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​Love and Zika

​One
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Jack folded his legs onto the base of the Aeron chair, tossed his Donald Pliner slippers down to the ground, and gazed contemplatively at the monitor screaming Viagra, work-at-home, and desperate Nigerian princes. They were some of his proudest triumphs. He looked around and linked each email to what it had bought him.  Herbal Oxycontin cheap? The Tesla parked in the driveway, membership in the Silicon Valley club of those who’d made it. Moroccan lottery winner congratulations? Kind of a flop, only the McIntosh amp and speakers in the work room, and maybe also the Pliner slippers. Handheld solar energy generator that can power your house? That had been his hundred-thousand-dollar masterstroke; that’s what had bought him the house, or at least provided the down payment on the house. Bay Area, three bedrooms, half an acre, accomplished by one man sending one email, and to be occupied by that one man, and perhaps his electronics, and nobody else.

The only problem was, business was down. It wasn’t like the old days where every housewife would be happy to be introduced to a billionaire Nigerian oil baron who’s going to sweep her off her feet if she just sends over her grocery money. It wasn’t like the old days where he could call up any corporate receptionist, claim there was a problem with their company Visa card, and get the card number for verification. Joe and Jane Average had gotten wise, and that meant Jack was in a bit of a rut. It wasn’t a bust, but a rut. Or maybe a rut about to become a bust.

The calls had been going on for six months now, always from changing phone numbers, sometimes with spoofed numbers, pretending to be FedEx or Kaiser Permanente: the mortgage company, the same mortgage company that had been skeezy enough to lend him seven hundred thousand dollars without income verification was now being skeezy enough to want to be paid back, and aggressively so. Foreclosure had already started. Jack’s house would be poof, gone, and he’d be either living in his Tesla or desperately trying to reconcile with his knee-jerk homophobic parents. Other than his wits, his house, his car, his phone, his laptops, Jack Stern didn’t have anybody. He was categorically, intentionally, willfully alone.

Alone, because fuck the relationship canon, fuck the screed, the bullshit metanarrative, that says everybody needs somebody, and especially fuck the pretentious sissy-boys who were his fellow passengers on the gay ship. Jack hadn’t followed anyone’s script. He spent high school, after what he’d diplomatically described as “becoming estranged from” his parents, learning math by running a NCAA bookmaking operation through AOL Instant Messenger, doing well enough on exams and SATs to get into Stanford—where he paid his own way, parent-free, and was always gravitating toward the psychology, sociology, and network security courses, idly hoping no one would notice the combination.

He’d grown up a writer, dabbling with creative writing, history, and computer science at Stanford before getting in early and good on the SARS mania and quitting school to run game full-time. Back in 2003, all he’d needed was a Geocities website, PayPal account, a Palo Alto PO box to make his first million. Those and a stack of expired pregnancy test kits he’d gotten on Ebay, that he started selling as SARS detection kits, at first shipping them out from his Stanford dorm room, then when the money started coming in and the residential advisors started asking intrusive questions about the stacks of boxes in his room, he quit school to become a “salesman” full time.

People weren’t much different from ATM machines. Give them the right inputs and they’ll spit out cash. Push their buttons and they’ll give you what you need. He’d been crafting pitches that would cause people to hand over the cash ever since those salad days in the Stanford dorms. His writing skills had propelled him from a dorm room to a seven-figure junior mansion, but 2016 wasn’t 2003, and he needed more than Geocities and a PO box for his latest adventure.

Zika Cure Now

Easy Zika Cure Doctors Don’t Want You To Know About

Only One Pill Prevents Zika

Get This Zika Remedy Before Big Pharma Stops Us

He went through the possible headlines in his text editor window. This was the big leagues, and the pitch needed to be perfect. At least the pitch needed to be perfect if he wanted to keep his house. The mugs were getting wise, and it was no longer shooting fish in a barrel to social-engineer a few thousand dollars from a mark. Jack was behind on the mortgage payments, way behind. The house was already in foreclosure, and every time he came home, he half-expected the utilities to be off and the door locks to be changed. The Zika thing though—the Zika thing was genius.

Jack’s bedroom closet was stacked with the hundreds of bottles of nearly expired Kirkland-brand B vitamins that he’d bought on Ebay, to later sell as Zika cures. He already had the mini-size new bottles too, and he’d relax himself some evening by methodically pouring ten tablets into each new bottle, then sticking on a label he’d lovingly designed.

The tangible goods were the easy part. This wasn’t like some Breaking Bad shit where you had to hustle to get the product. But then, unlike a meth dealer, Jack didn’t have a world of desperate addicts ready to hand him money. He had to create that demand, make them want it, and then his job was done. He was a writer at heart, and he thought of himself as a writer, not a con man; his writing, persuasion in the written form, whether on a webpage or in an email, was how he’d closed his biggest scores. He thought himself an heir of the famous newspaper ad hucksters of the previous century, the ones who’d sold piano courses and etiquette books by the wagonloads, pushing people’s buttons just the right ways. That’s what Jack did, although admittedly, he did it a bit more aggressively, a bit into the ”scam” realm.

On the Zika cure, as with any of his ventures, coming up with the ideal sales pitch would be the difficult part. Once the sales pitch was honed in, he’d just have to get the advertising, ordering, and payment all in a row. Aligned just right, and he’d easily pay off all the back due payments on the mortgage, maybe even pay it off a few months ahead of time, maybe even buy out the house. The media was going crazy about Zika, and when people were scared, anything was possible. 

But talking about it wouldn’t do it. Only getting all the angles perfectly coordinated would do it. And he didn’t trust partners in his business life, not any more than he did in his romantic life. 

His phone—OnePlusOne, custom hacked, because he didn’t trust whatever back doors Apple was certainly secretly hiding on its phones—rang.

“Jack Stern, how can I help you?”

“Can I speak to Jack Stern please?”

“Yes, speaking.”

“This is Margie at Verisign, we’re calling about your merchant account application.”

“Yeah?”

“This is a courtesy call, before you receive the official notification in the mail.” The voice was human, but took on a robotic tone. This was a woman in the business of making long-distance rejections, he knew. “We’re calling to let you know your application for a merchant account has been denied.”

“Why?”

“We can decline applications for any reason, Sir, and we do not disclose that reason, Sir.” He sensed a slight Indian accent, smoothed over by years of making such rejection calls to foreign lands perhaps.

“Ok.”

This wasn’t 2003, before PayPal and Geocities, like the homemakers and college students on the ultimate receiving end of his targeted emails, had gotten wise to his scams. In 2016, scarred by two decades of Viagra spammers and scammers, any big company ran far away from anyone wanting their help to pitch a miracle cure for anything. The smaller deals he’d run through fake PayPal accounts, laundered Western Union chains, and various gift certificate scams—but this was going to be way too big for those. The back-end, the infrastructure itself, would also have to be a game: find some sucker trusting enough, naive enough, desperate enough for business, to give him website hosting, payment processing, outgoing email, maybe even a full shopping cart and ordering setup. He might have to make use of some of the bundles of cash he kept in a casserole pan in his oven, flash some cash to make whatever IT nerd drop protocol and drop his pants, metaphorically, to Jack’s needs. That or social engineering or flattery or whatever else it took. 

Make some phone calls. That was the inputs. See which hosting company could be convinced to cooperate with as few questions asked as possible. Get the hosting. Get the credit card merchant account. Sell the Zika bullshit. Pay the outstanding thirty thousand in mortgage debt. Keep the house. No longer be at anyone’s mercy to put a roof over his head. That was the hoped-for output. Not much different from a usual sales pitch, except these people were maybe a little bit smarter than the usual shut-ins who bought Jack Stern’s other sales pitches.

Like anything else. You looked for those who were desperate. Solvent and sane enough to be able to provide you what you needed, but desperate enough to want to do the deal badly enough to agree to your terms, any terms. Inputs, parameters, outputs. 

“Yes, Mr. Stern, we’d just like you to meet with our security screening department.”

“We need to see your inventory purchase documentation before we set you up for online merchandising.”

“Sorry, Mr. Stern: we’re not comfortable with our systems being used for that kind of business.”

That was the brand-name hosting companies. Brand-name, blue-chip, white-shoe—they needed convincing before they’d take on a nobody. They said Silicon Valley was the land of upstarts, and maybe it had been in the Seventies, but in 2016, any big-name hosting company needed references, and the only references Jack had were Andrew Jackson, Ulysses Grant, and Benjamin Franklin, or their green-paper portraits at least, because he wasn’t going to wheel them out of any mausoleum, portraits that he’d obtained by scamming little old ladies out of their Social Security checks and packed away in rubber band wrapped stacks in the safe in his house. The big names didn’t want to deal with a nobody, and that was even before they’d gotten to the “questionable” nature of Jack’s business.

On to the second tier. And the third. Jack drove his Tesla through the San Jose office parks full of hosting companies and ecommerce providers, noted down contact info on a voice recording app, and used the truism that you knew someone was desperate if they answered the phone at three in the morning.

“You’ve reached Megatech Hosting. We’re not available to answer your call right now.”

Nope.

“Thank you for calling Siliconworks Ecommerce. Please call back during our regular business hou—”

No again.

“Host One, how can I help you?”

Jackpot.

“Hi, sorry for calling you at—”

“Fine. Computers run all the time.”

“I’m calling to ask ab—”

“Basic hosting fifty a month, virtual server ninety nine a month, either way, ten gigs of bandwidth.”

“Do you have credi—”

​“Merchant processing, Visa, Master, no Amex.”

“Can I come down and see your facility?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s a good time?”

“Now if you want.”

“Uh. Ok. Your address?”

“Look it up on the website.”

“Got it. I’ll be over.”

“Yeah.”

Extreme profits required extreme dedication. Always. Taking money from people was never easy, no matter how well prepared he’d been. And getting internet infrastructure for a criminal enterprise wouldn’t be easy either. Three thirty A.M., let’s go check out a hosting provider. Sure, why not. Jack didn’t bother to check his hair or adjust his stubble; it was quite unlikely he’d be using his romantic wiles to score a hosting contract. Those companies promised 99.99% uptime, and he knew that the unspoken part was that 99.99% of the people working there were heterosexual men. Nothing against heterosexuals, of course, but he’d have to find some way other than his lean muscle and his chiseled facial features to get what he wanted.

He stepped out of his house, into the idyllic calm of the Palo Alto wee hours, a silent moon hanging above the foothills. He could hear his own running shoes making soft steps on the driveway as he walked toward his Tesla, his prize possession, other than the house. He glanced back at the house and reminded himself that if this encounter at the hosting company works out, he gets to keep it. If not, that house is gone, back to the mortgage boys, thank you for playing, game over. The electric Tesla started up like a cellphone and Jack quietly made the drive down to San Jose, making a stop at a 24-hour Starbucks to grab lattes for himself and for whoever was manning the servers down there. Coffee bribes had never failed him whenever he wanted someone to look the other way at some minor indiscretion or noncompliance of his, especially in the wee hours.

At exactly four A.M., the first wisps of Bay Area morning traffic just starting to appear on the roads, Jack in his Tesla glided into the low-rise, B-grade office park to which his GPS had guided him. After turning off the GPS he drove toward the only office suite where the lights were on: a homing beacon, announcing that a desperate person works here. He flagrantly flouted the no-parking zone directly in front of the door, but who was checking at four A.M.? Two lattes in a carrier in his right hand, he headed toward the door and reached for the buzzer with his left hand. Before Jack’s finger reached the button, the door buzzed open. Jack pushed it open.

“Yeah, come in.” Simon was standing at the door. A vague aroma of Folgers, pastries, and sweat hit Jack’s nostrils—exactly what he’d expected. Simon looked the same way he smelled, a not unattractive man around thirty, chubby enough to be an IT grand master, wearing a stained VMWare t-shirt and surprisingly fashionable dark skinny jeans a size too small. He was humming “Sweet Caroline,” the song playing at an indiscreet volume in the front office.

“Hey, I brought you a latte,” Jack announced.

“Why’d you do that?” The man was humorless and asked the question without any hint of jocularity, expecting a straight answer.

“Just thought you might like a coffee late at night.”

“Oh. Thank you! Yeah. Thank you! Thank you.” It was as if a switch had been flipped. “What’s your name?” He reached over to his computer and clicked off the Neil Diamond MP3 playing through the office speakers.

“Jack. Jack Stern. I called you earlier about website hosting here.”

“I’m Simon. See the server room?”

“Where?”

“I mean do you want to see the server room?”

“Yes, I’d like to take a look, thanks.”

“Hold on a sec ok? Just gotta finish a phone call.”

Simon jogged over to his laptop propped on a metal desk in the corner of the office and frantically put the headset on his ears.

“Hello? Still there? Sorry, I have to go in the server room with a customer. I know. I know, but, just a few minutes. Yeah, fifteen max. Yes, I know. I know. Ok.” Simon winced slightly, took off his headset, gave Jack an apologetic nod, and jogged to the metal security door in front of the server room and nodded at Jack to join him.

05011983. Jack had made a habit of memorizing pin codes entered within his range of vision, and had already made mental note of the access code to the server room.

Inside felt like a meat locker, with metal instead of meat, blinking lights instead of meat hooks and blood. Once Jack shut the door, Simon stared in his eyes, his own bloodshot eyes blinking in the glow of decades-old CRTs, and asked intently, “So what exactly are you gonna be doing with this server?”

“Online marketing.”

“Don’t give me that bullshit. I’ve been running hosting for ten years now. Are you gonna be doing cuck porn or Viagra spam or work at home scams or what?”

“I’m not sure what you’re alleging here. We’re not doing anything illegal.”

“Look, fuck you, ok.” Jack tensed. He’d never been addressed with the f-word, and the words came out of the mouth of a smelly nerd in a server room. “I don’t give a flying fuck, pardon my C++ here, I don’t give a flying fuck what you’re gonna do on my server, but I just need to know what it is, ok?”

“We’re not doing anything illegal,” Jack answered matter-of-factly.

“I asked what you’re doing, not what you’re not doing.” Simon’s eyes looked him over, up and down, scanning for any of the slightest criminal intent.

​“Simon, I’m willing to make a ten thousand dollar down payment on hosting service, half of payable right now,” Simon said while pulling a pre-counted stack of fifty hundred-dollar-bills from his jean pocket, and putting the stack in Simon’s hand as casually as possible.

“Ok,” Simon answered, pretending as if he was relenting and doing Jack a great favor. “But come back by next week and answer my questions. Don’t think I break rules for a bit of cash.”

Jack acted grateful, like a supplicant who’d traveled to petition the king, the webhosting king, and with the help of a handful of green-papered tribute, had accomplished his humble mission. He expressed flattering gratitude that King Simon had bent the rules just a little bit for him this one little time. He knew that was always the way to act after giving a bribe: emphasize that you see the bribe-taker as a very kind person doing you a very special favor, and never, ever impeach a bribe-taker’s moral integrity.

Bribe paid, King Simon placated, Jack strolled back out to his Tesla, as much as possible continuing to play the role of the humble pilgrim, giving Simon a small wave goodbye. Simon nodded in response. Jack found himself less tense, less taciturn, less in need of silence for the drive home. He cranked up the Deadmau5 album on the Tesla’s sound system to escape from his constant self-doubt of his plan and just focus on executing it, the psychology and logistics how he was going to pull one over on this bitter little nerd-king—and how he, Jack Stern, was going to become the king of online Zika cures, and king of keeping his house.

​​Two

“Customer, just a customer. 

No, he didn’t give me any money. 

Derek, I know. 

Yeah, I know. 

I’m not—I mean I own a business but I’m not, Derek I’m paying bills here, Derek, I’m not printing money.”

Simon leaned back farther in his undersized, underbuilt office chair, until the headband on his headset on his temples was resting firmly against the cheaply painted wall behind him. The microphone dangled in front of his lips like a sorry imitation of a cock. Every night was like this: work, and talking with Derek, and trying to make peace and get a little bit of happiness, though for the most part all of it just drained him. He closed his eyes while tiredly speaking into the headset.

“End of the week. 

I can do two thousand. 

Didn’t your car already have service? 

I mean why can’t your mom just share your car? 

Ok. 

I’m sorry. 

Yes. 

Sorry. 

I didn’t want to be harsh. 

Just, Derek, I mean, I’m not made of money. And I sometimes wonder. 

No, don’t get mad. Don’t get mad. 

Derek. Ok. Talk to you later. 

I love you.”

Simon swung his slim, lanky body upward, moving together with the whole chair, exhaled a sigh, took off the headset, and stood up and looked around the front room of his business. This was his dwelling space, where he scratched out a living providing web hosting and merchant processing to the myriad startups that came calling.

He had work, and then he had Derek. He’d found Derek on Craigslist four years back. Or rather, Derek had found him. Derek’s email was the only response Simon had received to his ad that wasn’t an automated spam bot. Derek said all the right things, in his email introduction, in their phone conversation, in their first hookup, and ever since then: that he loved Simon, that Simon was the one, that he’d never met anyone like Simon.

Simon paid Derek’s student debt, from his failed attempt to become a dental assistant. Then Derek’s credit card debt, for Derek’s belief that only the best threads were good enough for him. Then Derek’s car note, when Derek suddenly needed a thousand dollars, then disappeared for a few days. Then Derek’s rent. Derek promised to marry Simon as soon as it was legal in California. And then promised some more.

At thirty-two, Derek no longer received the good roles, nor many roles at all. The best he could hope for was a supporting role as the second pizza boy who stands by and watches, or the shocked straight locker room attendant who walks in on the action. His porn career was mostly over. He’d “aged out,” as they called it. And anyway, thanks to the internet, after the advent of YouTube and the like, gay porn actors seldom made more than a hundred dollars per scene. Derek got hit by the double whammy of aging out of an industry that was anyway in rapid decline. Or a triple whammy, if you included the other thing Derek had going against him. He’d disappear for a few days at a time, sometimes sending Simon frantic, nonsensical late-night emails or texts. Derek had once walked from his apartment in San Jose up El Camino Real all night all the way to the Krispy Kreme in Mountain View, with no idea why. Simon suspected why Derek had binges like that, but he didn’t want to speculate negatively about people—and even if Derek wasn’t a meth addict, even if substances weren’t a part of his pathology, Simon knew full well that Derek was bad news for him. Or he knew it on an abstract level: but without Derek, what was there?

Simon got back to maintaining his servers, backing up his clients’ systems. It was a little bit ridiculous. Simon was the big boss, the owner and CEO, but he did everything himself—because business wasn’t great enough to pay employees, because he didn’t trust others’ quality of work, and also because Derek sucked up the money he could’ve been using for his business. 

Most evenings, Simon got out an air bed he kept behind a rack of servers, the kind of air bed with a pillow built-in for added convenience, and plopped down face-first onto it, his eyes swimming in the regal blue of the polyurethane and his nose engrossed in its complex plasticky aromas. The air bed wouldn’t be big enough for Derek to join him on it, but that was never an option anyway. Derek would never have time for that. Derek only came by his office if he was picking up “the papers,” his word for the cash with which Simon had been supplying him.

These were always the moments when he wished he could fall asleep quickly, without the agony of pondering his loneliness. Sleeping at the office with the humming servers made the loneliness less obvious than his lonely apartment with his lonely king bed would have made it. That’s why he usually slept in his office. His nose pressed into the inflatable mattress’s inflatable pillow, he considered his options. There were gay bars in San Jose, weird, sad, musty places full of married men radiating self-loathing. There was the scene in San Francisco, the Scene in San Francisco, but he was a lanky nerd who hadn’t danced since the hokey-pokey and wore whatever clothes would show up in TheZone’s “You might also be interested in...” window. 

He’d already looked online  for men—and that had brought him Derek. What Simon knew was that his looks were nothing special, that his owning a business made him a target for gold diggers, and that his work schedule made bars and dating less than attractive, especially if it was to involve driving an hour to San Francisco after a twelve-hour day manning the servers at Host One. At least the servers were predictable. At least they didn’t ask him for more than he knew they needed: just the occasional backup, the occasional component swap, the hourly walk-through to say hello and show them he cared.

His mind became foggy and he saw, or imagined, wavy, hazy server racks, swirling like candy canes or cotton candy, then unswirling into men, perfect, muscular, model-handsome men, shirtless, chests hairless, posing and preening in neat rows in his server room. His dream turned the humming of fans into a deep chant, “omm,” emanating from the shirtless room of now yoga practitioners, hovering above the floor in lotus poses, until a fire alarm started beeping and the hunky mouths turned into fire sprinklers. It was Simon’s phone ringing, his personal phone, the number he’d only given to you-know-who. 

Derek talked quickly and mostly nonsensically. Simon could hear the tension in his facial muscles in his voice. Derek told Simon that Lady Gaga was performing in his living room but he couldn’t watch the concert because of the worms living inside his skin, and that also he’d need a thousand dollars by the end of the evening, if Simon really loved him.



​​Three

Sun emerged up and over the foothills, red hue spilling into Jack’s home office window as he moused and clicked his way through business matters while sipping a creamy quadruple espresso. Five thousand names. All guaranteed suckers, having fallen for at least one health-related scam—oops, opportunity—in the past twelve months, according to the mailing list vendor, who called himself a “pliable target marketing list vendor” on an online marketers’ forum and only accepted Bitcoin. Jack did what he always did as a precaution after opening the list: Ctrl-F and searched for Stern, making sure he wouldn’t be cheating his own family—not so much because he wanted to spare them the trouble, but because he wanted to spare himself the shame of them finding out what he was up to. Honor is nice and all, but cash trumps honor.

“Host One, this Jack?”

“Yeah, Simon, thanks for taking—”

“Still waiting for your answer on what you’re doing, also the second half of the ten thousand.”

“Ok, ok, can we meet now? I can drive over there?”

“Yeah, I’m always here.”

Jack’s mission with Simon would be the same as his mission always was in his “marketing” communications: get the desired material result. What he had to say or represent or maybe cause to be misheard or misunderstood wasn’t important. It doesn’t matter whether the cat is black or white, as long as it catches the mouse. He stopped at Starbucks again, a line forming already at the drive-up window at 7 A.M., but the few minutes’ investment would be worth it—come delivering a latte to a lonely nerd, and maybe have an easier time getting him to believe your lies, or your craftily wrapped truths.

“You have a freezer full of these or something?” Simon asked, deadpan, as Jack invited himself into the unlocked doorway and handed over the second latte. “Thanks though, thanks. We gotta still go through the drill, latte or no latte.”

“Yes, I’m sorry for the delay. I didn’t want to talk last time because my investors had made me vow to stay secret. But now they authorized me to disclose a bit.”

“Yeah, ok, so?”

“I hope you sit down, because this idea is big.”

“Yeah, I can take it standing up.”

“No, Simon. Really. This is big. Sit down.”

“I can stand up.”

“Ok. Huge. Multimillion, multibillion dollar market, and I want you, as our hosting provider, to be our partner in this. That’s why I’ve been bringing you the lattes, to make sure you’re a coffee guy, to make sure you’re in on this.”

“In on what?”

“I mean there’s coffee drinkers and then there’s weasels, you know? And I just wanted to make sure that coffee is part of you.”

“Yeah, yeah, so what, you making a new Starbucks or something?”

“No. Simon. This is bigger. But I gotta have you sign a nondisclosure first.”

Jack fished out from the Priority Mail envelope under his arm a nondisclosure agreement he’d drawn up for Simon. Most importantly, it would excite Simon, that he’s part of something special and big. And second most importantly, it would at least give Simon second thoughts before he chattered off about Jack’s business to anybody else.

Simon read the two-page document, pretending to understand it—had he really understood it, he might have asked for its more extreme secrecy provisions to be scaled back, but Simon was no lawyer, and Jack had known that already. According to the agreement, Host One was not permitted to even mention the name of Jack Stern or any business he was running, nor confirm its existence to anyone, not even law enforcement. Simon started fishing around his pockets and his desk for a pen. Jack pulled a Montblanc from his jean pocket and handed it to Simon, trying to make it seem as offhanded as possible: a subtle signal of success, of having done big things before, Jack’s Montblanc handed over as a matter of course, Jack’s six-months-unpaid mortgage conveniently out of sight. Simon signed the document in order to be part of that success—perhaps the more extreme the document, the bigger the prize it somehow held. And with that success, Simon could hope to escape drudgery, the life of a supposed business owner and CEO who slept on an air mattress jerking off to his rentboy who treated him as an ATM with a dick.

Jack and Simon stood next to each other in the low-ceilinged “office” between the front door and the server room inside, sipping their lattes and assessing each other, each believing himself to be in the presence of an uncannily handsome heterosexual man on that morning.

“Ok, Simon, thanks for signing that document. You know how lawyers and investors are. As a successful businessman, you must know.” Jack cringed at himself for his less than smooth delivery, having failed to put the compliment front and center, but he hoped that Simon never noticed. 

“Yeah, I’ve been doing business here, this building, for, since—ok, so tell me about the coffee thing.”

“Ok, Simon. You’ve signed the NDA, you’ve declined the opportunity to sit down, so here we go. Coffee pods. One-time use. You’ve heard of K-Cups, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, I know those.”

“Simon, what do you think are the annual sales of K-cups, just in the US?”

“No idea.”

“Ok, Simon, let me put it into more manageable numbers for you—what are the daily sales of K-Cups, in dollars, just in the US?”

“No idea. A million dollars maybe.”

“Simon. My investors have done the research. Six million dollars, every day. Every day, six million dollars spent on K-Cups.” Jack’s voice drifted off as he mentally double-checked his made-up numbers to make sure they were in the right range to be believable.

“Big money.”

“Correct, Simon. Big money. Six million dollars a day.”

“So you’re selling K-Cups or what?”

“Come on, Simon,” Jack tapped Simon’s arm like an old pal, “you know that’s already been done.”

“So what kind of deal is this?”

“Well, Simon, since you’ve signed the nondisclosure, I can tell you.”

“Yeah.”

“Simon, I’m asking you again, you wanna sit down first?” Jack had found that the offer to sit down always impressed upon his marks that this was indeed a very big deal.

“Standing up is ok.”

“Ok. Here it is. The big problem with K-Cups, right, is the waste, the garbage, right? Environmental shit.”

“Yeah, waste,” Simon answered, pointing with his fluttering blue eyes at the trash can of K-Cups in the corner of the room, sneaking a surreptitious and guilty look at Jack’s solid, manly, and highly kissable lips  —like Derek’s lips, but without the constant emission of crafty money-grubbing half-truths.

“Ok Simon. Here’s what we’ve got. We’ve got a coffee pod, zero waste. Dissolves in hot water. Basically disappears into thin air after use.”

“Nice.”

“Zero environmental impact. I mean you get these containers coming into your home, and then, they don’t come out in the garbage, nothing. I mean the containers just vanish basically. Dissolve in hot water.”

“Nice. Very nice.”

“So ok, I’ve told you the big secret, now you gonna work with me to make it happen?” Jack pulled the fifty folded-up hundred-dollar-bills from his pocket and held them casually in his hand. “I’ve got the second five thousand with me.”

“You see Jack, this is all I needed, an explanation. It’s not about the money,” Simon said, wondering whether this one-time $5,000 would be enough to finally be able to bribe Derek to marry him. “This is all I needed, knowing you are a legitimate business, what you are up to. Now tell me, was that so hard?”

“Not so hard. I’m sorry for delaying on that. I just needed to check with my investors. I’m not the real boss, you know.”

“I understand. Not everybody can be the owner, the founder and owner, the very owner of the entire business here, the way I am.”

“I can see that, Simon. I can see you’re a very good businessman. I can see that you are the sole proprietor here, the big boss.” Jack imagined Simon purring like a well-petted cat to the compliments he’d been so desperately attempting to elicit from Jack.

“Give me the five thousand and let’s get you set up.”

“Sure, Simon. I trust you here, like old friends,” Jack lied while handing him the bills that had been lingering in his hand. Simon took pleasure in the brush of Jack’s hand on his own. Then he put the money in his pocket, and excused himself for a minute, and tapped out a text message on his phone, looking relieved but anxious. Then he invited Jack into the server room.

“You’re looking for standard LAMP hosting, with commerce, private server for all your traffic, is that about right?”

​“Exactly right,” Jack nodded and smiled. He’d scammed online long enough to know what he needed from his hosting provider. 

Simon swung open the reinforced door and its squeak was suddenly accompanied by a singing from Simon’s pocket: ringing Iphone. Simon gestured “hold on a sec” to Jack.

“Hey, with a customer now.

Yeah, end of the week. 

Look, end of the week, I can’t print money.

No, he’s just a customer.

I lo—I’ll talk to you later.”

Simon sheepishly smiled at Jack. Jack knew enough to pretend he hadn’t heard Simon’s conversation, but also knew from the deep male baritone he could barely hear from the handset in the silent room that this lanky, mop-haired IT entrepreneur might not have been as heterosexual as Jack had assumed. 

Simon’s homosexuality would be another point to exploit, another button Jack could push to get what he needed. Jack saw heterosexuality, homosexuality, personality, religion, whatever other traits as parameter variables that it was his job to assess in order to give the right inputs to get the right outputs. In this case, Simon’s flustered schoolboyish manner with a masculine voice on the line revealed that Simon was prime for the picking, if, like almost all men other than Jack, Simon obeyed his dick and not his brain. Jack also noticed that Simon wasn’t actually half-bad looking, in a beanpole kind of way and an overworked engineer kind of way. 

More than Simon not being too bad in Jack’s eyes, Jack started to find Simon extremely sexually attractive. Jack had trained himself to become sexually aroused on demand, and this was one of those moments. In addition to his intelligence and ability to manipulate money out of people, Jack was also endowed with a big cock—a solid nine inches, and more a grower than a shower, so it needed to be rock hard in order to make the perfect, awe-inspiring impression. 

Simon stood at the server rack, mousing and clicking to show Jack the standard server configuration. Meanwhile, Jack stood behind simon, trying to imagine he most sexually explicit and arousing things possible, an amalgamation of fantasies about Simon, fantasies about other men he’d seen, and replaying scenes from online videos he’d seen when taking masturbation breaks at his desk.

Jack’s dick sprang to life in his jeans and was already pointing down Jack’s leg, pushing against the fabric of his jeans. Simon was wearing thin beige slacks, maybe linen, and Jacks’ cock could very easily announce its presence through such a fabric. While Simon faced away  from him and toward the rack full of computers and LCD monitors, Jack gave his schlong a few sensuous strokes just for additional hardness, then casually resumed the chit chat with Simon, while preparing to “accidentally'' tempt him with hard dick “accidentally” pressing into Simon’s skinny, sensitive backside.

“About how many simultaneous users you plan to have on this coffee pod site?”

“I don’t know. Thousands. You probably know more about what to expect than I do. You’re the expert, the boss.”

“Yeah. You can easily get a hundred thousand simultaneous users on a product launch. I know these things.”

“Certainly. You’re the acknowledged exper—”

Simon gasped as Jack managed to hold his thick cock outwardly enough so he would just brush Simon’s lower right ass cheek, brushing just toward the rim of Simon’s thin little asshole—but instead of ignoring the advance, or refusing it, or even contentedly moaning, Simon gasped in full shock and fell down backwards, as if craving to impale himself on Jack’s cock.

Jack leaned down, extending two hands to help Simon get to his feet and allowing Simon a full view of his erect dick still tenting his jeans. Simon didn’t take the hands extended to him. He gasped something like “I fell down, I just fell down,” while staring at Jack still. Simon seemed a lot different when his ass had been grazed by a big dick from how he was during their first conversations on the phone and in the office lobby.

“Mr. Stern, Jack, I didn’t know you, ok, I’m not going to formalize, I didn’t know you run that way.”

“Hey Simon it’s 2016, we gay folks are everywhere. I heard your phone conversation and was getting worried that maybe you’re already taken.”

“God. I haven’t had. I mean I’d love to. I haven’t had anything like. Not in years.”

Jack’s career had been full of bold risks he’d taken that others wouldn’t take. He attributed it to maybe his shamelessness, his lack of hesitation to swoop in and take what he thought he could take, to put his dick out and cut bait. It was only him and Simon in the server room, and there were cameras, but so what?

Jack started unzipping his jeans, without rush, doing his best to recreate a porn movie scene, making sure that Simon’s eyes were locked on Jack’s crotch bulge that was soon going to spring out. He undid only his fly. The server room air conditioning sent a physical chill over him but didn’t impede his cock from remaining fully erect. As he spread his boxer shorts, inside his fly and reached in to free his manhood, the glistening pink-purple tip swung out and pointed directly at Simon. 

“I haven’t, we’re both, but, I’ve never, not at work,” Simon mumbled, wondering if this was one of the hallucinatory dreams he’d have after sleepless nights working and worrying about why Derek’s phone was off in the evenings or when Derek would have his next financial emergency.

“Simon, I like you. Do you want this or not?” Jack already knew the answer. He knew from experience, from Stanford locker rooms to California Pizza Kitchen restrooms to the private alcove at his tax accountant’s office, that a dick of his size was a prize to suck. Men wanted it in their mouths. He didn’t have to beg, nor even really ask, for blowjobs. He always had a line of willing takers. Its length, its girth, just its absolute straightness with the uncut but still neat crown at the tip—it was a dick that had helped him get what he’d needed, at least with men who had what he’d wanted. With women, he’d fallen flat a few times, before learning that women won’t listen unquestioningly to a big juicy dick the way men will. But Simon was a man, a lonely nerd of a man, and Jack was sure he could make him do his bidding.

“Wow. Jack Stern. Big. It’s big. Can I...?”

“Suck it. We’re close like that, right?”

Simon stared at Jack’s glistening rock-hard manhood seemingly calling out to him, telling him that he is destined to suck this dick. Simon walked closer to it on his knees, like an awed supplicant, and took it into both his hands. He inspected it from base to tip. It was a good deal bigger and harder than Derek’s dick that Derek had often pressured him to suck, especially in public restrooms and during long car rides. And unlike Derek’s dick, it didn’t have any piss smell, only soap and the manly candy aroma of precum.

Simon cupped Jack’s firm, low-hanging balls in both of his palms, holding them like chalices, and by its base raised Jack’s cock to his lips. He looked up at Jack’s coolly nonchalant face; when Jack saw Simon looking, he instantly switched to a face of sexual passion. 

Simon opened his mouth and using both hands on one end and his mouth on the other end, loaded Jack’s tremendous dick into his mouth. It was like a purple-tipped missile going into a silo. Simon hadn’t tasted anything this huge and this thrillingly delicious since the first time with Derek—that first, careless, money-free, story-free time with Derek, the first time that he’d since then been trying to find again, like an addict forever chasing the first high.

“Mmm, Jack,” Simon intoned with a full mouth.

“You’re great. Keep sucking it hard.”

He took Jack’s hard, meaty essence as deeply into his mouth as he could, taking it into himself, sucking on it in hopes it would never go away—never leave him. He forced himself to forget that Jack was a client, that they’d be having a business relationship one way or the other, and concentrated only on Jack’s dick, as if it were the entirety of Jack’s existence—concentrated on giving Jack’s dick an orgasm of such spectacular proportions that Jack, Jack’s dick, would never leave him. Server fans humming, power backups occasionally beeping, Simon deepthroated Jack just as he’d seen in the porn clips, and nowhere else, and ferociously tickled Jack’s dickhead in precise circles drawn with the tip of his tongue.

Jack stood over him, looking down, not displeased, but doing his best to magnify and amplify his pleasure, giving Simon all the false hope the world could muster for him. When Jack’s muscled thighs finally started shaking and thrusting, with Jack groaning in reciprocation, Simon had stuffed Jack’s dick down his throat and was sucking as much as he could, kneading and milking Jack’s balls, swallowing every hot explosion shooting past his tonsils, not wanting the moment to end. After he’d swallowed the last drops of Jack’s salty nectar, Simon ran his hands up and down Jack’s legs and ass, through his jeans, trying to feel the heat and energy that he hoped weren’t illusory.

Jack let Simon lick the last drops of cum off his dick, then carefully swing it back into place inside his boxer shorts and zip everything back up. He wanted Simon to have some false sense of ownership and connection with his dick and with him. 

Simon stood back up, composing himself, re-assuming the aura of the in-control businessman he imagined himself being, and went right back to typing commands at the server rack. Jack stood next to him and put his arm around him; Simon coached himself to stand stiffly and not let on how much he needed and enjoyed that warm human contact.



​​Four

It was only late morning and Jack had already drained his cum, and more importantly, set up the infrastructure for marketing the Zika cure. He’d gotten lucky twice. First, that he’d found an overworked business owner who was willing to bend the rules for immediate cash. And second, that business owner happened to be hungry for cock. 

Jack considered his life a series of lucky breaks—purely in the mathematical, stochastic sense—and was in a hurry to push out more ventures, more scams, more marketing emails, more tricks, because he knew that in a world where everything is random, you can only do better by trying more often. These lucky breaks came his way and let him move a few steps up on the ladder, until that run of luck ended, and Jack would have to create his next opportunity. Before buying his house, he was paying five hundred dollars a month rent for a “guest cottage” in Palo Alto—where the market rate for such a cottage was at least a thousand and a half—only because the owner of the house needed a nearby way to get his rocks off without his wife finding out. That house got sold and the new owner had no interest in that kind of cottaging. The new landlord, free of man-on-man desires, raised Jack’s monthly rent went from $500 to $1750, and it was time to strike out on a new online marketing venture to pay for a house of his own.

The actual Zika “medicine” bottles he’d be sending out, he’d have to assemble himself: take an empty medicine bottle from the box of a thousand he’d bought at Big Lots, slap on a sticky label, drop in a few Vitamin B pills, stuff in a wad of cotton, close that sucker up. They’d be seeing the bottles only after they’d already been convinced by the sales pitch, so the only task was to make the bottles legitimate-seeming enough not to bring about credit card chargebacks or other difficulties. The bottle-filling work befitted neither his abilities nor his own perception of his abilities, but it was too close to the core of his business to allow anyone else access to it. Even a “trusted” person—to the limited extent Jack could ever use that term—might tip off regulators, USPS, FedEx, the FTC, or the FDA, none of whom would have been very happy with the Zika miracle cure he was going to peddle.

Zika is ripping across America. Your family is at risk. But there’s one medication that Big Pharma doesn’t want you to know about that has the ability to completely obliterate the Zika virus. We’ve been offered billions by the pharmaceutical companies for this formula, but we’re here fighting for the little guy. We’re offering complete Zika treatments, a bottle of five doses of the complete Zika cure, for a flat $99. We’re barely covering our costs, but we want to help you, and we want to take a stand against Big Pharma.

Jack judged his paragraph of pretzel logic good enough to secure the sale, especially if presented in the right dramatic font and on the right conspiracy-obsessed websites. And for anything from hosting the website to sending out the spam emails to processing shopping carts and taking credit card numbers, Jack knew that Simon was his man. The lonely vacuum of Simon’s mouth on Jack’s dick had told him so.

He compiled an action plan of what he needed for his “coffee pod” site—in such a way that Simon would build it, and Jack could later go back and manually edit references to coffee pods to instead refer to the Zika cure. He sent an email to Simon with the list of deliverables he needed, “preferably within 24 hours,” he wrote. He could be rolling with this by the next day if everything went smoothly. 

$99 per bottle, costs of the B vitamins and the bottles almost zero, a few points for credit card processing, Priority Mail maybe five bucks each, net $90 per bottle; a thousand bottles, $90K, would be barely reaching first base. When Jack saw the magnitude of the Zika scare on CNN and especially on conspiracy websites, a million dollars, a bit over ten thousand bottles, looked well in reach.
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