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His skin steamed like a racehorse’s. Florida sunlight elevated water droplets in his hair into a thousand twinkling supernovas. He must have been fresh from the gym, or the shower, or the gym shower. The vapor rising off of him was like crema: the most flavorful, delicious nectar that comes off of the most flavorful, delicious espresso.  

This man was ultra-high-grade, perfect and intimidating. Handsome with bold features and a Roman nose, blue eyes shining even against the blazing Florida sunlight, and a muscle body that proclaimed his flagrant, unapologetic masculinity.  

The billboard-perfect mass of male athleticism crossed Amelia Street, ripped calves and all. He almost walked right by Crema, but then he stopped and looked in to the storefront. Then looked in again. And—swung open the door. And marched right in. As if walking in the door was a normal thing for just any old jock to do at Clark’s coffeeshop. As if Clark could be prepared. As if Clark had put a sign out front warmly inviting all muscle jocks to just walk right in to Crema on his opening day. 

“The steroid—the nutrition store is no longer here,” Clark said to the intruder, unwillingly staring at the amazingly beefy upper arms emerging from his muscle shirt, textured like rooted tree trunks. Even his thighs inspired fear of being crushed. He carried a gym bag that was likely attached to his arm. This bro was do you even lift, bro? bro-personified. 

“Then I’ll have a latte.” The intruder dropped his gym bag on the floor and looked around pensively. The dropped bag made a thud. There must’ve been heavy things in there. Barbells. Dumbbells. Whatever other kind of bells bodybuilders used. Probably no emergency Toblerone to be found in there, unlike Clark’s own gym bag.  

“I’m sorry, there’s no GNC here anymore,” Clark told the steroid addict hulking over him at the coffee counter. “There’s a branch on Sadler Road.” 

“Then I’ll have a triple.” 

“We don’t serve alcohol here.” Clark’s lips tightened and his head shook a firm no. 

“A triple latte,” He-Man-minus-the-pink-Spandex said with a smile. 

“We don’t sell lattes here.”  

“Is Cafe Crema also no longer here?” the steaming racehorse neighed, pointing up at the minimalistic black-and-white all-lowercase sign above the counter. 

“Cafe Crema is here. But we don’t have lattes.”  

Clark looked nervously at the muscleman’s chiseled, smiling, freshly shaven face, only avoiding meeting his eyes, lest Mister Universe mistake Clark’s admiration of his athleticism for some kind of homosexual pass. Clark waited for some kind of affirmation or confirmation that the Men’s Health model in his cafe understood or at least acknowledged the lack of lattes. No such affirmation came.  

Clark shifted his gaze to his own hands and started explaining. “We don’t have lattes because, because—because a latte is just a lot of milk dumped in to overpower burned or over-roasted coffee and a way to get people to pay too much for what they think is a big cup of coffee but actually is just a saucer of warm milk.” 

“So if you don’t have lattes, and I don’t see a menu posted, what do you recommend?” 

“You want me to recommend?” 

“If that’s not asking too much.” 

“How are you feeling today?” 

“Cloudy with a chance of meatballs,” the muscleman said, folding his massive arms across his chest and smiling. 

“You’re feeling cloudy? Chance of meatballs?” 

“Sorry. Joke. Let’s see,” he said, letting his muscles again drop to his sides, letting the outline of his pecs show through his muscle shirt and the pointy traces of nipples poke through the sheer fabric. Clark hadn’t realized men had nipples like that. He caught himself staring. 

“Hmm, how am I feeling,” the perfect male specimen continued, his nipples flying up slightly under the shirt fabric, “I just had a great workout, I’m probably pumped full of endorphins, and walking back to my car, I spotted this interesting looking new coffee shop where the GNC used to be, so I decided to stop in. I’d say I’m feeling intrigued. Intrigued.” 

“Ok, you’re intrigued.” Clark studied the customer’s chiseled, perfectly symmetrical face, and even his entire chiseled, perfectly symmetrical hair and head. He felt like a cafe phrenologist; the pseudoscientific distance of a phrenologist would at least be better than having some kind of gay interest in another man. 

“I recommend a blend of nine parts Jamaica Blue Mountain to one part Brazilian robusta. It’s almost like a sweet and sour mix. Intriguing. I think it fits your morning.” 

“I was just kidding around, man. But wow. You know your stuff. Sure. I’ll take that.” 

“We don’t have pastries,” Clark answered a question that was never asked, at the time in the order when other coffee shops’ baristas would have suggested a pastry. Talking to people wasn’t easy. But he could manage it—somehow—and without the bad habits he'd fallen into in law school. And maybe preemptively telling this guy that there were no pastries would have prevented any suspicions that Clark was a homo. 

“Oh, ok. I don’t eat pastries.” Of course an Adonis like that didn’t eat pastries. He probably subsisted solely on lean chicken breasts and quadruple-purified Norwegian glacier water. 

“I thought maybe you’d expect a pastry. But we don’t have pastries. No pastries. But you obviously don’t eat pastries,” Clark said. “Not from looking at you or anything. But you just said you don’t eat pastries.” 

“That’s alright.” 

“Can you wait a few minutes while I make your coffee?” 

“Is there another option?” 

“No. Sorry. There’s no other option. I have to make your pourover.” 

“Just joking, man. Just joking. What’s your name?” 

“Clark.” 

“They don’t make you wear a nametag?” 

“Who?” 

“I don’t know. Your boss.” 

“I’m the owner here. Who are you?” Clark asked, wincing as he was momentarily taken aback by his own brusqueness. 

“I’m Zeke,” the muscleman said, pronouncing the one syllable loud and clear, like an air traffic controller. “I was just teasing you. Hey, sorry. But nice to meet you, Clark. Congratulations on this place. It’s a nice place.” 

Clark nodded, unsure of whether Zeke was making fun of him. He began arranging the chemistry-set-looking glass contraption used to make pourovers. Suddenly he frowned, carefully put down the glass beaker, and said, “Zeke. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. But you’re gonna have to pay.” 

“I’m gonna have to pay?” Zeke said back, voice full of uncertainty. 

“I mean for the coffee. You’ll have to pay for it.” 

“Oh. That’s fine. I mean that’s how coffee shops normally work, isn’t it?” 

“I just wanted to be clear. Avoid misunderstandings.” 

“No problem. How much?”  

Zeke reached into his loose fabric shorts, fishing around for his wallet, then bent over to get his wallet from his gym bag. His calves and thighs flexed as he bent, and his ass protruded perfectly into the air as he bent over—but Clark stopped himself from looking. 

“How much do you think it should be?”  

“Do you have a price?”  

Zeke took a Crema business card from the counter and stashed it in his gym shorts pocket, just next to his crotch. 

“This is the first day,” Clark said, gesturing toward the virgin shop space with a grandiose, theatrical sweep. “You’re actually the first customer. I haven't thought about prices yet.” 

“For a pourover coffee, four bucks if you want to be an everyday mid-upscale kind of place, or five bucks if you want to be really premium.” Zeke sounded like a carpet salesman. 

“What do you recommend?” 

“Five bucks sounds right. You really know what you’re doing. I think you’re worth the premium.” 

“Ok. Then that’ll be five dollars. You have to pay.” 

“Sure, sure.”  

Zeke squatted down to his gym bag, his legs bent into double Zs, then squatted back up, a five-dollar-bill in his hand. He put the bill on the marble counter. Clark picked it up, looked at it for a few seconds as if unsure what to do with it, then put it haphazardly into his pocket. 

Zeke picked up his bag and walked to a table by the floor-to-ceiling plate-glass window, probably to take selfies of his muscles, or read a workout magazine, or check out nubile lasses walking past. He took out a thin, silver laptop, flipped it open and put his face close enough to it to kiss the screen. 

“The wifi network is Crema, and the password—” 

“Thanks. I don’t need the internet,” Zeke interrupted, with an almost apologetic nod, then put his face close to the screen and started tap-tapping again. He must’ve been updating his workout log. 

Clark poured and mixed, feeling half like the people in the coffee-making instructional videos he’d been watching for the past few months, half like Walter White.  

Running a coffeeshop was totally different from blogging about coffeeshops: it had been much easier to criticize than to do better. That hadn’t come as a surprise. He hadn’t thought running a coffeeshop would be easy. It was only Aunt Logan’s idea that had pushed him to the challenge: “You need to learn to talk to people outside a bar.”  

The AA brochures talked about switching to ice water, but Clark’s thing was coffee. The bout with drinking had been serendipitous in a way. Throwing himself into the world of coffee to get himself away from alcohol had created a blogging career more lucrative that he would have enjoyed as a lawyer who wasn’t allowed to take the bar exam. 

“Coffee for Mister Zeke coming right up!” Clark shouted, as Zeke smiled and nodded. Clark unwrapped an eye dropper and set out an acid test strip. He poured a drop of the cold brew coffee into a small glass, then used the eyedropper to put it on the test strip, and watched the color turn a soothing brown. “Almost not even acidic! Just barely acidic!” Clark shouted. Zeke smiled in Clark’s direction and continued typing and staring closely at the screen. 

“My pride and joy. I’m a coffee blogger,” Clark said as he set the glass of coffee on a plate, then put the plate on an elaborate silver tray, and walked with it in Zeke’s direction. “I know all about coffee. I’ve been writing about coffee, video blogging about coffee, reviewing coffee for ages—maybe more than three years even—but this is actually the first cup of coffee made for a customer here at Crema. So it’s for you. My pride and—” 

As he walked out of the barista area, Clark’s feet slid forward on a piece of newspaper, while the rest of Clark went backward. Tray, plate, glass, and coffee went flying. The tray was first to land, hob-wobbling to a stop with a thud on the floor. The plate and the glass landed next, in unison, in a harmony of the crystalline ringing of glass breaking, shattering, and sliding across the floor. There was a mess. Clark had made a mess. 

“Are you alright?” Zeke asked at Clark’s side before Clark even had a chance to look over in his direction. Zeke stretched a hand out to Clark and Clark got a view of huge-hand-in-face, with muscles behind it. Still staring at the muscles, Clark grabbed Zeke’s tricep instead of his hand. It was firm, warm, pulsating muscle, raw sexuality. He hadn’t expected to like the feeling so much, nor to feel a small tingle of excitement from it. He stood up, forcefully making himself let go of Zeke’s tricep instead of succumbing to the impulse to grope it and experience its perfectly sculpted firmness and strength. He forcefully made himself stop thinking about those muscles, and think about his job: making coffee. 

“Your coffee. I’ll give you a full refund,” Clark said, sliding his hand into the right pocket of his ruffled khakis and fishing around for the five-dollar-bill. He instead retrieved a solitary movie ticket stub, and used both his hands to place it into Zeke’s hand: a polite, courtly refund, the sort of refund the finest of coffee shops would give their most valued customers.  

“Hmm, matinee showing.”  

“Matinee—” Clark said, looking down at what he’d given Zeke. He tugged the ticket stub out of Zeke’s hand and threw it into the mess of broken glass and spilled coffee that was due for cleanup anyway. “Sorry.” 

“Relax, buddy. It’s your first day running the business.” 

“How do you know?” 

“You told me,” Zeke said, laughing, and standing up to walk to the kitchen area. 

“No, don’t leave yet,” Clark called out. 

“I’m just getting a mop to help you clean up.” Zeke beamed a white-toothed, pink-lipped smile that would’ve been bright enough to be an ocean lighthouse, or an intergalactic homing beacon. It radiated a warmth—this muscleman was becoming more magnetic than intimidating, and it was scary. 

“I’ll have someone—someone get that mess,” Clark said. 

“You said it’s only you here,” Zeke said, staring into Clark’s eyes, then roaming over his face and body up and down. Was Zeke planning on giving Clark a beating? Was Zeke comparing the obvious inferiority of Clark’s body to his own? After an exhaustive visual assay, Zeke slowly, subtly broke into a smile. 

“Only me here,” Clark said, trying to break the train of his clothes being torn off by Zeke’s eyes—while wondering whether anybody with the looks and body of Zeke could find a plain-looking Clark remotely attractive. 

“Your name is Clark, right?” Zeke said, without wiping the smile off his face. 

“Yes. I told you that already.” 

“Clark. You’re not Clark Lunsford, are you?” 

“Yes I am! You read my blog?” 

“No, I don’t know your blog.” 

“But you know me?” 

“I remember you from elementary school, Hardee—do you remember me?” 

“Not particularly.” 

“Zippy. Remember Zippy? Calculator Zippy?” 

“Oh—my—” 

“Yeah, I thought you’d remember.” 

“I’m sorry for—” 

“Don’t worry, bud. Everybody made fun of me back then,” Zeke said, then waved those memories aside with his hand, and as his hand flew through the air, it took with it a few hundred pounds of solid arm-muscle. Clark averted his eyes when a bit of Zeke’s underarm hair peeked out. It would have been rude to look, or maybe it would give the wrong sort of idea about Clark’s sexual preference. 

“You don’t need to—” but by the time Clark had said it, Zeke was already mopping broken glass into a dustbin—with his speed and alacrity, more dancing than mopping. Clark wasn’t even sure where Zeke had gotten the mop and dustbin. Zeke had even put the newspaper on which Clark had slipped safely into the garbage. Maybe Zeke was a superhero. Or maybe he’d looked in the storage closet, the musty-stinking place where Clark had feared to tread.  

“All clean now,” Zeke announced while putting mop and dustbin back into the storage closet, carrying them as if they were toothpicks, and turning around to show Clark his slightly reddened face. Both his radiant beacon of a smile and the galaxies of water droplets were still on Zeke’s face. 

“Thank you, Zip- Zeke. Nobody’s actually helped me here. Thank you.” 

“No problem. Hardee classmates gotta stick up for each other, right?” Zeke reached out for a fist-bump. Clark looked at the held-out fist, looked at Zeke’s expectant eyes, then fist-bumped back at Zeke. After the bump, Zeke reached his huge arm around Clark and patted Clark’s back and did something like a manly shoulder-to-shoulder bump. Clark inhaled a wave of soap-and-shampoo smell that felt as if his nose had taken a momentary detour to a gym shower stall. 

“I’m Zippy Zimmer. Now known as Zeke Zimmer. Nice to meet you again,” Zeke said. 

“I’m Clark Lunsford. As you already know. And wow, Hardee Elementary,” Clark said slowly, reaching back in memory. “I almost forgot the name of that school. I left after fifth grade. You know that already.” 

“You didn’t miss much.” 

“Zippy, calculator boy,” Clark said, his lips just barely breaking into a smile. Zippy. The math nerd of the class. A normal enough kid, other than always having his calculator in hand, trying to crunch numbers on everything from math assignments to tallying total pages of homework assignments into a table, by week and by month. He also knew all the things you could make the digits say. The teachers had joked that he was going to grow up to be the CEO of Texas Instruments, a joke that Clark at the time had only vaguely understood. 

“Well, I still like calculators.”  

“Still the same, are you still the same?” Clark asked. He himself wasn’t sure whether the question was rhetorical, or what exactly he meant by it. 

“Well, just like in elementary school, I still don’t like girls,” Zeke said with a smile that seemed to carry a message. Clark looked at Zeke to await elaboration. “They have cooties,” Zeke said gravely, wincing in theatrical disgust and sweeping imaginary girl-cooties off his arm.  

Was Zippy-Zeke saying he was gay? Was he coming out? Or was he coming on to Clark? It was already enough trouble having a perfect-ten guy coming into his coffeeshop. Even worse when the perfect-ten guy’s muscles advertised—an invitation, a call, an announcement, something. And now this guy was going to be openly gay, a full-on raging homo? Clark hadn’t remembered anything particularly gay about Zippy back in school, but that had been Fifth Grade, so who knew. 

Lacking a reply from Clark to his declaration of girls having cooties, Zeke went back to his table and his laptop. Then Clark called out: “Let me get you another coffee! Intrigued blend.” 

“I’m still intrigued.”  

The way he’d said still—it took a grip over Clark. Clark hated himself for loving the attention Zeke was giving him. 

“I’ll make it a double,” Clark said, trying to play along in whatever game Zeke was starting. “Just kidding. We don’t have doubles.” Better not to take things too far. And anyway, no serious coffee shop had doubles. Clark knew that much, even if he didn’t know exactly what Zeke had been trying to say. 

“Be careful with this one; don’t want to embarrass yourself” Zeke said, with a big, shameless wink Clark couldn’t help but interpret as gentle mocking. Clark poured Zeke’s coffee and clanged glassware with abandon, forcing himself to focus on what was in his hands rather than on the absolutely perfect sculpture of masculinity that was sitting at a table in his coffeeshop. 

He tried to create a cup of coffee as perfect as Zeke’s body was perfect: hints, notes, peaks, and valleys in all the right places. Cup of perfectly brewed, perfectly poured coffee in a glass, on a tray, stable as could be, Clark walked to Zeke’s table, holding himself perfectly straight. He set the glass on the corner of Zeke’s table, as if he were handling hand grenades and transplant organs mixed together. 

“Wonderful,” Zeke said, having taken his eyes off his screen just momentarily. Clark saw the screen full of numbers, symbols, and punctuation, black and orange and purple semicolons and parentheses in a sea of white background. 

“HTML? Blogging?”  

“Wiener process.” 

“What?” Clark broke into laughter. 

“Coding a Wiener process in Matlab. Stochastics,” Zeke said, leaning away from the computer, and laying his blue eyes on Clark. Clark felt not-quite-worthy of Zeke’s gaze. Zeke’s gargantuan arms idly lay on the table, hands still on the keyboard—as if awaiting Clark’s visual inspection. 

“Statistics?” Clark asked. 

“Nope. Stochastics. It’s what Zippy the Calculator Boy does for a living now.” 

“Is it related to statistics?” 

“Kind of. Stochastics is using math to study mooooo-tion,” Zeke said, gyrating his hips like a hula dancer, while smiling at Clark with eyes that could melt hardened titanium. 

“Or stock prices, probably,” Clark said, changing the subject and looking away from the perfect shape of Zeke’s body. 

“Sure, or stock prices, if you want to be boring about it,” Zeke smiled, stopping his gyrations. “How about you? What’s Clarky Clark up to? We always loved your writing in school.” 

“I’m a lawyer,” Clark said. “I mean, I went to law school. But then stuff happened.” Clark looked away from Zeke, first out the window then down at the floor. 

“What kind of stuff?” 

“Stuff. Just stuff. And then I became a full-time coffee blogger. And then my aunt made me work here.” 

“I work with lawyers sometimes. I actually run a fund,” Zeke said, slowly sipping his coffee of intrigue, and also piquing Clark’s intrigue. 

“Hedge fund or something?” 

“Good job. Clarky Clark was always a smart kid. Yeah, hedge fund, using my math degree to try to predict the markets.” 

“Zippy the Calculator Boy.”  

“I’m a quant now.” 

“Quant?” Clark asked, wondering if it was gay slang. 

“I do quantitative finance. The Wiener and stochastics stuff. One of those evil people you see in movies losing billions of dollars of other people’s money on video game screens.” 

“In Amelia Island?” 

“I was in Connecticut for a year, then I—uh, well, I wound up moving back to Amelia Island.”  

“And playing with your Wiener,” Clark said, making himself laugh—and only himself. Zeke looked at him in slightly offended incomprehension.  

Clark’s eyes went to apologetic horror, “I mean, didn’t you just say, Wiener process?” 

“Oh! Yeah! Yeah, ha, right. Playing with my Wiener process. I’m thick today.”  

“Thick, like your—”  

Clark recoiled in shock at what he’d said, then recoiled again at what he’d almost said. 
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Clark was brilliantly, sparklingly cute. Zeke had somehow managed to unearth a clean-cut, brown-haired, tall, slim, gray-eyed diamond in a coffeeshop on Amelia Street. Not only was Clark a lawyer, but he was an internet celebrity, a coffeeshop owner, and Logan Lunsford’s heir. And with his slim, straight posture, Clark resembled an old-school British aristocrat, the kind of man who would do a grand tour in his twenties, play “real tennis” in his thirties, and start using a walking stick in his forties. Clark: the perfect name. But Clark was straight, unlike a real British aristocrat. And definitely too cute and too successful to be single. There must have been a woman in Clark’s world.  

Any man of Clark’s grade wasn’t single and aimlessly looking. Whatever signals of homo-interest Zeke thought he was getting from Clark were from his own sexual frustration and loneliness. Zeke hadn’t dared to get involved with anybody since Roger, and the physical strain of three months of thwarted desire was building up in him. When all you’ve got is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.  

He’d caught himself looking up the shorts of some of his male climbing-wall students, and he didn’t like himself in those moments—it was a lapse in professionalism. The climbing-instructor gig was only part-time, only for fun, but it still demanded some professionalism. Maybe Clark wasn’t a full-time barista, but he still exuded an attempt at professionalism, didn’t he? Be like Clark. Control yourself. 

Clark most likely allowed himself to act so awkward because he knew he could rely on his model-perfect looks to make his way through the world. He was lean but not skinny, hair not short but not too long, a body that didn’t scream of gym hours but could hold its own—maybe even in the bedroom.  

And Clark’s gray eyes. Clark had those eyes even back in elementary school, gray like the surface of their classroom desks. Zeke had been the pushy, hyper nerd, and Clark was the quiet, reclusive nerd. Clark’s eyes had observed, had seen everything without letting on anything. He was the kid who knew all your secrets. Clark watched the world back then—and he still did. 

That little interlude with Clark in the coffee shop could never have happened in Greenwich. Too off-script for Greenwich. Amelia Island was just so much more laid back.  

Being back on the Island actually wasn’t half bad. Roger had made it sound as if Zeke’s professional life would be over if he left Roger and Predictex, but Zeke had made enough of a name for himself with fund managers and clients that he had no trouble starting a new fund in Amelia Island and attracting as many clients as he could handle. Amelia Island Management sounded a lot nicer than Predictex.  

And it didn’t hurt that Zeke’s father had been elected mayor of Amelia Island, and the island’s upper crust tended to cling to the erroneous belief that they might gain some kind of advantage in dealing with the city government if they let the mayor’s son manage their money. Zachariah Zimmer Senior wasn’t that kind of mayor, and Zachariah Zimmer Junior wasn’t that kind of investment manager. But Zeke also liked to let people believe what they want, especially when it came to his orientation. Especially when it came to what his father thought of him. 

Roger had provided the push to get him out of Connecticut, but maybe Zeke’s father had provided the pull to get him back to Amelia Island; the old man was at the peak of his career, but was getting on in years, and there was only Zeke to carry the family legacy. And Zeke would have to prove himself.  

A PhD in applied mathematics wasn’t enough. Zeke would have to prove himself as a worthy ascendant to the title of Paterfamilias: of course, he’d have to get married. And be straight. That and Zeke’s mother had died while giving birth to him: the pressure was on Zeke to honor the entire family, and especially her. Zeke’s father’s nearly daily reminders of “when will you find someone?” and “when will you get married?” had driven him out of staying at his house and into a house of his own—with a golden retriever, instead of a nubile woman, as his best friend and only companion in his home. Doting on Super at least made Zeke happy, even if to his parents it was not nearly as good as doting on a wife and children. 

Zeke came back to the office from his afternoon workout and coffee sojourn with energy soaring through his body like a current. He felt caffeinated and enthused, more enthused than he’d ever remembered being from a simple walk down Amelia Street. The New York markets were already closed for the day and the sixty-inch LCD displays on the wall of stock price graphs were like still lifes of waves and waterslides and escalators, not rapid-flashing like the cross between arcade games and heart monitors that they were during trading hours. 

Normally after his afternoon workout he’d sit at his desk, fire up Chrome, and stalk Roger. Just a little bit. Just online. He’d made a fake Facebook account, pretending to be an ultra-wealthy Saudi teenager potentially interested in investing his twenty-million-dollar high school graduation gift with Predictex—yes, he’d fleshed out the persona quite a bit—just for the sake of being able to look at Roger’s photos of his office and, of course, his wife. He couldn’t change Roger, or what had happened, but at least he could keep up with him, unbeknownst to Roger, of course. It was like scratching an itch. Or maybe it was more like picking at a painful scab. 

That day, he changed up his stalking. Instead of getting photos from Rich Kids of Instagram to post to his fake Saudi Facebook account and stalk Roger, Zeke sat back in his office chair, clicked on Google, and typed Clark Lunsford blog into the search box. Holy shit. The screen filled with Clark Lunsford. Photos, videos, interviews, blogs. Clark Lunsford dancing on Clark Lunsford with Clark Lunsford singing on top. Zeke had no idea that Clark had become so famous.  

The motherlode of Clark Lunsford: Clark’s Coffee Connection. Daily posts singing the praises of coffee shops, coffee brewing, coffee travel, coffee everything. Hundreds of comments. T-shirts for sale. Recommended by Gizmodo, Huffington Post, Thug Kitchen, and Martha Fucking Stewart.  

Clark! Sweet, nerdy, quiet Clark was now a handsome, lean, and electrically gray-eyed lawyer and coffee shop owner down the street from Zeke’s office. And Clark was internet famous, internet highly renowned, maybe even internet sexy.  

How many of Clark’s adoring male fans were gay? Statistically speaking, men interested in gourmet coffee, men interested in men, strong correlation. How many may have wanted to take Clark’s lean, firm ass right through jeans? How many might have already done so? Stochastics and the Wiener process didn’t really have any answers. 

Zeke stopped doing the numbers and started reading the articles. Clark knew which Indonesian sumatra blend was the best. He knew which Blue Mountain coffees were really from Blue Mountain. And he knew at which temperature and pressure you should brew any grind of espresso. And he was able to convey it in sharp, witty articles, without any of the Clarky Clark trademark awkwardness that had been his signature move since elementary school. There were even photos of Clark’s own coffee plants. 

And then there was Clark’s About Me page: Relationship status: Single and hopeful. Holy shit. No orientation given to qualify that single and hopeful but holy shit. At least if that page was right, Clark was single. And hopeful. Or maybe that was out of date, as blogs notoriously were. Or maybe Clark played single to keep his fans hoping to one day seduce him, the same way boy-band pop stars were always officially “single.” It could mean anything. But at least—at least it could mean anything.  

The blog didn’t even mention that Clark was also a lawyer; he’d only described himself as a coffee enthusiast. What else was the blog not mentioning? The best Zeke could hope for was honesty. Whatever, whoever Clark was, Zeke would hope for, demand, expect, some honesty from him.  

Lies about “my wife and I are in an open relationship” were what Zeke no longer wanted to deal with. And “we’re practically divorced; we just haven’t signed the paperwork.” And, of course, “Linda knows all about this; she’s already living with her new boyfriend.” Zeke’s education had prepared him to interpret and even predict stock prices and bond yields; it hadn't prepared him to deal with a lying, cheating boyfriend-boss at Predictex. For all the fun Zeke had in his false Facebook persona pretending to be a prospective client for Roger, the Roger affair still hurt—a lot. 

“I’m good enough to start my own firm,” Zeke had told his parents, providing an explanation for leaving his job in Greenwich as well as trying to present himself as at least something of a mature adult. That lie was easier to tell his parents about his old job than “I can’t work with this emotional conman” would have been. And it elevated him to the status of an adult, perhaps even one worthy of the Zimmer family name.  

His parents hadn’t even known that Zeke was involved with his boss—of course even if Zeke had managed not to tell his homophobic parents that the boss was a man, they still would’ve told him it was a bad idea. But “it’s a bad idea” is one thing in theory and advice lazily given over the phone, and quite another thing when you spend sixteen hours a day with the boss in a high-pressure trading room and he showers nude in front of you every morning and evening. 

Angry at himself, Zeke closed all the browser windows in front of him, Roger’s Facebook page and Clark’s coffee blog alike, and rocked back in his chair. Crema would be a better place to work, and at Crema, he’d be too embarrassed to stalk Roger in full view of Clark. He hadn’t been back to Crema in three days, two hours, and twenty minutes—or more or less. He’d been counting the time since then—more or less.  

As much as he wanted to see Clark again, he wasn’t going to act thirsty, and especially not going to give a straight man an excuse to later claim that he was pushed or conned into a relationship. He certainly didn’t want another Roger, even if Clark was much kinder, smarter, and better looking than Roger; but Clark was straight like Roger, or at least “straight like Roger,” and maybe Clark also harbored a girlfriend or wife.  

Zeke imposed upon himself a one-week embargo before his next trip to Crema. As much as Clark probably needed the business, and as much as Zeke enjoyed the coffeeshop, Crema was dangerous, and the gym climbing wall was the only place where Zeke embraced danger. 
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“You’re the instructor?” Clark laughed in disbelief—as if Zeke Zimmer, the most athletic, muscular man in the small town of Amelia Island, the sleek, steaming racehorse made of pure undulating muscle who had strutted into Crema, was an unlikely choice to be a climbing wall instructor at Amelia Island’s only gym.  

But there he was: buzzed blond hair, Caltech t-shirt, loose gray fabric running shorts, and pornographically delicious white socks emerging from REI climbing shoes. His radiant blue eyes demanded that Clark get on the climbing wall, or down on the floor, or something like that. 

The gym’s manager had come by Crema a few days earlier to put up a flier for their introductory climbing classes: free equipment rental, first class free, try it and see if you like it. Clark was willing to try it after having seen Zeke. 

Zeke’s athleticism had reminded Clark to get back into his gym routine that he’d been neglecting since moving to Amelia. Back in Miami, the gym started as the penance he’d forced himself to do every time he’d had too much to drink—penance that became so frequent that he’d put on some good muscle bulk—and the gym habit stayed with him as a new healthy lifestyle when he gave up alcohol and dove into the coffee world. But in Amelia, it seemed that much easier to be lazy, stay in bed until ten, tap away on his blog, and of course pour coffee for the rare and occasional customer coming in to Crema. 

“I didn’t know Clarky Clark is a climber,” Zeke said, with a smile capable of kicking anybody’s ass. Was Zeke mocking Clark’s aspirational athleticism?  

“I’m not, but I think I need to get some more exercise.” 

“I can help you with that,” Zeke said with a grin, resting his powerful hand on his hip and looking Clark up and down, in theory assessing Clark’s readiness for going up on the wall. But Clark had never seen any other fitness instructor with eyes that sexual. “Have you done this before?” Zeke asked in a voice that made the question sound rhetorical: yes was the right answer. 

“I tried once in college, like once,” Clark said. It was technically true. His required one semester of physical education had included one day at the climbing wall. Clark hadn’t managed to grip onto that wall for more than a few seconds at a time, and what he remembered most about that wall-climbing experience was the feeling of falling repeatedly onto the mat. But it was still technically true that he’d tried climbing once in college. Technically true was all he needed. 

“Alright, so we’ll start from the beginning,” Zeke said, nodding, clearly still amused by who his new student was going to be. He thumbs-upped Clark’s borrowed climbing shoes and gloves. “You know bouldering?” 

“Vaguely.”  

Clark remembered the term bouldering having been used by college acquaintances who raved about climbing gyms, and that was about it. 

“Bouldering is climbing without a safety rope. There’s a mat or a buddy to catch you if you fall.” 

“So I can just fall flat on my ass?” 

“Don’t worry man; you’re not gonna fall flat on your ass like you did with the coffee.” 

Clark looked at Zeke with wide-eyed shock. With a huge and authoritative hand, Zeke waved off his own comment and Clark’s embarrassment over it. 

“Where’s the mat?”  

Clark stared into the floor as if staring harder would conjure a mat into existence. 

“I’m your mat.” Zeke cradled his arms to make it clear. “I’ll catch you.” 

“You promise?” Clark traced the hard gym floor with the tip of his shoe. 

“Double-dog-doo-doo-Scooby-Doo-promise on my calculator,” Zeke said, hand over his heart. Had that heart known love? How many hot muscle studs, bodybuilders, NFL quarterbacks, dotcom billionaires, and movie stars were after that heart of Zeke’s? What would it take to catch Zeke’s love? And had Zeke really just invoked a saying from Mrs. Filbert’s fifth-grade classroom at Hardee Elementary? 

“That—wow—haven’t heard that in a while.” Clark laughed until leaning over with his hands on his hips, then stood straight up again and stepped toward the wall, assessing which handholds he should grip first. He ran his hands over the handholds as if surveying their texture without any serious intent of actually grabbing them and climbing on. 

Zeke stepped in behind him, pushing his own body to lightly brush against Clark from behind. Zeke’s chest just touched Clark’s back while Zeke reached around Clark from behind and lightly gripped his wrists and guided Clark’s hands to the holds on the wall. then pointed to the two lowest footholds for Clark to use.  

“Alright, now pull yourself up onto those,” Zeke said, gripping Clark’s sides and gently urging him to climb onto the wall. Clark inhaled deeply and tried not to tremble or hyperventilate or collapse.  

Cautiously, cat-footedly, Clark climbed on the foothold then gripped hard onto the handhold, reminding himself that he was holding on for dear life, without a safety rope. His weight wasn’t overwhelming on his arms and legs. He could hold himself on the wall. Zeke behind him waiting to catch him—better not to think of that. 

Zeke calmly spoke behind him: “Alright, now I want you to move up to the next foothold, slowly, slowly, move your feet first, without moving your hands.” Clark lifted his right foot uncertainly. Zeke put both his palms, fingers up, under Clark’s ass cheeks, to push him up to the next foothold.  

Clark stepped up to the next foothold, and breathing fast, moved his hands up to the corresponding handhold. He also felt an erection pressing against his workout shorts and brushing against the wall. The wall’s texture didn’t feel so bad, through his shorts, on his dickhead. Was this how it felt inside a man’s ridged, rutted ass-canal? He discarded the thought after a half-second and promised to himself not to think it again, instead focusing on not allowing his erection to pole-vault him off the wall. Even if falling off the wall would mean falling into Zeke’s grip. 

“How’s it feeling?” Zeke asked from behind, hands still gently on Clark’s ass cheeks, warm breath just barely perceptible on the backs of Clark’s knees.  

“Cloudy, chance of meatballs!” Clark giggled until he trembled unsteadily on the hand and foot holds. When his giggle refused to die down and grew into a laugh, Clark’s right foot lost grip on the climbing wall and he fell back, his cock flying up inside his shorts and his ass sliding over Zeke’s hands and arms, directly into Zeke’s cradled arms. Still laughing, he was a grown man being held by Zeke at the base of the climbing wall. Zeke’s face went from alarmed concern at Clark’s fall to amused smiling at the resultant catch, and he set Clark back down on the floor, upright. 

“Good fall, man. Much better than at Crema,” Zeke said. Clark winced in recollection. 

“I warned you about the falling meatballs.” 

“Let’s try again to hoist your meatballs. This time I can lead you.” Zeke took out a key and opened a wall cabinet of climbing ropes, pulleys, and other climbing equipment reminiscent of an S&M dungeon. He came back with two harnesses, a long rope and a pulley that he attached to his own harness and Clark’s, then to attachment points on the wall.  

“Is this, like, an S&M thing?” Clark asked, pulling at his harness. Zeke broke out into a laugh, hot breath and warm spittle flying onto Clark’s already overheated skin. 

“Clark, you’re not just cute-awkward, but you’re also funny.” 

“Really? You think so?” 

“Here. Rope up before I call the dungeon master,” Zeke said, giving Clark another rope attachment to clip to his safety harness. “Now just follow me as your lead, and the rope is gonna hold you in case you fall.” 

“My safeword is straight!” Clark called out in mock-desperation as Zeke began slowly climbing up and away, looking over his shoulder back at his student Clark at every step. 

“Ok, just follow me up,” Zeke said, looking at Clark first over his shoulder, then down between his legs. Clark gripped the first hand and foot holds and looked straight up at Zeke’s massive ass-globes above him, his crotch between them, and his beautiful face and spiky blond hair just barely visible up above. Clark felt like a pilgrim in worship. His dick still hard, still brushing up against the wall, he tried not to think of Zeke, but instead was staring at how those muscle thighs above him disappeared under the shorts, to form that beautiful strong, built ass, an ass like a brick shithouse, an ass that could move mountains—he only hoped it wasn’t gay to think so. 

He inhaled deeply while ascending, imagining breathing deeply while climbing an Alpine peak, and caught a whiff of sweet honey—the definite aroma of sticky sweet precum wafting down from Zeke’s crotch. He could only imagine what sort of gargantuan cock Zeke must have had, and how many gallons of precum it must have been gushing when aroused. If there was precum, was Zeke aroused?  

Was there such a thing as dick muscles? If so, Zeke had them.  

The precum smelled like the nectar he’d climb over molten lava or broken glass to reach, the addictive fragrance he’d run through the streets of Amelia Island in mad search of—or, more practically, he’d follow Zeke up the climbing wall just to keep sniffing that man-perfume, that eau de muscle stud, from Zeke’s crotch right above him. 

“Clark! Clark! Can you hear me?” Clark must’ve missed out on something, drunk on fragrant notes of precum. 

“Yeah. Sorry. I was concentrating on climbing.” 

“Ok, good. I was just telling you you’ve done great and this is the highest we’ll go today,” Zeke said, his voice raspy and strained enough to sound slightly annoyed, and a bulbous drop of clear sweat rolling off his cheek. Zeke’s drop of sweat fell in slow-motion through the charmed Alpine air and straight onto Clark’s cheek. Clark vowed to never wash his face ever again. 
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“You’re back!” Clark called out when Zeke and his imposing portfolio of arm, chest, and leg muscles reappeared at the door of Crema, exactly one week after his previous visit, and exactly four days after their climbing lesson. So Clark hadn’t managed to scare him away by falling on his ass while trying to serve him a drink and then falling on his ass into his arms at the climbing gym.  

This time Zeke wore a pressed white shirt and khaki-green pilled wool slacks, a brown belt tying it all together, every bit the successful fund manager—the first time Clark had looked so hard at a man’s clothes. And the first time he’d thought about the mountains of muscle under those clothes. It was better not to think of it, to stop himself from thinking of it. 

“Well, that’s one way to welcome a repeat customer,” Zeke said, speaking through his omnipresent smile while walking to the same corner table and opening his laptop on the faux-marble tabletop. Zeke’s broad smile didn’t leave his face as he sat down and adjusted the window blinds to shut out the late-afternoon sun, then looked into his screen with his working face, his Wiener-process face. 

“I’m glad you’re back. You were my first customer. That means it’s good luck when you come here, right?”  

“I dunno, man. I never did that kind of math.” Zeke shrugged his gigantic shoulders under his dress shirt. 

“Are you still working?” Clark asked, glancing up at the wall clock that showed 5:30 P.M. 

“Yup. Gotta play some more with my Wiener.” 

“I looked that up on Wikipedia. You weren’t kidding. Wiener processes are a real thing.” 

“They sure are. What kind of coffee do you recommend for Wiener play?” 

“Um,” Clark said, looking at the beans and roasting equipment all around him. He knew every roast, every blend so well that they were commonplace to him. Nothing behind the counter seemed exciting. He knew it too well. In the chair out by the window, of course—that was different as far as excitement. “Can I just brew something up for you? I’m not sure yet exactly what. But it’ll be good. I promise.” 

“Sure. That’s called barista’s choice at the fancy cafes in Greenwich.” 

“Yeah, barista’s choice. But I’ve never been a real barista. More like—coffee nerd.” 

“Call it Coffee Nerd’s Choice then.” 

“Be quiet now so I can think about coffee,” Clark said. He couldn’t tell Zeke to shed his huge muscles or his radiant smile, or to switch off the smell of shampoo, laundry detergent, and office sweat that Zeke had already brought into the coffeeshop. Getting Zeke to turn off all his man-beacons might have let Clark stop obsessing. But there was no mute button on Zeke’s radio tower of sex appeal. But Clark could at least ask Zeke to be quiet. That might help him concentrate a little bit. 

“Sure, man. I’m all up in my Wiener anyway,” Zeke nodded. 

“You’re wha—oh. Yeah.” Clark dropped his look of alarm and smiled in Zeke’s direction, then dove into his jars and bags of beans, sniffing and re-sniffing, then put his tablet on the counter alongside him and read through his Clark’s Tasting Journals, years 2012-2017. Then the keyword search:  productivity and creativity and masculine.  

He found the right one, a Costa Rican peaberry he’d tasted in 2015, and he happened to stock it at his shop; when he’d tasted it back then, he’d thought it had a masculine foundation, and he imagined it spurring its drinker to new heights of productivity and creativity. That’s what he’d brew for Zeke. Productivity and creativity. He wished he also had one for sexuality—but that would’ve been unprofessional.  

He ground the beans, heated the water, checked temperatures, poured, and brewed. Ten minutes later, Zeke’s coffee was ready. Clark eye-dropped a bit onto a teaspoon for his own personal taste-test, an extra measure he’d take for his VIP customer, and his new fixation. The coffee passed: sweetish, tangy, with barely perceptible bitterness. What would a taste-test would say about Clark’s feelings about Zeke, the feelings that always seemed to run out of control. Better not to think about that and just focus on the coffee. 

Clark unwrapped a new serving glass that had been run through the wash the previous night and poured the coffee into it. He took the full glass into his two hands like a chalice or sacred grail, then stepped carefully, rhythmically, watching every step maniacally. If there was one thing he didn’t want to happen, he didn’t want to humiliate himself again with yet another spectacular tumble in front of Zeke.  

Success. He’d reached Zeke’s table all the way from the barista counter without spilling anything nor falling on his ass nor making a huge mess. He’d only have to effortlessly accomplish that same feat a few dozen times a day every day to give Crema a chance of success. 

He arrived at Zeke’s corner with a glass of the pitch-black, sweetish brew, not a drop spilled in transport. Zeke’s muscled torso was too big for the chair, but the chair was no smaller than any other cafe chair, so Zeke must have been used to his muscles overfilling chair backs that had been designed for mortal weaklings. Clark tried not to stare too much at how his customer’s muscled ass perfectly filled out the chair, with the muscular just peeking over the seat bottom’s edge. Instead, Clark slowly, slowly, as slowly as he could, soft-landed the glass of coffee in front of Zeke. Zeke looked up at Clark. Clark, standing stiffly erect above Zeke, felt like a priest who’d just benedicted Zeke with holy water, an angelic brew.  

“Please, please, don’t put sugar in this,” Clark said to Zeke with eyes of desperate pleading as he put the coffee glass in front of Zeke. The deepest fear of any coffee fanatic: a prize creation defiled by milk or sugar. Like watching your labor of love destroyed by crayon scrawls. The customer was supposed to always be right, but Clark had his pride about coffee, and there was only so far he’d go in pleasing other people. He was Clark Lunsford, coffee expert first, barista a distant second. 

“I know not to put sugar in pourovers. Even a dumb jock like me knows that much,” Zeke grinned. 

“Wow, Zippy. Smart Zippy,” Clark beamed and nodded, looking down on the muscleman before him staring at the coffee Clark had just made for him. 

“Lots of gourmet coffee in Connecticut, you know,” Zeke said. “But nobody as cute as you brewing it.”  

Had Clark been holding a glass of coffee, he would’ve dropped it on the floor at that moment. He did all he could not to collapse on the floor himself. Zeke grinned at him and inhaled aroma from the glass, gyrating his head in a small circle like a mating signal. 

“Let me sample and tell you how it is, since that gives me a chance to talk to a gorgeous man,” Zeke said, aiming his blue eyes directly at Clark. Could this perfectly formed masculine specimen have really called Clark gorgeous? Clark felt himself melting. Why did Zeke’s glance and attention not at all feel bad or disgusting or unwanted? Zeke took a micro-sip. Then a regular sip. Then a big swallow. Zeke raised his eyebrows in appreciation and gave a wordless thumbs-up while savoring the coffee taste still on his tongue.  

“Did you just call me gorgeous?” His own tone of voice reminded him of cross-examining the witness in mock trials. 

“You know you’re good-looking, man.” Zeke took another sip of the coffee and slowly and demonstratively winked. Was their grade-school familiarity justification enough for Zeke to just casually compliment him like that? Or was there no protocol against a gay man calling a straight man good-looking? Clark felt himself flush red, hearing Zeke’s compliment playing and replaying in his mind. 

“I know I’m really awkward,” Clark said. 

“Cute-awkward,” Zeke said, nodding firmly as if presenting a hard-won mathematical result. “With your looks, you can afford the awkwardness.” 

“I’m just an average looking guy.” 

“No need for false modesty,” Zeke said. “You think I came in here for the furniture?” 

“I chose it all myself in Miami.”  

“But I came here because I saw—a male Mona Lisa with a gentle smile,” Zeke said. 

Clark answered by looking at Zeke with simultaneous shock and flattery, eyes open wide and lips almost open. He also realized that he was showing Zeke the same gentle smile that he must’ve been talking about. Clark un-smiled his mouth and forced himself to shake his head, acting as if he didn’t enjoy hearing Zeke’s compliment. 

“You’re cute. You’re smart. And you run a coffee shop,” Zeke said, waiting for Clark to respond. Clark only looked down at the floor. “I know about the first three, but I’m still wondering about the last one, how you ended up running a coffee shop here.” 

“I was in Miami before. Law school. But Amelia Island is better for me.” 

“Better coffee here?” Zeke asked, taking another sniff from the glass in front of him. 

“Less bad stuff than in Miami,” Clark said, his eyes darting as if trying to avoid something and signaling his unwillingness to discuss the unpleasant details. 

“But how did you end up with this shop?” Zeke said, trying to contain a tone of voice that was resembling that of a police detective. 

“Ever met Logan Lunsford?”  

“Everybody met Logan Lunsford.” 

“She owned this building. This building is actually named Logan House actually.” 

“I didn’t know that.” 

“She died last year—” 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 

“It’s ok. She was a hundred and three.” 

“I didn’t know she was that old.” 

“Not many people knew how old she was. She had a good life. Can’t ask for more,” Clark said, smiling with memories of Logan’s playful temper tantrums, middle-of-the-night watercolor paintings, and salt-and-nutella sandwiches. “She was my aunt, but old enough to be my grandma, and then some. Anyway, she owned this building.” 

“I’m still not quite getting how you’re now running a coffee shop here.” Zeke said, leaning his massive torso back in the chair and looking around the space: high ceilings, exposed brick, plate-glass windows, a solitary counter, a solitary owner, and a solitary customer.  

“She left me Logan House with some strings attached. I was planning on being an absentee landlord, just making, what’s it called, passive income from the thing,” Clark said, mirroring Zeke’s glance all around the shop. 

“Have GNC pay you rent. With all the money that you’re sure I must spend at GNC buying steroids.” 

“How did you know—sorry. Did you also know Aunt Logan was also a lawyer back in the day?” 

“No. I’m sorry. I can’t say I did. I only knew she was the eccentric lady giving long speeches at town meetings and handing out those salty peanut butter toasty things on Halloween. You wanna sit down here so you’re not standing while telling your story?” 

“I have to serve custo—ok, but only until another customer comes. Aunt Logan was pretty interesting. Can I sit here until another customer comes?” 

“Sure. Hey, man: it’s your shop. Have a seat and continue telling me about Miss Logan.” Zeke slid a chair out and motioned for Clark to join him at his table. 

“Ok,” Clark said, sitting down as if only by compulsion. “She was a lawyer back in the day. Unusual for a woman born in 1914. Anyway. Point is. You told me about your Wiener, so—” 

“My Wiener is involved?” 

“I got to hear about how you play with your Wiener for a living, so I’ll delve into a bit of lawyer-speak,” Clark said, fidgeting in his chair as he tilted his head back slightly to recall the details. “Aunt Logan owned the land and the building with a fee-simple warranty deed. But then she set up her will—she set up her will so that when I got the building, the deed would come stacked with a bunch of restrictive covenants.” 

“Which means?” 

“Which means that even though I can benefit from the building and land, I have to follow Aunt Logan’s instructions, from the grave, on how I can use it.” 

“Sounds, um, interesting,” Zeke said with a grin. 

“I wanted to fight some of the more ridiculous ones—I’m supposed to play ‘Come Dancing’ by The Kinks every Friday at seven P.M.—and maybe I could’ve gotten them dismissed if I applied enough lawyerly pressure, but you know, I didn’t want to disrespect Aunt Logan’s memory.” 

“Right. And I’m still not getting how you’re running a coffeeshop here.” 

“So one of the restrictive covenants on the deed is that I can’t rent the building or the land to anyone else.” 

“Oh. Not even GNC.” 

“Right. I’ve got to occupy it myself. And I’ve got to use it in a, what did she call it, customer-facing, open-to-the-public business. I can’t use it as my private blogging office or even law office. Got to be something like a store or restaurant. Or coffeeshop.” 

“That’s pretty specific.” 

“The deed runs to eighty-seven pages.” Clark enunciated eighty-seven as if Zeke might not have been accustomed to numbers that big. 

“Sounds like a lot.” 

“The bitch was thorough.” 

“Whoa,” Zeke said, a hint of discomfort in his face. 

“Don’t worry; that’s what she would’ve said about herself too. I’m just respecting her legacy,” Clark said, in an authoritative tone. Aunt Logan had indeed been known for her impolitic language; one of Clark’s early memories was Aunt Logan having taught him a rhyme about a man from Nantucket that his parents subsequently spent days trying to un-teach. 

“So—she had an obsession with you running a coffeeshop?” 

“Well, you know how I am, right? I mean, kind of introverted. Have trouble talking with people.” 

“Yeah, man. I’ve known you since—” 

“Aunt Logan knew me even longer. So she wanted to use her money to push me out in the world a bit, teach me how to talk to people without needing social lubricant.” 

“Social lubricant?” 

“Without needing to drink.” 

“Needing to drin—” Zeke began to ask, before suddenly stopping himself, as if he’d realized he was hitting on a sensitive topic. 

“Yeah. In law school. To make it easier to talk to people, I thought. I thought. Bit of a disaster.” 

“Disaster?” 

“You said it. So did everybody else back then. Everybody except me. But yeah. Something like that.” 

“Sorry to hear, Clark. Sorry.” 

“It’s ok. I only drink coffee nowadays. Aunt Logan would be proud.” 

“So this is her place for you to do the coffee thing. And be social.” 

“And she wanted downtown Amelia Island to have street life to it, for Logan House to be a center of activity in some form,” Clark said, looking out the plate-glass window and smiling. He’d indeed remembered during his childhood crowds shopping in the days coming up to Christmas, and diners and ice cream parlors on street corners; the streets were definitely less vibrant since those days, even though Amelia Island was still much better off than most small towns. 

“Not just GNC and hedge funds downtown.” Zeke said. 

“Exactly. Aunt Logan’s covenants ramble on and on about—uh, let’s say it more professionally, the covenants enumerate in great detail—preserving the vibrant street character of this community. She even got in a few potshots at Walmart.” 

“Sounds like Miss Logan,” Zeke said, remembering the woman who was known for making her points at great length and lecturing anybody she perceived being in the wrong. 

“It gets worse though,” Clark said. 

“You have to strip naked on the rooftop every morning to create a vibrant town atmosphere?” Zeke asked, again surveying Clark up and down, making no secret of visualizing the scene. 

“Is that what you’d like?” Clark blurted out. 

“I’ll uh, take the Fifth on that one, Mister Naked Lawyer.” 

“I’m not naked, and this isn’t a criminal trial, but ok.” 

“So Miss Logan is making you do a bunch of stuff if you want to keep the building?” 

“I don’t actually own the building fee-simple,” Clark said, in a lawyerly tone. “It’s owned by a trust. And if the business I’m running here isn’t doing good business—according to Aunt Logan’s papers, doing decent business means making at least ten thousand a month in revenue after a six-month grace period—the trust kicks me out and takes over the building and land and turns Logan House into a community center.” 

“Yikes,” Zeke said, tightening his mouth and trying to contain laughter, “sorry about the schadenfreude, but that’s pretty funny.” 

“Schadenfreude. Maybe Aunt Logan had some German heritage. She was all about the schadenfreude. I have some more schadenfreude shit to tell you still.” Clark tapped his fingers on the formica tabletop. “If I have to give up Logan House, I’ll owe the trust rent money for the whole time I occupied the building. And that money will be for the community center. I had to sign a lease agreement with the trust in order to take over the building.” 

“Miss Logan was a tough bitch,” Zeke said, taking another sip of his coffee and enjoying the newfound freedom to speak so bluntly of the recently deceased. 

“Tough bitch. Schadenfreude from the grave. Exactly how she would’ve wanted her legacy,” Clark said. 

“So basically, you’re locked into making me coffee every day,” Zeke said. 

“There’s nothing worse than that. No. Wait. I mean—how do you say it—I mean there are a lot of things worse than that. Ok, you know what I mean.” 

“I think I know what you mean,” Zeke said, stretching his arms, then impossibly contorting them so his hands met behind his head. He looked like a man at repose. Or like a porn star getting a blowjob.  

Even when Zeke wasn’t fresh from a workout, he looked like a magazine fashion model. His arms made promises of untold strength. His legs, which he casually stretched out, had a tennis player’s sleek muscularity. It was the athleticism that attracted Clark. He wasn’t gay. He just admired an athlete’s athleticism. He’d always liked sports. Or actually, he hadn’t always liked sports. At least he’d liked tennis, and Zeke’s white socks reminded him of Andy Murray on the tennis court.  

“Hey, Clark, are you thinking about something?” 

“Oh. Sorry. I was just looking at your socks.” 

“Ok,” Zeke laughed. “Looking at my socks and I was looking at your blog.” 

“All of it?” Had he read the bits about the blog and the coffee reviews being a way out of alcoholism? 

“Is there a special password-protected section I missed? Naughty pics?” Zeke mock-ripped-open his shirt in a pornographically sexual gesture. Clark could only quietly gasp. 

“Not that I know of.” 

“Ok. Then I think I looked at most of your blog.” 

“Great. I’m proud of it. I’m much better at running a blog than running a coffeeshop.” 

“The blog is amazing.” 

“Thanks. It’s—I mean, professionally—professionally it’s my life’s work.” 

“I’m sorry, I’m kind of a dumb jock,” Zeke said, looking at Clark for a laugh. There was no laugh, so Zeke continued, “But can you explain how a blog makes money? I mean I don’t know online business stuff. I just know that people make money from blogging but I don’t know how. Is it from advertising or something?” 

“Sure. Google ads. Pay per click. But actually—when you’re famous—I’m sorry, but my blog is famous, I’m really kind of famous—you get money to do appearances and endorsements. That’s the real money.” 

“So you do paid appearances, like a celebrity?” 

“I show my face at a coffeeshop opening: a thousand bucks for an hour’s work, plus travel time of course.” 

“And you taste their coffee?” 

“I can taste their coffee at the event for a hundred dollars extra.” 

“And say it’s good?” 

“I don’t comment on their coffee if they’re paying me. Would ruin the integrity of my reviews.” 

“You’re smart.” 

“I’m just a coffee blogger, Zeke. I went to law school but I liked this a lot more.” 

“And then, as a lawyer-blogger, you fell into running a coffeeshop.” 

“Yeah,” Clark said, putting his head on his hands and staring at Zeke. 

“And these celebrity guest-star Love Boat appearances of yours, are we talking once a year, once a week, what? How much of a coffee celebrity are you?” 

“I get to pick and choose, but I’ll have to cut down now that I’m running this place. I used to do a few appearances a week, traveling all around the country.” 

“Sounds like a good life, getting paid to review coffeeshops, or even just show your beautiful face at coffeeshops.” 

“Beautiful face?” Clark asked. 

“Well, you caught me saying it,” Zeke said, fluttering his eyebrows. 

“I actually—I have a coffeeshop appearance tonight,” Clark said, remembering the floating casino. 

“Around here?” 

“The Dreamboat. Karaoke boat casino in Jacksonville. First sailing. The ship doesn’t have a liquor license, so they’re doing a high-end coffeeshop on board. They figure the caffeine will get people gambling more too.” 

“And you’re the opening-night attraction.” 

“Maybe. They’re trying to get a blogger like me to try to attract a younger crowd than the usual casino boat Lawrence Welk fans.” 

“Casino boats and early bird specials.” 

“Yeah, they’re trying to get away from that. Anyway, two thousand bucks is my attraction.” 

“So you’re driving to Jacksonville tonight?” 

“Yeah, gotta close up shop here and get going soon,” Clark said, demonstratively ripping a paper towel off the untouched roll and wiping nonexistent dirt from the unused barista counter. Maybe a drive to Jacksonville and a cafe engagement would get his mind and eyes off of his fascination with Zeke. Purely scientific or anthropological or physiological interest, of course. Zeke was a muscle stud the likes of which Clark had never seen. And Zeke’s blue eyes were the stuff of optics research. It must’ve been the intense blue color that made Clark’s eyes tremble a bit whenever Zeke looked at him directly. 

“You have a date for tonight?” Zeke asked, again with the blue eyes aimed directly at Clark, and growing brighter and clearer against the dimming dusk outside, like the eyes on wolf print t-shirts at flea markets. 

“No, I do these things solo. No date.” 

“I’m not doing anything tonight,” Zeke said. His smile seemed like a complaint about Crema’s early closing. 

“Yeah, sorry, I have to close early; I’m busy with that casino boat event.” 

“Hey Clarky Clark what I mean is maybe we can go up there together and catch up?” 

“Do you want to?” 

“Absolutely I want to,” Zeke said.  

“Really?” 

“Really. How fancy do I need to dress up?” 

“No dress code. Just cover up all that muscle. In case people get distracted.” 

“I don’t mind if people stare. Are you gonna change out of those tight jeans tonight?” 

“Not planning on it. Why?” Clark asked. 

“No reason,” Zeke said coyly. 

“Should I change out of these jeans?” Clark asked, standing next to Zeke, as if requesting approval for his choice of pants. 

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Zeke said, eyes obviously scanning up and down on Clark’s ass. 

“Ok, I’ll wear these jeans. Can I pick you up tonight? 

“Aren’t you already picking me up?” Zeke said, biting his lower lip and gyrating his body, muscled ass and all, as if dancing. 

“I’ll pick you up at eight o’clock,” Clark gulped. 

“Now I get to tell you where I live,” Zeke said, pulling a Montblanc and a business card out of his pants pocket writing an address on the card’s backside. “Just down the road.” 

“See you there at eight.” 

“Don’t forget those jeans,” Zeke said, winking at Clark, or at least at Clark’s tight ass. 
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“It’s been you all along!” Zeke said as he leaned his head, shoulders, and entire torso down to fit into Clark’s car, then crammed his long legs in front of him and slid the electric seat all the way back. His fresh shirt was just like the one he’d worn earlier at Crema: crisp white, seemingly made of million-thread-count Egyptian cotton woven from a single plant, fitting the triangle of his huge shoulders tapering down to a torso that pointed like a downward arrow to his muscular legs, hips, abs, and ass. Zeke’s slim-fit khaki pants hinted at his amazing thighs and calves. 

“It’s been me all along?” Was Zeke accusing Clark of stalking him? 

“This car! Your car! The blue Ferrari 458 Italia. I’ve been wondering who was driving around Amelia Island in this thing,” Zeke said, laughing while assessing the inside of Clark’s Ferrari. “I never thought it would be Clarky Clark from Hardee Elementary.” 

“Isn’t there another Italia around Amelia Island? A red one?”  

“There might be,” Zeke said as he pulled a keyring out of his pocket and flashed Clark the Ferrari key fob. 

“It’s yours!” Clark said. Unless Zeke had stolen Clark’s spare fob from his bank safe deposit box. 

“So what’s your Ferrari story?” Zeke asked, putting his Ferrari key back in his pocket, and tracing his finger sensuously along the dashboard stitching in front of him.  

“Story?” 

“Nobody buys a Ferrari without a story,” Zeke said, leaning back in the passenger seat.  

“Uh, story. Hm. Can I hear yours first?” 

“Roger, my former boss, required me to drive an exotic car, to, quote unquote, project an image of success to clients.” 

“Project the right image to clients,” Clark said, laughingly imitating the monotone of a corporate rulebook. 

“Yup,” Zeke said, slightly shaking his head. 

“That kind of stuff is why I’m a blogger, not a lawyer.” 

“So how about you? If you don’t have a boss to impress, how did you end up with a Ferrari?” Zeke asked, running his finger along the seat stitching under his thigh. 

“I’m gonna be totally honest with you, Zeke. I got a Ferrari because I wanted to impress a woman,” Clark said. Zeke looked at him blankly and swallowed hard. Clark wasn’t smiling and didn’t break into laughter, only nodded. 

“Yeah? Tell me more.” Zeke clenched his big white teeth together as if grasping on a dry piece of licorice, but he tried to sound nonchalant. 

“Well—a woman—a special woman I wanted to impress—said blogging isn’t a real career, and I wanted to prove to her that I’m good enough, so I bought this car with cash, with my blogging money.” 

“Girlfriend?” Zeke asked, clenching his teeth in preparation for receiving solid confirmation of Clark’s unrepentant heterosexuality. 

Clark looked at Zeke seriously and said, “Aunt Logan.” Zeke broke into laughter, then wiped his spittle off the same leather stitching he’d just caressed.  

“Did you manage to convince her?” 

“Not really. She still said blogging was not a real job.” 

“And the Ferrari dealership didn’t accept returns, right?” Zeke said. 

“Well, I also got this car to celebrate getting my license back after a six-month suspension.” The air hung heavy in pause as Clark continued driving without saying anything more and Zeke contemplated his response to Clark’s admission. 

“You had a DUI?” Zeke said, looking out the window to avoid putting Clark on the spot. 

“Yeah, I had a DUI,” Clark said, quietly. “First offense. Driving home from a bar.” 

“At least you didn’t kill anybody.” 

“Correct. Grateful I got pulled over.” 

“But now you have your license back?” 

“Yeah. But I still can’t take the bar exam until five years after my DUI. Which means I can’t be a real lawyer lawyer, just a lawyer who doesn’t go to court lawyer, working for another lawyer. Blogging’s a better gig.” 

“Even if blogging doesn’t satisfy Aunt Logan?” Zeke asked. 

“She kind of took care of that concern with her will—I have to run a customer-facing business, remember? That was her way to object to my blogging career. Carrots and sticks. Wasn’t she brilliant?”  

“Like Logan, like Clark,” Zeke said.  

“All along, she said that I need to get out more and she was planning something for me,” Clark said. “When she died, I thought I wouldn’t see what she’d been planning. I was wrong.” 

“She kept her promise,” Zeke said. 

“Yeah. And then some.”  

“You kept your promise too, with the jeans.” With his slightly hairy left hand Zeke palmed the leather of his seat cushion, as if to compare Clark’s car to his own, then reached out and casually, lightly, rested his hand on Clark’s right leg, as Clark was pumping the gas pedal. 

“Whoa—what’s,” Clark gulped. Then relaxed. It was only a hand. It was only the same hand that had held him up on the climbing wall. Zeke gripped Clark’s thigh again, with a touch of firmness, then let go and retracted his hand. Clark nearly hyperventilated, horrified, overjoyed, and overwhelmed. He frantically reached for the car’s A/C controls on the dashboard and tap-tap-tapped the temperature down to sixty degrees, as his dick rose in his jeans to meet the new rush of cold air. 

Clark had never set the temperature that low. He’d never felt so overheated. Cold air was blowing from inside his seat. He still felt too hot. His newly erect cock pressed hard against the tightening crotch of his jeans. His dickhead, inside his boxers, scraped the ridge of the inside of his jeans zipper; he’d never before been that erect in pants. 

Feeling his pants tightening with his growing erection, Clark pulled a plastic resealable Blue Bottle Coffee bag out of his jeans pocket, as he merged onto I-95 toward Jacksonville. 

“Is that your flask?” Zeke asked with a grin. 

“Flask?” Clark said, instinctively tapping the brakes and looking over at Zeke in near-panic. 

“Just joking. Just joking.” 

“Blue Bottle isn’t alcohol. It’s coffee.” 

“You carry coffee beans around with you?” Zeke asked while glancing in the back cubby area, as if expecting to see burlap sacks of coffee beans. 

“No, no. Just the plastic bag. Because I’ve never been on a boat.” 

“So you brought a plastic bag?” 

“I want to keep my valuables in a sealed plastic bag. In case the worst happens,” Clark said, deadly serious. 

“A sinking?” Zeke asked. 

“Yeah. Anything can sink. Nothing’s too big to sink.” 

“You think a twenty-thousand-ton casino boat is gonna sink a few hundred feet off shore?” Zeke grinned as he posed the hypothetical. 

“Anything can happen,” Clark said, nodding authoritatively.  

Was it really true? Could anything happen, even things we’d assumed to be impossible? Casino boats sinking, perfect gym musclemen walking into Crema, straight men obsessing over gay men? 

“And if it does happen,” Clark continued in a pedantically well-enunciated cant, self-consciously sounding quite a bit like Clarky Clark from back then, “I don’t want my wallet and phone to get destroyed. I mean I know how to swim. I’ll be ok. But I want my stuff to be ok too, in an emergency. I can always swim to shore. Emergency procedures. Any boat can sink. The Titanic.” 

“Is that the movie with Jack Dawson?” 

“Probably the only part you noticed,” Clark said, looking over to Zeke’s face in the dim sunset light outside the car window, to make sure he hadn’t overstepped the bounds of friendly teasing. Zeke’s smile gave him an all clear, so he continued. “Just FYI, Zeke: Jack Dawson is not attending tonight’s sailing. He won’t be standing on the bow to embrace you. Sorry to disappoint you if that's the only reason you’re coming to the boat thing tonight.” 

“Actually, Clark, I’ll have you know that I’ve always been into boats. My dad has a boat. Sailboat. Sailing yacht. The Salty Pirate. Used to be my grandfather’s.” 

“Do you know how to sail?” 

“Nope.” 

“Plan on learning?” Clark asked, unconsciously assuming the tone of cross-examination.  

“It’s a rite of passage. Every Zimmer man gets taught to sail once he’s an adult.” 

“Nautical themed pashmina afghan?”  

“On a motherfucking boat, yeah,” Zeke half-sang. “Except I’m not an adult yet as far as my dad is concerned.” 

“You don’t get to be on the motherfucking boat?” 

“My dad is more Bertie Higgins than The Lonely Island,” Zeke said, tapping his finger on the Ferrari’s side window to emphasize his point. 

“And he doesn’t consider you an adult?” Clark asked. 

“An adult for him means, you know, married. Wife, kids. That kind of adult.” Zeke exhaled deeply, then stretched his arms out toward the front windshield, doing something like a seated yoga pose, pointing straight ahead with his hands folded into an arrow.  

“Then you and I will never grow up,” Clark said, willfully sounding Peter Pan-ish. “Aunt Logan also thought I wasn’t a mature adult.” 

“The only boats we’ll go on will be casino boats,” Zeke said. “Actually I heard about this casino boat even back in Connecticut. It used to be a karaoke boat called Do Re Mi, going between Jacksonville and Amelia,” Zeke said.  

“I might’ve heard of that.” 

“Then to make it easier to pronounce for the Asian tourists, the tour company changed Do Re Mi Boat to Dreamboat,” Zeke said, with a chuckle. “And Amelia Island became Dreamboat Island.” 

“I thought Amelia is called Dreamboat Island because you live there,” Clark said, looked to Zeke for a reaction, then forced himself to laugh, then laugh again, just to make it clear that he was absolutely, positively joking. “Or maybe, maybe they named it Dreamboat Island as a redevelopment plan, to get you to move back.” 

“No,” Zeke said, suddenly serious “You wanna know why I moved back?” 

“I think so,” Clark said. 

“Can I hit you with some slightly heavy shit?” Zeke asked. 

“I think so.” 

“I got involved with my boss in Connecticut. Roger. The guy who made me basically spend my entire salary on buying this car, to keep up appearances. He was really into keeping up appearances, keeping me hidden away.” 

“You weren’t good enough for him to be seen with?” 

“I lack a vagina.” 

“Oh, I’ve heard of those things.” 

“Roger was quote-unquote,” Zeke said, replicating the punctuation with his fingers, “straight. Cheating on his wife at the same time he was cheating on me.” 

“Sorry.” 

“He and I had this immediate sexual chemistry.” 

“What was that like?” Clark said, involuntarily accelerating the car to the near triple digits, then remembering himself and slowing it back down. What was it like when two men immediately wanted each other? 

“Roger and I were having sex in the company shower right after my hiring interview. He ripped off my shirt and tie because he wanted to rub his hard dick all over my muscles. At my interview.”  

Clark’s own dick hardened even more at the thought of Zeke splayed out on a corporate desk, a lecherous boss rubbing his cock all over Zeke’s muscled body. It must have been a bad situation for Zeke, but it was hot—or at least exciting to think about. 

“And you were only his sidepiece,” Clark said, pushing against the steering wheel to embed himself more deeply in his seat, as if to shield himself from Zeke’s woe. 

“He was always lying. He said the woman was his ex-girlfriend from long ago. Then that they were married on paper only for tax reasons. Or that she knew he was gay and didn’t mind him having a man. Every week was a new lie, a new way for me to be miserable.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Linda walked into the office one afternoon. Roger was out for a long lunch, probably a Grindr hookup. She introduced herself as his wife and said she knows it’s not my fault but she just thought I should know that Roger has a wife and that he’s a liar.” 

“Oh my.” 

“He’d told Linda that he and I just work together a lot in the evenings. Talking to his wife, hearing about how much he lied to her just as much as he lied to me, or maybe even more, it just kind of cemented my determination, my resolve,” Zeke said, his voice sounding exhausted just from the retelling. 

“You’re really strong.” 

“I finally told him I had enough. He laughed at me, said I won’t be getting my due salary, and that I’d never get a job in finance again.” Zeke shook his head with a defiant smile. 

“So you got out of town?” 

“Connecticut just felt like it was full of—bad something. And Roger was pretty influential in Greenwich. I wanted to get out of there. And you know, there are a lot of rich people around Amelia Island. I figured I could be local, start a new fund, out of Roger’s reaches. I’ve been doing ok.” 

“What exactly do you do with your Wiener?” 

“I can show you later,” Zeke said. Clark uncomfortably bit his lower lip .  

“Oops, I didn’t say that,” Zeke continued with a mischievous wink. “Um, I do math. Let’s talk about math. I can use my math knowledge, and a lot of it actually is the Wiener stuff, to get maybe like a zero point zero one percent edge on predicting where the stock price is going.” 

“Zero point zero one percent?” 

“Something like that. Just a tiny mathematical edge. With a million other math guys just like me sitting at their trading desks too, trying to take that edge away from me.” 

“So you’re not actually a wizard.” 

“Right. Just a tiny edge over even odds. And say I’ve got a zero point zero one percent advantage. Well, you run a hundred-million-dollar fund through a zero point zero one percent advantage, that’s ten thousand dollars profit. And I just gotta keep doing that over and over, making ten thousand at a time over and over.” 

“So you actually are a wizard,” Clark said, smiling while looking over Zeke with a grin. Never mind the radiant blue eyes. Never mind the muscle body. Never mind the smile that could turn a thousand men gay. Zeke was also a genius.  

“Even a wizard needs to take a leak sometimes.”  

Zeke had said leak not the rough-and-tumble piss. Adorable. 

“You need to stop somewhere to drain your Wiener?” 

“Yeah, if possible,” Zeke said. “Unless you’re into doing a little Donald Trump action, in which case I can—” 

“No, no, not into that. Anyway Putin might be taping us. Let me find a gas station,” Clark said, driving in respectful silence to acknowledge Zeke’s full bladder, then spotting a Shell truck stop just off the highway. Clark shifted his Ferrari from sixth to fifth to fourth gear, falling from ninety MPH to sixty, Zeke watching Clark’s hand on the knob and wrist flicking through the gears. 

“Can I feel you shift?” Zeke asked, and before receiving an answer, put his left hand on top of Clark’s right hand on top of the Ferrari shifter between them. Clark gasped again at Zeke’s burly hand topping his own slim hand on the shift knob. Clark, with Zeke’s hand following along, shifted down to third, then second, and Zeke took his hand off of Clark’s, moaning in approval. 

“Sorry, dude, but my Italia has the paddle shifters on the steering wheel. I miss the feeling of the old-style floor shifter,” Zeke said. 

“It’s nice to try what you can’t ha—oh we’re here,” Clark said, slowing down the car and parking it in the first available spot outside the truck stop convenience store. 

“You guys play for the Jaguars?” a gas attendant called out as soon as Clark and Zeke had stepped out of the Ferrari. 

“Nah,” Clark said. That was nice to be asked. He’d never had that question posed when he was alone, despite his Ferrari. Clark went to the gym, but no one had ever mistaken him for a professional athlete. Without muscular Zeke around, people just assumed that Clark was some kind of rich guy with a Ferrari. But Zeke’s body screamed of athleticism. With his muscles fashionably clad in a white shirt and khaki pants, Zeke did look totally like an NFL player on his way to a charity event, one making a very brisk walk from the Ferrari to the bathroom inside the gas station. 

Clark hesitated in the gas station’s convenience store while Zeke speed-walked into the men’s bathroom. “Are you waiting for a formal invitation?” Zeke called out from inside the bathroom. “There’s plenty of room, bud.” Clark followed in. Indeed, it was a bit bigger than the standard gas station restroom. This was, after all, a truck stop. 

The restroom reeked of Lysol and the sugary-sweet ammonia of urinal freshener cakes, an odor that wasn’t that far off from a synthetic simulation of the smell of precum. Not that Clark spent that much time thinking of the smell of precum, at least not until he’d spent an entire wall-climb smelling sweet, fresh precum.  

Zeke was undoing his belt and pulling his shirt out of his khakis at the taller of the two urinals on the wall. Clark could stand and wait for Zeke to finish. Or go into a toilet stall, but both stalls had the red door-handle signals of being occupied. Or Clark could just go up and use the other urinal, like a man. He’d used bathroom urinals a billion times before. It was no big deal.  

Clark stepped up to the free urinal. Then he fumbled around, hands on crotch, unzipping his jeans, while forcing himself to look straight, totally straight, perfectly straight ahead. But it was heterosexually acceptable for him to look at his own crotch while at the urinal. So he looked down, directly straight down, guiding his own hands undoing his zipper. His dick was only slightly tumescent from the earlier experience in the car; at least he could still piss. 

Zeke’s piss rushed and splashed right next to Clark, the sound of a garden hose pouring cold water on a steaming hot summer sidewalk. Look ahead at the white tiles. Look at the caulk between the tiles. At the caulk, concentrate on the caulk, on the caulk, not on the—one little glance would be perfectly normal, and he looked down and to the right, at Zeke’s massive hand holding in it a flaccid dick that was big enough to look more like a huge soft overfilled water balloon than like a dick. Zeke held his massive, veiny dick like a sausage, as if holding a dick that big in his hand was just normal. Sure, Zeke had lived his whole life with a dick that huge, but still. That schlong was even bigger than Zeke’s hand. The things Zeke must have been able to—

Don’t look. The first rule is don’t look. And don’t think about what you just saw. Don’t be gay about it. Clark rushed his gaze back to the tile in front of him so quickly that his neck made a snapping sound.  

“Your neck alright, dude?” Zeke said from somewhere off to the right. 

“Sure. Just stretching a bit after the drive,” Clark said, staring directly ahead. Then the urinal’s cold smooth porcelain on his dickhead: was the urinal that shallow? Or was his dick hard again? The liquid flow ebbed to a weak, slightly painful drip as Clark’s cock completed its filling-out, its rise to tribute to Zeke. 

“Are you checking out the caulk?” Zeke said, laughing. 

“No, no, I wasn’t—” 

“The caulk, I said,” Zeke said, pointing at the tile caulk in front of Clark’s face with his free left hand. 

“Oh. Yeah. I was—I was admiring the beautiful caulk,” Clark said, exhaling relief while listening to the sound of Zeke’s belt clasping closed again. Clark’s own bladder-draining had been rudely halted by his unrepentant erection. 

“Is it not flowing? You pee shy, Clarky Clark?” Zeke bumped his bicep into Clark’s arm. Clark didn’t even dare to look at Zeke’s face, or check whether Zeke was looking at Clark’s embarrassingly erect cock sticking out of his pants and impolitely shoving up against the urinal’s cold, peed-on porcelain. 

“Guess I’m pee shy,” Clark said. “But I’ll be alright.” 

“Yeah, cool. We can always piss like pirates, over the side of the casino boat.” 

“Butt pirates.” 

“Hmm?” Zeke asked, eyebrows up. 

“But pirates had bigger ships, I was about to say.” Clark zipped up his jeans, washed his hands, and flashed his Ferrari key fob to Zeke again. Time to go. Out of this tempting place. 

Clark’s Ferrari roared to life and Clark accelerated to get back on the highway, missing the feeling of Zeke’s hand on top of his own hand as he shifted through all seven gears to get back up to highway speed. His dick still hard and his bladder only slightly drained, Clark drove aggressively, cruising at ninety in the left lane while shifting his eyes between the road ahead, the rear-view mirrors, and the beautiful man in his passenger seat; Zeke’s pants were up, so there was no shame in having an occasional look at him. Clark’s mental Photoshop made Zeke’s pants see-through, and Zeke’s schlong was monstrous, hanging down like a horse-dick almost all the way down to the floor.  

What would a man like that ever want with a fuckup like Clark? And anyway, Clark was straight. He’d never been much interested in women—but straight was something he knew about himself. 

“I’m a total fuckup,” Clark said, “who can’t even piss in a urinal.” 

“Hmm, let’s name your talents: blogging, making coffee, lawyering, driving a Ferrari, and looking cute in the reflected sunset right now.” 

“I look cute in the sunset?” Clark said, adjusting his aviators and swiping a stray bang of brown hair out of his eyes.  

“Too cute for Amelia Island. I used to think the only men in our fair town were fat old golfers. Guess those are my fund customers,” Zeke said, pausing to think. “Hey, you moved back to Amelia even before Aunt Logan passed, didn’t you?” 

“Yeah, just before.” 

“Why?” 

“Too much temptation in Miami. Bad stuff. Too many bars.” 

“Too many hot women to bone?” Zeke asked, as if putting out a sword for his romantic hopes to fall on, while holding out some hope of a furious, vehement denial from Clark. 

“In law school—I mean, I had trouble socializing with people, I needed a crutch, and the bars—hey can we just focus on having a good time together tonight?” 

“Sure, if you’ve got your plastic bag ready for our exciting evening of ditching a sinking casino ship,” Zeke said, lightly patting Clark’s sealed plastic bag between the front seats. 

“I always use protection,” Clark said, then coughed in disbelief that he’d just said it, then managed to distract Zeke by pointing out that their exit was coming up soon. Zeke read the directions from Google Maps on his phone while Clark pulled the car into the casino’s designated parking spaces. 
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“You’ve got a lizard to drain, I bet,” Zeke said as they walked the gangplank onto the boat. Clark only nodded and disappeared off to the entrance marked Water Closets in gilded script. Zeke strolled through the outer deck, then peeked into the casino floor area. He recognized some of the local Jacksonville bigshots milling around—a real estate developer here, a state legislator there, a few shopping mall owners. The casino area wouldn’t open for gambling until the boat had left the shore, but curious local VIPs were already inspecting and gossiping about all the tables, machines, and tuxedo-clad dealers and waitstaff.  

Clark emerged from the bathrooms, throwing Zeke a comically unsubtle and cartoonish thumbs-up as he passed under the Water Closets sign. Zeke smiled and gestured for Clark to follow him. He started walking to the outer deck, where they could look out on the night ocean. Clark stepped on the wooden planks uncertainly, almost as uncertainly as he’d stepped on the climbing wall’s footholds. Zeke walked like an old sailor. He’d at least been a passenger on his family’s yacht, even if he’d never been taught to sail it. 

“I guess you won’t need to pee over the railing?” Zeke asked. 

“I should do that and say I thought that’s what you’re supposed to do on a boat,” Clark said. Zeke laughed, and in the motion of recoiling from his laughter, put his arm around Clark without putting his arm around him, using his best physical and psychological gymnastics to make it a pat and not a hug or embrace. He squeezed Clark closer for a good two seconds—counting a full one-two in his head—then let off, his arm around Clark but just barely touching him, the old hoverhand. 

“How do you like your first time?” Zeke asked. Clark trembled, and looked at Zeke with eyebrows raised. “I mean first time on a boat.” 

“Oh. Yeah. It’s fine. I mean not as unstable as in the movies. No walls of water breaking in through the windows or anything.” 

“I don’t mind that there’s no Jack Dawson,” Zeke said, hugging Clark closer again. 

“Even better, there’s Zeke Zimmer.” Clark said, returning Zeke’s almost-hug, putting a hovering hand around his muscled torso, feeling his deltoids, idle but still imposing, under his arm. 

“Gentlemen, sorry to interrupt,” a harried-looking man in a short-sleeved dress shirt said from behind them. Zeke turned around to look. The man held his hands behind his back and his downcast eyes showed that he genuinely was sorry to interrupt. “Clark Lunsford, right? I’m Davis, the onboard manager,” he said, making it clear he was speaking to Clark and not Zeke. 

“I already emailed you my account information for the payment,” Clark said with a bit of impatience. Maybe blog celebrities were allowed small outbursts of that sort. 

“Yes sir, yes. I was just going to ask you about something else: can you hold off with your cafe appearance until we’re parked out on the water? We want it to happen when the casino room is already running.” 

“Sure, no problem,” Clark nodded. “I’ll go there when the boat is parked. Or send me the bat-signal,” Clark added, pointing up to the sky. 

“Got it. Got it,” the manager walked away, ever-so-slightly shaking his head. Clark stared up at the moon again, as if genuinely searching for a superhero signal somewhere in the sky. Zeke turned slightly toward the crowd to watch the manager walking away, then suddenly turned away from the crowd to face the ocean again. 

“Oh shit, my dad is here,” Zeke muttered under his breath, his teeth gritting. 

“Cool! Are we gonna say hi?” 

“He doesn’t know that I’m—” Zeke whispered, then suddenly hushed when he heard a sonorous voice behind him. 

“Zeke! Hadn’t expected to find you here!” 

“Mayor Zimmer!” Zeke called out. 

“You didn’t call me that when I was cleaning your green shit off your playpen,” the impeccably double-breasted-suited man said at Zeke, his sonorous voice more suited to a grandiose political speech than to a taunt about green shit. 

“You weren’t Mayor yet.”  
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