie, with small breaks to ask the other regulars how they were doing. Unlike Tavio, who could never easily find things to say, most of them chatted back. Tavio couldn’t blame them for stopping to talk with Tommy. Despite the way Tommy sometimes expressed himself, when he listened, he truly listened. He would stop what he was doing while the other person answered, and he always remembered what they said. Which made it hard to understand why he didn’t have more friends, but most people seemed to just tolerate Tommy. 

Tommy was good-looking in a way smart men weren’t in movies and television, though he identified as a nerd with a kind of obnoxious pride. He was as open about it as he was about his interest in men—and women, though sometimes that seemed limited to a few particular women. Tavio had never met anyone like him. He never shut up and got excited about ordinary things like kids got excited for Christmas. Which was how he acted—like every day was Christmas—and how he looked at Tavio—like Tavio was something he wanted waiting for him under a tree. 

Tavio didn’t understand that either, not completely. He didn’t know how to talk to people in most social situations, and his appearance was nothing special. His black hair was too long. Now that his buzz cut had grown out, he didn’t know what to do with it other than tie it back at his neck. In addition, for a while after first getting back, he hadn’t shaved at all. He’d grown out a long, shaggy beard which his sister, while up from San Diego, had demanded he get rid of or at least trim if he wanted to look like a human being again. 

