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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. He strutted his bold features and Roman nose. His blue eyes shone even against the blazing Florida sunlight. His perfectly chiseled body 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 any jock to do at Clark’s coffeeshop. As if Clark could be prepared for a male model to appear in front of him. 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. Clark may have been staring at his beefy upper arms, textured like tree trunks. Even this dude’s thighs inspired mortals to fear being crushed. 

He carried a gym bag that was likely attached to his arm. This dude was always on his way to or from the gym. 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 with a thud and looked around pensively. 

There must’ve been heavy things in that bag. Barbells. Dumbbells. Whatever other kind of bells bodybuilders used. Probably no emergency Toblerone to be found in there, unlike in 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.” This customer just wouldn’t leave Clark alone.

“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 smiled coyly. Did he think he could just walk into Crema and get a latte, just like that?

“We don’t sell lattes here.” 

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

“Cafe Crema is here.” Clark was in firm grip of reality, after all. “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 awaited confirmation that the Men’s Health model understood or at least acknowledged the lack of lattes. No such confirmation came. The guy didn’t say anything. Awkward. This was exactly the kind of situation Clark didn’t want to face.

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.”

“You don’t have lattes, and I don’t see a menu posted. So 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 grinned and folded his massive arms across his chest. His demeanor was overwhelmingly confident. He probably thought he made perfect sense.

“You’re feeling cloudy? Chance of meatballs?” Being a barista was nothing like reviewing cafes and critiquing other people’s blends. Now Clark would have to make actual customers actually happy by serving them coffee. Even if all those customers gave him to go on is that they’re feeling cloudy with a chance of Swedish meatballs. Or something like that.

“Sorry. Joke. Let’s see.” His arms dropped to his sides. His pecs showed through his quick-dry shirt. Pointy traces of nipples poked through the sheer fabric. Men could have big pointy nipples like that? Clark caught himself staring.

“Hmm, how am I feeling?” As he spoke, his nipples moved up slightly. Why was Clark staring so hard at them? “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 was 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.” Clark nodded.

“I was just kidding around, man. But wow. You know your stuff. Sure. I’ll take that.” Mint aroma wafted out from his beautiful mouth. It was as beautiful as a man’s mouth could be, anyway.

“We don’t have pastries.” Clark answered a question that was never asked. 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 prevent suspicion that Clark was a homo.

“Oh, ok. I don’t eat pastries.” Of course an Adonis like that didn’t eat pastries. He subsisted on quinoa, kale, quadruple-purified Norwegian glacier water, and activated almonds.

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

“That’s alright.” There was his smile again.

“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 winced as he was taken aback by his own brusqueness.

“I’m Zeke.” The muscleman pronounced the single syllable of his name 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 squinted like didn’t understand.

“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?”  As he spoke, Zeke took a Crema business card from the counter and stashed it in his shorts pocket, just next to his crotch.

“This is the first day.” Clark gestured toward the virgin shop space with a grandiose, theatrical sweep. “You’re actually the first customer. I didn’t think 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. At least he knew about marketing.

“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. He squatted back up, a five in his hand. He lay 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 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. The rest of Clark went backward. 

Tray, plate, glass, and coffee went flying. The tray landed first, 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. 

Why did he like the feeling so much? Why was touching Zeke’s muscles actually kind of exciting? Why did it feel sexual? Maybe he’d hit his head. 

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 slid 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 looked 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. It 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 looked around for his nonexistent employees.

“You said it’s only you here.” Zeke stared into Clark’s eyes. It was like a spotlight put on Clark. Zeke’s eyes roamed over Clark’s face and body. 

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 tried to stop thinking about 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 was still smiling. What was so funny about asking Clark his name?

“Yes. I told you that already.”

“Clark.” The muscleman was obviously checking out Clark. Not in a gay way. More like scanning his face and trying to compare it to a memory, maybe before deciding whether to beat him up. “Are you Clark Lunsford?”

“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 Elementary. Do you remember me?”

“Not particularly.” Clark searched his scant elementary-school memories. There was a lot of kickball and homework, but no hulking muscleman.

“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 nervously waved those memories aside with his hand. His hand flew through the air together with 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. But the arm hair made the muscles seem that much manlier. It wasn’t wrong to appreciate manliness, was it?

“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 already put the newspaper on which Clark had slipped 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 barely allowed his lips to break 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.” 

“Are you, umm, like, 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.
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