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			For my grandparents, both librarians, who loved books and

			never knew I would write one. I wish you could have read this.

			Minus a few pages in the middle.
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			In tennis, love means zero, and yeah, that sounds about right.

			My bag hangs heavy on my shoulders as we enter the tunnel. It feels even heavier when the roar of Arthur Ashe Stadium reaches my ears. Twenty-four thousand people are waiting for me.

			The tunnel walls are lined with larger-than-life photographs of past winners—no trophies in hands yet, no smiles for the camera. The photos capture what’s required before the celebration: the pure determination, the ambition, needed to make it here in the first place.

			A woman with a headset stops us just before the entrance to the court, and my knees weaken. This is not how I imagined this moment. This is not how I dreamed it. I’ve spent my whole life training for this. I should feel ready. I should feel strong.

			But all I feel is Diego Cruz behind me, standing only a few feet away.

			We haven’t talked in two days. Or, I should say, he hasn’t talked to me in two days. I texted him asking if he was okay. I double texted to apologize, even though I shouldn’t have. And yes, seconds later, I triple texted, because I simply could not help myself.

			It started as a friendship, something I desperately lack in my life. I haven’t had a real one since freshman year of high school, so of course I fell for it. But then it all spun out of control. I can’t get over how the same guy who’s ghosting me looked into my eyes and told me everything would be all right.

			That was a lie, because it very much isn’t all right. And it’s all happening at the worst possible time.

			Instead of focusing on the absolute biggest moment of my life, I’m spiraling about him. I could fucking scream. Why can’t I settle my mind? Why can’t I tune this out? But the truth is I’ve never been very good at that. And this shit is next-level.

			“Austin, I’ll cue you to walk out in a few seconds,” Headset says to me.

			My stomach drops.

			Discreetly, I lift my hand to my chest, try to take a full breath, but it doesn’t feel like air is going in. Not a good sign. Please, don’t let this happen again. I’ve somehow found a way to handle my anxiety over the past two weeks, but my defenses could crumble at any point.

			“New York…” The voice of the announcer booms over a sound effect of a heartbeat. I almost confuse it for my own.

			Bump, bump. Bump, bump.

			“This year marks his very first appearance at the US Open…” Bump, bump. “At twenty years old, from the United States, please welcome…Austin Hardy.”

			The lights dim. The music swells. Headset gives me a friendly push, and I step onto the court of the largest tennis stadium in the world.

			Holy shit, this place is packed. Rows and rows of fans tower up into the night sky.

			A kid in the stands wears a white headband just like mine and holds a flag tightly in his little hand—a pride flag. He waves it as hard as he can as I walk by, his eyes as bright as the stadium lights.

			I spot another flag, and another one, and another—a sea of rainbows.

			Of all nights for this specific match to fall, coincidence scheduled it on Pride Day at the US Open.

			The crowd is cheering for me. They’ve had my back since my first match here. You’d think that would help, but if I’m being honest, the pressure is close to killing me.

			Smile, stupid. Wave or something. Act like you’re anything close to normal.

			I show some teeth, lift an arm, and try my best to act cool. But I’m pretty sure I look like someone who’s just learned how to walk as I make my way across the court, enormous broadcast cameras tracking my every step.

			Over in the corner, my mom and sister sit in my players’ box, clapping with everyone else. Love and excitement pour out of them, and for a moment, I feel a little better. I’m sure they’re freaking out right now. I am too, just in the complete opposite way.

			Robbie, my coach, is next to them, hand pressed to his mouth. He gives me his signature nod, but there’s an extra dip in his eyebrows, holding the weight of the past year and a half—me dropping out of college, the accident at practice, and so much more. He doesn’t know what’s been going on exactly—I haven’t told him—but I know he senses the shift in my demeanor, in my attitude, in my game.

			He’s worried again.

			I make it to my bench and start to unpack my bag: racket, electrolytes, container of dried fruit for midmatch energy. Robbie packed five bananas—one per set—in case I need them. Everything has been perfectly prepared and placed.

			The voice of the announcer is back, with a sentence that kicks my nausea into a new gear. “And returning to Arthur Ashe Stadium tonight, the number two player in the world, at twenty-three years old, from Mexico, please welcome—”

			The crowd screams. I instinctively turn to watch him enter.

			“—Diego Cruz!”

			Fuck.

			Every time. Every time I look at him, even now, he knocks me out. How is it possible to be that talented, to destroy everyone in his path, and to look like some sort of muscled-up superhero doing it?

			He waves to the crowd with an ease I can only dream of. And from what I can see, he’s completely unaffected by me. I search his face for any evidence otherwise. Nothing. Just those big brown eyes, that thick head of hair, and a shit-eating grin, his usual commercial for confidence.

			We meet the chair umpire at the center of the court for the coin toss. On the other side of the net, Diego is alive with energy as I sneak glances his way. He’s bouncing on his feet, hitting aggressive shadow swings, jumping as high as he can. This is his normal routine, but this time it feels like he’s cranking up the intimidation.

			He wins the coin toss and chooses to serve first, because of course he does.

			“Okay, gentlemen. Photo, please. This way.” The chair umpire gestures us together for the prematch tradition, and for the first time all day, our eyes meet. It happens so fast that I don’t know who looks away first. Our shoulders brush as we turn toward the cameras. Gluing my arms to my side, I work every muscle in my face to paint on a smile, wincing through the flashes of light. Please, by all means, let’s capture this wonderful moment.

			And then…a touch pulses up my spine. His hand rests softly on my back. It’s over before I have time to be shocked. It’s a normal pose, but I wasn’t expecting it with him today, and I certainly wasn’t going to initiate it.

			“You good?” he asks, lifting his voice over the crowd, turning to me slightly.

			My smile fades. Diego waits for my response as he backpedals to his side of the court to start our warm-up.

			“What the fuck does that mean?” I snap back reflexively.

			That’s all he has to say to me? You good? Seriously? Fuck this guy. My nerves evaporate as blood rushes to my face and anger takes over.

			I shouted it way too loudly, but at this point I don’t care. Everyone’s already talking about me.

			I’m already the story.

			Austin Hardy, the first openly gay guy to compete in a Grand Slam tournament. The spectacle. The significance. Austin Hardy is making history.

			I don’t want to make history. I just want to play tennis. I just want to win.

			I glance up at the commentators’ booth, looming high above the court, broadcasting into homes and sports bars around the world. My ears burn.

			Will Austin Hardy continue to make history tonight, or will his impressive run since qualifiers be cut short by certified asshole and world number two Diego Cruz?

			What they don’t know is there’s an even better story beneath the surface.

			They don’t know Diego Cruz has hung out with me almost every day since we met.

			They don’t know he kissed me two nights ago.

			They don’t know he hasn’t spoken to me since, and that it’s crushing me.

			And they don’t know I’m about to crush him back.
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			Ten days earlier

			Bits of light filter through the towel draped fully over my head—it’s my last-ditch effort to focus on closing out this match. A bead of sweat slides down my lips, because apparently the towel creates a sauna effect. Not my best idea in today’s heat, but I’ll try anything at this point. Everything is on the line, and I can’t get in my own way here.

			“Time.”

			The umpire summons me to life and up from the bench. The towel comes off, the sun floods my eyes again, and everything rushes back to reality.

			It’s the final round of qualifiers, the final set in this match, and I’m one game away from my dream—one game away from a spot in the US Open. No big deal.

			I’m playing on the smallest court here, I think, but the three rows of bleachers are packed. Every pair of eyes is on me as I make my way to the baseline to serve for the match.

			Breathe, Austin. Just breathe. And settle the fuck down.

			I start my routine. Bounce, bounce. Bounce, bounce. Wipe mouth with wristband. Long inhale. Ball to racket, lift, and toss. The ball hangs above me for a split second as my racket dips behind my head and—whoosh—I attack.

			The ball flies, speeding across the court, aimed right down the T.

			My opponent, a six-foot-eight-inch giant across the net, jolts to the side to return the ball, but he can’t even touch it. With that wingspan, he should be able to—those gangly arms could reach clear over the net to slap my face if he wanted to—but my serve has too much speed for him. My beautiful ace is met with claps and cheers from the crowd. So far, so good.

			The giant shakes his head in disbelief—in me or in himself, I’m not sure, but in tennis it’s usually lack of belief in yourself. I can’t believe I lost that point. Always beating yourself up. Always. It’s a battle in your head, in addition to the one against your opponent—a battle no one sees but you. Move your feet. Why are you so slow? Put some spin on that ball, dumbass. How could you miss that? How could you let everyone down? Lovely thoughts I have all the time. But right now I’m doing a great job of keeping them on mute.

			It helps when you’re winning.

			“All right, Auz!” someone shouts from the stands.

			It’s Mom, sitting off to my right, in a huge sun hat. I told her not to yell like that, because it breaks my concentration. I can’t get too angry, though. The crowd has been wild for this final set. If they can shout, why can’t she?

			But now it’s getting to me. That singular voice, that singular sentence of encouragement, dives into the depths of my brain, and I’m thinking about Dad again, and wishing he was here.

			Stop. Settle. Serve. You’re almost there.

			I settle and so does the crowd, only the sounds from neighboring matches remain—grunts, sharp squeaks of shoes on courts, and the satisfying pops of balls colliding with strings.

			I serve—smack into the net. And then I do it again. A double fault.

			Because I’m a stupid piece of shit.

			But despite this small setback, I’m still locked in.

			If your mind is clear, if you can bury the doubts, if you can picture it—the point, the game, the set, the match—you can get there. And right now I see it as clearly as this spectacular sunset over Queens. I’ve been locked in the entire week, and I’m not stopping here.

			I take a breath, and the thick summer air fills my lungs.

			Let’s fucking go.

			

			—

			Ten minutes later, my older sister, Charlotte, plants her hands on my shoulders and shouts into my face, shakes me as hard as she can, can’t control her excitement. I’d be in the same boat if I weren’t so wiped from this slugfest.

			“Okay, okay, Char. I’m shook enough,” I say, trying to calm her.

			“I can’t believe you did it! I mean, I absolutely can, but oh my god!” she screams.

			I have a celebratory hug with Mom, and Robbie grabs me next, his salt-and-pepper stubble scraping my cheek.

			“You were so good, Austin. That was so good,” he says, beaming with pride. I beam right back. This is the reward for our hard work. This is what it feels like. “Hey, listen,” he adds, his tone shifting. “I think they’re setting up for an interview over there. Don’t sweat it, okay?”

			“Yup,” I say after a groan. We’ve been out here almost three hours, and as happy as I feel, I’d love to be in bed right now, and not doing the single thing I hate most.

			“This one isn’t piped over the speakers or anything. You’ll be fine,” he says. I turn to head back to the court, and sure enough, there’s a guy with a mic waiting for me.

			A wave of nerves hits. I am not friends with interviews. I feel a weird pressure to be funny, to say something interesting. Meanwhile, I judge every word that comes out of my mouth in real time. I wish my performance on court could just speak for itself.

			“Austin, hey. I’m Ryan. Give me another second here,” the guy says, with the voice, face, and backward hat of an entitled frat boy. He fiddles with the mic as a cameraperson positions himself off to the side—and then we’re off.

			“Austin, congratulations on qualifying for the US Open. You played three grueling matches this week. How do you feel?”

			“Honestly, I can’t feel very much right now. I’m pretty sure my legs are about to give out.” I laugh as if I’m joking, but a chair would be very nice right now. “In all seriousness, I feel great. This has been a dream since I was a kid.”

			“Well, at only twenty, you’re one of the youngest men in the tournament this year—truly remarkable, and not far from a kid.”

			“Tell that to my mom. She’s trying to kick me off her phone plan.”

			His polite laugh doesn’t quite make it up to his eyes. This is going well.

			“You came here with one of the lowest rankings—two hundred thirty-ninth in the world—and the odds were stacked against you. How do you think you pulled this off?”

			Is this dude trying to fuck with me? All of what he said is true, but I feel like there were a thousand better ways he could have said it.

			“Uh, I dunno. I just sort of did my thing. There were definitely a few times I had to problem-solve, adapt to everyone else’s playing style.”

			“Well, you’re such a great all-around player—hitting big from the baseline, fast to the net, huge serve. I can see how that worked out for you.”

			Ryan, finally a compliment. So kind of you.

			“I’m sure your family and your team are very proud of you right now,” he continues. “And the world of tennis is proud of you too.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			“Winning this match and qualifying for this tournament makes you the first openly gay player to compete in a Grand Slam.”

			“Male player.”

			“Right, that’s what I meant—”

			“Because there are many openly gay women. I’m not so special. This whole place is named after Billie Jean King.”

			“Well, Austin, you are special in that there hasn’t been an openly gay male player in a Grand Slam in the Open Era of tennis. You’re in the main draw of the US Open. You’re making history today,” he says, and moves the mic to my face.

			“Right…” I nod, not agreeing, just nodding.

			“Is this something you’ve thought about?”

			Honestly, I’m not surprised he brought it up. It’s right there in plain English when you search my name. Shout-out to Sam Owens, editor of my high school newspaper, and his shittily written article about a big junior tournament I won. Freshman Hardy Comes Out Swinging. That one did not make the fridge.

			A few websites, mostly gay outlets, published articles when I started to climb the rankings earlier this year. I gave one of them a quote. So all of this makes me very openly. But why do I feel unprepared for this question? This guy is looking for a sound bite. He wants me to say something about how proud I feel, how important this moment is—but I’m ready for this interview to be over.

			“Um…” I look around for some kind of acceptable answer. Robbie’s watching from the stands, arms crossed and quiet. “I do a lot more thinking about winning the next match than about making history, and that’s exactly what I’m doing today.”

			I think Ryan can tell that’s the best he’s gonna get out of me. “Well, congratulations, Austin. Best of luck, and we’ll be watching you closely. I’m sure the world will be too.”

			“No pressure there, Ryan,” I say with the last smile I can manage, and that’s the end of the interview.

			I head back to my bench to gather my things. The crowd has dwindled now, dispersed to other matches across the grounds—or gone home, maybe, something I’m desperately hoping to do.

			One by one, I pack my rackets. I used six of them for this match, strung tightly at sixty pounds. I used every ounce of everything I had. I played my heart out, and I should be thrilled, but as I shove my last Wilson Blade into my bag, all I feel is annoyed, and I wonder why a stupid interview is throwing me off.

			“How’d it go?” Robbie asks, with a funny look, meeting me at the exit.

			“Good. Fine. Nothing to it,” I say, returning his stare. We hang there for a moment.

			Robbie is one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, and he has a pretty good sense of the magnitude of what’s in store for me over the next two weeks.

			Me? I have no idea.
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			I wake up to a thousand notifications. Everyone I’ve ever known is lighting me up—old friends, fake friends, my dentist—everyone climbing out of the woodwork to congratulate me.

			This is pretty strange because, yes, qualifying for the US Open is huge, but it’s not exactly national news. I have a long way to go from here. How did everyone hear about this?

			My phone buzzes. Oh.

			A dozen people have sent me the same video from a popular tennis account. I tap the link, and there I am, standing on the court, every part of me soaked in sweat—my face, my headband, my blond hair so wet that it’s basically brown. I make a mental note not to wear white shorts the next time I play, because you can pretty much see my ass through these.

			“Qualifying for this tournament makes you the first openly gay player to compete…”

			The interview plays on my screen, as if I haven’t been playing it over and over in my head.

			“Male player…”

			And then I see it: 497,000 views. I squint, making sure I read that right. Yup.

			“I’m not so special…”

			I pause, my thumb hovering over the icon for the comments section. If I don’t read the comments, they don’t exist—because there can’t be anything good in there. How does the saying go? If you don’t have anything nice to say…fire up those fingers and head to the comments, because the world needs to know exactly what you think. Sure, there could be some compliments, some well-wishes, but it’s probably a shit show in there.

			Today needs to be about focus, and preparation. I’m already nervous about a thousand things, and I don’t need to add to the list.

			Nope, not reading the comments today. Nope…

			I tap the screen.

			Oops—guess I am.

			Go off king

			Women have been carrying tennis forever thank you Austin

			Very well said, this young man has a new fan

			Okay, not too bad.

			Who is this haha

			Why do we care if he’s gay just play tennis

			Why is this news ??

			Unfollow

			They always look gay

			I keep scrolling, looking for some positivity.

			I’m the only gay person on my team at school :) congrats Austin

			Going to start watching his matches!

			Woww unfollow

			Where can I watch the match free

			Unfollow

			As I continue to scroll, the good comments blend with the bad, the ugly, and the vomit emojis. They all turn to noise, and I can’t process anything anymore. I scroll deeper and deeper, and it’s impossible to stop. What am I even looking for? Whatever it is, I’m not going to find it here.

			This fagget lol

			I stop on that one. My world stops on that one. My hotel room turns quiet—the audio of the interview, the rattle of the AC fades to nothing—and all I see is that word in pixels on my cracked screen.

			I’ve been called it before, and it hasn’t bothered me much. I’m also aware that there are queer people reclaiming it, but that’s not what’s happening here. And there’s something about seeing it attached to this particular video.

			I’m celebrating. I’m celebrating a huge win that I’ve worked my whole life for. Any rational human can see that here, but this random internet stranger chose to shut it down with one simple word—a word they can’t even spell. I know they’re just one person, one lonely person out there who probably hates themself and their life, and they want me to hate mine too. I know all of that, but I still feel the punch somewhere deep and dusty inside me.

			I close out of the comments—that’s enough shit for one morning—but before I put my phone down, I check the view count one last time. In my five minutes of scrolling, the interview has hit a new milestone.

			Look at that. Half a million views.

			

			—

			The morning of my first qualifiers match, last Monday, my breakfast was scrambled eggs with a dash of hot sauce, Greek yogurt with granola and seven blueberries, half a glass of grapefruit juice, and an iced Americano. I won the match that day, obviously, and that means every breakfast on every following day will be exactly the same until I lose. Yes, if all goes well and I never lose again, I will eat this breakfast until I retire, with eighty Grand Slam titles, at the old age of forty.

			Mom wasn’t happy the day I decided to make this my one and only superstition. I insisted on eating peanut butter pancakes for an entire month. About a week in, she got smart and started making them in batches and just freezing them for later. Robbie, however, has never gotten used to it, and he pressed a single finger into his forehead when I asked the waiter for two additional blueberries at breakfast this morning.

			“You had nothing, no superstitions, when you were on tour?” I asked him, then scooped eggs into my mouth.

			“I had one. Never hug another player after a match. A handshake is enough.”

			“Well, that just sounds like a personal preference,” I replied.

			The breakfast rule does not apply to my coffee order. I opted for two iced Americanos today, and I’m feeling especially wired as we navigate through the tournament site an hour later, my badge tapping against my heart with each step.

			“We’re on practice court two,” Robbie says, turning back to me while checking his phone. He played here many times when he was a pro player—made it as far as the semifinals once, the closest he ever got to every player’s dream of winning a Grand Slam title. He never found that spark again, and he retired a few years later. He blames it on his shoulder, but I don’t know. Maybe somebody hugged him.

			Robbie’s been in my life forever. He met Dad in middle school, in my hometown of San Bernardino, California. They were both on the school’s tennis team, and they quickly became best friends. Dad’s claim to fame was beating Robbie once—once—in a practice match, and Robbie came down with the flu the very next day. So the story goes.

			Robbie eventually settled in Venice Beach, and we were with him all the time when I was growing up—summers and Thanksgivings at his beautiful house, road trips to junior tournaments across the country. He gave me my first racket on my fifth birthday, and I loved that thing to death. When I outgrew it the paint was chipped so badly that you could barely tell what color it was.

			He sneaks a quick glance to make sure I’m behind him. Still here, Rob.

			Qualifying week, the week before the US Open officially starts, is completely free—you can just walk right in—and families are everywhere, packed in for affordable entertainment. We pass a pop-up mini tennis court painted with bright purples and pinks, sponsored by some brand. A mom and dad are hitting a ball with their kid. He swings at the ball so hard that it flies off the court and into the crowd shuffling around the court. Someone yelps in the chaos, then cackles.

			The kid is terrible, but he doesn’t care. He’s having the best time. His parents are laughing their asses off too—not at him, just laughing the way you do when you’ve got nothing else to do but have fun, to exist with your family and not worry about a single thing.

			I loved hitting with Dad when I was younger, grass growing in the cracks of the run-down court by our house. He was able to keep up with me for a few years, but then, well, I got too good. My balls were too fast, and he couldn’t even touch my serves after a while. And then he just started to slow in general. His body was first. His mind wasn’t far behind. It was years before he was fully gone, but now it feels like it happened in one terrible second.

			“Austin!”

			Someone, somewhere, shouts my name.

			A group runs up to us. They’re all a little younger than me, and dressed in oversize tees and fresh sneakers. “Are you Austin Hardy?” one of them asks.

			“Uh, yeah,” I say, glancing down at my badge. Then—quite possibly the dorkiest thing anyone has ever done—I hold it up like I’m trying to prove it.

			“Can we get a photo?”

			“Okay, yeah, sure.”

			The group quickly wraps around me, arms extending into the air. “Where should I be looking here?” I ask through a toothy smile, trying to navigate the many screens.

			“All right, Austin, we gotta get moving,” Robbie says after a bit. The group thanks me, one of them says they love me, and they disappear back into the crowd.

			“You made some fans,” Robbie says as we carry on.

			“Guess so. That was weird.”

			“Guess they saw the interview.”

			“Oh, so you’ve seen the interview?” I ask, eyebrows up.

			“ ’Course.”

			“You reactivated your lurking account?”

			“I like to keep up with what’s going on.” What’s going on related to me, he should say. “And if that means returning to social media…”

			“I just can’t picture you scrolling through cat videos and hot takes,” I reply, shaking my head.

			“I love a hot take, have a few of them.”

			“Oh yeah? About what?”

			“Espresso martinis.”

			“For or against?”

			“Against,” Robbie says. “If you need caffeine with your alcohol, you should be listening to your body and going to bed, not going out.”

			“Interesting. I don’t think that’s a popular opinion,” I say.

			“It’s not. That’s what makes it a hot take.”

			We turn a corner and the practice courts come into view—five of them, all lined up and sandwiched next to one another. “This is where they scheduled us?”

			“This is us,” Robbie says.

			“How did we get VIP?” I ask, clocking the other players. They’re all top twenty, each one of them with their entourages—coach, hitting partner, physio, nutritionist…

			All I’ve got is Robbie. He’s all of the above for me—and I can’t even afford him.

			You need to be making big money from tournaments to afford anything at all, even a coach. It’s really tough when you’re just starting out, and for some players it remains tough—because shit is expensive.

			Dad’s life insurance was evenly split between Charlotte and me. It’s been covering travel, equipment, things like that, but I’m not sure how much longer it will last. I’ve made it pretty far into some Challenger tournaments, but the prize money is hardly enough to pay Robbie—not that he would take it. Robbie has refused any money from us since I started training with him as a junior, and that deal has continued into my pro career. “Let’s give it a good year, and we’ll see how we net out,” he keeps saying. Here we are, well past a year now, and I remain feeling a complicated mix of gratitude and guilt.

			As we approach our court, I almost stop in my tracks. “Rob, is that—”

			“Yep.”

			“Whoa.”

			“Are you gonna be able to contain yourself?”

			“Shut up. I’m fine.”

			Actually, I’m not, because on the court next to ours, right beside the ESPN broadcast booth, is the current world number two and tennis golden boy, Diego Cruz. And as if he didn’t need more attention, he’s currently practicing shirtless, with all eight abs on display. Perpetually ready for a photo shoot, he was on the cover of Men’s Health last month. And yes, I did steal Charlotte’s log-in to read the full article—definitely not for the photos.

			Okay, I don’t blame him for the nude hitting session—it’s hot as balls out—but please. People are trying to work. Any sort of muscle I try to pack on promptly slips right off me, so my shirt will very much be staying on today and always, thank you. You don’t normally see tennis players with a ton of build, and maybe that’s why Diego is so striking in the flesh, looking like he’s taking a quick break between starring in Marvel movies to win a Grand Slam.

			I toss my bag down and try to act cool, even though he has no idea I exist and he hasn’t even noticed me over here. He’s clearly dialed in, his trademark grunts echoing across the court with every ball he hits.

			I glance at my phone and find—no exaggeration—a hundred more notifications. People keep reposting the video and tagging me. My heart beats faster.

			“All right, let’s get started,” Robbie says, and we begin at the net.

			Above us are a few rows of bleachers for fans to watch the practice sessions, and ours are already filled up. A few people randomly shout my name. Someone shouts to Robbie too. I’m not used to an audience for practice, so this should be interesting.

			Robbie waves me back after some warm-up volleys, and we start hitting full court. Lately we’ve been working on a very aggressive forehand with heavy topspin, and it’s certainly been working. He throws up a hand signal to indicate more.

			I increase my swing speed and windshield the shit out of the next ball. It arcs over the net, flying through the air. We smack a few more at a quick pace, neither of us missing—about ten, fifteen in a row. I mishit one of them, and it weakly floats to Robbie’s backhand. He seizes the opportunity to drop-shot me, the ball landing just beyond the net.

			In a flash, I’m dashing as fast as I can to it. Faster! Faster, you fucking sloth!

			I make it just in time to scoop it back at a sharp angle, nowhere near Robbie’s reach, even though he tries for it.

			He claps his hand against his racket, acknowledging the shot, then calls me to the net. “What’d you miss there?”

			“What did I miss? I won the point,” I say, catching my breath.

			“You missed something, and we’ve talked about it. What was it?”

			“Fuck, Rob, didn’t you see me sprinting? I made it in time.”

			“You made it in time, but you didn’t recover. You assumed I wasn’t going to be able to return it, so you just sat there—”

			“But you didn’t return it.”

			“I didn’t return it.” Robbie pauses. “He will.” He nods at our shirtless friend next door. “You’re in a different league now, and you can’t assume any point is over until it’s over.”

			My eyes shift toward Diego—at the exact same time he looks at me. Shit. I quickly look away. Did he catch me? Shit.

			“Okay?” Robbie taps my chest. My heart thumps harder.

			“Yeah.”

			Robbie studies me for an extra second. “Are you feeling all right?”

			“Yeah. Why?” I ask with a salty tone, ready for this lecture to be done.

			“ ’Cause you’re doing your blinking thing.”

			“No, I feel fine.”

			“You’re not feeling anxious at all? No other symptoms?”

			“I just had a lot of coffee. I’m good.”

			“All right, let’s stick to just one espresso martini tomorrow.”

			“Yeah. Good,” I say, walking back to the baseline.

			“Austin!” A kid hangs over the railing with a giant tennis ball full of Sharpie autographs. “Will you sign this please?” he asks.

			“I’m practicing now, dude. I will after. I promise.” I’d be annoyed if he hadn’t asked so nicely.

			“Austin!” someone else shouts from farther back. Are they supposed to be doing this? Because practicing here might be terrible if they keep interrupting me.

			Robbie points to the sky, and we switch to overheads.

			His next ball sails high above me. My arm extends into the air as I track it through narrowed eyes. Can we get this sun on a dimmer switch? It’s blistering. I move my feet quickly—small steps to get into just the right place to attack. Here it comes. I squint harder. My eyes are basically closed, but I’m ready.

			My racket dips behind my head just before it slingshots up, making perfect contact with the ball.

			It pops down, smack into the net. Fuck.

			“It’s okay. Let’s go again,” Robbie says.

			He launches another ball into the air. This fucking sun! I can’t see anything. My soaked shirt slides across my chest as I get in place for the shot.

			Smack. Another ball into the net. “What’s happening over there?” Robbie says, walking toward me.

			“I can’t get a lock on it. The sun is being an asshole.”

			“Austin! We love you!” Another outburst from the stands. My body tenses.

			I rest my hand on the net and close my eyes for a sec. I try to take a deep breath, but it feels shallow.

			“What’s going on?” Robbie asks.

			“Nothing. Just hot,” I mumble.

			“Let’s do water.”

			Sure, maybe water will distract my body from what I pray isn’t happening.

			I drag my hand across the net as we walk toward the bench. I don’t want to admit it, but I’m using the net to brace myself as the world starts to spin.

			Next to us, Diego’s grunts are still in full force, but they start to seem…distant. I squint in his direction as he hits a clean winner down the line. The crowd erupts into washed-out cheers.

			I take a long gulp of water and feel it collect awkwardly in my stomach. I try for another breath. Still fucking shallow. Jesus Christ.

			Robbie pretends not to watch me, sitting at the other side of the bench. After a minute, he says, “You know I need you to tap out if something is up. I’m not in your brain, so I need you to tell me.”

			“Yeah,” I say, closing my eyes. I have to knock this out.

			I lift my water bottle high above me and squeeze. Freezing water pours across the top of my head, dripping into my ears, down my neck, meeting my sweat-drenched shirt. I lean back as my body starts to settle. That shock to my system feels like a restart. Maybe we’re through this.

			Out of habit, I pick up my phone—my digital security blanket, always an easy escape when I’m afraid to deal with life, but it’s not a great distraction today. I blink and I’m already back in the comment section of the video, as if my thumb is divorced from my better judgment and leading me straight off a masochistic cliff.

			Unfollow

			Go for it. No need to announce.

			Just play tennis who cares who u fuk

			Not the allyship you think it is, bro.

			I’d care more if he was actually good

			Terrible idea. I shove my phone into a side pocket of my bag and yank the zipper closed. “Okay.” I pat Robbie’s knee.

			“Okay, we’ll start back slow. I’m gonna hit to either side of the court, forehand, then backhand. Just hit straight back to me. Not too hard. Just keep it in, slow and controlled. Good?”

			“Good.” I do a few butt kicks as I walk back to the baseline, stretching out the hamstrings. Things are feeling better.

			Our rally starts just as Robbie instructed, with slow, easy swings. It’s feeling good. He starts to take me back and forth. I’ve got plenty of time to get to each ball.

			He starts to go a little wider, still nice and slow. I get there too, no problem. Feeling fine. He picks up the pace.

			I’m hitting everything in open stance now, don’t have as much time, but I’m handling those too.

			He hits the next ball with a little more pace, and I chase across the court to it—make it.

			Dash to the other side—make it.

			Dash again—barely make it.

			Dash—

			No, no, no!

			I feel the dizzies coming on again. I swallow air.

			Why is this happening? I thought I was fine.

			I make it. Swing—pop. My ball sails straight back to Robbie—somehow.

			Robbie returns it to the other side. I can make it if I just run, run, r—

			The ground starts to spin. The lines on the court blend together.

			Power through it. It’ll pass.

			I reach my racket as far as it will go—and at the same time my left foot scrapes against the court, catching my other one.

			And I go down. I go down hard.
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			I open my eyes to an electric blue sky and a blurry face moving toward me. A second later, it’s in front of me, blocking the blinding rays—and the first thing I notice are his big brown eyes gazing down, locked on mine. The stubble above his plush lips. The orange sunlight glowing through his ears.

			He says my name, and a warmth rushes over me.

			The second time he says it—“Austin”—my brain fully catches up and reality snaps back. I blink.

			Diego Cruz is kneeling beside me.

			Actually, more than fucking that. His palm is pressed to my cheek, his fingertips resting just below my eye, so softly that they almost tickle.

			Color floods back to my face and a thousand thoughts storm my mind in no particular order.

			Holy shit, Diego Cruz knows my name. Holy shit, he’s touching my face. Holy shit, why am I still on the ground? Holy shit, everyone is looking at me. Holy shit, how do I recover from this? Please stop thinking, and do something. Holy shit.

			Robbie appears on the other side of me—or was he there the whole time? “Are you okay?” he asks with urgency.

			“Yeah, yeah, good,” I say, sitting up slightly. “Just took a little tumble.”

			Took a little tumble. Excellent talking. Suddenly I’m an old British woman who slipped in the kitchen.

			Diego stands, and I stare at his outstretched hand a second longer than I should before I take it. I wince as he muscles me up, a dull pain shooting through my elbow.

			“Does anything hurt?” Robbie says, touching my shoulder.

			I swing my arms around, stretch out my legs, do my absolute best to play this off like it was nothing. And, except for a scrape across my arm where I landed, I feel all right. The adrenaline racing through my body is working wonders, and the anxiety symptoms have almost lifted.

			“Feel great. Just lost my balance. Went down pretty easy, though.”

			“It didn’t look easy. I think you were out a sec,” Robbie says.

			“I think he was,” Diego agrees.

			“Rob, I’m good,” I snap back. I feel the eyes on me—Diego’s mostly, but also from the stands, the players, their teams. Practice on the courts near us has politely paused, and everyone is standing around to make sure I’m okay. I give them a small wave, so they carry on, and the crowd claps as I confirm that I’m alive and well. Nothing to see here, folks. Nothing to see here except World Number Two still hanging out on our court. I flash him a sheepish smile, not sure what to say here.

			“I’m Diego,” he says.

			My head tilts. Yes, that is very obvious. Handsome and humble. What a combo.

			“Austin,” I say, and for the second time, our sweaty palms meet. His grip is as firm as I’d expect based on those biceps, his handshake the kind you feel through your entire body—almost like he forgot that the hand he’s squeezing is attached to the arm I just landed on. But Diego Cruz is touching me, and the tiny pain is worth the price of entry. “Thanks for checking in. And nice to, uh, meet you…as they say.”

			Oh my god, no. Please stop talking now.

			Diego’s coach shouts something that my four years of Spanish classes didn’t quite prepare me to translate, and with a quick goodbye grin he doubles back to practice. I watch him jog away, still in disbelief of everything that just went down—me being the main thing that went down.

			And then I clock the commentators in their booth, their necks and cameras craned toward us. Shit. I think I just made the news.

			“Let’s pack up,” Robbie says.

			“We’ve got like thirty more minutes.”

			“We’re gonna get you checked out.”

			“Rob, no. I said I’m fine. I feel perfectly fine.”

			Robbie sneaks a glance toward ESPN. “Austin, please make this easy. We’ll get back over here, but you need to go with me on this. Calmly.” His tone shifts to icy.

			I’ve never seen Robbie lose his cool, but he’s come close. I don’t know where he is on the potential-explosion scale, but a blowup would likely be a once-in-a-lifetime, catastrophic event, and I’m not gonna test him. I’ve had enough embarrassment for the morning.

			We walk back to the bench and pack up in silence.

			Meanwhile, Diego’s practice has resumed and he’s at the net now, working on volleys. He doesn’t notice us walking off the court, and I try not to notice the kid with the giant tennis ball waiting for my autograph.

			

			—

			“You’re left-handed, right?”

			I nod.

			“Okay, we’ll do your right arm, then. Need to protect that forehand,” the nurse says. I feel a pinch and watch my blood inch toward the collection tube.

			We’re in a small medical room inside the main building for the tournament. Robbie sits in a chair in the corner, arms crossed, staring at the ground, bouncing his leg. The Nike swoosh on his shoe blurs as it moves up and down, up and down. Nike sponsored him when he was on the tour, and he’s still loyal, decked in their gear from head to toe. Always. He tried to get them to sponsor me too, but he hasn’t had any luck. We’ve had interest from other brands, but he’s still holding out hope for a deal with Nike, so he remains a walking commercial for them.

			“Do you mind if I play some music on my phone?” I ask.

			The nurse looks up at me blankly.

			“Austin…” Robbie grumbles.

			“What? It’s, like, silent in here. Music could perk up the mood.”

			Robbie slouches in his chair.

			“All right, we’re all set with the blood,” the nurse says. “We should have your results back overnight, but the doctor said you’re all clear. You guys can hang out here as long as you want.”

			“Thank you. Appreciate your help,” Robbie says. The nurse closes the door, and Robbie and I are alone for the first time since practice—if you can call it a practice.

			He studies me from across the room, his tongue running over his teeth as if he’s composing the world’s most profound speech on how stupid I am. Here we go. Lay it on me.

			He bobs his head, taking his time, and then—

			“Okay…let’s go.”

			All that buildup for nothing?

			“You can carry your bag this time, since you’re feeling so well,” he adds as he walks out the door.

			Well, the room feels extra quiet now.

			I take a breath, and the cold air-conditioning fills my lungs, fully this time. I exhale and stretch my hand out in front of me, extending my fingers. Steady. Dead steady. Seems like we’ve conquered the dizzies. Sometimes when I return to normal, it’s hard to remember what it felt like when it was bad, even if it was only an hour before. It makes me wonder if I imagined it. Is it possible to gaslight yourself?

			I sit there a second longer. There isn’t even a window in this room, just cinder blocks and fluorescent lights and me on this chair covered in thin paper, and slowly, a new sensation takes over. Tears build against my eyes, warm, lonely tears—tears I’ve felt many times before but wasn’t expecting in this moment.

			I’m twenty years old. I’m an adult with a job. But when something goes wrong—when I get sick, when I’m in trouble—I want my mom. Worse, I want Dad. It hurts so badly to need someone you’ll never have again.

			Shutting my eyes as hard as I can, I bury the tears back in my head. If I think about this too long, they’ll fall forever.

			I take another breath. I feel better. Yeah, I feel better.

			I gather my things, I gather myself, and I open the door.
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			Robbie lowers his voice on the phone when I catch up to him down the hall. We push through glass doors to exit the building, and I duck my head, ready to squeeze through the crowd—then immediately stop.

			Mom and Charlotte are standing just outside. I turn back to Rob. “You called them?”

			“They wouldn’t let us come up to see you,” Charlotte says, shooting daggers at security.

			Mom hugs me. “Are you okay?” She squeezes me extra tight, and now I’m no match for the tears. For a second, I feel safe again.

			“It was supposed to be a girls’ day. What are you doing here?” I say, wiping my face. “You’re supposed to be having fun.”

			“Being here is fun,” Mom says.

			Robbie grunts.

			I hug Char, and she takes my face in her hands, studying me for any hint of what’s wrong. “They checked me out. I’m all clear,” I tell her. “Just a little blip.”

			I can see Robbie’s soul leave his body each time I insist that. “We’re headed this way,” he says. “This feels quite…public.”

			We follow Robbie through the crowd of tennis fans. He flashes his badge and says a few words to a security guard, and we climb a set of stairs to enter a vacant Louis Armstrong Stadium. It’s just us and fourteen thousand empty seats. Charlotte stops and rests her forearms against a railing, looking out across the freshly painted court—untouched, unmarked by the shoes and sweat and racket scrapes of the two weeks ahead.

			“Remember when we saw Eriksson here?” she asks me as I join her.

			“How could I forget,” I say. Widely considered the greatest male player of all time, Lucas Eriksson had an absolute choke hold on tennis until he retired and pretty much disappeared from the public eye. He was my idol—still is. The only time I saw him in person was that exhibition match he played here.

			The four of us take scattered seats toward the back of the stadium, in the shade. We sit there in silence for a moment, but it’s not long before I can’t take it anymore. I know why we’re here.

			“So, this is an intervention,” I say.

			No one responds. Suspicion confirmed.

			“I didn’t think we should be here in the first place,” Robbie says, quietly.

			“Here we go,” I say, rolling my eyes.

			“You shouldn’t have dropped out of college.”

			“I was there one semester! Does that even count as dropping out?”

			Mom and Char shift in their seats. They’ll probably let Robbie and me fight this out, and they’re smart to stay out of it. I got a partial tennis scholarship to Arizona State, and every day I was there, all I could see was Dad’s life insurance wasted on a place where I didn’t want to be. He left it for me to jump-start my career, not to wake up every morning in a musty dorm room, with a loneliness I could never shake. And on top of everything else, I was the freshman on the team who was better than everyone else, and no one really liked that.

			“You could be there,” Robbie continues, “living a nice, normal life, slowly ramping up to this. But now…this is too much. It’s too much, too fast, and it’s hurting you. We aren’t ready.”

			“You say we, but you mean I’m not ready. Just want that for the record, ’cause if this is an intervention, language might matter here.”

			“Don’t be a dick,” Robbie says.

			“You don’t be a dick,” I fire back. “You’ve been an asshole since practice.”

			Robbie stands sharply. “You scared me!” His voice booms across the stadium. “I’m not in your brain, Austin! I told you that. I can coach you, I can help you, but I cannot be in your brain,” he says. “I don’t know what’s going on in there. I wish I did.”

			I laugh—no one deserves to be in my brain. This makes him angrier.

			“You have to tell me when it’s getting bad again, and we’ll adjust. You could hurt yourself!”

			“It wasn’t that bad.”

			“You were blinking and you were dizzy and you weren’t focused. Those are the signs.”

			“And you pushed me anyway!”

			“And I shouldn’t have! I’m sorry!” he says, plowing through the words.

			Fuck, I shouldn’t have said that. He’s always been afraid to push me to my limits, and blaming this on him isn’t going to help with that.

			Robbie takes a second, then starts again more softly. “The pressure…the pressure here is sickening. I know it is, because I lived it. I didn’t want you to do this. This is why. You have to be crystal clear mentally. You have to be locked in. And now we’re dealing with viral videos, and history, and—and—” He stutters, shaking his head. “It’s too much.”

			“I’m not dropping out. I know that’s what you’re gonna say I should do, and I’m telling you that there’s zero chance of that. First gay guy to play in a Grand Slam becomes…not the first gay guy to play in a Grand Slam? That sounds fucking stupid. I made it. I made it all the way through qualies. All of that for nothing?”

			“You went down, Austin. It took you down!” He turns to Mom, looking for backup. “He was knocked out—”

			“I wasn’t knocked out, Mom. I closed my eyes for, like, a second. I got dizzy, I tripped, and it went away. I feel perfectly fine now. The doctor said I am—the medical doctor,” I add for emphasis, directing it straight at Robbie, who apparently thinks he’s a doctor too. “I dealt with it in Cleveland, and I almost won the tournament. It comes, it goes, and it’s over. I’ll lay off the caffeine again.”

			“And there’s gonna be more of this…noise,” Robbie says, gesturing. “Video of the whole thing is probably out there already.”

			“ ‘The whole thing’? Is there more?” Char asks, looking up from her seat.

			Robbie turns to her. “Austin goes down, and Diego fucking Cruz leaps over the net and runs to him.”

			“He leapt?” Char asks.

			“Leapt. He was on his own court, opposite side of Austin, and all of sudden he’s running past me like a paramedic.”

			He did what? My head spins as I try to process this.

			“And we were right next to the cameras, and all the people in the stands,” Robbie continues. “There’s probably a hundred angles of it.”

			Char’s face is already buried in her phone, her thumbs flying. If anyone can find something on the internet, it’s her.

			“Holy shit, Auz, he did,” she says. “Do you know him or something?”

			“Lemme see,” I say, reaching for her phone.

			She pushes me away, her eyes glued to her screen. “Why is his shirt off?” she says to herself.

			I turn back to Robbie. I can try to wrap my head around this grand gesture later.

			“Rob,” I say. We look at each other. “I’m not dropping out. It’s not up to you.”

			He sits down again, and as he sinks into his seat I stare at the small bald spot on the top of his head.

			I let out a long breath, hoping it will slow my brain so I can be careful here. This is my decision, but I am extremely aware that it would be very hard to do this without Robbie.

			“I need you to talk to someone,” he says softly, looking out at the court.

			“Like who?”

			“I don’t have what it takes to get you through this,” he says, even more softly.

			“So, like…a therapist?”

			“If you’re not gonna tell me things, you’re gonna have to talk about them with someone else.”

			“We can’t afford a therapist.”

			“No, she’s a friend. She lives in the city. She won’t charge.”

			“Rob, no. I’m not taking a favor from someone else. It sucks enough that you’re not taking a salary.”

			Mom looks down at her feet. Char looks to Mom, then to Rob, then to me. After a moment she ducks back into her phone in an attempt to give us privacy.

			“This is my requirement,” he says.

			“Or what?” I ask. “You’ll walk?”

			He doesn’t respond, and that’s answer enough.

			“Auz, just go talk to someone. It’s not a big deal,” Char says.

			“I know it isn’t. It’s…We have time for this?”

			“We make time for this,” Robbie replies.

			“So, I say yeah, and what? You won’t be a dick anymore?”

			“Austin,” Mom says.

			“You’re good with this plan, Mom?”

			“I tried to get you to see someone, but you weren’t interested.”

			“I wasn’t interested because I can handle it myself.”

			“Clearly,” Robbie says, and I whip back to him.

			“Rob,” Mom says sternly, calling him out on going a step too far. Over the years, there have been plenty of times when all of us have said things we regret, especially during impossible conversations about Dad.

			Robbie hangs his head.

			Mom reaches toward me and gives my neck a gentle squeeze. “I’m leaving tomorrow, and I need to know you’re okay,” she says.

			“You couldn’t change your flight?”

			“The school year just started. They never would have approved this trip if I didn’t do summer school. I can’t ask for more time.”

			“What if you call in sick?”

			“And show up on TV watching you play?”

			“Just cough every once and a while.”

			“Once in a while—remember?” she replies. Mom is an English teacher.

			She smiles. “I’m sorry, Auzzie. I wish I could stay.”

			“All right,” I say, finally letting it go. I’m grateful she was able to be here at all. We tried so hard to make this New York trip work because she’d have a free place to stay with Char and wouldn’t feel guilty about spending too much money.

			“You’ll be playing miles away, on the classroom TV. And I’d feel a lot better if you made a smart choice here. I want you to be careful.”

			After every match, I leave the court and find a text from her waiting for me, even after the matches in different time zones. She doesn’t come close to loving tennis as much as Dad did, but she loves me. It was one thing when I left for college, but being away on the tour, constantly traveling, barely knowing what city I’m in…I know it kills her when we’re apart, when she’s sitting there in our empty house. Some nights it kills me too.

			“Okay, yeah,” I say. “I’ll talk to…the therapist.” I can’t say no to the sadness in her eyes that she tries so hard to hide from us.

			“Forty thousand views on one of these videos already,” Char interjects.

			“And we have to do something about that, get ahead of it,” Robbie says.

			“I’m not saying it was an anxiety attack. I can’t be the gay guy with anxiety.”

			Everyone sits with that for a moment.

			“I don’t want anyone to know,” I say.

			“I mean, anxiety is totally normal, and you shouldn’t have to hide it…” Char says, choosing her words carefully. “But yeah, it would bring more attention,” she continues. “We don’t want more of that right now. And I know that’s rich coming from me.”

			Charlotte’s career as a publicist has already landed her a spot on Gotham Scene’s annual Top Thirty Under Thirty list. And while no one has heard of that website, we sure hear a lot about it from her.

			“No. No more attention. No more distractions,” Robbie says.

			“We can say it was…heat exhaustion? Yeah…” Charlotte follows this thread. “Keep it short, sweet, a quick post, something like Hey, don’t worry about me. Just overheated. Thanks for the assist, Diego. Heart-eyes emoji, xoxo.”

			“I’m not using heart eyes.”

			“Okay, eggplant emoji?” she asks with a smirk.

			“Stop. No, just, like…a handshake emoji, something chill.”

			“Yeah, good. That works too,” she says, jotting notes in her phone, fully entering work mode. “I’ll draft it and send it to you.”

			“You’re writing it for me?”

			“This is literally what I do all day. Let me help.”

			Most of her clients are in tech or fashion, far from professional athletes, but some things are universal, and I will absolutely take what I can get.

			“Fine,” I say, and secretly I’m grateful to have her. Charlotte was away at college in the months before Dad died. We barely talk about it, but one night she got drunk back home, and as fireflies lit up our overgrown yard, she told me how the guilt around that still haunts her. She wasn’t there when she needed to be. But she’s here now.

			I turn to Robbie. “So we’re agreed here?”

			He grunts, which is basically Robbie for yep, and it looks like we have a deal.

			“Rob, I’m sorry for letting that happen. I mean it,” I say. And I actually do. He nods and finally meets my eyes. “Handshake emoji?” I ask.

			I don’t get a laugh, but I do get a shake.
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			That night, I push a luggage cart stacked with suitcases, racket bags, and my “second dinner” burrito bowl down a long hotel hallway. My legs scream with every step—these matches are really catching up to me—and I want to kill Robbie for refusing help from a very kind hotel guy downstairs. A “bonus training session,” Robbie called it. Joke’s on me for insisting that I’m feeling better.

			Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, I see the last bit of daylight dipping behind the Midtown skyline. “Big upgrade from last week,” I say to Robbie, who’s trailing behind me. I’m happy to have escaped the tiny room we shared during qualifiers. “I bet this place has water pressure.”

			“Courtesy of the USTA. Make it to the main draw, you get two hotel rooms.”

			“It pays to win.”

			“Literally.”

			Literally is very true. Winning qualifiers got us a hundred thousand dollars. And yes, I definitely saw dollar signs when I was reminded of that. It sounds like a lot of money—it is a lot of money—but we’re heavily in the red. Once a week, Robbie and I sit down to go over the spreadsheet, carefully documenting everything that goes into and out of our business account: flights, hotels, meals, shoes, racket stringing…All of it adds up quickly, and that’s not including what Robbie’s salary should be—not that he would take it. Our finances will look a lot better if I can get further into this tournament. Grand Slam matches have the highest payout.

			“Okay, this one’s you,” Robbie says, handing me my key. “I’m down the hall.”

			“Shocked you didn’t request adjoining rooms.”

			“Hey, I need a break from you too,” he says, as I heave my bag to the ground. “And I set up your first therapy session at eight a.m. tomorrow. Her name is Helen.”

			“And she’s not charging us for this? How do you know her, again?”

			“I told you, she’s a friend.”

			I squint. “Now, when you say friend…”

			“Nope, no, not doing this. Irrelevant to the situation,” he says, sticking to his trend of being cagey about his love life. He’s snuck away a few times this year, in various places, and seems to have situationships scattered across the world. He was engaged to an actress before he retired, and everyone thought she was going to be the one to settle him down. But it fell apart for some reason, and now he just grumbles anytime that T-Mobile commercial comes on.

			“Is she gonna be able to be objective, though,” I tease, “if you guys have history?”

			“People can just be friends, Austin,” he says, shaking his head. “I’ll text you the address—it’s down in Greenwich Village. Come back up here after, and we’ll head straight to site for practice.”

			I wheel my suitcase into my room, and Robbie hangs by the door a moment longer. “And I know you’re feeling fine now, or that’s what you want me to think,” he says, “but if that changes, I’m right down the hall. My phone’s on the whole night.”

			Immediately, my eyes drop to the geometric print on the carpet. I give myself a beat, willing the tears away. On special occasions, Robbie will say something like that, like a warm blanket that hits me like a bag of bricks.

			God, it’s been a day.

			Robbie lifts his arms to hug me, and I let him. A moment passes, and then he quickly turns, hiding his face when we pull apart. He heads down the hall with his luggage.

			We asked Robbie to speak at Dad’s funeral. He declined, but the night before, he changed his mind. He got up there, and made it through about two sentences before he broke down, couldn’t get through it. That was five years ago, and that whole day is foggy for me, probably for the best. But that memory of him—folded paper in his hand, sobbing—is seared in my mind.

			It’s the only time I’ve ever seen Robbie cry. I think he wants to keep it that way.

			

			—

			I treat myself to a hot shower. I’ve gotten used to cold ones in the morning, even colder ones at night. As painful as they are, they’re good for recovery. Not tonight, though. I crank that shit over to piping hot and steam floods the bathroom.

			I close my eyes as the water pelts my scalp, and I finally let go. Tears mix with sweat and soap as the day rains off my body and circles the drain. When it’s all over, I can breathe again.

			Afterward, I put on one of those plush hotel robes and flop onto the bed, ready to do nothing but rot and read for the rest of the night, but my phone has other ideas. It buzzes and once again lures me to the digital world. Another hundred notifications are waiting. I posted Char’s “heat exhaustion” statement about thirty minutes ago. It was simple, didn’t make much of it, and she even made it sound like I wrote the thing. I’d expect nothing less from Charlotte. It’s no wonder her job loves her so much. She’s brilliant, and most of all, she’s ambitious. We’re similar in that way, hungry to prove ourselves as we race to the top, like we don’t have time to waste.

			The replies are already coming in, and I give them a quick scroll.

			Glad you’re ok austin

			I hate the summer be careful out there

			Hello from Brazil

			U r gay

			Did Diego make you faint?

			I’ve watched every version of the Diego-net-jumping video I could find, over and over, trying to make sense of it. This guy doesn’t even know me. Why did he drop everything he was doing to make sure I was all right, in the most dramatic way possible? Maybe that’s just who he is. Perfect on court. Perfect off court. Volunteers at community tennis centers. Cares about gay dudes in distress.

			Diego please save me next

			I check the view count on this one. Two hundred eighty-eight thousand. I get it. It’s quality content.

			My phone buzzes, and it almost flies out of my hands. I check the notification to make sure I didn’t imagine it.

			Oh my god. Diego Cruz just followed me.

			I tap the profile to make sure it’s really him and not some fan account with tricky spelling, subbing a 1 for an i. Yup, verified and everything. Of course I was already following him—and now I’m blushing alone in my bed. In my defense, everyone in the world is following him, but it still makes me want to melt into the mattress.

			His grid is somehow perfectly curated, in an effortless way. Professional photos and a healthy mix of selfies and shots from his phone. With friends. With other players. With trophies. With his dog. And, down a little farther, with an ex-girlfriend. He stopped posting with her a while ago—not that I’ve been keeping tabs.

			Another notification startles me out of my casual stalking. Holy—

			He DMed me. He just fucking DMed me. God, I wish Char was here. I want to scream. I stare at his message as if it’s a love letter, but really, it’s only one simple word: hey

			How is this happening right now? What do I do? Where is Char?!

			SOS HE DM ME, I text her—no time for grammar—and I go back to his message. How long should I wait to respond?

			Apparently the answer is right around two seconds. yo, I reply.

			Dots pop up. He’s typing. He’s typing!

			Char texts me OMG and an eggplant emoji.

			omgg stop, I text her back.

			Diego replies, Are you staying at the Intercontinental?

			I snap a screenshot and send it straight to Char. he knows where I live. howwww??

			Lol wHeRe YoU LiVe, she fires back.

			I stare at Diego’s question, and carefully consider my response. I need something short. Something chill. Something that doesn’t indicate that I’m currently pacing the room and spinning around in my socks.

			yeh, I reply.

			Not yes, not yeah, I give him a yeh because that’s exactly how easygoing I am. Oh, am I at the InterContinental? Funny you should know that, Detective Cruz. Yeh, I guess I am.

			what room? he asks.

			Immediately I’m back to Char. jfc he just asked what room im in, I text her.

			WUT, she replies. Did you tell him?

			no what should I say, I ask.

			She responds in all caps, because I deserve it. TELL HIM DUMMY

			what if he murders me tho? im the competition and he wants me dead

			I will miss you, she replies, with a gravestone emoji.

			I switch back to Diego and think for a second. why haha, I reply.

			Typing dots.

			Wanna hang? he asks.

			Wanna hang. “Wanna hang?” I say it out loud to make it sound more real, because I can barely believe this is happening.

			yeh, I reply. Me and my favorite word again.

			What the hell is my room number anyway? Caught in the absurdity of the situation, I race over to the door to check the number on the front, and almost lock myself out in the process. im in 968

			I stare at his thumbs-up response, as the reality of all this closes in. Is world number two Diego Cruz on his way to my hotel room right now? Suddenly the bathrobe draped casually around my body seems…sensual, seductive, and not quite the vibe for a hotel hang. I chuck it onto a chair and start tearing through my suitcase, eventually finding my blue hoodie and some shorts I’m pretty sure are clean. In the shuffle, I manage to put on shoes. Wait—do I need shoes? Does hang mean go out somewhere? Does hang mean stay here? What the shit does hang mean? I kick off my Nikes and sit on the edge of the bed, perching like a weirdo. Guess I’ll find out soon.

			

			—

			Half an hour of anxiety-fueled doomscrolling later—a knock. I immediately jump up, but I take my time getting to the door. Be cool. Be chill. After a breath, I pull it open.

			Diego is in a sweatshirt and sweatpants, his hair a little wet, and he’s holding a Nike shopping bag.

			“Yo,” I say.

			“Yooo,” he replies, with a smirk. We stand at the door for a second, nodding our heads about nothing.

			Making friends is weird.

			“I just wanted to check on you, see how you’re doing,” he says.

			“Oh, thanks. That’s…nice.” That’s really nice, actually. “I just overheated a bit.”

			“Yeah, I saw your post. It was rough out there today. Has that happened to you before?”

			“No, not really like that. I’m good now, though, perfectly fine.” I feel a tinge of guilt lying to him, but we barely know each other. I don’t need to get into the details of what happened.

			“Good. Good that you feel good.”

			“Yeah.”

			Another awkward moment. More nodding. A bunch of bobbleheads over here.

			“Do you like Mario Kart?” he finally asks.

			“I’ve…been known to shred some rubber as Princess Peach,” I say, and instantly want to die. My trusty yeh would have been fine here, but I had to get fancy.

			Luckily, he breezes right past this and jerks his shopping bag up. “Wanna play?”

			And before I have time to answer, he pushes into my room and starts fiddling with cords behind the TV. I stand back and watch as he sets up a Nintendo Switch.

			“Sometimes they lock these TVs down,” he says, crossing the room and grabbing the remote off the nightstand. He pulls up a blue screen and arrows through complicated settings I’ve never seen before. “You gotta switch the HDMI input through the service menu…”

			Diego Cruz—tennis by day, Geek Squad by night. His Men’s Health interview failed to uncover this one. A second later, the Mario Kart theme song bursts through the TV speakers. “¡Claro!” He rustles in his bag, tosses me a controller, and hops on my bed like he lives here too.

			I walk over to the other side of the bed, adjust the pillows against the headboard, and join him—careful to leave a healthy distance between us. I mean, he’s the one invading my space, and he’s the one who chose the bed when he could have picked the chair, but as the only gay guy in the room—I think—I don’t want to give him the wrong idea. That may be fucked, but it’s how I’m wired, and it’s how I’m gonna operate tonight. He’s here because he wants to be my friend—for some reason.

			My phone lights up with a text from Char. UPDATE?? I flip it over face down and grab my controller. Diego’s already choosing his character.

			“Who do you normally pick?” I ask.

			“Bowser all day. He’s the heaviest, knocks everyone out of the way. Takes his time accelerating, but after that, can’t stop him.”

			“Solid choice.”

			“Why do you go with Peach?”

			“I get tired of her waiting for Mario up in that castle. She deserves to see the world.” My approach is far less strategic.

			“Fair,” he says, starting to build his kart, “but you should really use Pink Gold Peach instead, so you can up your weight class and stand a chance.”

			“ ‘Stand a chance.’ Has the shit talk already started?”

			“Just some friendly advice,” he says, with a confident shrug.

			“Welp, not sure I need it,” I quip back as the countdown starts. Is bragging about a game I haven’t played in over a year a good idea? Unlikely. But more than I want to win, I want to impress Diego. I flood the engine with gas. Peach, don’t fail me now.

			Diego wins the first race, and the second, and the third—and I should have seen this coming, because this dude loves Mario Kart so much that he travels to strangers’ hotel rooms with it. Plus, it’s a challenge to weave through a bunch of bananas when Diego’s leg keeps creeping closer and closer to mine.

			He’s the kind of gamer who puts his whole body into playing, twisting and turning his shoulders as Bowser powerslides around corners. A few times, he takes his hand off his controller to smack my chest after hitting me with a shell, and it takes me an entire lap to catch back up—and settle back down.

			After another four-part Grand Prix, we switch to Super Smash Bros. at his request. I sneak a glance at the time—it’s almost eleven—and I guess he doesn’t have other plans tonight, which seems strange for someone as social as he is. “So, do you play this with the other guys on the tour?” I ask.

			“Sometimes, but not that much. Usually I’m just playing with myself in my room.”

			I love the fact that he didn’t even hear himself there. I don’t love the fact that getting bricked in these shorts would be impossible to hide. “What do you do when you all hang out, then?”

			“I don’t really hang out with other players that much. I’m usually wiped after a match or practice and don’t really wanna talk to anyone.”

			But you wanna hang with me? Asking that feels too direct. “But you post with them, like, all the time,” I say instead.

			“Do you follow me or something?” he asks, with a cheeky grin. Yup, should have seen that coming. I chuckle through the embarrassment.

			“I mean, some of the guys are cool,” he continues. “I dunno. The posting, the tagging—it’s good for social, keeps the sponsors happy. I kinda have to do it,” he says, and then he turns the inquisition back on me. “Who are your friends here?”

			“My friends…hmm…my friends…Well, I have Robbie, my coach.” I pause, thinking. Everyone on tour pretty much sticks with their teams, or they have a core group of two or three players they’ve known forever and grew up with, and it’s hard to break into those circles. “My sister, Charlotte, lives in New York, so I have her for a bit here. I have some home friends, but I don’t see them much anymore. And I have…a bunch of books.” I cringe as I point to my backpack, on the floor, housing half a dozen paperbacks.

			God, run me over. Why am I such a loser? Why am I surprised none of the other players have shown interest in wanting to hang out? I literally just told someone that books are my friends.

			“Wait. Austin Hardy…Do you know the Hardy Boys books?” Diego asks, going through an enormous revelation.

			I laugh. “Yeah, I know them. Got that a lot growing up. Very fun.”

			“Well, in Spanish they’re Misterios de los Hardy Boys. My mom has a bunch of those books in our library for some reason.”

			Our library—a big upgrade from an IKEA bookshelf in a bedroom. I knew he came from money, but I didn’t know he came from our library kind of money. “Have you read any of the series?”

			He grimaces. “I haven’t, actually.”

			“Hey, I’m not offended. We’re not related,” I reply.

			“My brother watched the show, though.”

			“Ah, thank you for the support,” I say, adding a little salute.

			“I don’t really read a lot. You’ll have to let me borrow something good. I’ll get back into it.”

			“Yeah, sure, I can do that. I’m fresh out of books about boys solving mysteries, though.”

			“So, who are your friends in your backpack, then?”

			Roasting me already. Deserving. And also…hot? I laugh as I thumb through the titles in my head. Most of them are pretty gay. I’m not sure The Song of Achilles would be my first choice for a straight man who hasn’t picked up a book in years. “You can’t meet them tonight. They’re sleeping,” I say.

			“And speaking of, I should be sleeping too,” he replies, glancing at the time on his phone. “Gotta get back to my hotel.”

			“You’re not in this one?”

			“No, I’m up at Hotel Renée.”

			Oh, so he made a whole trip? It’s one thing to take an elevator down a few floors, but he walked from the fanciest hotel in New York and marched his shopping bag down Park Avenue to see me, which seems a little more involved than a convenient check-in.

			“How’d you know I was staying here?” I ask.

			“They put most of the players here. This was me for a while,” Diego says.

			“And this year you got bumped to five-star accommodations?”

			“Exactly. One sponsored post, and I live in luxury,” he says, swinging his legs off the bed.

			“Oh yeah—don’t forget your Switch,” I say as he slides his shoes on.

			“Nah, I’ll just leave it here. We can play another time.” My face must be doing something funny, because he adds, “If you want.”

			“Yeah, sure, I want.” Holy hell.

			“Okay, then,” he says with a nod, and he leans toward me with a goodbye that makes my heart sink.

			A fist bump.

			Suddenly, the grand gestures of net jumping and traveling to my hotel and chilling on my bed are erased by the bro-iest thing you can do. A fist bump places us firmly back in friends territory, and now I’m confused. I’m confused about what he wants. I’m confused about what I want. And before I know it, I’m up, and I catch him at the door.

			“Hey,” I say, and he turns to me in the hallway. “I meant to ask you…I didn’t see it happen in real life, obviously, but I saw the video of you, like, hopping over the net and…rushing over to me…”

			“Was there a question in there?” he asks with a squint.

			Right, yeah, that would be helpful. “I mean…thank you…for that…” I take a second to swallow my heart out of my throat. “And yeah, I guess my question is…why did you do it?”

			He pauses. The silence is excruciating. Why did I even ask? Please just put me out of my misery.

			“Well, I was running to the ball at the net. I saw you fall, and…” He looks down, as if he’s searching for the answer. “I guess I was already headed in your direction.” He says it softly, adding a shrug, and looks back up with the tiniest smile, the tiniest glimmer of something in his eyes.

			My cheeks flush, and we hang there, just looking at each other, my pulse pounding harder with each lingering moment.

			“Um,” he finally says, an idea taking over his face, “we’re in New York City.”

			“We are…”

			“We should do something about that. We have the day off tomorrow.”

			“We do, kind of, yeah.”

			“Do you want to hang out again after practice?”

			“What do you have in mind?”

			He thinks. “This, but bigger,” he replies. I have no idea what that means, and I don’t get an exact answer as he turns to the elevator. “Night, night, Hardy Boy. We’ll talk tomorrow,” he calls down the hall. “Glad you’re feeling better.”

			In a daze, I close the door and float back to my bed. Normally, this would be the moment when I replay every single thing I said and wish I could rewrite the entire night. But this time feels different.

			I grab my phone to find a flurry of texts from Char. What’s going on over there? and Hi hello remember me and I cannot sleep until I know

			we played mario kart and super smash, it was chill, I reply.

			She starts typing immediately. Is super smash an innuendo

			Charlotte and I had a scheduled phone call at nine p.m. every Thursday during the semester I was at Arizona State. We called it “whine o’clock,” because I would tell her about the amazing plans I didn’t have for the weekend and she would tell me how I should be out there trying to find a boyfriend—while she drank half a bottle of wine. Needless to say, she’s very invested in my nonexistent love life, but I’m way too tired to catch her up on this platonic hang session right now.

			no haha call you tomorrow, I text her.

			Another instant response. Auz tell me now did you smashhh

			I smile to myself, reach over to plug my phone in, and fall asleep with the lights on and the woodsy scent of Diego Cruz on my pillow.
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			I’m not sure the barista heard me, so I raise my voice over the hustle of the morning coffee shop the next morning.

			“Decaf—you got that part, right?”

			She doesn’t even look up as she pulls a shot at the espresso machine.

			I stop myself from asking again. And I stop myself from telling her that an energy drink in Tallahassee tried to kill me, and getting my order right is medically necessary. My life and potential anxiety trigger are in your tattooed hands, ma’am. Please handle with care.

			Around me is a healthy mix of suits and Midtown tourists. I walked five blocks out of the way to get here, passing three corporate options on the way. Whenever I get to a new city, I look for a place just like this one, something with Scandi design, baristas ten times cooler than me, and very good coffee—check, check, and we’re about to find out. And if I like it, I go back every day. I like the consistency, the routine. Morning is the one part of my day I can enjoy before the world catches up to me.

			The barista pours the shot over water and sets my drink down on the counter. “Austin. Iced Americano. Extra decaf,” she calls out, sarcasm dripping off her tongue piercing.

			Okay, maybe I deserved that. But the coffee tastes excellent. I’ll be back tomorrow.

			

			—

			Helen’s office is tucked under an older apartment building. I scan through a list of names at the door and buzz her office. And buzz again. No answer.

			ur girlfriend is late, I text Robbie before I open my DMs for the tenth time, looking for anything from Diego. I thought maybe I’d get a Thanks for the hang or something, but it’s been crickets so far. In his defense, it’s only eight a.m., and I haven’t sent him anything either. Don’t want to seem too desperate. But he was very much the main character of my dreams last night. They played out like an extension of our conversation, as if he never even left—me on one side of the bed, him on the other, talking about books and video games and life on the tour. It felt so real that I expected him to be there when I woke up.

			A few minutes pass before a tall woman lugging a New York Public Library tote bag turns the corner. Streaks of gray in her hair catch the morning light as she hurries toward me. “Austin?” she asks, assuming, and extends her hand. “So sorry I’m late. My kids were absolute shits this morning.”

			Beneath her fluster is a British accent, and it’s very hard to ignore that she’s absolutely gorgeous, which does nothing to quiet the Robbie-dating rumors I’ve completely made up in my head. She fiddles with her key in the door. “All right, this way,” she sings, then guides me down the hallway as she takes a gulp from her water bottle.

			“Sun’s barely up and it’s already sweltering,” she says, entering her office. She heads straight to the window, flips on the AC, pulls up the blinds. Light fills the room—stacks of books on the floor, plants hanging from the ceiling, a box of tissues on the coffee table, more of them in a Costco box in a corner.

			“I sit here?” I ask, pointing to a sunken couch.

			“You do. You sit there,” she says, wheeling the chair from her desk closer to me and plopping down with a notebook, “and I sit here.” Helen smiles, observing me as I sit, hands clasped tightly in my lap, my back straight. There’s something about her British accent that makes me want to be proper.

			“I’m not exactly sure how this goes,” I say, crossing my legs and maintaining my posture like a distinguished gentleman.

			“Oh, Austin,” she says warmly, “this goes any way we want it to.”

			I nod. Okay, then.

			“We could start with you telling me why we’re here,” she says after a moment.

			“Oh, I assumed Robbie told you.”

			“Well, no, not exactly. He said that you have a lot of pressure on you right now, and you had some sort of accident at practice, and that’s about it.”

			“I guess I assumed he caught you up. He has a lot of opinions about all this.”

			“I think he wanted to leave the rest up to you.”

			“Right.” I look around the room, trying to figure out where to start. A large poster of dancers hangs framed above her desk—bodies in motion, legs and arms pointed and faded from years in the sun, and Hubbard Street Dance Chicago in cursive across the bottom.

			“How much do you know about tennis?” I ask. I figure we can start there.

			“Nothing, really.”

			“Nothing?” I reply—more sharply than intended. But, seriously, How the hell is this supposed to help, Rob? Players have actual sports psychologists on their teams now, and they know everything about tennis. This already seems like a waste of time.

			“Actually, I saw one of Robert’s matches at Wimbledon,” Helen continues. “A long time ago, obviously. It was exciting, but I found the scoring quite…odd.”

			“Yep, it’s weird,” I say dryly. I swear to god, if I have to explain scoring, we’ll be here all day.

			“And you’re out there on the court, all alone on the grass. It seems lonely.”

			“This one’s a hard-court tournament, but yeah.”

			“Do you feel lonely?”

			And here comes the therapy. That transition wasn’t even subtle. I sigh and consider how I should respond. I’m annoyed, but she’s already picked up on something I’m struggling with—but that one’s an easy guess.

			“Sometimes.”

			“Can you tell me about that?” she asks.

			Sure, I could give her some examples. I could tell her about how a guy I beat in a Futures tournament waved to me when I was looking for a table at player dining yesterday. I waved back, but he was just stretching his arm, so I had yet another meal with Robbie.

			I could tell her about Jake, and what went down freshman year of high school.

			I could tell her I still text my dead dad’s phone number.

			I don’t feel lonely. I am lonely.

			But that’s too much for a first session, and I don’t want to ruin the rest of my day.

			“Well, I didn’t feel lonely last night,” I finally say. “I think maybe…I made a friend?” Shocking that I take this opportunity to talk about my latest obsession. “Which is tough to do on the tour. And some of the guys…they aren’t, like, mean or anything—it’s just, I’m not sure they really want to be friends with me.”

			“Because of your sexuality?”

			“Okay, so Robbie told you a few things.”

			“No, that one’s online.”

			“Right,” I reply—and wonder if therapists are allowed to google their clients.

			“And please forgive my direct questions. We just don’t have a whole lot of time, and I want to cover some ground here. Is that all right with you?”

			“Yeah, sure. I can handle it.”

			“Good,” she says. “And I want to assure you that everything we discuss is between us. I’m not just saying that. I’m bound by law.”

			“Bound by law. That sounds serious.”

			Helen chuckles, and I take it as some kind of win that I can make my therapist laugh. Is that fucked-up? I don’t really care. I have to find a way to make this fun.

			She picks her water bottle up from the floor and takes a few sips. “Already so warm out. Dreadful,” she says.

			“Yeah, it’s made playing a little difficult.”

			“About that—can you tell me what happened yesterday, at practice?”

			“Well…” I pause, figuring out how to sum it up. “I started feeling weird things a few years ago—aches in the front of my face, dizziness, difficulty breathing, things like that. All those usual symptoms came up yesterday. And I’m not stupid—I know it’s anxiety,” I say, my chest tightening even from talking about it, like I’m haunted by an evil anxiety spirit that appears if I mention its name. “I usually feel it most at night, when I’m alone in a hotel room or something. And I try to pinpoint what makes it start, but it’s hard to trace. It comes and goes. It’s hard to predict when I’m gonna feel it, and, I guess, I wish I could figure out what triggers it.”

			I go on to tell her the rest of the story about the anxiety attack. She listens intently, taking notes, occasionally asking questions, and peppering in a few nods and okay, okays. There’s lots of scribbling when I get to the Diego part.

			“He has eight abs? Not the normal six?” she asks, looking up from her notebook.

			“Yeah, the guy’s not quite human.”

			And I get a teeny-tiny jaw drop at the part where he shows up at my room. “Oh my,” she mumbles to herself. More scribbles. I laugh. Helen may be all right, and talking to her doesn’t feel that difficult. My jokes are landing, and she’s hanging on every twist and turn of my story. Am I killing it? Am I nailing therapy?

			When I get to the end she says, “Okay,” for the twentieth time, this one with a little more finality. “Our time is almost up, so let’s talk about some things we can do. One thing I’d like to address…” She shifts in her chair. “I don’t want you to be talking to me because of an ultimatum. I know Robert didn’t explicitly say that, but I don’t know—I think he might’ve implied it? But you, Austin—you—have to want to be here. You have to want to make changes. Otherwise this won’t work. Does that make sense?”

			I mean, it makes sense in theory, but would I be here if he didn’t insist? Slim chance. I’d be on the court or at the gym or getting an extra hour of sleep. I’d be preparing for the most important tournament of my life. But instead of saying any of that, I respond with a “Yeah, sure.”

			“And to get you through this next week—maybe two weeks, if you’re lucky—”

			“I like the confidence.”

			“—we have to make some adjustments that might feel…uncomfortable.” A car alarm starts to wail outside the window, and she raises her voice slightly. “The things leading up to an anxiety attack compound over time. There isn’t necessarily a trigger. But one thing I’m concerned about is…outside noise.” She swirls her finger in the air. “Now, a lot of that is beyond our control, but a very direct path comes from right there.”

			She points down to the phone in my hand. I didn’t even realize I was holding it.

			“You sat on the bench at practice, you read a bunch of hateful comments on there—truly, they sound shit—and it all came bubbling up,” she says, flapping her hands. She’s full of mannerisms. “The connection there seems obvious to me. And I think…” She pauses again, wheels spinning. “We should limit your usage. While you’re here. To keep your head clear.”

			“So, what does that mean exactly? Like, give up my phone?”

			She winces in a “yes, maybe?” sort of way.

			“Completely?”

			“While this is all going on, you could consider it. It’s temporary. And it might be better than just trying to delete a few apps, leaving it in the hands of your self-control.”

			I genuinely can’t believe that this is the advice I’m getting. If I was paying for this session, I’d want my money back. “Yeah, that might be difficult. I need my phone.”

			“So, then my next question is, for what exactly? And is it worth the consequences?” She taps the armrests of her chair and grabs her water bottle, starts to unscrew the top. “Think about it over the weekend, and we’ll pick up on Monday. Robert has us scheduled for the same time.”

			“Okay,” I say, absently. I sit there a moment longer, watching her get up to pour the rest of her water into a planter on the bookshelf.

			“And this is the part when I leave, right?”

			“Yes, this is that time,” she says with a smile.

			“Right,” I say, standing. “Thank you.”

			An older man waits on a chair outside her office. He glances up from under his Yankees hat when I open the door. “Morning,” I say with a nod. He doesn’t respond, maybe because I’m not supposed to talk to the other patients. Clients? What’s the word for us?

			My phone buzzes as soon as I step outdoors.

			A text from Robbie. His message is short, with a period attached to the end. I’ve told him so many times that no one should text with periods. It makes you sound angry, disgruntled—although that’s pretty close to his baseline.

			Your draw is out.

			Another text immediately follows. Don’t look at it. We’ll talk in the car.

			Well, why the fuck did you tell me, then. But he knows I’ve been refreshing the schedule every two seconds. We’ve been impatiently waiting for answers, and now my path to winning the tournament, and every potential opponent I’ll face, is only a tap away. Am I starting Monday or Tuesday? Who am I playing? What court am I playing on?

			Ignoring his advice, I open the tournament players’ app. What’s in there that he doesn’t want me to see without him? What could be so bad? I start to scroll to find my first match.

			Austin don’t look at it, he texts.

			Jesus, okay. I shove my phone into my pocket with an eye roll. I guess I can wait another twenty minutes. Look at me, exercising self-control. And I don’t even need my phone locked away in some hotel safe to do it, Helen. I can handle this all on my own.

			I head back toward the subway with an extra bounce in my step, feeling proud that I’ve outsmarted my first therapy session. Two blocks later, with no sign of the subway, I realize I’m a little lost. And guess what helps me find it. Google fucking Maps. Because that’s the beauty of modern technology, and there’s no way in hell I’m giving it up.
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			When I arrive, Robbie’s already standing outside the hotel, racket bag slung over his shoulder, my bag waiting on the ground. The subway was packed and took its sweet time crawling back up to the hotel, and by the look on Robbie’s face, I see we’re behind schedule.

			“How’d it go?” he asks, checking his watch.

			“Um,” I say, thinking about how to summarize an entire therapy session in a polite sentence.

			“Actually, you don’t have to answer that. I’m just glad you went.”

			“She’s British.”

			“What gave it away?”

			I grab my bag, and Robbie points us toward a fleet of black Cadillacs branded with US Open logos. Coming from a “drive it ’til it dies” Honda family, I always feel out of place in fancy cars, but this is our official transportation for the tournament.

			“She’s really pretty, Rob…seems like your type,” I say to him, sliding into the back seat of one of the cars with a playful grin.

			“Don’t say your therapist is pretty.”

			“Oh, is that against the rules? You know I’m gay, right?”

			“You’re what?!” he replies, joking—and dodging any more Helen talk. He hands me my daily concoction of supplements that could easily be mistaken for a sample of lake water. I give it an extra shake, hoping it becomes drinkable.

			“Straight to site?” the driver asks, turning back to us, removing his dark sunglasses.

			“Yes, thank you,” Robbie replies.

			“Sorry—you’re Robbie Fellows, right?” the driver asks as he starts to drive.

			“I am.”

			“Me and my wife were at your match in Paris on our honeymoon. You played Eriksson when he was just starting out, seventeen or so at the time,” he says, eyes shifting from the road to the rearview mirror for his story. “Oh man, you crushed him in that fourth set. Poor kid’s legs gave out, cramping and whatnot. He wasn’t ready for those long Grand Slam matches. But it was incredible to see. You were terrific.” He slides his glasses back on, and adds, “Sorry. Just had to say.”

			“No problem at all. Thanks for sharing that. It was fun to play him that early in his career,” Robbie says. “I actually stood a chance.”

			Robbie always knows how to navigate situations like this, and they happen pretty frequently. He never made it into the top ten, but he was definitely a fan favorite. Had to have been that sunny disposition.

			The car goes quiet, and I attempt a sip of Robbie’s mystery substance. “This drink feels like punishment today.”

			“Trying a new recipe.”

			“Does it include burnt rubber?”

			I chug the rest to get it over with, and when I come up for air, Robbie has completely turned and is staring right at me. I almost jump out of my seat.

			“So, what do you think?” he asks.

			“Think about what?”

			“The draw.”

			“I didn’t look. You told me not to.”

			“Oh,” he says, surprised, “I didn’t think you’d listen.”

			I throw my hands up. I can’t win.

			“Well, the schedule is out too. We start on Monday.”

			I nod. Okay, I can handle that. Let’s get it over with.

			“Not before three thirty p.m.”

			Great, plenty of time to get ready.

			“We’re on Grandstand.”

			Shit, that’s a big one, the third largest stadium. Why are they putting us there?

			Robbie pauses. “And…we’re playing Volt.”

			Oh. That’s why. My lips purse and I take a deep breath through my nose, trying to slow the meltdown building inside me. I turn and watch the buildings wipe past the window. “Great. Let’s play Volt,” I finally say. We ride in silence a little longer. “How many Slams has he won, again?”

			“He has two Slams…” Robbie says, cautiously, and quietly adds, “And a silver medal.”

			“Right,” I say, nodding to myself, my blood starting to boil. “An Olympian…”

			“Okay, before you spiral on this, can I give you my take?”

			“Not spiraling, just…processing…” And squeezing this bottle like it’s the world’s toughest stress ball. “I mean…this is very unlucky, right? Like, how the hell did I get Volt in the first round?”

			“It’s random, Austin.”

			“Thank you. I know it’s fucking random,” I snap, unable to hold back any longer. “But, like, cosmically, how did I get Volt? What did I do in a past life for this to happen? Did I murder a puppy I’m forgetting about? I’m gonna get knocked out on day one. Fuck!”

			Robbie holds his hand up, trying to lower my volume. I’m sure our friend in the front seat is loving this behind-the-scenes drama. Glad someone is having a good time.

			“Can I give you my read now?”

			“Go for it,” I say, thumping against the leather of the seat. The car is pumped with AC, but I’m starting to sweat.

			“Volt has two major titles,” Robbie powers through my sigh, “but he’s thirty-four. He’s not the same guy he was before, and he’s been injured all year long. He dropped out of the French.”

			“He was in the Madrid final like three months ago!”

			“It was an easy draw.”

			I roll my eyes. “Lucky him.”

			“You’re both lefties, so you’re not gonna have your normal advantage, but he’s gonna have a huge problem with your serve, considering his height, so that’s what we’ll focus on this weekend.”

			“And what’s his injury?”

			“His hip. He’s supposed to have surgery in December.”

			“Merry Christmas,” I mumble. But slowly, my mind switches to strategy. “So keep him on the move, run the fucker out?”

			“I like that spirit.”

			Robbie was right to ask me to wait on checking the draw. This news plus the glacial pace of the subway would have thrown me over the edge.

			“How does the rest of the draw look?” I ask.

			“I think we should take it one match at a time.”

			“You know that doesn’t line up with my desperate need to plan, right?”

			“All of this at once is too much. It’s better if we take this one match at a time and keep you focused mentally. That’s gonna be the difference here,” Robbie says as our driver hangs a right onto a bridge toward Queens. Below us, a ferry crosses in the choppy water of the river.

			“Volt is an asshole. Terrible temper,” the driver says, shaking his head. “You should kick his ass.”

			Now it’s my turn to smile politely. That’s the plan, sir.

			

			—

			There are some things I’m really good at—whipping a forehand winner crosscourt, cracking a 130-mile-per-hour serve—but I’m not so good at making friends, and this is on full display as I warm up in the players’ gym, doing band stretches by myself like a loser. The place is buzzing with chatter, because everyone knows everyone except me. I scan the room for Robbie. He bumped into a friend like ten minutes ago, and I haven’t seen him since.

			A small commotion erupts at the door, and I immediately know who’s there. Diego and Co. have entered the building, and as he makes his way across the gym, every living person there gets a personalized handshake and hug. He’s kissing babies like he’s running for president.

			I turn away, yank the band harder across my chest as he gets closer, laughter trailing in his path. Soon the spice of his cologne reaches me, and I flash back to last night.

			A hand squeezes my shoulder.

			“Hey, brother,” Diego says, extending his fist for what’s becoming our signature greeting and goodbye.

			“Hey,” I reply, with a slight question mark.

			We hold eyes for a split second as our knuckles meet, and I open my mouth to ask what time he’s thinking for tonight—but some player calls out to him, and he quickly moves on. I watch him, frowning to myself, wondering why that encounter was so brief. We just had a whole evening, and I was expecting slightly different treatment than the random physio he’s probably never met who he also just Hey brothered.

			Robbie finally appears, and tosses me a medicine ball, starting a new exercise. “What’s up?” he asks.

			“Nothing,” I say, swinging the ball to my side and flinging it back. “Why?”

			“You look…stumped.”

			Accurate read, but I don’t engage. “Nah, I’m good.”

			“Volt’s in the corner over there. I was just talking to his coach.”

			“How’s his hip looking?”

			“Didn’t see an X-ray. Do you wanna say hello?”

			“Is that something I should do?”

			“You’ve never met before. Might be nice to do it before Monday.”

			“Yeah, fine.”

			Diego’s on a bike, warming up his legs, surrounded by his team and a few other players when I pass him. He doesn’t notice me as I walk by him. Or he chooses not to acknowledge me? I shake my head, even more confused and irritated by the situation.

			“You must be Austin. Nice to meet you. I’m Leon,” Volt says, approaching with a German accent. We shake. “Looking forward to Monday.”

			“Yeah, same.”

			“Your first major, right? Getting around okay?” Volt asks as I size him up. He appears stocky on-screen, but up close I can see that age has left him fairly soft around the edges, and I’m pretty sure he has the record for shortest man to win a Grand Slam. Look at him, making history too.

			“Yeah, I’ve got a good guide,” I say, smirking toward Robbie, who’s off talking to another friend. Volt smiles back, and the skin around his eyes crinkles.

			Shit, I forgot sunscreen.

			“It’s a bit overwhelming, all of this, right? You will get the hang of it—maybe not this year, maybe not this match, but you will. Plenty of time,” he says, stroking his chin. And then he lifts his hand up and slaps my shoulder—so hard that it knocks me off-balance.

			Ah yes, there’s the asshole.

			“You know,” he continues, leaning in so close that I can smell chocolate protein shake on his breath, “my brother is gay. We think.”

			All I can do is look at him and nod, as if that’s the most interesting and least homophobic thing I’ve ever heard. “Cool,” I reply, and just before I wind up to return his shoulder slap, someone shouts behind us.

			“Leon,” the voice says, and Diego is behind me again. “Leon, are you lost?” Volt laughs as Diego pulls him in for a hug, but he clearly doesn’t follow the joke. “What are you doing in the gym?” Diego turns to me. “Austin, this man hates working out,” he says. “I think it took going up against you to get him to lift a weight.” Diego reaches over and grabs a hefty kettlebell sitting on a rack, lifts it high above his head, and plants it on the ground smack in front of Volt. “Have to go heavier, push yourself if you want to keep up with his forehand.”

			Suddenly, I’m flooded with thoughts. First off, I don’t need Diego’s help here. But also, his help is kind of hot. Almost as hot as the devilish smirk sneaking across his lips. Or the veins popping out of his arm from slinging that weight. Or the fact that he knows exactly who I’m playing. He’s been paying attention.

			“Austin, I’ll give you the cheat codes for him tonight,” Diego says, turning to make his way back to his team. “And Leon, I’m only joking,” he says, pointing to him across the room. “Or am I?”

			Leon looks me over one last time, any pretense of friendliness now completely dead. “Very good,” he says, and continues his workout, mumbling something to his coach as I leave.

			“How’d that go?” Robbie asks at the door.

			“Lovely guy. He thinks he has a gay brother.”

			“Thinks?”

			“Yep. Huge ally.”

			My phone buzzes in my pocket, and after I sort through a slew of notifications, my heart just about jumps out of my chest when I see the message.

			Pick you up at 8 hardy boy

			I look up and spot Diego, phone in hand, across the room. He gives me a small salute.

			“What are you smiling about?” Robbie asks.

			I shake my head. For now, I’m keeping Diego all to myself.
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			“Why do you need to be back so early?” Robbie asks as we wait in line at the meat carving station at player dining. We had a brief debate about going to his favorite restaurant in Manhattan, but I’m borderline hangry after a full day of training and practice. Plus, I should be at the hotel with plenty of time to meet Diego.

			“I just want to take it easy tonight,” I reply, avoiding any mention of my real plans.

			I’m a full-on adult, under no obligation to tell Robbie anything about my life outside of tennis, but sometimes he seems like a chaperone. If I told him about tonight, I would get eyebrows and questions and “you need to stay focused” judgment, so I keep my mouth shut until it’s time to inhale as much protein as possible to give any of today’s muscle gains a fighting chance to stick around.

			

			—

			Later that night, I poke my head out and check the hallway for any sign of Robbie before I head downstairs. I slip through the busy lobby full of racket bags and players arriving for the tournament, now only two days away.

			outside! I text Diego, a comfortable ten minutes early, as always.

			Almost immediately, he writes back. Already here, he says. Hop in!

			A car horn honks across the street and there’s Diego, rolling down the window in the back seat. I wait for a safe moment to jaywalk across the street—I’d like to survive long enough to know if this is a date. This isn’t a date, right? It’s just two guys hanging out again. Just him planning something mysterious for us to do. Just him picking me up at my hotel in a Mercedes, early. Just him sliding over as I open the door…and greeting me with another fist bump.

			Not a date. Very much not a date.

			It’s fine. If I say that I want more friends, I should act like it and not try to make this friendship something it isn’t. But holy hell, he smells amazing.

			“How was the day?” he asks as we pull into traffic.

			Morning therapy seems like ages ago—not that I have any interest in disclosing the current state of my mental health to him, or anyone.

			“Not too bad,” I say. “We hit for a few hours after I saw you at the gym.”

			“Conditions were a little better today, not so hot. How’d that go?”

			“Better than yesterday,” I say with a snort, acknowledging my incident and quickly moving on. “Robbie booked a hitting partner, some junior guy ranked number one in New York, a high school senior.”

			“Did you beat him?”

			“Completely dominated.”

			“You’re back in action, then.”

			It certainly feels that way. I’m swarmed with nerves about almost everything around me, but my day has gone well, all things considered. It helped that I was looking forward to this outing.

			“So, where are we going?” I ask after glancing up to see if I can get a clue from the driver’s screen.

			“Well, it’s not going exactly how I wanted. I tried to rent out this place—I thought that would be cool—but they couldn’t do it.”

			I nod along, pretending not to be impressed by the thought of him trying to “rent out” anything at all.

			“Did you tell them who you are?” I ask.

			He laughs. “Some kid is having a birthday party.”

			“Where we’re going? Now I have to know where it is.”

			“It turns out, twelve-year-olds like real-life Mario Kart too.”

			“Holy shit—are we driving go-karts?”

			“If that sounds good to you,” he says, with a shrug and a smile.

			“It sounds great to me. Is it okay with the twelve-year-olds?”

			“We probably shouldn’t beat anyone on their birthday, right?”

			“I don’t know. Twelve is a big age. Could be time for some difficult life lessons,” I reply. “We did say we were gonna do something New Yorky, though. I’m not sure if this city is known for its go-karting.”

			“Oh yeah, that’s the other thing. This place isn’t even in New York. It’s in New Jersey.”

			“Jersey!” I don’t know why I shout it like that. I’m pretty sure there’s some snobbery about New Jersey from New Yorkers, and it seemed fun to play along. Our driver chuckles.

			“Yeah, there isn’t a single go-kart place in the city. But we can take in the New York sights along the way?” Diego says.

			“That’s gonna have to do,” I respond, turning to look out the window. “What do we have?”

			“Well, to your right,” he says, deepening his voice for a buttery impression of a tour guide, “is the Empire State Building, standing at three hundred eighty-one meters tall.”

			“Did you make that up?”

			“That is exactly how tall it is. Four hundred forty-three meters if you include the tip.”

			“Well, you have to include the tip.” Diego smirks at my low-hanging joke. “How the hell do you know that?”

			“My dad is a real estate developer in Mexico City—that’s where I’m from. He studied architecture in school, and he’s obsessed with skyscrapers and landmarks around the world, which means he thinks I should also be obsessed with them. He would quiz me when we traveled. Still does. So if it’s a famous building, I probably know how tall it is.” He cranes his neck and points out the other side of the car. “That one there—well, now it’s kind of hidden—that’s the Chrysler Building, which is three hundred nineteen meters tall—”

			“With the—”

			“With the tip.” He’s quickly catching on to my humor, and it’s very appealing.

			“Do you have any other fun facts about these buildings?”

			“Usually just the height. It’s pretty useless. Oh, actually,” he says, finger in the air, “the Chrysler Building was the world’s tallest building for eleven months.”

			“Eleven months at world number one. Who knocked it out?”

			“That guy.” Diego points back to the Empire State Building, towering above everything in the area.

			“What a bitch.”

			“Someone’s always after you,” Diego says.

			

			—

			Diego thanks our driver by name, like a genuine gentleman, as we exit the car, and my sneakers touch New Jersey for the first time in my life. At least, I think it’s the first time. I’ve played Futures and Challengers tournaments all over the country in the past year and a half, and it’s all a blur.

			“What color do you want for your head sock?” Diego asks me when we get to the check-in desk inside.

			“Head sock?”

			“Yeah, you wear it under your helmet.”

			“Oh, to protect from, like, lice and stuff?” He laughs. “What? I hear kids’ birthday party and immediately think lice.”

			“It’s for sweat mostly, but sure, maybe that too.”

			“Okay, I’ll take a blue head condom.”

			“And I’ll take a red condom,” Diego says to the desk person, who’s unamused by our banter. But I’m totally fine with that, because through the glass in front of us is an indoor Mario Kart course come to spectacular life. The track, lined with bright neon lights, weaves around itself, up and down, over two levels, and there’s nowhere else I’d rather be, no one else I’d rather be with. And I wonder if Diego feels the same way.

			On instinct, I reach for my wallet when the guy at the front desk tells Diego the total.

			“No, no, hold on to your purse, Princess Peach,” Diego says, handing over his Amex.

			I smile and slide my wallet back into my jeans. Diego’s lifetime prize money is public information, and with all his sponsorship deals, he’s easily clearing millions—plural. So paying for me isn’t a huge deal for him—he was planning on renting out the track, after all—but when you couple that with that teasing grin of his, it feels oddly romantic. And now I’m back to thinking this is a date.

			And then he pulls on the head sock.

			“How do I look?” he asks, turning to me, his face fully covered except for his eyes and the top of his nose, popping out of a small opening.

			“Like you’re ready to burglarize a birthday.”

			“And they won’t even know it was me,” he says, and we start toward the track. I think he throws in a hop and a skip on the way, gleefully watching the electric karts screech around the place.

			Sure enough, not a single preteen recognizes him as we join the lively party, all boys, shoving and yelling, waiting impatiently for the next race. Maybe this was his plan all along. It’s easy to have a night out in incognito mode. I put my head sock on too.

			“How’s it going, man?” one of the adults asks Diego, turning and extending his hand for a fatherly shake. “Which one’s yours?” He gestures to the wildlings in front of us in line. One of them chucks a stuffed animal at his friend. Another one attempts to rip its ear off.

			“Uh,” Diego says, and I try to do the math on how old he would have been when he’d actually conceived one of these hellions. “This one’s mine,” he answers, pointing a thumb at me.

			“Daddy, I want ice cream,” I reply.

			Oh boy.

			Diego’s eyes smile under his mask, but the other daddy doesn’t care for the joke and slowly turns back to his group.

			If Diego was a Sesame Street sock puppet before, he completely morphs into a fantasy when he pulls on his very legit-looking helmet. Safely hidden behind my own helmet, I run my eyes over his suede bomber jacket and the suggestive print under his sweatpants. I don’t really care about Formula One, but maybe I’m becoming a fan.

			“Good luck out there,” he shouts, moving close to my face and giving my helmet a competitive smack.

			I step down into my kart, and my heart rate starts to accelerate before I do. I drag my sweaty palms across my jeans and take a few breaths, because there’s one little embarrassing detail I failed to mention to Diego. As we know, I love Mario Kart, and I’m perfectly fine driving around as Princess Peach in the safety of a digital world, but in real life, I hate driving. I hate it so much that I never even got a driver’s license.

			Yes, I took driver’s ed, and I got a learner’s permit, like everyone else, so I know how to drive. It’s just that sometimes I would get that funny anxiety feeling when I was behind the wheel, that tightness in my chest, the shortness of breath while I was trying to keep my eyes on the road through excessive blinking. I couldn’t shake the creeping thought that I wasn’t safe, that I was destined to die in some fiery crash, so I just stopped driving altogether. It wasn’t a huge deal. Robbie or Mom or Charlotte was perfectly fine taking me to any tournament I needed to get to. We didn’t have an extra car for me anyway.

			The seat belt in this kart straps across both shoulders, and unlike the notoriously treacherous Rainbow Road, our track is lined with safety railings, so I most likely won’t be flying off as we go around any turns. I’m sure I’ll be good here, and none of this was worth mentioning to Diego. Not after yesterday. Not after my fall. I’ve had enough embarrassment in front of him for a lifetime.

			We’re all the way in the back of the group, behind the birthday party. Diego gives me a thumbs-up when I look over at him. God, it was so sweet of him to plan this. If I can get out of my own way, I can have fun here. I deserve to have fun.

			The start of the race isn’t dramatic. It begins with a practice lap, to get a sense of the track, and all of it feels perfectly fine, nice and easy.

			But slow and steady won’t win this race. That’s immediately clear when Diego almost sideswipes my kart and zooms past me as soon as we get a green flag. He’s probably been raring to go back there, annoyed at my grandfatherly speed, and now he’s grabbing his window to pull ahead.

			As he screeches off in front of me, something inside me ignites.

			I grip the steering wheel and start the chase, weaving through kids and karts, up and down the track. I approach a corner and throw my weight into the turn, my tires screaming as I drift around the bend, going full-on Princess Peach, slinging shells, dress whipping in the air, hand on my tiara. Lap after lap, I’m gunning for Diego, competition forcing my anxiety to take the back seat, until—

			Slam! Some motherfucker rear-ends me, and I lurch forward. But these karts were built for a little abuse, and there’s no stopping me now. I use the extra boost to push ahead, shoving my foot harder on the pedal. It’s the last lap, and Diego’s kart is in sight.

			I fly past a pair of kids just trying to have a nice time at the party. Sorry, guys. They’re competing against my ego and my unquenchable thirst to win, which means this won’t end well for them. My foot is glued to the gas pedal as I inch next to Diego, who’s stuck behind one of the party parents. He’s forced to brake on the final turn, and I cut him off rounding the corner, clipping the side of his kart, knocking him into the railing…

			And I narrowly pull ahead for the win.

			I know his ranking doesn’t transfer from tennis to go-karting, but it feels amazing to beat a world number two in anything at anything.

			“Almost got me,” I say to him as we park our karts.

			“We’re going again,” he shouts to me as soon as he removes his helmet.

			“Okay, yeah.”

			“We’re going again,” he repeats, passing me, sprinting to the front of the line for the next race. I can’t read him under his damn head sock, but I hear the pinch of intensity in his voice.

			There’s one thing we both have in common, one thing that unites every single professional athlete.

			We hate to lose.

			

			—

			All it takes for nature to be restored is Diego’s winning the next two races, and he’s back to his fun-loving self for the next hour or so we’re at the go-kart place. We even stop to play a few arcade games before he has one more idea for the night.

			Our car picks us up outside, and Diego hands his phone to the driver, a map open on his screen. “Phil, can we make one more stop—here, please? It looks like we’re right around the corner.”

			Ten minutes later, we’re in a park, a warm breeze in our hair, and Diego’s an inch away from me, looking out across the dark water of what I’m pretty sure is the Hudson River.

			“So, we snuck in something New Yorky after all,” I say. In front of us, glowing in the night, is the Statue of Liberty in all her green glory.

			“I hate to tell you this…”

			“What?”

			“Technically,” Diego says, turning toward me, “the Statue of Liberty is also in New Jersey.”

			“Goddamn it. First go-karts, now her? Can’t New York have anything nice?”

			“Yeah, I did a press event there last year and got the whole history. The city of New York runs it, but it’s on the New Jersey side of the river,” Diego says. “Do you know how tall she is?”

			“Bet you’re gonna tell me.”

			“Ninety-three meters.”

			“The tallest woman I’ve ever seen.”

			“And with those toned arms,” he says, “she’d make a very good tennis player.”

			“It’s kinda nice that we haven’t talked about tennis the entire night,” I say, just now realizing that we haven’t. “I needed the escape.” He has no idea how much I needed it, actually—a break from my nerves. I’ve barely checked my phone the whole time, barely thought about the tournament and everything and everyone I’m up against starting Monday. Diego makes me nervous in a completely different way—and I think it might be the good kind of nervous.

			“I needed the break too. It was a nice way to take my mind off things,” he says. I know what I need a break from, but I wonder what his specifics are. “Thanks for coming with me.”

			It’s funny that he’s thanking me for attending the night he fully arranged and paid for.

			“And very much likewise…yeah,” I reply, in the most awkward phrasing anyone’s ever uttered. But the streetlamp above us is making his eyes sparkle and all of this feels overwhelming and I can’t believe I’m standing here with the hottest, most talented man I’ve ever seen.

			He chuckles, and we linger on each other a moment longer than usual.

			Okay, this part—this part—feels like a date, and I want another and another and another. He initiated this one, and it’s my turn to step up.

			“Do you want to hang out again tomorrow night?” I ask.

			He hesitates. “I have a match on Monday…”

			“Yeah, I do too. A school night for both of us,” I joke. But then my eyes narrow as I realize what that means. “Wait. So we’re…”

			“Yep. We’re on the same side of the draw,” he says. “It’s you and me in the fourth round, Hardy Boy.”

			Oh shit. That nickname is really growing on me. But also—

			Shit.

			I stand there as this new reality settles over our lovely evening of not worrying about tennis. We’re both here for one reason, and it’s not to make friends, or boyfriends, or go on adventures in New Jersey. It’s to win the US Open. In the end, it will always be about the win. And we’re standing directly in each other’s way. Not at the final or the semifinals. In the middle of the fucking tournament.

			Diego, however, doesn’t seem concerned about this, and the teasing continues. “You look surprised,” he says.

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Just…everything that’s happening on your face…” he replies, tilting his head. In his defense, my emotions are generally prominent staples on my face. “Did I spoil it? You’re not one of those guys who don’t want to know who they play, are you?”

			“Well, no, not normally, no. But I was giving it a shot this time around.”

			“Sorry. I have a big mouth.”

			“Eh, I think it would have come up eventually,” I say, scratching the back of my head, my mind spinning.

			“Yeah, and who knows if it will actually happen. Let’s see if I make it that far.”

			I almost scoff. The whiplash from this guy’s extreme confidence to modesty takes a degree in psychology to understand. If he makes it that far? If I make it that far is more like it. And it’s just my fucking luck that I would start with Volt and could have Mr. World Number Two a few days later. The US Open is trying to murder me.

			“Okay, it’s way past my bedtime now,” he says through a yawn from that big, beautiful mouth of his. “Say goodbye to New Jersey.” He starts walking, and in a daze I follow him. “And to answer your question,” he says, hanging back to sling an arm over my shoulder, “yes. I’ll let you have a rematch tomorrow. We can’t go too late, though. It’s a school night, after all.”

			He pats my chest, and there’s my fluttering heart again, flapping hard and high enough to lift me out of this spiral—for now.
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			Back in my hotel room, I make a mistake. I could have let a good night be a good night, but I had to take it one step further. I had to do what I do best. I had to make it weird.

			I thought I’d seen every version of the Diego-net-jumping video, but during my bedtime phone scroll, a special edition catches my eye. Tennis fans like to film practice sessions in slow motion so they can study our technique, and I guess this person was rolling at just the right time, because they captured Diego’s Olympic vault at a glorious 120 frames per second. And they set the video to music, some trending folk song. The chorus kicks in just as the video cuts to a shot of me on the ground, lying there like wet spaghetti, and Diego arriving to save the gay—I mean day. The whole thing has a glowy filter slapped over it, with hearts floating across the screen, making one thing pretty clear.

			Diego and I are being shipped.

			Now, I could have just smiled to myself about this. I could have just sent the video to Char and asked, how does this fan account have access to confidential footage in my brain. But no, for a reason that should be studied in a lab, I also send this video right to Diego.

			And then I make it worse.

			my hero is the message I make the very conscious choice to send as well, just before rolling over and going to sleep and not giving it a second thought.

			But the next morning I wake up with a sinking feeling that was a bad idea. That it might have been a little intense. That sharing that creepy video with a straight guy who seems to be pretty careful about his public image could freak him out, could drive him away in a go-kart with no brakes.

			I open up our messages and find the video of my hero sitting there, too late to unsend, preserved in permanent pixels. And underneath it, nothing, no reply, only—

			A read receipt.

			Fuck. I wipe the sleep out of my eyes as I stare at what I’m almost certain is a snub.

			But…maybe it’s not?

			Maybe he saw it, read it, and was too busy to write back. Or maybe he didn’t think it was funny and went on with his morning, but it’s all gonna be fine. These are the best-case scenarios I construct as I go about my Sunday, the day before my first match at the US Open, when I should be focused on, you know, winning it and giving it all the attention I have.

			But during my morning stretch session, and breakfast with Robbie, and when I arrive to site with my head on a swivel, looking for Diego down every hallway, I cannot shake the thought that I just supremely fucked this friendship up. I’m growing this teeny-tiny read receipt into a mountain, and it’s casting a shadow across my entire day. My brain is a magical place.

			Robbie and I have to walk a bit to get to today’s practice. There are a few courts tucked away in a neighboring park, just outside the main grounds. I’m not positive, but Robbie could have made a special request to practice here. The crowds don’t really make it this far, which means there are fewer distractions. And lucky for me, it also means there’s zero chance of running into Diego, so I can give my scavenger hunt a rest. He’s always scheduled somewhere where people can see him.

			My hitting partner is waiting at the court and greets us with a “happy to be here” smile and wave. He’s the same one from yesterday, the number one junior in New York, or so he keeps telling me. And his name is also Austin, or so he keeps telling me.

			Maybe he was too nervous to ask me for a photo yesterday, but he finds the confidence to do it today. “No, no, let’s do a selfie,” I tell him before he hands Robbie his phone. Robbie’s talents abruptly end at anything camera related, and he insists on taking all pictures horizontally, like a “normal picture.”

			“What should my caption be, do ya think?” Other Austin asks, swiping through the photos we’ve just taken.

			Dude, you don’t want my advice on social media right now. How about my hero?

			He rattles off some options. “Two Austins. No—serving two Austins. How many Austins does it take to hit a forehand? Or maybe just twins, and we’ll see if people get it. Wait. What’s the kind of twins that don’t look like each other?”

			“Fraternal,” Robbie mutters, cracking open a can of balls. “Let’s get started. We only have ninety minutes.”

			“Austin, will you repost when I post? You don’t have to, but will you?”

			“Sure, Austin,” I reply.

			“You have, like, fifty thousand followers now. When I checked the other day, it was five. How can I grow my account like you?”

			“Just…be gay, I guess.”

			Austin thinks about that. “Crap,” he says to himself.

			Robbie points to a clock mounted on the fence. It’s already six minutes past the hour. “Yes, okay, got it,” I say, and pull my phone out of my pocket one last time to check for any sign of life from Diego.

			Wasteland. Tumbleweeds. Nothing.

			“Austin!” Robbie shouts. I quickly type out a message. I can’t help it. Desperation courses through my dumb thumbs.

			hey head sock hows ur day going

			There. The video was easy to ignore, but if he ignores an actual question—yes, a boring one—I’ll know that something is up.

			I grab a racket from my bag and decide that I will not check for a reply until practice is over. Ninety minutes of pure uninterruption. Well, eighty-four minutes. I’m strong enough for that. I think. I hope. Please.

			After a few rallies, it’s clear that Other Austin is really upping his game. He’s competing in the US Open boys’ singles tournament next week, and he needs this new energy to stand a chance there. He forces a tiebreak during our practice set, and Robbie barks something from the side of the court about me being impatient. “Good aggression, but wait for those winners,” he adds. “You’re too eager. You’re too eager.”

			Well, now I’m eager and annoyed, because this advice is accurate on too many levels.

			But he’s probably right, and I give his advice a shot, pulling back a bit, just keeping the ball in the court and waiting for Other Austin to make errors—which he does. He’s just a baby trying to kick it with the pros, after all. “Who put that net there?” he shouts with a grin when his serve doesn’t make it over, and “Biscuits!” when I win the tiebreak 7–2. Not the language I was expecting from a kid who grew up on the mean streets of New York. He must be protected at all costs.

			

			—

			Back in Manhattan, I attempt to squeeze myself and my giant racket bag through the dining room of a tiny Italian restaurant. It’s Robbie’s favorite, and he finally got his wish tonight. He’s ahead of me, catching up with the owner, when I take a sharp turn around a table and the edge of my bag snags a wineglass.

			I wince as it shatters across the stone floor.

			The half of the room that wasn’t already watching us shimmy across the chessboard of chairs looks up from their pizza.

			“Sorry, folks. Dinner’s on me,” I say without skipping a beat.

			“Austin!” Robbie hisses.

			“Sorry. Just kidding,” I add, and hurry up to Robbie.

			“Why do you say shit like that?”

			“I am sorry,” I say to the owner, and to the wineglass table.

			Robbie shakes his head as we descend a set of stairs into an enclosed garden and take our seats. Squinting, he reaches for his phone to turn his flashlight on.

			“Oh, and you think I’m the embarrassing one?”

			“Shh,” he says. “You will not ruin my lasagna Bolognese.”

			A whole Margherita pizza later, I grab my phone from the table. It’s already eight p.m., and there’s still nothing from Diego—not even a read receipt on my last message.

			We’d made plans to hang out tonight. I didn’t fucking imagine that, right? Why has he been silent the whole day?

			“Do you know how many times you’ve looked at your phone?” Robbie asks.

			“Oh my god, did you talk to Helen about this?”

			“What? No.”

			“You can’t talk to her about what we talk about. She said it’s illegal. I could arrest you.”

			“You could arrest me?”

			“I have handcuffs. I’m very kinky.”

			He shakes his head, completely at a loss for words. It was just a joke. I don’t have handcuffs. And I’m not kinky. And I think I may be losing it from exhaustion and waiting for a guy to message me.

			“I would very much like to know how your session went, but no, I did not talk to Helen about it. We will not talk about it. That’s how this goes.” He pauses. “And the answer is twenty-two times. You’ve checked it twenty-two times since we sat down.”

			“That’s a lotta counting, Rob.”

			“And each time you pick it up, you do your blinking thing.”

			Okay, that part I wasn’t clocking. “I felt fine this weekend. I’m not just saying that.”

			“I’m glad to hear it. I’d like to keep you feeling that way,” he says, and wipes his mouth with his napkin. “So, Helen brought up your phone usage?”

			After a moment, I answer honestly for some reason. “She thinks it might be a trigger.”

			“What do you think?”

			“I think I’m handling it fine.”

			He considers this as we sit in silence. I check my phone again even though it hasn’t lit up, perfectly fine with Robbie’s counter ticking up to twenty-three.

			Fuck it. I just need an answer so this can be over. I start typing.

			yo still on for the rematch tonight?

			My thumb hovers over the Send button. And I fire off the message.

			Setting my phone on the table—face down—I shoot Robbie a smirk. Look at me, taking a screen time break. He shakes his head.

			I creak back in my chair as my stomach starts to turn. Could be the tiramisu. Could be the fact that this third and final message might also go unanswered. I’m really digging a ditch.

			Robbie raises his hand, waiting for the check. And I wait for a response that never arrives.

			

			—

			He left me on read. I’m standing alone in my hotel room, staring at a read receipt—again—which means he opened my message and thought, Oh yeah, Austin. I had plans with him. Oh well, and he went about his night.

			I did not pursue this friendship. This dude hopped the net for me, he Romeo-d up to my room, and he dragged me all the way to Jersey. God, the fire raging in my eyes could burn a hole through the plastic of his Nintendo Switch. It’s still sitting where he left it, like my hotel room is some kind of lost and fucking found.

			I need to erase him from my brain, because this is getting embarrassing. I have the biggest match of my life tomorrow, and I’m spiraling about a guy.

			But is it that hard to just fucking reply?

			I scream at the wall and the stupid painting of a pigeon hanging on it. It’s very dramatic, but I need to get it out of me. Throwing in one more shout, I grab the bucket I’ve been using to fill the tub with ice, and then I stomp down the hallway.

			The ice machine makes a deranged churning sound, spitting out ice as slowly as it possibly can, and I’m on my phone again to kill the time. As promised, I reposted Other Austin’s selfie of us, and I go to his account to check how it’s doing.

			Mistake. Mistake, mistake.

			He finally settled on a caption. T-winning, it says. Short, sweet, vaguely endearing. But the comment section is really running with this one. Looks like my repost of the photo has led my homophobic haters to a brand-new target.

			Gay twins

			Another one??

			Are they dating

			Cool so everyone is gay and named Austin now?

			“Oh my god.” I lean against the coldness of the ice dispenser as my head starts to pound. This is too much. It’s too fucking much.

			Back in my room, I dump the bucket’s contents into the tub and stare down at the freezing water that I force myself into almost every day. I hate ice baths, but I have to be one hundred percent tomorrow, and they’re the fastest way to recover. I chuck my sweats into a pile in the corner of the bathroom and strip off my socks and boxer briefs. And yes, I check my thread with Diego one last time, because I cannot be stopped, cannot be saved.

			And I find—nothing. It’s ten p.m. No reply. Pack it up everyone. It’s over.

			When I step into the bath, the water is a thousand needles on my feet and calves. I power through the pain, and in one quick movement I slide my body in, all the way up to my chin.

			Sharp inhales and exhales through chattering teeth give way to longer ones, and soon I’m thinking about nothing but my breath. The ice forces this. It forces everything out of my mind except one thing: survival.

			Breathe.

			Just an endless road of cold—

			Breeeathe.

			For ten minutes straight—the longest stretch of my day—

			Breeeeeeathe.

			I do not think about tennis. I do not think about me. I do not think about him.
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			She didn’t exactly say it, but I’m pretty sure Helen just told me I look like shit. “Did you get any sleep last night?” is what she actually says, but I can read between the lines.

			“I didn’t get a ton of it,” I reply, cranky, short, once again not pleased to be here.

			“Are you nervous about your first match?”

			“I’d say I’m…normal nervous? But I don’t think that’s what kept me up…” I consider whether I want to confess the real reason—it’s not my proudest moment—as Helen waits patiently in her chair, pen and notebook raring to go. “You know read receipts?” I ask her.

			“I’ve always called them read receipts,” she says, pronouncing it like reed.

			“Agree to disagree,” I reply. Helen shrugs. “So, there’s this guy, and we were supposed to hang out last night, and he kinda ditched me. I sent him a message, he saw it, and he ignored it.”

			“This is the new friend you spoke about last time?”

			“Good memory.”

			“Good notes.” She holds up her pen.

			“I kept waking up every hour to check my phone to see if he’d responded, which he never did. Still hasn’t.”

			“And that kept you up all night?”

			“Well, yeah. And also…I dipped back into the comment sections for all the fun things people are saying.” I brace for impact, because I’m sure she’s gonna run with this. I shouldn’t have even brought it up.

			“Why do you think you did that?”

			“Masochism?” I shake my head. “One girl called me ‘gap-teeth googly eyes.’ ”

			“Oh dear.”

			“So I had like eight naps last night, and I don’t understand, because I barely know this guy, and…I don’t know why he’s making me spiral so hard. It’s annoying. It’s so annoying.”

			“You seemed excited about him last time. Were there particular things about him you liked?”

			“I mean, we had a really fun time just hanging out in my room. And he arranged this whole go-kart thing for us the next day, just me and him.” Helen scribbles. “And he’s…a lot of things I’m not? He’s confident. Everyone likes him. And he’s so much further ahead than me. It makes me wonder why he wanted to hang out with me in the first place.”

			Exhaustion tugs at my eyelids. Why am I not in bed right now? Why am I sitting here, wasting my time talking about Diego? The more I try to forget him, the more I bring him up.

			“I just want to be able to stop thinking about him. Can you help me with that? I can’t stop. It ruined my day, my night. It’s one stupid thing, and I can’t turn off my brain. Why does that happen?” Surely I can get some kind of solution here. Therapy can’t be only about questions.

			“Well…” Helen thinks. “It can happen for a number of reasons, and there are a few things I want to respond to here,” she says, tilting her head. “I’m not hearing a whole lot of confidence from you—on a day when you’re going to need that. Now, I may be entering coaching territory here, so forgive me, but it’s worth saying that you have to remember that you’ve made it this far for a reason. You are talented. And you are worthy of love—and friendship—and you have to be brave enough to trust that. Otherwise, small things like this will throw you, and we can’t afford that right now.”

			As hard as I try, and as much as I need to hear that right now, it’s hard to take a compliment when I feel like shit.

			She points to my pocket. “On a scale of one to ten, how much do you want to check your phone right now to see if he’s messaged you?” she asks.

			“Eleven,” I say. No hesitation.

			She smirks. At least I’m still funny. “It takes years for some of my clients to be that honest with me.”

			Ah, so client is the right word.

			Helen leans closer, elbows on her legs. “I want you to make brave choices today, Austin, on the court and off the court. You know how I feel about the noise around you, and it seems as if it doubled over the weekend. I don’t like this trend. Find a way to silence the noise. And go win your game.”

			“Match. Games are played within a set.”

			Helen sighs. “I think I need flash cards.”

			

			—

			In the back seat of the car, Robbie rests his iPad against his knee. He’s been glued to videos of old Volt matches and updating me on strategy since I got placed in the draw. “See, there—he has a hard time returning outside of his strike zone,” and “You have to keep an eye on when he gets too far behind the baseline. That’s the only time your drop shots will work.”

			There’s a lot of problem-solving in tennis. If your normal game isn’t working against an opponent, you have to be smart enough to find a new solution. You have to shake things up to win. When I start to speak, Robbie turns his head slightly, keeping his eyes on the screen. “I’m making a little adjustment today,” I say, “and I need your help…”

			“I’m listening.”

			I hesitate, staring at the back of my phone.

			Slipped into the clear phone case is a folded airline ticket from my very first trip out of the country, for a Challenger tournament in Barcelona. I lost in the first round, and Robbie and I spent the next day just exploring the city. We toured Sagrada Família, walked the old streets of the Gothic Quarter, and I made an embarrassing attempt to peel prawns. That was more than a year ago, when none of this felt real and it was all less complicated.

			I take a breath—and hand him my phone.

			“Yes?” he says.

			“Will you hold on to that for me?”

			“Yes?” he says again, this time with caution, sensing a trap.

			“I—I think it’s hurting my focus, and I want to try things without it.”

			“Okay…this is not at all a…shocking decision.”

			“You should tell your face.”

			“When would you like it back?” he asks.

			I’m scared of the next part, so I take my time getting it out.

			“When this is over,” I say. Robbie’s eyebrows shoot up. “At least, I want to try for that.”

			“And when you ask for it back—which you inevitably will—what do I do?”

			“You keep it, keep it on, charge it. I’ll give you my iPad too. But when I ask for it back”—I sigh—“don’t give it to me?”

			His eyebrows reach his receding hairline.

			“I mean, maybe I can walk over and use it in your room at night, but I don’t want it around me anymore—for now.”

			“We should have a safe word here, because I know there’s gonna be a fight if I follow these directions.”

			“Okay, yeah, let’s do a safe word,” I say, and both of us pause, thinking.

			“Espresso martini?” he asks.

			I smirk. “Yeah. That works.”

			“Austin, I think this is a very good idea, and I’m happy you got here.”

			“I have one more request,” I say, pulling my sweatshirt over my head—which is really hard to do in a car. I bundle it up and shove it against the window. “Please let me nap the rest of the way there.”

			“You got it.”

			I close my eyes and get twenty minutes of extra sleep.

			

			—

			Other Austin is back again for a quick hit at the practice courts. “Oh, and I’m gonna stick around for your match after,” he says, hovering as I regrip my racket on the bench.

			“Ah, great. Thank you for the support,” I say to him, my eyes narrowed, as I spiral a new overgrip over the handle of my racket.

			“It’s cool, because, like…if you win, I win—because we worked together.”

			“Yeah, it is kinda like that.”

			“Do you think I could sit with Robbie?”

			I glance over at Rob biting his tongue. Charlotte is chatty enough, and I don’t think he wants more company. “I don’t know. You might have a better time with someone else.”

			“Totally cool. I have some friends here today,” he replies, unfazed.

			Using a small pair of scissors, I cut the excess grip at the top of the handle and carefully stretch finishing tape around the end of it. Robbie’s bite-and-tear method is far more chaotic, so this is the one part of my maintenance routine he’s not allowed to touch.

			“Hey, and I saw those…comments on your post,” I say, hopping up. “I’m sorry about all that.”

			“Are you kidding? Dude, that was my highest-performing post of all time. The haters are great for engagement.”

			“It didn’t bother you at all?”

			“Not really. I just blocked some people.” He points to invisible bodies on the court. “Block, block, block,” he says, and turns back to me. “Does it bother you?”

			I glance over at Robbie’s racket bag, the new home for my phone. “Not anymore,” I reply. “If I don’t see it, it doesn’t exist.”

			Other Austin’s eyes go wide. “That’s so profound, dude.”

			

			—

			Robbie and I trail close behind our US Open escort, who guides us through the crowd of fans. The grounds were busy last week, but today is absolutely slammed. I overheard someone at player dining say the tournament has already broken an attendance record.

			“Cruz is down a set,” Robbie says to me.

			Huge screens are mounted to the exterior of Arthur Ashe Stadium, broadcasting live matches. I look up to see Diego’s sweaty face on one of them as he makes his way from his towel to the baseline.

			Robbie is still in the dark about Diegogate, and I’d like to keep it that way, but the downside there is that I can’t tell him to shut up about him. He would start to catch on.

			I sneak a glance at the score. Diego lost the first set 2–6 and is already down a game in the second. The vindictive part of me is happy to see it. Karma’s a bitch, just like you. But it’s very unlike him, especially since he’s playing a qualifier I haven’t heard of, although who am I to judge?

			Robbie and I round a corner, and the perimeter of Grandstand Stadium comes into view dead ahead. A pulse of anxiety jolts through me and settles uncomfortably in my stomach.

			It’s almost time.

			I swing my bag to my side and shove my hand into its front compartment. I fish through grips and packs of gum and finally find my headphones. When I place them on my ears, the noise cancellation kicks in immediately and the hum of thousands of fans washes away.

			I reach for my pocket to grab my—

			Oh my god, I didn’t think this part through. It’s pretty hard to cue up my prematch playlist with no phone. I continue the walk in silence—I can skip the music this time around—but the trouble with that is there’s nothing to drown out my thoughts, and as confident as I’m starting to feel since my perfect practice session this morning, they’re still there. They always are.

			You’re a fluke. You don’t deserve to be here.

			He has two Grand Slam titles. You’re gonna lose.

			The world is watching you, and you’re gonna let so many people down.

			Everyone else will celebrate in the comments.

			“Rob!” I shout to him, a few strides ahead. “I need my phone for a second.”

			He turns, eyes bugged. “No. No way.”

			“Chill. I just need music. You know this.”

			“Okay, well, tell me what to put on, then.”

			“Can I just do it?”

			“Austin. Jesus.”

			“Okay, okay. There’s a playlist.”

			“Called…?”

			I hesitate. “One Direction Drop Shots,” I finally say. My taste in music has changed slightly over the years, but I’ve never grown out of my love for 1D. I’ve pretty much kept that to myself.

			“That’s what you’ve been listening to this whole time? I thought you were trying our classical music strategy.”

			Eriksson famously listened to classical music before his matches, which was deeply on-brand for him as the most graceful man in tennis. There’s an iconic photo of him holding an original iPod, his eyes closed, white headphone cords snaking up to his ears as he sat on the grass of Centre Court at Wimbledon. He said classical music calmed his mind and improved his focus when he went into a match, and Robbie thought it could help me too, but the very first time I tried it, I lost in straight sets, so I gave up and went right back to the Boys.

			“Didn’t work,” I say. “Bach doesn’t do it for me like Harry does.”

			Robbie shakes his head, digs through his bag for my phone. He holds it up to me. “Passcode,” he orders.

			“Put on ‘Girl Almighty,’ please,” I say to him as I tap the screen. “On repeat.”

			“What song?” he asks, turning his ear to my face. He wants me to shout it.

			“ ‘Girl Almighty’!”

			“Coming right up,” he says, and soon my second-favorite One Direction banger begins. My pace rises to match the tempo. Already, I walk with more intention, more conviction. I need all the Direction they can give me for my first Grand Slam match—my coming-out party.

			Robbie stops me just before we split up, me heading to the court entrance and him to his seat. I lift my headphones.

			“One more thing,” he says. “Your nerves will be working against you in the first few games. You’ll be a little tight. If you win the coin toss, choose to receive. Settle in and let Volt do the work up front. Don’t be a hero, and don’t expect to break him in the first game. That will come.”

			“Yeah, got it.”

			Robbie reaches up to grab my shoulder. “Austin, this is big—but not bigger than you.”

			The drums hit and the song starts again as soon as we separate. It plays for twenty seconds or so until it cuts out, Robbie too far for the signal to reach, and now it’s just me and—

			Silence.

			A feeding frenzy starts in my stomach, butterflies devouring the lining, as I walk onto the court, unpack my bag, and meet Volt at the net to start the match. The chair umpire shows us both sides of a coin, I choose heads, and with the flick of her thumb, it spins through the air, catching a quick flash from the sun before landing on the court with a ping.

			“Heads,” she says, and gestures for me to decide whether I want to serve or receive.

			I glance around the stadium. Eight thousand seats, every one of them filled. Fans have gathered around the upper railing too—standing room only.

			Volt bounces on his feet, ready to go. I clock the athletic tape wrapped around his thigh and take one last breath before it all begins.

			“I’ll serve.”
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			This is the longest rally of my life—backhand to backhand, crosscourt, over and over.

			Put an end to it. Make him run.

			I load up and smack the ball back, this time sending it straight down the line. It’s beautiful. It’s speeding. Volt is running, extending his arm to chip it back. My ball lands—

			“Out!”

			—just past the line.

			“Game, Volt.” the umpire announces.

			No. No, no, no. I glance at the score like I don’t already know what it is. I’m down 0–4 in the first set, haven’t managed to win a single game. I’ve come close, but the score doesn’t reflect that. Just a big ol’ zero is all I have to show for my effort, and he’s two games away from locking it in. I’m two games away from getting bageled. This is my debut, and it’s a nightmare.

			I’m simmering to a boil as I walk over to the corner of the court to towel off. I’ve made plenty of unforced errors solely because my racket’s been slipping like a bar of soap in my hand.

			“It’s okay. It’s okay. We got time,” Robbie says from the front row. It makes me angrier, his calm at odds with my inner storm. Charlotte nods next to him, quietly trying to lift me up. She knows better than to say anything right now. He should too.

			I scrape my fingers across the terry cloth of the towel so hard that I could draw blood, and then I whip around back to the court. The serve clock is ticking.

			Breathe. I cannot go down like this. Settle. This match is far from over, and I refuse to set this tone so early. Breathe. I fucking refuse.

			All at once, I can’t contain my rage anymore, and the lid flies off. I thrust my racket up to the sky, and smash it down, stopping just before contact with the court. I empty my lungs into the ground—

			“Aghhhhhh!”

			My scream echoes across the stadium, and the crowd falls silent. I open my eyes to find a kid staring at me from the front row, wide-eyed, scared to death. He must have jumped in his seat.

			I hold my hand up as an apology to him and his dad, both in matching US Open hats. The dad waves me off like I shouldn’t worry about it, but the kid’s still recovering. Murmurs travel the crowd.

			My cheeks flush with regret. Players explode on court all the time. Yell. Scream. Cry. Bash their rackets on the nearest surface. And go to their bag to bash another one. Commentators give us shit for it—fans do too—but it’s hard to control emotions out here, when you care this much, and sometimes you have to find a way to let it all out. I want to be cool, to let nothing get to me, but I can’t chase the impossible, so I’m not gonna try.

			With six seconds left I walk up to the baseline to serve.

			A ball kid tosses me two balls. I keep the one with the least fluff—I need it to be fast—and I pocket the other.

			Bounce, bounce. Bounce, bounce.

			I take a deep breath through my nose and catch a hint of salt water—and I’m back on the beach in California, with Char and Mom and Dad. I’m on my stomach, floating on a surfboard. Behind me, Dad holds it steady, guiding me gently over the waves. The sun warms my neck, just as it does now. I exhale.

			Toss. Hit. The ball flies—right past Volt.

			Ace.

			I glance at the screen. One hundred thirty-five miles per hour. Well, shit. Tied my personal record.

			“15–Love.”

			I serve again, this time slicing to the outside of the court. He barely returns it, and I swat it from the air, a clean winner.

			“30–Love.”

			The crowd claps hard, sensing a shift in momentum. Let’s try that again.

			“40–Love.”

			A few people shoot up to their feet, including the kid I scared. He shakes his fist at me, intensity building in his eyes. I chuckle.

			All right, one more point and we’re on the board, a chance to upgrade from a bagel to a breadstick.

			My serve flies into the net.

			“Fault!”

			It’s okay. It’s okay. I take a second to reset—and something from earlier enters my mind.

			Normally I’d hit another slice serve—it’s forgiving, and it gets the ball in play—but I’ve got a little room to work with here, and, for some reason, I’m feeling like taking a risk.

			I toss the ball, it hangs in the air, and I think about something Helen said. I wrote it off at the time, but now it feels appropriate. I choose to be brave.

			Smack!

			Silence.

			“Game, Hardy.”

			The crowd erupts.

			And then I check the speed clock. One hundred forty-six miles per hour. I catch Robbie mouthing, Holy shit.

			He joins the clapping—remaining fully seated, of course—but astonishment posters his face.

			I don’t think I can climb out of this hole to win the set, but something has definitely changed. I feel it. The crowd feels it. I glance over to Volt, limping off to his towel. He actually feels it.

			A match can turn in an instant. I watched every single Eriksson match when I was a kid, and when he lost a first set I was devastated, convinced that it was all over. But the more matches I watched, and the more I played, I learned that it’s never over until it is. I have confidence, I have momentum, and I have the crowd, and that can make all the difference.

			My buddy in the front row is on his feet again. When I walk by him, he throws his head into the air and releases the deepest, most guttural scream I’ve ever heard come out of a child.

			I laugh. I relax. Volt wins the set—but I take the next one, 6–3.
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			There’s a moment at the end of every match, a handshake at the net. The winner usually pairs it with a gracious smile, a compliment or two, and a short pause to hang back so the loser is the first to shake hands with the umpire. It’s tradition.

			I approach Volt, and the bones in my fingers crumble when he grabs my hand. This fucking guy. He pulls me in, mumbles something I can’t hear over the crowd, and I smile, graciously.

			And I hang back to let him head to the umpire’s chair.

			Because I won.

			My legs are bricks after four sets, but I can agonize over that later. Now it’s time to celebrate. I thank the umpire and turn to the court, throwing my arms into the air, clapping against my racket in appreciation of all the fans. A smile spreads across my entire face as they cheer.

			Robbie points at me, and I point right back. We did it. We fucking did it.

			A tournament official brings me three balls to autograph, and I launch two of them into the stands. I take the third and walk it over to the side of the court. This one already has a home.

			“What’s your name?” I say to the kid, crouching down to get to his eye level. I’m bad at guessing ages, but I bet he’s eight or nine. And I don’t think he was expecting a meet and greet, because he just stares at me, frozen.

			“This is Peter,” his dad says, giving him a small tap on the shoulder.

			“Peter, thanks for being here today. It really helped me out.” I hand him the ball, and he takes it like it’s made of glass. “Do you play tennis?”

			“Yeah,” he says, warming slightly. “Every day after school.”

			“That’s awesome. I do too. Well, no school anymore for me, but yeah. That’s great.”

			“Are you playing tomorrow?” Peter asks quietly.

			“I have a day off tomorrow, but the next day, yeah. I’ll see you both then?”

			Peter turns with hopeful eyes to his dad. “Oh, I don’t know about that,” his dad responds. “These tickets aren’t cheap. We’ll have to see.”

			“Yep, I get it,” I say, standing up. And that’s when I see Peter’s shoes. They knock the breath out of me.

			“Those are cool,” I tell him. He smiles and looks down at his scuffed-up white sneakers—with fresh rainbow laces.

			“Thanks. I wore them for you.”

			And just like that, the kid shatters my heart into a million pieces—broken glass on the court.

			“He saw your interview and had a lot of questions,” his dad says, proudly.

			I nod, because that’s all I can do as I try to collect myself.

			Fans are gathering around the edge of the court. And there are a lot of rainbows out there—on T-shirts, on wristbands, on hats…“Austin! Austin!” they shout, reaching for me with things to autograph. And as I sign my name in ink, again and again and again, a new pressure grows inside me. For the first time, I feel the responsibility.

			I wish I didn’t.

			

			—

			Movies want you to believe press rooms are lively and dramatic and packed with reporters shoving mics into your face and hitting you with gotcha questions. But mostly a press room is just a bunch of people slouched in chairs and raising their hands like it’s AP World History.

			I start with a guy who for some reason is wearing a corduroy jacket in eighty-degree heat.

			“Hi, Austin. Barry Kline, Sydney Post. How do you feel coming off your first win at a major?”

			“Uh, a healthy combo of very good and very dead.” Our match was almost four hours, and the time is pushing nine p.m.

			“Can you…expand on that?” Barry with the Aussie accent and hard-hitting follow-ups.

			“I mean, yeah, I don’t think I’m used to these longer, best-of-five-set matches, so that hill I had to climb after the first set looked pretty steep.”

			I point to a woman in a Mets hat next. “Austin, Theresa Sherry, Online Racket. I wanted to check in and see how you were feeling in the heat today, and if you had any injuries from your fall during practice on Friday.”

			“All good today. The match was later in the day, so I wasn’t really dealing with the heat as much,” I say, doubling down on my cover story. “And no, no injuries. It looked worse than it was. I think Diego might have pulled something hopping the net, though—”

			I catch myself when it’s too late. Why the hell did I just say that? Why did I even mention him? I desperately want to move us out of this question, but dropping Diego’s name is not the answer.

			“Was he injured from that?” she asks, smelling blood.

			Oh my god. “No, no, not at all.” I have to shut this down, or they’ll take this story and run with it.

			“Because he looked fine today.”

			“Yeah, no, that was a joke,” I say with an apology smirk. “A bad one.”

			She smiles blankly. Behind her, Robbie and Charlotte’s eyes bug out of their skulls.

			Another reporter, who I can’t see, chimes in. “Do you have a message for him after his win? Seems like you two are close.”

			“A message? Uh…” My chest tightens. There’s so much to unpack there, but mainly, why is this a question for me, during my press conference? I have to say something, and I have no idea how long I’ve been sitting here with my mouth open. “I guess…keep up the good work?”

			“Last question!” Charlotte blurts out from the back of the room, her voice cracking. These press conferences are run by the tournament comms team, and I’m sure she just got added to a thousand shit lists, but her attempt to save me is exactly why I love her.

			A voice from the corner: “Austin, hi. Matt Reed from the Post. As the first gay man to play in a Grand Slam, can you comment on the historic nature of making it through to the second round?”

			What a send-off.

			“You know, it’s, uh—it’s interesting, Matt, ’cause I feel like everything I’m doing is making history here. First gay guy to qualify, to win a first-round match—yay—to do a presser with you all, to sip from this water bottle, to take a shit in the locker room.”

			Murmurs and scattered laughs.

			“What? I can’t do that? Where am I supposed to shit?”

			“Okay, thank you, everyone,” some guy with a badge says, jumping up.

			And with that, I’m ushered out of the room.

			

			—

			Light pours from the top of Arthur Ashe Stadium as Robbie, Charlotte, and I head back to the courtesy car pickup area, finally alone. “How was that?” I ask.

			“It was the worst and funniest thing I’ve ever seen,” Char says.

			“Thank you so much,” I say, running into her with my shoulder. “Rob, thoughts? I know you got ’em.”

			“I’m too happy with your match to be mad,” he says, “but next time, I just want you to get in and get out without talking about your bathroom breaks.”

			“They didn’t ask me a single question about the actual match.”

			“And you’ve guaranteed that they won’t moving forward,” he replies. “Now you’re the guy who says weird stuff that gives them headlines.”

			The gay guy. The anxiety guy. The says-weird-shit guy. I contain multitudes.

			Charlotte pipes in, reading texts from her phone. “Mom says she loves you, you’re amazing, and she’s so sad she isn’t here. And also…her friend Mary says hi, and you’ve grown up to be very handsome.”

			“Work Mary or Cool Ranch Doritos Mary?” I ask.

			“Unclear.”

			“Thank you, Mom. Thank you, Mary.”

			I throw my bag into the back of an SUV, and slide into the back seat with Charlotte.

			Robbie takes the front, and I consider whether I should ask him the question that’s been eating at me since the presser. “So…Cruz won?” I do my best to make it sound casual, like I don’t even care. I’d check my phone, but I literally can’t, so I’m stuck harvesting information via questions like a child. This tech-free lifestyle is gonna suck.

			“Lost the first set, won the next three.”

			“Aw, twins,” Char says. “Will he come over for Mario Kart again to celebrate?”

			I shoot her a death stare. She winces.

			“Again?” Robbie asks, turning back to us. “You hung out with Cruz?”

			“No. Well, yeah. Briefly.”

			“Is that why you were exhausted this morning?”

			I don’t like what he could be implying there, but I’m pretty sure he doesn’t mean his question that way.

			“No, last night was un-Cruz-related,” I lie. “Anyways, he’s an asshole, and that’s the end of it. Please tell your blood pressure.”

			Robbie stares, wheels still spinning in his head, but soon he relents and settles back into his seat, and I somehow escape a lecture. I’m not sure what this one would have been about, though. The importance of getting enough rest? Not having crushes on the competition? Please not the “wear protection” one again. I still have the six-pack of condoms he gave me, all of them still living quiet lives in their wrappers.

			The conversation returns to normal as we discuss highlights from the match. Robbie sounds truly proud. Char does too, but she always does. I catch extra optimism from Robbie, though. He’s excited, hopeful. I am too. I made it through this match, and nothing went wrong inside my head. More than that, I won.

			Eventually the car quiets, and the hum of the highway starts to lull me to sleep. For the second time today, I lean against the window and close my eyes. I try to savor this amazing feeling—because it never lasts. I’ll wake up tomorrow and feel the fire, the burn in my stomach again. One win is never enough when you want to win it all.
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			Back in my hotel room, a knock interrupts my ice bath. Tough shit, Robbie. I’m busy. I got all the way in here, I settled my breathing, and there’s no fucking way I’m getting out for at least five more minutes.

			Another knock.

			“Not right now!” I shout through chattering teeth.

			I wait. Silence. I focus on my breath again, taking a long drag of air through my nose.

			Another knock—harder.

			Goddamn it! I pull myself out of the ice and toss a towel around my waist. My footsteps soak the carpet as I stomp to the door. “Rob, I’m in the ice!” I shout, and fling it open.

			Diego Cruz stands on the other side.

			“Am I interrupting?” he asks with a grin.

			My mouth drops. “What are you doing here?”

			“You weren’t answering my DMs.”

			I snort. Oh, that’s very rich coming from him. But also—he was messaging me?

			“Yeah, I’m not really using my phone lately,” I reply.

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means that it was distracting, so I’m taking a break.”

			“Oh shit, yeah. Those sports-bettor guys get scary, don’t they?”

			“Something like that.”

			“So no phone at all? You’re stronger than me.”

			A funny thing to say with his arms bulging out of his tank top—next to me, a shivering set of skin and bones in a towel. A draft of cold air hits my back, and I shake harder.

			“You were having a shower?”

			“An ice bath,” I say coldly.

			“Well, finish up. I’ll wait.”

			Wait for fucking what? “Actually, I’m kinda tired, so I’m just gonna pass out after this.”

			“Oh,” Diego says, disappointed. But I don’t give a shit. And then, for some reason—maybe it’s confidence from the match—I launch into it.

			“You know, I thought we were gonna hang yesterday, and I didn’t hear from you.”

			“I know—”

			“I mean, it’s all good,” I say with an aggressive shrug, “but you kinda left me on read.”

			“I know,” he says again, and hesitates.

			I don’t have time for this. “Well, I’m freezing, so I’m gonna hop back in. Totally good to hang at a later date. Just call reception and have them connect you to my room, or send a carrier pigeon or something.” I’m closing the door when he finally finds the words—

			“My dog died.”

			I pause.

			“What?” I say, laughing a little, because this excuse cannot be real.

			“My dog, Dandy, died.”

			I squint at him. I squint really hard, hard enough that if this is an actual, true thing that happened—which it absolutely isn’t—the squinting would be very rude.

			Okay, thinking back, I remember that he does post about his dog a lot—tossing tennis balls to him, taking naps together…It’s some sort of shepherd with long hair and a long snout, and when he pants he looks like he’s smiling.

			Diego’s eyes well up.

			Oh no. Dandy is dead.

			“Shit, dude, I’m so sorry,” I say.

			“Thank you. He was fourteen, but it just really bummed me out and I didn’t want to talk to anyone and…” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry.”

			“No, don’t be at all. Here—come in.” I open the door wider and let him through. “Let me just…put on some clothes.”

			I squat awkwardly in my towel and sort through my suitcase. For a split stupid second, I consider changing right there, in front of him. It’s normal in a locker room, and I don’t want to be weird and scurry to privacy, but this feels a little different—and an ice bath isn’t exactly kind to the size of things.

			“One sec,” I say, heading to the bathroom.

			I pull on sweatpants and, in the mirror on the door, catch a glimpse of him staring down at the floor like a lost puppy. God, I’m an asshole. And a dumbass. I wasted a whole day and night spiraling about someone mourning their childhood best friend. Kill me and bury me with the dog.

			I shuffle back into the room and, mouth scrunched, sit on the edge of the bed, searching for something to say. He beats me to it.

			“You won today.”

			“You won today,” I say back.

			“Look at us,” he says, lifting his head. “We should celebrate.” He nods to himself, as if he’s trying to psych himself up.

			“What do you have in mind?”

			“I want a beer.”

			“Well…” I glance at the clock. It’s almost eleven, and I’m wiped, but I have an apology tour to start. “Let’s get you a beer, then.”

			“Can I wear this?” Diego asks, picking up my old high school tennis team hat from the dresser.

			“Oh, that one’s gross. It’s got sweat all over it.”

			Diego pops it on anyway, doesn’t care at all, and I catch myself staring at him an extra second. Now that he’s in a backward hat, he’s transformed fully into my type. His brown hair peeks out from the hat’s frayed edges, and soon he’s gonna put a beer to his lips and I’m gonna fucking lose it.

			“Let’s go, Hardy Boy.” He grabs my neck and squeezes. His strength shoots through my body and finds its way to my knees, and now I’m back on the Cruz train, as we head to the elevator and step inside. Unfortunately, someone else needs a ride to the lobby too. The door jolts open.

			Robbie stands on the other side, looking just as shocked as I am.

			“Where are you off to?” he asks. Robbie’s boldly moved from a Nike tracksuit to a fitted black T-shirt and jeans, and his cologne enters the elevator before he does.

			“Where are you off to?” I reply.

			“Nowhere,” he says.

			“Me too.” He joins us, and we ride in awkward silence, all facing the door.

			“Congratulations, Diego,” Robbie musters after a moment.

			“Yeah, you too, sir. Serves looked great.” Diego gives me a playful tap with his elbow. Look who’s been keeping up.

			Robbie grunts. Another silence settles over us, and I can’t resist my urge to fill the void.

			“Diego’s dog died,” I blurt out.

			Slowly, Robbie turns. He studies me, then Diego, then looks away.

			“I’m sorry. He’s not very good with emotions,” I whisper to Diego.

			Robbie shakes his head. “You two enjoy your night.”

			“You too, Rob. Back by midnight,” I shout to him through the lobby. He ignores me and exits ahead of us.

			A funny feeling takes over as Diego and I walk side by side down the dark Midtown streets, our steps perfectly in sync. There’s comfort in being with the person you’re obsessed with, not worrying about where they are, what they’re doing—because they’re with you, and they want to be. It’s one less thing for me to spiral about, and I love it. I also love that his arm keeps accidentally brushing mine—or maybe it isn’t an accident at all.

			Soon we arrive at an unmarked door down a set of stairs. Diego turns my hat and pushes it further down his forehead.

			I’ve never been to a dive bar. It smells like cinnamon and sweat, and it would be pitch-dark if it weren’t for the multicolored Christmas lights dangling from the hobbit ceiling. They cast a strange glow across the bar’s scattered faces. An old song Dad used to sing along to in the car plays through antique speakers.

			“What do you want?” Diego asks, heading to the bartender.

			I rarely drink—for a few reasons, including that I’m not quite twenty-one. According to his Men’s Health interview, Diego is careful about what he puts into his body too—he said something a little cringey about how his “body is a temple”—but a rough day is cause for an exception, I guess.

			“Whatever you’re getting,” I respond—the best I can come up with.

			A minute later, he returns with two dark green beer bottles and we grab a small table in the back.

			“Cheers,” he says. “To winning and losing.” A moment passes before I realize what he means by that. I didn’t take him for a philosopher, but he’s full of surprises today. I give him a small, comforting smile.

			“It’s just that it all happened so fast. And I wasn’t even there when they put him down. He must have been so scared without me.”

			“Your parents were with him?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Well, he wasn’t alone, then. That’s the important part.”

			“Yeah,” he says again.

			I take a healthy swig of beer to fill the quiet between us. It’s maybe the fourth beer I’ve ever had in my life, and I think I can officially say I’m not a fan, but I keep drinking, because this conversation has me thinking about Dad. The liquid mixes with the darkness that claws at my stomach.

			“Have you ever lost a pet?” Diego asks.

			“We never had one when I was growing up. I really wanted to adopt a cat, a fuzzy orange one that walked around like an asshole and was only nice to me.”

			He smiles. “I like that for you.”

			“Yeah, that tracks, doesn’t it?” I say, nodding, and considering whether I want to share the next part.

			“I, uh…lost a dad, though?” I finally say. It’s funny phrasing, but that’s the way it comes out. I’m surprised I even said it. Talking about Dad isn’t something I normally offer up. “So I kinda know how you’re feeling…” The undersell of the century, but hey, I’m trying to relate here.

			His face drops. “Oh. I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			He looks genuinely devastated. “I’m really sorry,” he says. “I’m going on and on about Dandy when you—”

			“No, really, it’s fine. It’s not…a competition.”

			“It’s not the same.”

			“Doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt in similar ways,” I say. “Dogs are people too.”

			Dogs are people too. What the hell is wrong with me? I was already nervous, and now I’m talking about Dad and I can’t even form a coherent sentence. I’m sure a dog named Dandy would have made a very dapper man. But still, am I well?

			I shift the focus back to him. “Is this what tripped you up today, in the first set?”

			“No. Well, I don’t know. Maybe. That guy had a nasty slice, and I had to get used to it. After that, it was nothing. But yeah, at every changeover on the bench, I was thinking about Dandy.”

			“So you sit down, you’re sad, and then you just get back up and play like it’s nothing? How do you turn it all off?”

			Diego considers this. “I don’t know. It sort of happens automatically?”

			Must be fucking nice.

			“I step back onto the court and my body knows it’s time,” he says. “I guess my brain does too.”

			“It never wanders?”

			“No, not really. I think about winning the next point.”

			I’d kill to be able to do that.

			“So, how did you beat the Volture today?” he asks.

			“They call him that? Like the bird?”

			“Yeah, Eriksson won Wimbledon four years in a row, and Volt finally found a way to take him down. He tore into him, picked away at every one of his strengths until there was nothing left—no flesh, just bones. The Volture,” he says like he’s finishing a ghost story. “Also, he’s kind of scary and not very nice.”

			“You’ve played him, right?”

			“Yep. Won every time.”

			“Cheers to that,” I say, and our glasses clink.

			“So, how’d you beat him?” he asks, circling back.

			“Uh…”

			“It’s okay. You don’t have to share your secrets before our match.”

			Our match. There it is—our future, haunting us from around the corner. I force a final sip of beer down my throat. This is a problem to deal with later, and a thousand things have to go right for me to get there in the first place.

			“One more round?” he asks, moving on.

			“Okay, sure, but”—I point to my empty bottle—“I hate this.”

			“Why?”

			“Sorry if it’s one of your favorites, but I think beer tastes like carpet water.”

			He holds his hand to his chest, feigning offense. “Order whatever you want, then,” he says, nodding toward bar.

			“Uh, I’m not twenty-one,” I tell him, hesitantly. “And I definitely don’t look twenty-one.”

			“They don’t give a shit here. They’ve never carded me. But maybe that’s because I have grays already.”

			“You do not.”

			“Look,” Diego says, removing his hat—my hat. He shoves his head toward me across the table, and he’s so close that I can smell his fancy hotel shampoo. “They’re in there. Touch it.”

			Slowly, I follow his directions and lift my hand. His hair is thick and dark and smooth as I run my fingers through it. And sure enough, I spot a dozen or so gray pieces.

			“How are you going gray this early?”

			“A new one grows each time I lose. It’s how I track my record.”

			I laugh. “Oh my god.”

			“Okay, so, one more round.” He claps his hands. “I’ll get it. And don’t worry—I’ll find you something better. But you have to play Ping-Pong with me,” he says, gesturing to a rickety table in the far corner of the room. I guess he’s feeling better—or he’s good at masking how he really feels.

			“Ping-Pong, huh? Didn’t get enough tennis today?”

			“I love it, played so much growing up.”

			“What do you call Ping-Pong in Spanish?” I ask.

			“Ping-Pong,” he says, blankly.

			“Makes sense.”

			He stands abruptly, rocking the table. There’s a frenetic energy to his movements, which makes him seem younger than me even though he’s three years older.

			“Okay, let’s think about your drink, then. Sweet or sour?”

			“Sour. No—sweet.”

			“Tequila or vodka?”

			“Eh, I don’t know.”

			“Bubbly or not bubbly?”

			“Not bubbly. Is this a personality test?”

			“Okay, I got you,” he says, and smirks back at me as he walks to the bar.

			Yep. He’s got me all right.

			

			—

			Diego’s tongue peeks ever so slightly between his lips just before he winds up to serve. I’ve noticed it on TV before, but it’s funny to see it this close, in person. I wonder if I look equally stupid with whatever unconscious thing I do before my serve.

			I don’t think this Ping-Pong table has ever seen this much action. The rubber on the paddles holds on for dear life as we smack the ball across the room. I’m about three feet from the edge of the table, almost against the wall, because Diego is hitting so hard.

			You’d think he’d tone things down here, but the dude lives for competition, and his grunts follow each shot. They’re quieter than they are on the court, but they’re there. Is he grunting out of habit or does he think it’s funny? Either way, it’s slightly embarrassing, and I take a sip of my drink to chill out. This one’s a little better than the beer. It’s a mezcal something or other, with a smoky flavor that kind of tastes as if I’m drinking his cologne.

			Diego wins another rally, and shakes his paddle in celebration—just like he shakes his racket on the court.

			He’s up 11–10 now, and serving, one point away from dive-bar Ping-Pong glory. He winds up, and there’s that tongue again. I zero in on it, sticking out the left corner of his mouth. He fires the ball across the table, and I slap it back like lightning. I was right where I needed to be.

			He swings—misses. My point.

			His serve again. This time his tongue sticks out his right side. That means he’s serving to my left?

			He does. We exchange a few blows and it’s my point again.

			Interesting. Is his tongue giving away his secrets? That could be useful. And, adjusting my pants, I wonder what else his tongue could do for me.

			“Hangin’ in the game, Hardy!” he says, teasingly, but I also sense a slight frustration. Per usual, he really wants to win.

			Diego doesn’t know it, but I give him the next three points. It’s late, I’m tired, and I think he deserves an extra win tonight, after the death of his dog that I said was a person too.

			We’ve done a lot of talking tonight, and we walk toward my hotel in a comfortable quiet. After a few blocks, he turns to me. “I was gonna ask you earlier,” he says, his voice soft, hesitant, “but I didn’t know if…”

			He pauses—for a while—and my world stops. I have no idea where this is going, but I know where I want it to go.

			And my heart sinks at his question.

			“How did your dad die? I wasn’t sure if it was okay to ask.”

			Here we are again.

			“Yeah. Yeah, it’s okay to ask,” I say, quietly. “He had ALS. He was diagnosed when he was forty-five, and he died four years later.”

			“Oof,” he says.

			Some people say, I’m sorry. They say, That must have been so difficult. They talk about the ice bucket challenge. They tell me about a friend of a friend who has ALS. Had it. A neighbor told me my dad was in a better place now, with Jesus. But out of all of the responses, “Oof” is really the only one that sums it up.

			And then—Diego Cruz hugs me.

			Right in the middle of the sidewalk in front of the Duane Reade. He wraps his arms around me and holds on tight. We stand there, bodies linked, for I don’t know how long.

			He walks me to the entrance of the hotel, sends me off with a “Night, night, Hardy Boy,” and for many reasons, some happy, some sad, I cry myself to sleep.
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			The next morning, I burst through the door to find Helen sitting at her desk. “I am so sorry I’m late,” I say, out of breath.

			“Well, I was late too,” she says. “Not thirty minutes late, but…”

			“Oh yeah? What was your excuse?” I tease.

			Helen snorts, flutters her hand in the air. “My children. My wife. My life.”

			“Your wife?” I say, as my Robbie-romance theory dies before my eyes—although she could be bi or pan, or she once was straight but now she’s married to a woman because Robbie turned her off to the entire male gender. The theory returns!

			“Don’t pry into your therapist’s life, Austin. That’s my job. But yes—wife,” she says. “You didn’t think Robbie would send you to a straight person, did you?”

			“What? Queer people make better therapists or something?”

			“No. Well…” She tilts her head, considering. “No,” she decides diplomatically. “But sometimes it’s better to be paired up with someone who can relate to your experience.”

			A small photo on her bookshelf catches my eye for the first time, and I run my fingers over its intricate silver frame. Helen stares lovingly at her wife, just as beautiful as she is. The picture is so perfect that it could be a stock photo, except for one thing. “Didn’t want to go with a traditional white dress?” I ask.

			“How boring. Why not shake things up?”

			And she certainly did. Her wife is in white, but Helen wears a baby blue dress covered in a striking floral print. “Stunning,” I say. “Straight out of the Met Gala.”

			“All right, time to sit,” she says, gesturing to the couch, “and tell me why you’re late.”

			“Oh, I just overslept.”

			“Why did you oversleep?”

			I squint, deciding which reason I should give. She squints back. This is only my third session, but I think she can already read me.

			“Well, I won yesterday…”

			“I know. I was watching,” she says. “Well, I caught the final…” She pauses, carefully considering her tennis terminology. “Set?”

			“Very good.”

			“I had to subscribe to ESPN Plus.”

			“Yeah, you’re gonna need that. And thank you.”

			“Congratulations,” she says with a warm smile, and I can tell she means it.

			“Thank you.”

			“Why were you late, Austin?”

			I sigh. “I was out late. With…a boy.”

			“Ghost Boy is back?”

			“Straight from the grave.”

			“And we’re happy about this?”

			A grin spreads across my face. It’s embarrassing, but I can’t help it.

			“Well, this is good news,” she says.

			“I don’t know what it all means, though. Like, I don’t know if he actually likes me. He wants to be my friend, for whatever reason, but I don’t know if he wants anything else.”

			“Maybe he doesn’t know either.”

			“True, yeah.”

			“Has he asked you anything about your sexuality?”

			“Nothing. It’s never come up.”

			“You haven’t brought it up?”

			“Well, no, I guess. I’m obviously not shy about it, but it’s possible to have a conversation and not discuss who you’re attracted to, right?”

			“It is.”

			“And he knows I’m gay. He saw the interview. I mean, that’s how he knows who I am in the first place, I think.”

			“Right. And perhaps it will come up later, naturally.”

			I hesitate, trying to articulate my next thought. “Do you ever wonder why people want to be your friend? Like, why they like you? Is that a normal thing to wonder?”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Like, why someone would go out of their way to be your friend—yours specifically. I think about that sometimes.”

			“Well, there are plenty of reasons why someone would want to be your friend.”

			“I understand it on that level, but there’s a part of me that’s surprised. Like, he’s number two in the world, and he’s banging on my door at night, trying to hang out. How did I get lucky like that?”

			“If you’re choosing to spend time with him, it sounds like he’s the lucky one.”

			I nod. “That’s a nice compliment for a guy who was late.”

			“Well, if you’re late again, no more nice compliments.”

			Helen with the threats.

			“Oh, also”—I pat the pockets of my shorts, putting on a show—“no phone. Gave it up. It’s in Robbie’s custody now. It’s been a whole day,” I say.

			“Really? How do you feel?”

			I thought this update would be met with applause, but maybe that’s not how therapy works.

			“I feel…good? Honestly, I’ve been so busy that I haven’t really missed it much. It’s making me a little nervous not being able to hear from Diego, though.”

			“I’m sure he’ll find a way to reach you,” she says. “You feel fine otherwise? How’s the anxiety?”

			“No symptoms, really.”

			“Not even during the match?”

			“No, I felt good.” I pause. “I’m a little worried, though, that it will sneak back up. It’s almost like…I don’t trust that I’m feeling better.”

			“You’re making changes to protect yourself. If you’re looking for something to trust, trust that.”

			

			—

			I meet Robbie in the lobby of the hotel at nine thirty a.m. for breakfast, right on schedule. Turns out, not having a phone takes careful planning. We’re together most of the time, but Robbie gave me a slip of paper with his phone number on it in case I get lost somewhere and need to make contact. In his mind that was a simple solution, but he failed to account for my social anxiety. There’s no way I’m approaching a stranger to use their phone.

			Across from me and my very specific breakfast of eggs, yogurt, and grapefruit juice, Robbie frowns at his phone.

			“Are you serious?” he asks.

			“What?”

			“You cannot be late to your appointments.”

			“I thought you and Helen weren’t discussing our sessions.”

			“We’re not discussing the content of your sessions. You being rude and late is fair game.”

			“I apologized, and it was fine.”

			He goes back to his oatmeal. “Don’t let it happen again.”

			“Okay, but why are you so grumpy this morning? Last night didn’t go well?” He hasn’t said a word about his date—not that I expected him to.

			He pauses and, with the tiniest breadcrumb of a smile, says, “It went well.”

			“Robbieee, who is sheee?” I sing through a toothy grin.

			He grunts and chuckles, and I know I won’t get any more than that.

			“Where did you and Cruz get off to?” he asks, forcing a new subject.

			“We just sort of walked around for a bit,” I say, hoping that’s where the investigation ends.

			“Hmm…” he says, eyes narrowing. “And what’s happening there?”

			“What do you mean, what’s happening? I’m hanging out with a friend.” I hold for a response but don’t get one. “That seems to bother you?”

			“Well, I don’t want it to be bothering you, especially with everything going on.”

			“It’s not. It’s really nice, actually.”

			“And you’re just friends?”

			“Rob, oh my god, yes. Can’t I be just friends with someone who’s probably straight?”

			He shakes his head at my half joke. “He’s a good-looking guy, and I know how you get.”

			“Oh, so you think he’s good-looking?”

			“Austin, don’t be weird,” he says, glancing up at the waiter refilling our water. “Everyone does,” he adds with a shrug.

			“Speaking of…” I shift in my chair, leaning closer to him. “Can you check one thing for me?”

			“What?”

			“Can you…see if he messaged me?”

			“Jesus Christ.”

			“Just check, dude. It’ll take two seconds.”

			He rolls his eyes and digs through his bag for my phone.

			“He did,” he says, scrolling through my notifications. “Ten times.”

			Whoa.

			“Yesterday,” he adds. Shit. Yeah, I knew about those messages.

			“Nothing today?”

			“Wait—yes, something this morning.” Robbie squints, reading. “He’s asking you about the event tonight. And then he says…‘Hi, Robbie.’ ”

			God, he’s cute.

			“He knows you’re my messenger,” I say, and Robbie shakes his head at the stupid grin spreading across my face. “So, you think we should go to it?” I ask him. “This event doesn’t count as a distraction?”

			A bunch of invites for random tournament-related parties came through as soon as I qualified, and Robbie’s been declining them, but he mentioned this one—some fancy culinary thing—as one we should consider.

			“I think we should say yes to this one,” Robbie says. “It’s not a bad idea to show some face to potential sponsors. You’ll have it in the bag if you just behave yourself.”

			We’ve been trying to lock an apparel sponsor for months now, and we’ve had no luck with the big brands, so maybe he’s right. Plus, it’s one more opportunity to see Diego.

			“Will you text him back and say we’re going?” I ask.

			“I hate this,” he replies as I down the rest of my juice. “I feel like a matchmaker.”

			“Aw, but think about your best-man speech. You can tell the story about how you accidentally saw his nudes.”

			“There better not be nudes, Austin, I swear to god.”

			“Scroll to make sure.”
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			After practice and training and a very quick power nap, Robbie and I follow a guy with an iPad down a long hallway filled with the smells of foods from around the world.

			A pair of large wooden doors open onto a sea of people, soaring cathedral ceilings, and intimidation. I had no idea what to wear to this thing, so I searched for photos from last year’s event—a hack that Charlotte taught me. The guys’ clothes ranged from high fashion to street wear and didn’t give me much to work with. I haven’t worn a suit since Dad’s funeral, and I’ll be perfectly fine if I never wear one again.

			So I chose my finest T-shirt and jeans, and now I’m being ushered to a red carpet with twenty cameras about to capture this stunning fashion moment. “I look too casual for this,” I lean over and say to Robbie as we wait in line for photos.

			“No, everyone’s wearing everything here,” he responds, and he’s not wrong. In front of us, a player from Texas with a mullet is wearing a cowboy hat. But Robbie’s nonchalant attitude about dress codes comes easily to him because he always manages to look good. He’s wearing loafers, and a navy blazer over cuffed blue jeans, and he looks like a Ralph Lauren model.

			My turn to be photographed arrives, and I take my place in front of the step-and-repeat banner.

			“Austin, over here!” someone shouts from the line of cameras.

			“Austin, here! Please, Austin!”

			“Austin!”

			Pretending this isn’t my first red carpet, I follow the voices and move my head toward each camera, the way Robbie told me to. “Okay, are we good?” I say through gritted teeth and blinding flashes. “Hello? Are we good?”

			“That’s good,” Robbie says, off to the side of the carpet, and I drop my head and scurry over to him.

			“Austin, can we play a quick game of Never Have I Ever?” shouts someone with a tiny microphone next to the photographers.

			“No interviews tonight, thanks,” Robbie says, jumping in. He puts his hand on my back and leads me away from the chaos.

			“You don’t want me to talk?”

			“No, you scare me,” he says. “There’s no way in hell I’m letting you play that game on camera.”

			“How’d I do with the photos?”

			“Great work. Going right on the fridge. Your smile is worth a million bucks.”

			It’s actually worth zero bucks, because I never had braces. Charlotte had to get them twice, and there was no more perfect-teeth money after that.

			Across the room, beyond the mass of people, a huge flame shoots into the air—a woman in a chef’s apron cooks a fish on a massive grill. “Ah, there he is,” she says, pointing, a microphone attached to her face. “Diego, join me onstage. Necesito tu ayuda con este pescado a la talla.”

			And there he is. Diego, wearing a dark suit jacket with no shirt, his chest fully exposed—help me—hops onto the stage, to cheers.

			“¡Diego, buenas! ¿Cómo estás, güey?” she says, and kisses his cheek. “I hear you’re a chef yourself.”

			“Oh no, someone lied to you,” he says, also mic’d up. “I’ve been too busy playing tennis to learn how to cook. I’m terrible. My dad is very good though. I love his cooking, not mine.” He turns to the audience with a sheepish grin. “If I’m helping, I don’t know if you should eat this.”

			“But we’re using your dad’s recipe tonight, with a little twist of my own. They will love it! Won’t you?” She gestures to the party for a little support, and he smiles as they applaud. Loves a crowd, this guy.

			After watching the rest of Diego’s show, and inhaling four small plates of Peking duck, I break off from Robbie to go find Diego. I squeeze through the party—some faces I recognize, most I don’t—and make it to a circle that’s formed around him. He stops speaking midsentence when he sees me, and his face lights up.

			“Austin! Dude!” he says, throwing his arm around my shoulder, happy I’m here, and my heart sings with relief. “Does everyone know Austin?” Some polite mumbles and handshakes follow. “Austin, weren’t you just telling me you love popcorn?” he asks, bulging his eyes at me like his question is some kind of code.

			“Uh, yeah?” I reply, playing along. “All kinds. Sea salt, kettle corn, butterscotch…” And now I’m out here just naming popcorn flavors.

			“Okay, they have this chili-coated popcorn over there you have to try,” he says. And with that, he tosses out some goodbyes and we head toward a corner of the room. “I’ve been waiting for you. I’m so over this shit,” he says under his breath. “Here. Let’s go this way.”

			Ducking under a velvet rope, Diego leads me to a set of stairs that circle up to the second level, and we lean over the railing, looking out across the party. “I feel a little underdressed down there,” I say.

			“What do you mean? You look cool.”

			“Okay, you’re wearing a suit jacket with no shirt, and I’m sure it costs like ten thousand dollars.”

			Diego shrugs, because I’m not wrong. And then tilts his head with an idea. He pulls up the sleeve of his jacket, and resting like a crown jewel on his wrist is a watch. He wears it all the time. I’ve seen him on TV, carefully placing it on his wrist, preparing for the interviews after winning a match.

			Light catches the watch’s bright silver as his hand moves toward the bracelet, and in one quick motion, he unfastens it. A shiver runs up my arm as he takes my hand and pushes the watch over my fingers, over my palm, and onto my wrist.

			“There. Now you’re wearing forty thousand dollars,” he says. “Fifty, maybe?” He shrugs. “It’s discontinued, so I think it’s worth a little more.”

			Holy shit. I knew it was expensive, but that price is absurd. “No, no. This makes me so nervous. I can’t wear this.”

			“Try it out,” he says.

			Reluctantly, I drop my arm to my side to test it. The weight of the metal tugs at me. It’s heavier than I expected. It wiggles a bit—his wrist is bigger than mine—but it fits. I run my finger over the three buttons on its side, with no idea what they do and too afraid to ask.

			“Looks perfect on you,” he says, stepping back to take me in. “The dial matches your eyes.”

			What does swooning feel like? Is this swooning? He’s talking about my eyes and giving me watches, and I can’t take much more of it. “Aren’t you supposed to be wearing this?” I ask, because that’s all my brain will give me. “Contractually?”

			“I am…contractually,” he says, mocking me with a smirk. “Oops.”

			Why—why does his unbreakable confidence find its way straight to my dick?

			“So, it’s a chronograph,” he says. “A racing watch, traditionally.”

			“You do love racing.”

			“Known for its precise timing.”

			“Wow, a watch that tells time.”

			“But this one—this one means a lot to me,” he says, ignoring my nervous banter. “It was my first US Open. I made it to the semifinals, broke into the top ten, and signed with Rolex the next day. I could choose any watch I wanted, and I picked this one. The blue dial matches the blue of the US Open courts. I felt like my life changed that week,” he adds, “and I wanted to remember it.”

			Suddenly, we’re interrupted by a voice calling up the stairs. “¿Diego, ontas?”

			Diego puts a finger to his lips.

			“I’m not an idiot. I watched you go up there,” the voice says, switching to English. I think that part was meant for me to hear too.

			“I have to go back down,” Diego says with an eye roll. “Will you stick with me?”

			Will I stick with you? Glue me to your body.

			I follow him down the stairs, his cologne guiding me like a leash. When we reemerge at the event, Robbie spots me from across the room and waves me over. “Shit, I think I have to go chat over there,” I say. “Robbie is fishing for sponsorships.”

			Diego narrowly avoids his team, and we approach Robbie, who’s talking to a woman with a very important-looking haircut. Her face lights up at Diego, and she goes right for a hug.

			“Diego, my love! Are you trying to kill us with that look?”

			Diego laughs and kisses her on both cheeks. “So good to see you, Nicole.”

			“Who is dressing you nowadays? Is it still Andre?”

			“It will always be Andre,” Diego says, and I clock the loyalty.

			I stand awkwardly beside Robbie, in my normal place—and, at the same time, Diego and Robbie both gesture to me to make an introduction.

			“Nicole—” they both say.

			“Oh, no, go ahead,” Diego says.

			Robbie feigns a smile and continues. “Nicole, this is—”

			“Austin!” She goes to kiss me on both cheeks and I attempt to do the same to her. Thank god Diego did it before me, because I would have totally messed that up if I hadn’t had a demonstration. On the second kiss I catch a bit of hair, and that will be something I spiral about when I’m going to bed later—but it was better than accidentally hitting lips and making this the second time in my life I’ve kissed a girl on the mouth.

			“Austin, your Volt match was incredible,” she says. “Congratulations. Just spectacular.”

			“Oh, thank you.”

			“You murdered him.”

			“Well, murder might be strong. He’s still alive—somewhere over there, I think.”

			She throws her head back for a laugh—a little too hard—and grabs my arm to steady herself in her fitted dress. I have no idea who this woman is, but she’s laying it on thick.

			“Listen, Austin. I was just talking to Rob—and this is very unofficial, as there’s a hundred more people who have to sign off on this—but we would really love for you to join our family.”

			“I’m sorry,” I say, sneaking a glance at Robbie. “Which family is that?”

			Robbie shuts his eyes in pain.

			“Oh my god, I’m sorry. Nike. I work for Nike,” she says.

			Okay, oops. But how was I supposed to know that? Nicole from Nike. Nicole from Nike. That should be easy to remember moving forward.

			“We have Diego here, and Eriksson is still with us, of course, and just about anyone else who’s doing amazing things. And we’ve been so impressed with you so far.”

			“That’s very kind, Nicole. We really appreciate that,” Robbie says, his dream coming true in real time—and very easily, it seems.

			“And it’s so important to have representation in this sport,” she says to me, her tone shifting. “I can’t believe it’s taken this long to have an openly gay man in a Grand Slam. You’re a big inspiration. Truly.”

			My smile dips. Only slightly—I have to remain polite. There it is, the real reason Nike wants me. Here I am checking that G in LGBTQ+.

			“Which part interests you more?” I ask.

			“What do you mean?” she replies.

			Robbie’s eyes deaden. Even Diego looks perplexed.

			“Are you impressed with me as an athlete or as a gay athlete?”

			She stares at me blankly, but soon her composure returns. “Both, Austin. Both things are amazing.” The music thumps in the background as our eyes lock in a standoff. I can’t lie—I’m a little impressed that she doubled down.

			“Also, I notice you haven’t been posting on social much lately,” she finally says.

			“Yeah, I’ve been doing a little detox. Right, Rob?” I smack his arm, waking him from his nightmare.

			“Right, totally get that. Gotta stay focused,” she says.

			“Is that an issue? Should he be posting more?” Robbie asks, only now discovering that there may be a downside to his phone-free utopia.

			“No, it’s totally fine. I mean, that could help my case when I pitch this up, but it’s fine, not a deal-breaker.”

			“Right, right,” he replies, thinking.

			This huge plot twist for Robbie is bringing me so much joy right now. Let’s see if I can make his head fully explode. “Well, I really appreciate the interest, Nicole. I have to say, we’re entertaining a few other offers—”

			“And we’d love to set up a meeting to talk further,” Robbie interrupts, trying to save things.

			“Austin, you have to see their offices,” Diego says. “They have a full-size basketball court.”

			“We’ll get you over there, Austin. We’ll set it up,” Nicole says. “And I know you’re very busy with everything now, and these things take a beat, but I’d love to get creative and work faster here. What if…I put together a little gifting and send it over to your hotel? Wear it, don’t wear it—it’s up to you. We can sort out the details later. And until then, if there’s anything you need—seriously, anything at all—please text me. Robbie has my number.”

			“And Robbie has my phone, so that works out.”

			She smiles like she gets my joke, and looks me over one last time. “You are so funny.” We shake hands—thankfully no kissing—and she disappears back to the party.

			Robbie turns to me. “Why,” he says through gritted teeth, “are you like this?”

			“Like what, Rob?” I say, hand to my chin.

			“And what’s on your wrist?”

			“Nothing.” I drop my hand and shoot a quick glance at Diego, which Rob absolutely catches.

			He exhales, trying to calm himself, before Diego chimes in to defuse the situation once again. “How about some pizza, guys? They’ve got a brick oven over there, and I’m starving.”

			“Sounds great,” I say, turning.

			But Robbie grabs my arm. “Look, I know we joke around a lot, but that conversation was not okay. We need a deal soon, and this is the perfect moment to be going after it.”

			“We’re doing much better with the prize money coming in.”

			“It’s not enough, Austin. You know this. We have to set you up for the future.”

			“They want me as a trophy. I want them to be interested because of how I play, not the other stuff.”

			“The other stuff is fucking important too. I don’t understand why you don’t get that.”

			“Oh, you don’t understand. I wonder why.”

			He scoffs. “This is a big opportunity, and you can have it with the snap of your fingers if you just chill out and be grateful.”

			“Hey, you have to wait for the right one, right?” Diego says.

			“Yeah, and I’m not sure this guy gets it either. He’s not hurting for cash,” Robbie says, gesturing toward my wrist.

			Now it’s my turn to scoff. “Okay, I think we’re good here. We’re gonna take a lap.”

			Robbie shakes his head, takes another look at Diego, and heads off toward the bar.

			“I’m ready to get out of here,” I say, turning to Diego.

			“Like, leave?” Diego frowns, considering. He does a quick glance around the room. “Yeah, I guess I’ve kissed enough butts here.”

			Making our escape, we step into a light jog down the hallway, and soon we’re bursting through the front doors and jaywalking across the street toward Central Park. “Up for a sunset stroll?” I ask him.

			“I’m certainly dressed for it,” Diego says, open chest on full view.

			“I think we can fix that.”
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			I don’t believe in fate, but it’s possible that every choice in my life—every success, every failure—has led me to this very moment: standing here with Diego Cruz in front of a rack of novelty condoms in a New York City souvenir store. Pointing. Laughing. Promoting safe sex.

			My wiener does tricks, says one wrapper with a picture of, yes, a dachshund. Luke, I am not your father, says another. I cum in peace, with an alien. And Suck me. I’m famous.

			Diego particularly likes that last one. Don’t have to ask me twice.

			Back to business, we shimmy through an aisle full of tourists, past the snow globes and stuffed taxis, and over to the T-shirts. They do not disappoint.

			“This one. This is the one,” Diego says, proudly holding up his selection.

			“Holy shit.”

			“It’s perfect.”

			“But the whole point of this was to stop you from standing out,” I say. On the front of the white T-shirt, the words U.S.A. OPEN circle a giant tennis ball spinning in front of an American flag. “That’s a walking billboard.”

			“Yes, for the USA Open,” Diego replies, really punching the A. “Whatever that tournament is, I’m not in it.”

			“Yep, you’ll fool everyone.”

			“Oh my god, look at the back.” He flips the shirt around, and it’s ten times worse.

			A tennis ball is the prominent feature there too—it’s the USA Open, after all—but so is literally every other ball known to man. It’s a collage of baseballs, basketballs, volleyballs, even a goddamn pickleball. “Just, all the sports,” I say, taking in the monstrosity.

			Diego turns and flops it on the checkout counter.

			“Sir, I have traveled all the way to New York for the USA Open,” he says, “and I will pay any price for this shirt.”

			

			—

			The sun dips just below the trees as we turn onto an unpaved path in Central Park, away from the evening crowd. Surprisingly, not one person has taken a second look at Diego in his knockoff souvenir outfit, now complete with Pizza Rat shorts.

			“Speaking of new clothes,” Diego says, ducking under a branch, “are we going to talk about Nike?”

			“What about it?”

			“You basically got offered a sponsorship deal back there.”

			“I don’t know. It sounded pretty unofficial to me.”

			“Why aren’t you excited, though?”

			I look at him, considering my response.

			“Since I got here, all the questions I get—everything is about who I’m attracted to. No one cares that I almost broke a serve record. No one cares about how I’m playing.”

			“Why does that bother you, though? Who cares what they say? Just take the money.”

			That’s easy for him to say when all anyone talks about is how incredible he is, the future of men’s tennis. “It’s hard to explain. When I came out, it wasn’t a big deal for most people. And now it is. I guess I’m not used to that.”

			“But, like…” Diego pauses. “Why did you come out if you weren’t cool with people talking about it?”

			I stop, and Diego hangs back. I’m not exactly sure what he’s implying, but his question doesn’t sit right. And why is he pressing me so hard on this? I wanted this conversation to come up eventually, mainly to see if I can get any information about his own sexuality, but this is annoying. Whose side is he on?

			“I am cool with people talking about it,” I say. “I just don’t want it to be the headline. There’s a difference.”

			“I mean, the first gay guy in a Grand Slam—that’s a big deal.”

			“To them, yeah. To me…I dunno. It just comes with a bunch of people being assholes online.”

			“That’s why you gave up your phone?”

			“Kind of.” Which is true, but I skip the part about my sleepless night due to him and his ghosting.

			“I’m just trying to understand why that wouldn’t make you proud,” he says, continuing to double down. “I want to be the first Mexican man to win a Grand Slam. That would make me proud.”

			There’s a difference between the two things. I can’t really articulate it, though. And now I feel like I have to defend myself. “Being gay does make me proud,” I say. “It’s just not the only thing about me.”

			“Right. You’re also smart and funny and bad at Ping-Pong.”

			I laugh, and the tension lifts a bit. We keep walking. “And you will be the first Mexican man to win,” I tell him. “It’s hard to believe that’s never happened before.”

			“I was really lucky growing up,” Diego says. “My family lived next to a private club, and I played there every day. I had access to the best coaches in Mexico City, the best training. And then my parents sent me to train in Florida. I had everything I needed to make it. It’s impossible if you don’t have that support.”

			“If you’re as good as you are, you find a way.”

			“No,” he responds, breezing past my compliment. “You have to be rich and you have to be lucky. I know that, and I’m grateful every single day. That’s why I’m starting my foundation. It’s going to fund public courts in Mexico, make scholarships. I want kids to have the opportunities I had, but that takes lots of money.”

			He’s not wrong, and I’m well aware of that. Most of the players on tour come from wealthy families all over the world. “The only reason I’m here is Robbie,” I say. “He hasn’t charged my family anything since I started working with him in juniors. He’s the rich one, not us. No way could we afford him.”

			“See, there’s the luck part. You’re lucky he’s rich,” he says with a head tilt. “Also”—he winces, looking down at his shoes—“I’ve been trying not to complain, but these loafers are killing me.”

			“I told you to get the matching Pizza Rat flip-flops.”

			We veer off the path and take a seat on a large rock overlooking a grassy field. Diego peels off his shiny leather loafers, now coated in a thin layer of dirt from the walk. We sit together, watching a softball game in the distance.

			After a moment, Diego turns to me slightly and asks, “Why did you come out?”

			“Because I’m gay. You haven’t seen the articles?”

			He laughs. “No, like, was there something that inspired you?”

			I sigh as I consider which version of the story I should tell him. But if I’m honest, maybe he’ll be more comfortable being honest too.

			“My best friend when I was growing up. We were really close. And we would like…mess around and stuff. And it got to the point where we were doing it all the time, hanging out all the time, and I was like, We’re basically dating already. Let’s make it official. So we did. We agreed,” I say, adding a shrug. “Freshman year of high school.”

			The story’s simple and sweet up to then. It was wonderful—falling in love with my best friend, and shouting about it to the world.

			“I was thrilled. I told Charlotte, my parents, a few friends. I don’t think anyone was surprised. They all saw me sobbing at Patrick singing ‘The Best’ to David on Schitt’s Creek.”

			Diego nods. “I loved that part. It made me want to learn guitar,” he says. Hearing that would normally make my heart skip a beat, but I have to finish the story, and unlike Schitt’s Creek, it doesn’t have a happy ending.

			“And then I posted a photo. Me and Jake holding hands. Just a photo of our hands, no caption or anything. I was so nervous to post it, but when I did, it felt amazing, like a weight was lifting from my chest. And I don’t think it was because I was finally coming out to everyone. I think it was about him. He meant so much to me, I was so happy when I was with him, and I wanted everyone to know.”

			I clear my throat.

			“The next day…he changed his mind. He asked me to take the post down. He took it all back like it never even happened, and we basically never hung out again. He wouldn’t answer my texts, ignored me at school, at lunch. And, yeah, that’s about it. I went from having a best friend to having a boyfriend to having…nothing at all.”

			“Shit,” Diego says softly.

			“The rest of the school was cool about it. My family was wonderful. The only issue was him. For some reason, it was just him.” I shake my head. After all these years, I still don’t understand it. “So yeah, it was really shitty, but I just took everything I had left in me and poured it into tennis.” I shrug. “That part worked out, I guess.”

			Across the field, a batter winds up and cracks a softball into the sky. Bright red and white jerseys scatter the bases.

			“Oh, and my dad died a few months later.”

			“Fuck.”

			“Yeah. Fun times.”

			Diego is quiet for a few moments. I don’t blame him. There’s not much you can say after that.

			“Have you dated anyone since then?” he asks.

			“Not really, no.”

			“Hooked up?”

			I pause. Interesting question. “No.”

			Why did I choose honesty here? If Diego thought I was cool in any way before, all of that will get blown up when he does the math and realizes I haven’t touched a dick other than my own in five years.

			“What would you do…when you guys hooked up?” he asks.

			I turn to him, my eyebrow dipping. “What do you mean?”

			He chuckles, looks away. “Never mind.”

			“Like, what would we do?” I ask, basically repeating him, but I want to make sure I understand what he’s asking. And it buys me a little time to cover my shock at his directness.

			He turns back to me, shrugs his shoulder. “Yeah.”

			“I would jerk him off. He would jerk me off. And then we moved on to…mouths.”

			Diego meets my eyes.

			“Oh. Wow, yeah. Good for you,” he says, twisting his hands together.

			“What about you?” I’m surprised I asked the question, but hey, he opened the door.

			“What about me?”

			“Have you dated anyone…recently?” I ask, playing a little dumb, because I’m pretty sure of the answer.

			“Yeah. There was someone for a second, but she lives in Milan, and it never really worked with the distance.”

			This is zero news to me—the someone he’s referring to is a famous Italian model—but describing the relationship as having lasted “a second” is a little suspect. Based on his posts, and my very normal and not at all stalkerish sleuthing, it was six months, maybe longer.

			“We barely saw each other, though,” he continues, “and sexting can only get you so far.”

			“Can only get you off so far.”

			He stares at me, then finally laughs. It took him a beat, but he got there. I had to go for the joke to distract myself from thinking about him having sex with that beautiful woman.

			“There was this one time, though,” he says, leaning in closer. “We had this private villa on Lake Como, with a heated pool. We’re enjoying some wine in the water. I’m behind her, arms wrapped around shoulders, and she reaches back and just pulls down my shorts. And we”—he pauses, lowers his voice—“do it right there, watching the sunset. Anyone could have seen. Maybe someone did.” He turns back to the baseball game with a smug look on his face.

			“Romantic” is all I can say, as jealousy courses through me and gathers in my pants. And now I’m as hard as this rock we’re camped out on.

			“I don’t know. I don’t have time for any of that now. I wasn’t that sad when we ended.”

			“Seems like you have a little time now.” The words slip out of my mouth before I can catch them. That was fucking forward. He looks at me, smirks, and shakes his head as he hops up. Fuck, I wish I hadn’t said that. He slides his shoes on and holds his hand out to pull me up.

			“Uh, I’ll just sit here a second longer.”

			“Why?”

			I pause, shift around, trying to think of a good answer as I wait for my blood to return to its normal places.

			“Oh, I see now,” he says with a smirk. Apparently I wasn’t discreet. He reaches out to grab my hand anyway, yanks me up. “Walk it off,” he says, and smacks my back. “Hardy boy.”

			I’ve never been so embarrassed and turned on at the same time.

			“Should we play Mario Kart?” Diego asks.

			“I don’t want to shatter your confidence before tomorrow,” I reply as we start walking, my hand in my pocket, hiding my dick against my leg.

			“You can’t say shit like that to me. Now we definitely have to play.”

			We cut toward the street as the sky lights up in cotton candy pink and I find myself about to host Diego in my hotel room once again—at his suggestion. I love that we’re getting more comfortable with each other, sharing our hopes, dreams, sexual histories, but I can’t help the nerves creeping back in. I’m so curious about him. He seems just as curious about me—but is it for the same reasons? I’m still clueless about what he ultimately wants here, but I’m enjoying this friendship—I need this friendship—and I don’t want to fuck things up. Not again.

			

			—

			In my hotel room, I’m cruising in first place when a blue shell finds me and hovers just above my head. There’s no recovering from this, because I know Diego is right behind me, ready to pounce. He’s probably the one who launched it.

			The shell detonates in a cloud of smoke, and Peach screams, flying into the air. Diego speeds past me to win the gold, and I’m left in fifth place—an anticlimactic finish for me.

			“Next time, Hardy Boy,” Diego says, reaching for his phone. He’s chosen a healthy distance from me on the bed, and it’s been another very platonic hangout. “Oh shit, look at this.” He moves across the bed to shove his phone in my face, and suddenly our bodies are much closer. On his screen, a helicopter darts across the New York City skyline. “A sponsor wants me to take this to site tomorrow morning.”

			“Whoa.”

			“What time are you going over there?”

			“I think Robbie said nine?”

			“Okay, that would work. Want to come along?”

			“In that thing?” I’m scared enough on airplanes, and a chunk of metal hovering in the air sounds worse.

			“Come on. It would be so fun.”

			“You don’t have to go with your team?” I ask, searching for any way out of this instead of telling him that falling from the sky is my number three fear of all time.

			“No, they can just take a car. Technically, I’m the only one who needs to be in it—and film some stuff for social.”

			“And you trust me as a cameraperson?”

			“I do,” he says, patting my chest. It’s hard to say no when he does that. I sigh, leaning back against the bed frame, continuing to flip through excuses. “Robbie will literally kill me if I ask him about this.”

			“Why?”

			“He’ll say it’s unnecessary. He doesn’t like”—I search for the word—“extravagance.”

			“You seem pretty smart. You’ll figure out a way.” His grin pierces my heart, and at that moment I know that I will. I’ve reached a point where I would risk death to spend even an extra minute with Diego, so I guess I’ve got a new ride to work.
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			Last night ended too late to talk to Robbie about the morning’s transportation, so here I am, up thirty minutes early, heading down the hallway to ask, as an adult man, for a permission slip for a field trip through the sky. I have no idea if he’s had enough time to cool down from our blowup last night, but I really hope he has. Holding my breath, I knock on his door.

			No answer. I knock again.

			Finally, he opens the door, dressed in his athleisure for the day. “Good morning,” he says, with a fully unreadable tone, and stares at me, waiting for a response.

			“Good morning. Very formal,” I respond, echoing his robot voice. “What’s going on?”

			“Well, I was in the middle of my morning meditation. And that’s not going on anymore…” Great. I’ve declined his prized Nike deal, and it’s driven him to meditation. After sharing many hotel rooms with him, I’m painfully familiar with his morning routine, and meditation has never been on the list.

			“Ah, sorry to interrupt.”

			“It’s fine. What’s up?”

			“Well…just wanted to say…I have a ride today, so I can just meet you there.”

			“You have a ride?”

			“I do.”

			“With Diego?”

			“With Diego.”

			He frowns. “Why do you need to go with him? Isn’t his ride the same as ours?”

			“Well, he…has a different ride today.”

			“Can you just say what that means?” Robbie says, frustration growing.

			I open my mouth and brace for impact. “It’s…a helicopter.”

			Robbie bobs his head. Slowly. And we stare at each other as his wheels turn. After a moment of silence, he finally responds.

			“All right. Sounds fun.”

			“Sounds fun?” I repeat. “I thought you’d have more to say than that.”

			“Austin, when you get a yes, just hang up the phone.”

			“Right, yeah. Okay. Thank you,” I say, eyeing him, waiting for some sort of catch.

			“But we need to make something of this.”

			And there it is.

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			He opens his door wider. Four shopping bags, branded with Nike swooshes, are sitting on the floor.

			“Nike already sent things?”

			“Bags were in my room when I got back.” The devil works fast, but PR works faster.

			“Wait. Is this from them?” I ask, gesturing to his zip-up hoodie and sweatpants.

			“Maybe,” Robbie says coyly. “My commission.”

			I push past him and take a look at what they sent: shorts, tees, hats, headbands, three pairs of shoes in my exact size…I throw on a light blue jacket. It’s clean and classic and reminds me of something Eriksson would wear when he was younger. “Are you gonna fight me for this?” I ask Robbie, checking myself out in the mirror.

			“Nope,” Robbie says. “Wear it in your helicopter. It’s gonna be windy. And take lots of video and photos, so we can post them.”

			I turn to him, my eyebrow raised. “I need a phone for that, Rob.”

			“No, you don’t. You need a Charlotte for that.”

			I squint.

			“We need to get you active on social again if we want this contract. And Charlotte’s going to help.” Robbie scoops up all four bags and places them awkwardly in my arms. “So go on your romantic ride, but your helicopter’s gonna have a third wheel. She’ll be with us the whole day. I already talked to her.”

			He struts over to the door and holds it open for me to leave.

			“And when you touch down,” he continues, “we’re putting all of this out of our minds, and we’re gonna have the best match of our lives. Sound good?”

			He grins as if he just hit a drop shot, and slowly closes the door.

			I stand alone in the hall.

			Who just won here? I got my helicopter. He got a step closer to his dream sponsorship deal, a chaperone for my ride, and some of my free shit. Fuck, I think he did.

			“Yeah, sounds good,” I say to no one.

			

			—

			Just off the highway, Diego and I pull up to half a dozen helicopters sparkling against the river. When she spots our car, Charlotte jogs over to us, hand on her hat from the Met, wind whipping her hair.

			“So happy you’re joining us!” Diego says to her, opening his door and raising his voice over the helicopter engines. “I’ve heard lots about you—the famous Charlotte.”

			“Yes, very famous—only slightly more than you,” she says with a grin.

			Char holds out her hand to shake, but he goes in for a big hello hug. She shoots me a look, her chin on his shoulder, and I know what she’s probably thinking. He’s even better-looking in person.

			Welcome to what I’ve been talking about.

			She hugs me next. “Auz, I miss you.”

			“You just saw me.”

			“It’s not the same when we’re not attached at the hip by phone.”

			“Are you sure you have time for all this? Robbie didn’t give me the details.”

			“Are you kidding? This is awesome. And my boss loves me and loves tennis, so a PTO request was an immediate yes. I’m all yours today—let’s bank some content. Speaking of…”

			She hands me her phone. “Log in, please.”

			“For real? Is there any other way to do this?”

			“Why? What am I gonna find in there, your unanswered DMs to fitness influencers?”

			Diego cackles, and my face turns the color of his shirt.

			“Ugh.” I tap out my password. “Here ya go, my whole life in your hands.”

			“Aw,” she says, touching the top of my head. “It always has been.”

			Diego smirks at us, truly enjoying this heartwarming exchange.

			“How are you feeling about today?” she asks as Diego goes off to get us checked in.

			“You know on The Bachelor where everyone’s riding in helicopters and saying they’re nervous and excited?” Char hasn’t missed a season, which means I’ve been forced to watch plenty of episodes myself.

			“Always both nervous and excited. Can’t have one without the other,” she says.

			“Feeling a lot of that right now.”

			“Well, it’s an exciting time to be you, Auzzie,” she says. “And how’s this going?” She nods toward Diego.

			“I don’t know.” I shake my head. “I don’t know if he likes me.”

			She turns back to me, completing an eye roll that runs through her entire body. “I love you so much,” she says, “but you’re a fucking idiot.”

			

			—

			I feel it in my stomach when we lift off the ground.

			Diego’s strapped into his seat next to me, looking very official in his headset. Char’s in front of us, her phone up. She’s already in filmmaker mode.

			As we climb higher and higher into the sky, I dig my fingers into my armrest, waiting for my nerves to settle. Diego, on the other hand, is loving every second. You couldn’t pry the grin off his face with the Jaws of Life.

			The pilot’s muffled voice enters our ears. “All right, folks, we’ll start by flying south and looping around Downtown. Approximate flight time is fifteen minutes.” We hang a turn, and there goes my stomach again, somersaulting into oblivion.

			“How you doing over there?” Diego asks, turning to me. I think he can sense my fear, because he actually waits for an answer. “Wanna hold hands?” he adds.

			I laugh. And blush. And now I’m more nervous about him than about the height. “I’ll be good, just getting used to it.”

			“I want you to enjoy this view.”

			“Holy shit,” I say, finally looking up and breaking my death stare at my feet. Out the window to our left, the skyscrapers of Manhattan race beside us, concrete and glass soaring like giants above the streets. Diego points as we circle the bottom of Manhattan. “One World Trade. It’s the tallest building in the United States—”

			“Wait. Can I guess?” I ask, interrupting.

			“Go ahead.”

			“I’ll say…525,600 feet.” I have literally no idea how tall it is, but this game sounds fun.

			“Not even close.”

			“That’s including the tip!”

			“I don’t know what it is in feet, but that is not even close,” he says, shaking his head. “One World Trade is 541 meters. Meters. I don’t use your imperial system.”

			“Boys, can I interrupt your measuring contest for the reason I’m here, please?” Char asks, pointing her phone at us. “Auz, adjust your jacket there so I can see the logo.” What a professional.

			“Charlotte, will you send those to me?” Diego asks.

			“Diego,” she says, abruptly looking up, “are you asking for my phone number?”

			“Charlotte, please be chill,” I tell her. Also, stop flirting with my love interest. Her stupid smirk remains.

			“I’ll put us all on a thread,” she says. “Auz, our messages will be waiting for you when you get your phone back.”

			The pilot enters our ears again. “Making a slight turn, and we’re approximately six minutes away.” This time I’m ready for the turn and brace for it, shoving my weight against the back of my seat. Diego goes full Bachelorette and lets out a “Woooo!” as we glide across the cloud-scattered sky.

			The smile hasn’t left his face the entire trip, and I feel like I’ve finally caught up to his excitement. Far in the distance, I spot Arthur Ashe Stadium peaking up above Queens, and I try to take all of this in: Diego beside me, my sister across from me, and all my dreams racing toward me in front—as I sit in a fucking helicopter. I don’t think I’ve felt joy like this in a long time, and I try to commit this moment to memory. I deserve to remember it.

			“Oh, before I forget…” I say, unfastening Diego’s watch.

			“Hold on to it for a bit,” he says, waving me off. “You don’t have your phone. Don’t you need to know what time it is?”

			“Wearing it makes me so nervous.”

			“A lot of things make you nervous,” he replies. He really has no idea. “I’ve got another one. I can wear it if I win,” he adds.

			“When you win.”

			“Back at you, Hardy Boy,” Diego says, and I glance over to Charlotte in time to catch her mouthing Hardy Boy and basically melting into her seat.

			“Can we do a lap around the grounds, please?” Diego asks the pilot, raising his voice and leaning closer to him, even though I’m sure the man can hear us perfectly fine through his headset.

			“I’ll get you as close as they’ll let me,” he replies, and we take a sharp turn and a dip—and a minute later we’re circling the stadiums, the field courts, the practice courts, all bright blue postage stamps below us. There’s the enormous steel globe from the World’s Fair, the boardwalk, the fountains in front of Ashe…

			Diego turns to me, deepening his voice. “One day…all of this will be ours.”

			Not his. Not mine. Ours. And yes, I know he’s trying to be dramatic and funny and quote The Lion King or something, but that ours builds a house in my heart. I wish I could bottle this feeling and drink it before every single match.

			I feel unstoppable.

			

			—

			Charlotte managed to sneak in a little bit of actual work today and is meeting some editor for an Aperol spritz before my match. We’re about to separate when she pulls me in for a hug.

			“Okay, I get it. You love me,” I say as my lungs slowly collapse.

			“You are going to kill it today. It’s a fact,” she says. “And, Diego”—she turns, arms open for him next—“I wish I could watch your match too.”

			“I know where your loyalties are,” he replies as they embrace.

			“Break a leg, guys,” she shouts as Diego and I start toward the locker room.

			“She wants us to break a leg?” he asks, confused.

			“No, it’s, like, an acting thing.” I shake my head. “She was a theater kid growing up, a big favorite at the San Bernardino Community Playhouse—I’m sure you’ve heard of it. She’s a really good singer, but girl cannot dance to save her life. They cast her as the lead in Footloose, and that poor town should’ve kept dancing illegal,” I say. “That’s a famous joke from my dad that we kept to ourselves.”

			“I’ve never seen Footloose.”

			“That’s okay. I’ve seen it enough for both of us—three times, plus a dress rehearsal, because I am a very good brother,” I say. “Anyway, she thinks it’s bad luck to say good luck.”

			“Right, I think I knew that.”

			“So she wishes the end of my tennis career before every match.”

			“It’s cute,” Diego says.

			“It’s scary.”

			Robbie spots us from down the hallway, and he twirls his finger to hurry me along. Time for work. The helicopter was fun, but now we’ve got legs to break.
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			Right in the center of the racket is “the sweet spot”—and when you hit it, you understand why it’s called that. It’s like the warm, gooey center of a homemade chocolate chip cookie, and the ball pockets in the strings like the racket is a trampoline. It sits there for a split second, until my racket launches it across the court—wherever I want to place it. When that happens, when I make perfect contact, it’s euphoric.

			I don’t know what drug Diego has me on to reach this high, but every shot I’ve made in the past hour and a half is sweet. I’m chasing down balls I thought I could never reach. I’m hitting aces. I’m hitting winners. This match is mine.

			Until it isn’t.

			I’m on Court 7, a much smaller court compared to where I played on Monday. Tall bleachers stand at a sharp angle on one side, every seat taken—and almost every fan is cheering for me.

			I’m up two sets when I feel it.

			It started toward the end of the second one, I think, but it’s hard to know for sure: a slight change of pressure in my chest, an extra tightness, a strangeness in my lungs.

			My shorts, drenched in sweat, stick to the hot plastic of the bench during the changeover. Slowly, I take a deep, controlled breath—in through my nose, out through my mouth. Shit, something’s wrong. Feels like air is barely going in.

			I go for another breath. Why is this happening right now? I’m winning. I have nothing to worry about.

			I’ve felt it before. It’s a symptom I know well, but that doesn’t make it any less scary. Breathing is a pretty important part of life, and when it starts to break down, I can’t shake the thought that death is near—because it is.

			As I force another breath, air packs tighter and tighter into me, pressing uncomfortably against the walls of my body. It needs to escape. And over the years, I’ve found that there’s only one way of getting relief here. It isn’t pretty, but I’m out of options, and I’ve got less than a minute before the third set.

			I swallow a huge breath, to try to push me over the edge, and I press my fist against my mouth. But it’s not quite enough. I take another gulp, and there it is.

			It starts in my stomach, rumbles up through my chest, my throat, and unleashes itself from the dryness of my mouth—one of the largest burps I’ve ever birthed.

			It’s gross. But it works.

			And it must have been loud, because Dimitris, my opponent, sitting on the other side of the umpire chair, stops mid–banana bite to glare at me. He’s already pissed that he’s losing, and now I’m burping in his general direction.

			I don’t even care, because it felt excellent, and I finally see a light at the end of the tunnel. I shrug at him and slump back into my chair, nervously waiting for what my body is going to decide to do next. And it’s not long before the pressure in my chest returns. Shit.

			Another gulp of air, another burp, another dirty look from Dimitris. He mumbles to himself in Greek.

			This time the chair umpire looks over too. “I’m good,” I say, waving him off.

			I am good—I think. This whole scenario happens a lot. It just kinda snuck up on me this time. Gotta let it pass.

			“Time.” The umpire calls us back to the match. I take a quick sip of water and make my way over to the baseline to serve.

			Okay, we’re up two sets. Let’s take this home, and make it an easy one.

			Dimitris readies himself on the other side of the net. He’s ranked thirty-seventh in the world, and a few years ago he was in the top ten. He was in the crop, following Eriksson, that was destined to be the next great thing but never quite leveled up to that height. I think the furthest he’s made it was a Grand Slam quarterfinal. That’s not nothing, but I’m feeling all right about winning this.

			My first serve catches the net.

			“Fault!”

			The pressure in my chest tightens. I lift my hand to my mouth to let a little burp out, just a baby one—just enough to get me through a second serve.

			I toss the ball again, slightly behind me, lining up a kick serve. The ball sails to Dimitris’s left—

			“Fault!”

			It was wide. A double fault, my first one since qualies. Fuck.

			“Love–15.”

			I pace over to the ad side to serve again. And the exact same thing repeats—a double fucking fault again. A wave of murmurs runs through the crowd. Robbie lifts his hands, silently asking, What’s going on?

			“I don’t know! I can’t get it over the net!” I say to him, my shoulders at my ears.

			Robbie pushes his hand down, trying to calm me. I take another breath. God, my chest is so tight.

			“You got this. You got this,” Charlotte says beside him.

			The tightness cranks to a new level, so much that I squat fully on the court, resting my hand on the ground, desperate to shake things up and get this out of my system.

			The serve clock is ticking down. Everyone is waiting for me, wondering what the hell is going on, as I drown on dry land. The umpire leans forward in his chair. I’m good, I signal again, standing. And as I do, I unlock the big one. A deep and bellowing burp rattles out of my throat. And this time—it’s in front of everyone.

			Someone laughs from the stands. I look over in time to see Charlotte wince. Robbie does the same. I know guys. I know. It’s humiliating, but I’m the one living it right now. I’m trying to stay alive out here.

			I get a few balls over the net with the serves that follow, but my game has tanked. Whatever high I was riding before is completely gone. And the crowd has been pretty much silent since Burpgate. Maybe they’re let down. Maybe they’re grossed out. Maybe they’re thinking about skipping lunch.

			On my way back to the bench, I spot someone midway up the stands. Peter, the kid from my match on Monday, looking just as dejected as me. Great. I already feel like shit, and now I’m gonna let him down too? Anyone else’s day I can ruin?

			But his face lights up when he sees me. He gives me a small fist pump of encouragement as I pass him. It’s subtle, and that makes it hit even harder. He means it. He believes it in his little heart. He believes in me.

			I nod at him. It’s the middle of the afternoon on a workday, and his dad, next to him, probably moved mountains to get here, all so Peter could watch me. The least I can do is go down in a blaze of glory.

			I grab a new racket during the next changeover, hoping a fresh set of strings will help me reset. And as I head to the other side of the court, a huge cheer lifts out of Arthur Ashe Stadium and settles over our court. I glance up at the stadium, towering above me. Diego’s in there, and he must have done something big to earn that response. Things must be going well.

			I like that we’re playing at the exact same time. In a funny way, it feels like teamwork in this lonely sport—just me and him conquering the world. I take a deep breath, and it goes in a little more easily. The pressure in my chest is fading.

			“Hey!” Dimitris shouts across the net. He holds his ball in the air—Are you ready?—and I zero in.

			Just enough to win.

			

			—

			My anxiety lifted fully in the fourth set, and the match was a smooth ride from there. And although I got past my burps, everyone else hasn’t.

			“Austin, I have to ask you,” Erin Newtown, a former pro player, says after the standard congratulations, to start my on-court interview, “you had a few strange things coming out of your mouth toward the end there—can you tell us what was going on?” She moves her mic to my face.

			“Oh, you folks could hear that?” I joke to the crowd.

			“I think Arthur Ashe Stadium could hear it,” she teases. I chuckle. I’m feeling too good about the win to get upset, and there was no way they weren’t gonna ask me about this.

			“Yeah, I don’t know…” I hold for a second, considering my answer. I’m not sure how to spin this, and I’m in too deep to come clean about the actual truth. “I think I had some bad food last night, and it was coming up in weird ways. The burping was helping there—but I know it’s kinda gross. Sorry, everybody,” I say with a wave. “I’m a little weird. What can I say.”

			“Well, you pulled off a huge win here, so—”

			“So keep Austin weird, right?”

			She laughs. So does the crowd. I look over at Char and Rob, shaking their heads.

			“Sorry—that’s not original. Trademark credit to the city of Austin,” I add. “And if you think my burps are bad, you should have heard my sister when we were growing up. We called her the Lion. Roaring, earth-shattering burps.”

			“Austin!” Charlotte shouts from her seat.

			“Sorry, Char. You know it’s true.”

			She covers her face with her hands as I turn back for another question. These interviews aren’t so bad as long as they steer clear of the making-history stuff. I’m starting to enjoy them.

			“Were you named after Austin, Texas?”

			“Rumor is, that’s where I was conceived, Erin, but we should keep this PG.” The crowd groans. Robbie shuts his eyes.

			“We absolutely should, so I’ll let that be the last question.”

			Fine by me.
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			That night, I’m finally settled in bed, stuffing myself with second dinner, when my hotel phone rings. It scares the absolute shit out of me, and I jump, spilling a forkful of rice and beans across the white comforter.

			“Ring, ring, Hardy Boy,” says a familiar voice on the other end of the line. “The front desk connected me to your room. What are you up to?”

			“I was just catching a replay of your match, actually,” I say as Diego speeds across my TV mid-rally.

			“How am I doing?” he asks, and I can hear his smirk through the phone.

			“You’re down a set, but I have a feeling you turn things around.”

			“Sounds like you should come over for champagne, then.”

			“And miss the end of this?”

			“I’ll tell you what happens.”

			Today’s incident was a close call, and I really should get some rest. But I could be on my deathbed and still have someone wheel me across traffic to see him. Plus, a glass of champagne could settle my lingering nerves. That’s not a habit I want to get into, but temporarily, that could do it.

			I give my teeth a good brush again. It’s not a great night to be near my mouth, and I need to be prepared for anything—especially with our flirty exchanges. I shouldn’t get my hopes up, though. I’ve had enough good luck for one day.

			

			—

			Half a dozen workers dressed in perfectly cut suits stand at attention across the sparkling lobby of Hotel Renée. “Excuse me, sir,” a bald one says, stopping me just before the wall of elevators. “May I help you?”

			“Oh, no, I’m just visiting a…friend.” It still feels surreal to say Diego Cruz is my friend.

			“Of course, sir. Right this way.” Instead of leading me to the elevators, he takes me to a marble reception desk. “Guest’s name and room number?” he asks, lifting a phone with a gloved hand.

			“Uh, 1105.” After a brief pause, I add, “Mr. Cruz,” and immediately regret the mister part. I don’t know…It felt appropriate. When he hears the name, the suited man tilts his head exactly one degree, sizing me and my gym shorts up. He reluctantly dials.

			“Yes, Mr. Cruz, I have a—” He looks at me, summoning my name.

			“Mr. Hardy,” I say. Shit, I did it again.

			“—a Mr. Hardy here to see you.”

			He listens, nodding, and after a moment, he hangs up the phone. “No, sir,” he says.

			“What?”

			“He doesn’t know you, sir—unfortunately.”

			“I just—I just talked to him,” I stutter, heat rushing to my face. “Are you joking?”

			“No, sir.” He stares at me blankly, and then adds, “Yes, sir.”

			“What?” I repeat, utterly confused.

			“He made me do it. I apologize.”

			Jesus f-ing Christ. I shake my head as a smile eventually finds my lips—just a small one, though, because this motherfucker really put me through it, getting me all worked up in a bougie place like this.

			“Please, let me show you to his suite,” he says, gesturing.

			“No, no, I can find it,” I say, heading back to the elevators. “You’re a mean little guy.”

			“Not by choice, sir,” he responds lightly.

			

			—

			Diego hangs out of his door, waiting for me, as I turn down his hallway. “Hey, how’d you get up here?”

			“You’re so stupid,” I say, shaking my head.

			“You believed him.”

			“Yeah, yeah.”

			He wraps his arms around me and squeezes extra tight in his tank top, and that’s all it takes for me to forgive him.

			“Congratulations on our win today. We should arrive in a helicopter more often,” he says, leading me into the living room section of his gorgeous suite, with its plush furniture and with thick curtains draped against the windows overlooking the green expanse of Central Park. It’s beautiful and expensive and completely at odds with his suitcases scattered across the room, hanging open on couches and tables, exploding with clothes and shoes.

			“Shit, they didn’t give me glasses,” Diego says, disappearing into the bedroom for a moment. I continue my tour, running my hand over an emerald-green Rolex bag sitting on the desk at the window, probably one of the many welcome gifts waiting for him on his arrival. And then another item catches my eye.

			I roll a few colored pencils off a sheet of paper, revealing a drawing of the New York City skyline. Buildings are sketched in browns, grays, and electric blues, reaching up the paper toward a giant tennis ball floating in the sky—a setting sun. Its rays shine through the skyscrapers, up and over the Hotel Renée logo, bursting with energy and life. The lines travel to the very edge of the page, unable to be contained by a small sheet of hotel stationery.

			“Oh,” Diego says, returning with two water glasses and a bottle of champagne tucked under his arm. He lets out a chuckle.

			“You did this?” I ask.

			He shrugs as if it’s nothing. But it isn’t.

			“This is…” I pause, searching for a way to describe it, to communicate how impressed I am, but I can’t quite find the words. “Diego, this is, like…art. Seriously, you could frame it and hang it in the MoMA.”

			“I don’t know about that. It’s just something that I like to do at night, to wind down. And lately I’ve been using hotel stationery. Just for a little memory. Helps me remember where I’ve been, how I’ve been feeling.”

			“And how are you feeling here?” I ask, holding up his drawing to him. “What does the sunset mean?”

			“Well,” he says. His hand briefly brushes mine as he takes the paper. “That’s not a sunset. It’s a sunrise. And it means I was feeling—am feeling…” He pauses. “It’s a brand-new day, and anything can happen.”

			It’s a simple explanation—cliché, even—but it sends goose bumps up my arms.

			“Where did you learn how to draw like this?”

			“Nowhere, really.”

			“So you’re just naturally good at everything you do?”

			“Shut up,” he says, and I jump as he abruptly fires the champagne cork into the bedroom. “Okay, now, this has bubbles in it…” he says, starting to pour.

			“Yeah?”

			“You’re not going to get burpy, are you?”

			“Oh my god,” I groan. “It’s out there? It’s a thing now?”

			“It’s a small thing. A loud thing. It’s going around.”

			“Oh my god,” I say again, dragging myself to the couch and promptly collapsing. “I’m viral again.”

			“You’re okay, Hardy Boy. Burp all you want around here—just not directly in my face.”

			“Give me that,” I say, grabbing a glass and taking a gulp. Diego laughs and takes the opposite side of the couch.

			We sit there for a moment, not sure what happens next, as an animated show plays quietly on his TV.

			“What are we watching?” I ask him, breaking the silence.

			“We’re watching my favorite show, the first thing I put on in every hotel room. Before I unpack, before I take my shoes off, Phineas and Ferb goes on. And it also puts me to bed every night.”

			“Oh, so you’re like fully obsessed.”

			“There’s only four seasons, so I’ve seen every episode many, many times.”

			“And it never gets old?”

			“No, that’s why I like it. I know every episode by heart, so it’s comforting to have it on in the background. In every episode, I know what happens. I know how it ends,” he says.

			“Okay, yeah, I get that. I have a comfort show too.”

			“What’s yours?”

			“I don’t want to say.”

			“So, you can learn all these things about me but I get nothing?”

			“Fine. It’s…Gilmore Girls.”

			Diego points to his face. “See? Do you see any laughing or judgment here?”

			“I do not.”

			“Exactly. I’m happy you have something that brings you comfort. What do you like about Golden Girls?”

			“Gilmore Girls.”

			He smirks. I shake my head. “I don’t know. I guess I like the banter. It’s…soothing.” I take another sip of champagne, because apparently, I’m someone who says soothing now.

			“How are the bubbles treating you?” Diego asks.

			“I’m fine.”

			He hesitates, studying me from across the couch. “What was that about today, all the burping?”

			“Yeah, it was nothing, really, just something I ate, I think.”

			“That’s what you said in the interview.” He pauses. “I don’t know if I believe it.”

			My grip tightens on the ridges lining the water glass. “What do you mean?”

			“I don’t know. When you fell during practice, and during your match today…you do this blinking thing…” He trails off, waiting for me to fill in the blank.

			Instead, my eyes find the floor. I thought I was good at masking my anxiety symptoms, hiding them so that people generally have no idea what’s happening inside my head, my body, and it’s pretty humiliating to find out I’m not fooling anyone.

			“Sorry,” he says. “You don’t have to talk about it.”

			I don’t have to talk about it. Or…I could take another swig of what I assume is very expensive champagne and trust this guy who seems to care about me. I swirl the liquid in my glass and watch the bubbles collect at the top.

			When I turn back to him, he’s there, patiently waiting, his leg up on the couch, not rushing me at all. I’ve been complaining about invasive questions all week, and here I am, at the door of another one.

			“Why did you fall that day?” he asks.

			“Why did you run to my rescue?”

			Diego smirks, looks away. I got him a little.

			He meets my stare again—with those soft brown eyes that contrast almost everything else about him. They suck the truth out of me.

			“It was an anxiety attack.”

			There. I finally said it. My pulse accelerates, but I continue.

			“I have them from time to time. Sometimes they’re easy and sometimes they’re not.” I pause, searching for words to describe the feelings I try to keep buried inside. “They creep up, and I get weird symptoms, like dizziness, pressure in my head, my face. Difficulty breathing.”

			“And you were feeling that during practice?”

			“Yes.”

			“Because you were nervous to be next to me?”

			“Oh my god, stop. No.” If it were anyone else saying this, I’d be annoyed at the joke, but I don’t mind the humor here, to lighten the mood. “They’re not even really triggered by one thing. Everything just…compounds,” I say, echoes of Helen in my words.

			“And the burping…?”

			“Right, the burping. I haven’t been able to figure that one out. Something about the shortness of breath…It makes me feel better to, ya know, get it out of me.”

			“Well, now I feel bad about making fun of you.”

			“Honestly, it’s kinda funny, so…I get it.”

			“Keeping Austin weird, right?” he says.

			I chuckle. That’s almost the phrase.

			“So, you were feeling all that—and you still beat Dimitris today?”

			“Yeah. Today wasn’t terrible, but yeah.”

			“That’s pretty amazing, then.”

			“I don’t know. I think I got lucky,” I say, softly, because as much as I don’t want it to be true, it is. I could have easily lost today. In another world, I’m packing to go home right now.

			“Do you ever think about how good you would be if you didn’t have to deal with that?”

			His question lodges in the back of my throat.

			Yes. I think about it. Every time I step onto a court. Every time I lose. Every time I win. Every time I make it this far, only to know it will catch up to me sooner or later. I think about it every day.

			“Shit, dude, no, I’m sorry,” he says, moving toward me. He grabs my shoulder, and I lift my hand to brush a single tear from my face—a sneaky one slipping through the cracks, through the walls, escaping right in front of him, because somehow he asked the question that lives rent-free in my head.

			“I’m good. I’m good.”

			“Are you feeling anything right now?” he asks, concern creeping into his voice.

			“It’s funny…I can sort of talk myself into one, an anxiety attack, describing all of it,” I say, shaking my head. “Like, I was feeling fine, but trying to describe it, out loud, like, floats things back up. It’s so fucking bizarre.” I laugh, because it really is. “Sorry. I’ll be fine,” I say, and I distract myself with another sip of my drink. Hopefully this alcohol will kick in soon and I can go back to normal. “I’m sure I look…really stupid here.” I squeeze my eyes closed, trying to reset.

			And then I feel the warmth of his hand on my cheek—again—just like on court the day we met. His touch is light but confident, decided. He presses further as I open my eyes.

			“I’m sorry for asking,” he says in a whisper.

			“No—”

			“What can I do?”

			“Nothing, nothing. I’ll be fine.”

			“Here.” He puts both of his hands on my shoulders.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Here. Turn this way…” he clarifies, and starts to turn me on the couch, leaning me down, down. And before I know it, my head is in his lap—in his fucking lap, resting on his quad like a pillow. I can’t believe this is happening.

			“Close your eyes. My mom used to do this to me.”

			I let out a nervous laugh but follow his directions.

			“I would have nightmares when I was a kid, really terrible ones, and I would wake up crying my eyes out, so worked up. And she would do this—put my head on her lap and run her fingers through my hair…”

			And there they are, the tips of his fingers against my scalp, lightly first, then firm, tracing through my hair. My eyelids close slowly, giving in to the comfort. I sink into the plush of the couch, melting at his touch. And then he does something even more surprising. Diego Cruz starts to sing.

			Una rata vieja que era planchadora

			por planchar su falda se quemó la cola

			His voice is soft, low, his fingers still working my head. I try to keep up with the lyrics, but I can hardly concentrate.

			se puso pomada y se amarró un trapito

			y a la pobre rata le quedó un rabito

			“What’s this song?” I ask him.

			“It’s called ‘Una Rata Vieja,’ a children’s song.”

			“Pretty.”

			“Translates to…‘An Old Rat.’ ”

			“Oh. Interesting choice.”

			“I know.” He laughs. “It’s what she’d sing to me, and it made me feel better. Is it working?”

			“Yes, your rat song is working.”

			“Good.” We sit in silence as he continues running his fingers through my hair. And then I feel his body move, and my heart sinks because it’s over. But it isn’t. Through barely open eyes, I watch him lower his head—slowly—and place his warm lips on my forehead. A gentle kiss. And a whisper.

			“You’re going to be all right.”

			I open my eyes fully.

			“And that’s how she would end it,” he adds.

			“Okay,” I say, sitting back up and sliding to the other side of the couch. “Thanks.”

			“What?” he asks as I squint at him, trying to find the words for what I’m feeling, what I want to say.

			I shake my head. “I don’t know. I—”

			I just went from anxious to relaxed to confused, and I need a second to understand my life right now. And I need to finally understand what he wants from whatever the fuck we’re doing.

			“Look,” I say. “I really like hanging out with you. Clearly.”

			“Good. Me too—”

			“But I feel like you should be…” I pause, deciding on the words. I don’t want to blow this whole thing up. “I feel like you should be more careful here. Like, you’re gonna give me the wrong idea.”

			Diego doesn’t flinch.

			“Like, you can’t just…kiss my head!” I laugh at the absurdity of saying it out loud. “It’s nice—it’s so nice—but I’m gonna go back to my hotel and wonder what the fuck it means all night long, and get like zero sleep.” Whatever anxiety he managed to melt away comes rushing back as I try to articulate the storm he’s been brewing in my head all week. It’s all coming out.

			He exhales. And now it’s his turn to take a gulp of champagne. “I’m not trying to give you the wrong idea,” he says after a moment. “I think…I think I’m trying to give you the right one?”

			“What does that mean?” I ask. But deep down, I think I know. Should I just go for it? Should I just outright ask him? Is it rude to ask him? He asked me about my anxiety, and that’s fucking personal too. Can we just be done with all this already? Can I get a yes or a no?

			“Are you gay?” I ask.

			He sits there, staring back at me. His mouth twists.

			“I’m not”—he pauses—“not.”

			“You’re not not?”

			“I don’t know, Austin. I felt straight until you came around!” he says, jolting off the couch to pace the room.

			Holy shit. “So that’s a…maybe?”

			“It’s an I don’t know.”

			“Which is fine. It’s fine.” Because it is. He doesn’t have to know anything or be anything or decide anything.

			He stops his aimless laps around the furniture and stands a few feet away from me, eyes glued to mine, glass in hand. And I wind up for the biggest swing of my life.

			“Well,” I say, fighting the shake in my voice, “do you wanna find out?”

			His response comes with no hesitation.

			“Yes.”

			And in a split second he moves toward me, just as I jump up from the couch. His glass falls to the carpet with a thud, and our bodies meet like a car crash. Lips, teeth, tongue…everything pent up releasing into the wild. His hand grabs the back of my head, and I feel my entire world opening up, feel that I can do anything, be anything—with him. His hands move from my neck to my back, pulling me closer to him. I do the same, my hands running over the map of muscles across his shoulders. I’ve never felt this feeling before and I never want it to end and I—

			He pulls away.

			“What?” I ask. “What?”

			“I like it. I do,” he says, meeting my eyes. “I— Can we just slow things, a bit?” He hangs his head.

			Fuck. Fuck. Was that too much? Did I pressure him into this? Fuck.

			“Austin, I like it, I promise,” he adds, calming my spiral, as if he can read my mind.

			“Yeah, sure. Of course we can. Yeah.” I find my way back to the couch and sit. He takes his original place.

			He laughs softly to himself, shakes his head.

			“What?” I ask.

			He shakes his head harder. “I don’t know. You make me feel—you make me feel so…nervous.”

			I do a double take at that. “I make you feel nervous?” I ask, hopping off the couch again. I can’t control this energy, these nerves, and I have to keep moving.

			“You do, Austin,” he says earnestly.

			“Dude, you’re a walking anxiety trap for me. Do you know who you are?”

			“Can we both be nervous, then?”

			A breathy chuckle escapes both of us, and I sit in the chair across from him, pressing my hand to my cheek.

			“What do we do now?” I ask, genuinely, because I don’t know where we go from here, and I don’t know what to do with my heartbeat right now.

			“I don’t know.” Diego thinks for a moment. I can’t believe any of this is happening. I don’t even feel attached to my body. None of this feels real. But there he is, sitting with his legs crossed on the couch, staring at me with those eyes, those lips that were just locked on mine. A flutter of warmth radiates from my stomach.

			“Do you…want to see something cool in the bedroom?” he asks.

			“See, when I say don’t give me the wrong idea, that’s what I’m talking about.”

			He laughs. “No, it’s not like that. Come see.”

			I follow him to his bedroom, the carpet soft on my bare feet, and I catch a whiff of his cologne, or shampoo, or whatever it is, and I’m thinking about kissing him again.

			“Okay, onto the bed,” he says, pointing.

			“Dude, what did I just say.”

			“Do it. Come on.”

			Reluctantly, I follow his directions, navigating the many decorative pillows and trying to ignore the pair of folded Calvin Kleins on the corner of the bed.

			He walks over to the other side, presses a few buttons on a touch screen, and a faint hum of a motor comes from the foot of the bed. Slowly, a TV screen rises from the bed frame, right in front of us.

			“Okay, yeah, this is pretty cool,” I admit. Fancy hotels are something else.

			“I told you,” he says, hopping next to me on the bed. “Will you watch something with me?”

			“Sure, let’s watch something,” I say through a smile. I can’t wipe it from my face. I don’t think he can wipe his off either. “We can do a coin toss. Phineas and Ferb or Gilmore Girls.”

			“Will it make you feel better if we do your show?”

			“I’m fine. I’m feeling fine.”

			“No, let’s do yours,” he insists. “Golden Girls it is.”

			

			—

			At some point later in the night, I wake up to the hotel’s welcome screen looping on the TV, casting the room in a turquoise glow. The weight of Diego’s head rests on my shoulder. Carefully, I reach for the remote. If I wake him, he may move, and I want to stay like this forever.
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			I hoped the morning would never come, but here it is, shining through the corners of the drapes. Diego is on the other side of the bed, only two feet away but it feels like miles. His breathing is slow and deep, and I want so badly to slide across and curl up next to him. But something in me says, No. Don’t push your luck. That was yesterday. Today is today. We’re all different people after a drink, and maybe he’s changed his mind and is back to being his guarded self. I’ve been burned before.

			I can’t be late for Helen again. If I leave now, I can make it to her office just in time for my next session. Gently, I pull the covers off of me and move toward the edge of the bed, careful not to wake Diego. But something else does.

			Bang, bang, bang.

			Diego jolts up, looks around like he doesn’t know where he is. Then he locks on me, then the door, then me again, with a panic I’ve never seen in his eyes.

			He jumps out of bed in his hoodie and boxer briefs and starts toward the living room. He pauses for a second, holding his hand up to me as if to say, Stay. Don’t move. Don’t make a sound, for all of the reasons I can assume. Again, I’ve been burned before.

			He disappears down the hallway of his suite and I hear the handle of the door, then hushed voices speaking Spanish. I catch a few words, but most of them are lost on me as I sit here, waiting in the bed, sensing that this is all about to come crashing down.

			After a moment, Diego returns, alone, and I immediately get up to gather my things.

			“Morning, Hardy Boy,” he says, opening the curtains, and our cave floods with light.

			“Morning,” I say quickly, pulling on my shorts and avoiding eye contact.

			“Did you have a good sleep?”

			“I did,” I respond, finally brave enough to turn to him. I squint, searching for any clues on how he’s feeling about last night. “Did you?”

			“Very good, but now I’m late,” he says, and steps into the bathroom, turns on the shower.

			In all the strangeness of the morning after, I start to search the room for my phone for some stupid reason, like I’ve suddenly lost the ability to act like a normal human. I think I just need to get out of here, give him some space.

			Then he pops out of the bathroom. “Hey, we’re all going to dinner at Cosme tonight,” he says, shirt off, toothbrush in mouth.

			“Yeah?”

			“Would you wanna come? You and Robbie?”

			“Uh,” I say, surprised, “who’s we?”

			“The team—and you two, if you’re free after practice, training.”

			I don’t know what to make of this invite, but I guess he might not be as weirded out as I expected. “Okay, yeah. I’ll talk to Rob.”

			“Great. I’ll text him the details if I don’t see you before.”

			“You have his number?”

			“Charlotte gave it to me, just in case.”

			I chuckle, and start to feel better about whatever is happening here. He wants to see me again. He wants it to be tonight.

			“And say hi to our friend down there,” he shouts, stepping back into the bathroom.

			I’m pretty sure he’s making a joke about the lobby guy, but for once, I don’t have a witty reply. I’m too distracted by his bare ass through the frosted glass of the shower.

			

			—

			Helen pried this major update straight out of me the second she saw the permanent smile on my face, and it led to a fairly detailed session about my dating history, or lack thereof. Then, after a full day of practice and training, and after lots of convincing, Robbie agreed to dinner. He goes way back with Diego’s coach, and it doesn’t seem like he’s a fan.

			I again have no idea what to wear, so I just throw on a black T-shirt like Rob usually does, and I pray that he shakes it up for once. No such luck when he knocks on my door.

			“Why do you look like me?” he asks.

			“Ugh. I don’t know. I panicked.”

			“Wear whatever you want. You look good.”

			“Of course you’d say that. I’m dressed like you.”

			“Well…” he says with a smug head tilt.

			We opt to get to the restaurant by subway. It’s only a few stops away, and we can’t really use the courtesy cars for stuff unrelated to the tournament, so the sweaty train it is. I grab on to a metal pole as the train lurches into the next station and passengers pack in.

			“Oh, and don’t let them pay for us,” Robbie says over an announcement through the train’s speakers, something about making all local stops. “They’re gonna try to do that. I’ll pick up the check for you and me.”

			“Okay,” I say, but I’m not sure why that’s a big deal. The Cruz team is rolling in it. “Any particular reason?”

			“We don’t need them to do that. It’s a weird dynamic.”

			“But we’re doing a lot better. Our total is what…two hundred thirty thousand dollars now?”

			“That number’s deceiving. We’ll need to leverage it to get us through next year, and I don’t want you to think about that right now. We can sort the financials later.”

			“And we can work out your salary.”

			“Austin, I don’t want you thinking about this now, okay?” he says.

			“Okay, fine.” It’s his salary, after all. I was just trying to be nice.

			“How are you and Cruz doing, by the way? What’s the latest now that we’re getting family dinner invites?”

			He didn’t ask me this when I pitched him on dinner, so he’s probably just trying to change the subject. Rob, the latest is that I spent the night in his hotel room, and I’ve been riding that high all day. But that would break his brain, so all I tell him is, “Nothing new, really…”

			I know I’m lucky to have someone like Rob, someone who doesn’t treat me any differently because I like guys. He’d give me the same discerning look if I were talking about a girl. He just wants me to make good decisions and not get hurt, and ultimately, he wants me to focus on tennis above everything else. But the last time I talked about anything like this, it blew up in my face immediately afterward. And as much as things seem to be working out, it’s all too early to share. Diego seems chill about it, but I’m still holding my breath.

			

			—

			Lush greenery lines the edges of the modern restaurant, dimly lit and buzzing. There are two empty chairs waiting for us at a large circular table in the corner. Diego pops up when he spots us, and he goes in for a hug. “Hi,” he says with a grin. He shakes Robbie’s hand next. “Nice to see you again, sir.” Achingly polite.

			We exchange handshakes and hellos with the rest of his team, five of them including Diego.

			“Robbie, what are you drinking?” Diego’s coach asks, raising his hand for service. “We’re having espresso martinis.”

			Robbie and I trade a quick smirk at the mention of his least favorite cocktail.

			“I’ll have a scotch, neat,” Robbie says to the waiter. “Please.”

			Diego’s coach, Emiliano Perez, is a man with presence. The number two player in the world is at this table, but somehow all the gravity sinks back to Emiliano. He’s retired, just like Robbie, and they played each other many times over the years. They had similar careers too, a lot of 250-level wins, some 500s. They made it pretty far in the Slams but never managed to win one.

			“Robbie, how do you feel being back here?” he asks.

			“Just as exciting as before. We’re having a great time.”

			“One more shot for you, huh?” Emiliano pokes. Robbie just laughs it off.

			“It’s not about me anymore,” he says, grabbing my shoulder.

			Diego’s physio, a younger guy with a friendly face, jumps in across the table. “And Austin, how are you liking your first Slam?”

			“Still getting my bearings. Lots to take in around here.”

			“You’re doing well,” Emiliano says. “What’s your secret?”

			“Just copying whatever he’s doing,” I say, looking to Diego. I get a few laughs from the table, but Emiliano barely breaks.

			“Very good early draw for you. That helps when you’re first starting out,” he says.

			“I don’t know if I’d say my draw was so good. I wasn’t happy to see Volt on the first day,” I say.

			“That old guy? Not a threat. He’ll be done next year. You served him into his grave,” Emiliano says, with zero empathy. Look. I wanted to kill him too, but have some fucking respect for the dead.

			The Diego camp takes control of the ordering, and there’s lots of it: appetizers, shared entrées, personal entrées, another round of caffeinated martinis…The group gets lost in various stories about Robbie and Emiliano on the tour, and I sneak in a few asides with Diego when I can. He’s been fairly quiet through this whole dinner, but maybe that’s how he is with his team. Most of them have pretty dominating personalities. It’s rare to see Diego not be the center of attention.

			Or maybe he’s quiet because he’s coming to his senses about last night.

			There’s one moment, though…He orders some sort of fancy steak sandwich, the bread and meat perfectly grilled and glistening. He tries it and, without even asking, passes it straight over to me. “You have to taste this,” he says, the corner of the sandwich still wet from his lips. He doesn’t care about anyone else at the table seeing. I hesitate before I go for it, and I feel an aftershock of our kiss as our bites overlap.

			“Oh, before I forget…” he says quietly, reaching into his pocket. Under the table, he passes me a slip of paper, folded and slightly wrinkled from his pants. “I can’t text you before your match tomorrow, obviously, so here’s a little message.”

			As I start to open it he stops me, places his hand over mine. “For before your match,” he says. “Follow the rules.” And as he leans away, his hand drops to my inner thigh. Safely hidden by the table, it lingers there a moment. I glance around, trying to contain the thousands of thoughts racing over my face and down to my crotch. Does he know? Does this man know what he does to me? Please take your hand and go back to your meal so I can breathe again. Wait. Don’t. Leave it there. Leave it there forever. I’ll breathe when I’m dead.

			But soon his hand travels from my leg back to his spoon and toward the scoop of orange blossom sorbet in front of us. Dessert continues, and while Diego’s team has been pounding drinks, I’ve been chugging my way through glasses of water, trying to hydrate after practice. I wait as long as I can, but eventually I excuse myself from the table.

			The cramped bathroom is even darker than the rest of the restaurant. An expensive candle sits on a ledge above the urinals, and as I lean over to read the label on it, the door opens.

			I turn, expecting Diego—it would be nice to have a solo moment—but instead I get his coach. Emiliano nods as he enters and takes the urinal smack next to mine. We could have had a nice buffer, but for some reason he wants to be up close and personal. Luckily for me, I’m too full of water to get pee shy. After a moment of courteous quiet, Emiliano shakes things up.

			“So, first gay player, huh?”

			Jesus Christ, I was just thinking how nice it was to have dinner and have that not come up.

			“Not exactly,” I say.

			“Right, well, it’s wonderful, just wonderful for the sport,” he says, and clears his throat. “Must be a lot of pressure, though. All eyes on you.”

			“Been handling it so far,” I say, and if he had an ounce of self-awareness, he’d know that’s about as far as I want to take this conversation.

			He drops his head and looks down at his stream—a normal thing to do—but then he looks over at mine, holding his eyes there for just long enough.

			This fucking creep. He’s not even trying to be subtle.

			I wrap things up and scoot over to the sink, the bathroom falling quiet again.

			“You know, Diego is under a lot of pressure too. We’re one spot away from number one, and this is going to be his year,” he says, zipping up and joining me to wash his hands. “And he has a tendency to get distracted with…all sorts of things.” He turns on the faucet. “Girls,” he says, and pauses. “Guys.”

			Guys? What is he talking about?

			“So I don’t think he should be having any more sleepovers,” he says. Our eyes lock in the mirror. “Do you understand?”

			I continue my stare and say absolutely nothing.

			“Oh, and very nice watch, by the way,” he says, and we both look down to Diego’s watch on my wrist, a few beads of water sitting on its crystal. Welp, maybe he wasn’t looking at my dick after all. “We’re going to need that back.”

			“Are you low on funds?” I ask without skipping a beat.

			He snorts. Smirks. Scratches his head. And walks out the door.

			As it closes, I let out a breath and reach over to turn off the faucet. Quiet again.

			What the fuck was that.

			In a daze, I take my seat at the table as it’s being cleared.

			“Welcome back,” Diego says.

			I muster an absent smile as a terrible feeling creeps through my bones.

			What did he mean by guys, plural? Multiple guys. I spilled my guts to Diego—my embarrassing coming-out story, my anxiety—and he kept this all to himself. He even said, I felt straight until you came around. I don’t know who he is now. I don’t know what’s been real.

			“Well, I hope you boys get to play each other one day,” Emiliano says, signaling the waiter for the check.

			“One day? That’s this week,” I snap back. We’re still on a collision course if we both win our next matches, and I am sure he fucking knows that.

			“Who are you playing tomorrow?” he responds.

			I glance at Rob. I know who I’m playing, but I could use some backup here, and I don’t want to look at this dude anymore.

			“We’ve got Davies,” Rob says.

			“Like I said, one day,” Emiliano says, turning to the rest of the team. An invisible laugh travels around the table.

			Robbie smiles painfully, but keeps his mouth shut. I don’t know how he keeps it buttoned up, because I’m about to explode.

			The waiter hands a leather folder holding the check to Emiliano, and just as he reaches for it, I snatch it first. “If you don’t mind, me and Robbie would love for this to be on us tonight.”

			Robbie shoots me a look of panic, but I continue. “It was just so fun hearing all of your stories from the olden days tonight. I…feel like I’ve learned so much.”

			An awkward silence settles over us as I place our shared credit card in the folio and snap it closed—I don’t even look at the total.

			“Well,” Emiliano says, shifting in his seat as the waiter takes the bill, “that’s unnecessary…but very generous.”

			“Hopefully this helps keep things on budget,” I say, my eyes full of ice. Diego, of course, hears and turns to me, confused. I don’t acknowledge him.

			A painful minute later, the waiter returns, and I sign the receipt and stand to leave with Robbie.

			Diego gives me a goodbye hug. “Good to see you, dude. And thank you for dinner,” he says.

			“Good luck tomorrow,” I tell him, no emotion attached.

			“Yeah, you too,” he replies, but it sounds more like a question. I don’t care.

			We’re one step outside the door when Robbie wheels around.

			“What the fuck was that? Jesus Christ, Austin!”

			I don’t respond as I barrel past him toward our subway entrance.

			“That meal was thousands of dollars!”

			“I’ll pay us back.”

			“Austin! Why did you do that?!” he shouts. “Slow down!”

			I whip back, ready to shut him up. “How much do I get for a third-round win?”

			“What?”

			He stares at me, rage and confusion fighting for time on his face.

			“It’s our hundred thousand dollars,” I say, answering my own question, “and I’m gonna fucking win it. I think that’ll cover the bill.”

			He won’t look at me during the entire ride back. And that’s fine with me. I don’t want to get into it—any of it. The only thing I care about is showing those fuckers that I deserve to be here, and I can’t prove it with my words. I have to prove it on the court.

			I know Diego’s confused as hell right now, but welcome to the shitty club.

			And if his coach is so concerned about lending out watches, he’ll be happy to find Diego’s Rolex sitting on the restaurant table. I hope Diego doesn’t miss it—or it’ll be a very expensive tip.

			

			—

			The phone in my hotel room is ringing when I walk through the door. Robbie will sometimes use the phone for a morning wake-up or to tell me something he remembered about my last match, but I know it’s not him calling now. “Hello?” I answer, expecting Charlotte or Mom trying to get me for a nighttime check-in.

			I should’ve known better.

			“Hey…” Diego says. My back straightens. I stand with the phone to my ear, silent, waiting for him to continue.

			“Are you okay? I feel like I missed something big…” he says.

			I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out. My breath shallows, and before I even think about it, I turn to the bedside table and hang up.

			Clothes still on, I crawl into bed and slump my body across the pillows. A minute later, he calls again. I sit there as the shriek of each ring echoes from my ears to my chest. I run my fingers along the crease of his note in front of me, sharpening the fold again and again.

			The marks of his colored pencils show through the paper like a mystery. And as much as I want to erase him, and as mad and confused as I am, I want to know what’s on the other side.

			Ignoring his instructions, I open it.

			And there I am—a drawing of me, Wilson racket in hand, finishing a swing over my shoulder. A toothy smile. Blond hair tied back with a headband, the ends of it swirling like decorative ribbons up the page and forming the first letter of his message to me for my match tomorrow.

			BREAK A LEG, it says in all caps.
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			Byron Davies is a weird fucker.

			First of all, teal compression wraps cover both of his arms and his left leg, and a nasal strip stretches across his nose. I don’t know what that’s about, but he looks like a bionic tennis player.

			Second, he doesn’t have very many friends on the tour. There’s no shame in that, and I can certainly relate, but it’s no secret why he isn’t that likable. He loves to mess with people on court. He yells at umpires, throws rackets, breaks rackets, insists a ball is in even though there’s electronic line calling now and a literal computer is saying, You’re wrong, dude. All of that shit sounds like a him problem, but it can derail the momentum of a match, especially if you’re winning.

			Which I am. Just like I said I would.

			I’m defending every ball that comes my way, attacking with an approach shot whenever a ball lands anywhere near the service line, and I’m barely breaking a sweat. I’m too fast for him, and I’d love to see Emiliano’s face right now, thinking I couldn’t win this match. Everyone’s on my shit list, and that’s translating to great tennis.

			I took the first set, and the second, and the third is almost mine—but that’s when the tapping starts. It all starts with the tapping.

			It’s a tiny sound, almost lost in a stadium like this—Louis Armstrong is the second biggest stadium at the US Open. The first few times it happens, I don’t even think about it. I call it a coincidence. But the fourth time…the crowd has settled, I prepare to toss the ball to serve, and—

			Tap.

			I stop, looking over to catch Davies. Every time I start to serve, he squats and taps his racket on the ground. This little shit. He knows the end is close, and he’s getting desperate. And he has to cheat to stay in the match.

			I start again. Tap. I serve anyway—and the ball brushes the top of the net.

			“Let. First serve,” the umpire announces.

			I shake it off, but Davies does it again, and this time my ball lands a foot outside the service box.

			“Fault.”

			One more try. I exhale. I toss up to serve—tap—and I catch the ball in midair.

			“Are you serious right now?” I shout across the net. “Stop doing that!”

			“Austin—” the chair umpire says to me, trying to sort out what’s going on.

			“Do you hear what he’s doing? Every time I serve, he taps his racket on the ground,” I say, heading toward the chair.

			“Austin, please continue,” he says.

			“How can you not hear that? He’s the little fucking drummer boy over there.”

			The umpire leans back to his mic. “Warning. Mr. Hardy. Audible obscenity.”

			“Me? A warning for me? Are you serious?” I flail my arms at Davies, who’s putting on an award-winning performance of What the hell is he talking about?

			“And I’m gonna serve again, and of course he’s not gonna do it now,” I say to myself as I walk back to the baseline. Robbie shoots me a look to let it go, but this is absolute horseshit—I’m sorry.

			Before I know it, Tap Shoes is one point away from breaking my serve and winning this game. And of course, he doesn’t pull stunts again, because he’s not an idiot. What he does do, though, is win the game—and the next two. I’m making tons of unforced errors, worse than ever before, and I’m screaming at Robbie over in my box.

			“I can’t get my forehand to fucking work! Every fucking thing is in the net!”

			“Austin, please,” Robbie says, but there’s nothing he can do to calm me down.

			“Code violation. Mr. Hardy. Audible obscenity. Game, Davies,” the umpire says.

			I look up to the scoreboard to see the game awarded to Davies—and I full-on lose it. “Oh my god!” I shout, in full meltdown mode. This is so fucking unfair. I look back to Rob, who has his face in his hands, offering no support here, of course.

			I feel the cameras tracking me as I stomp to the baseline to receive, and my mind flashes to Mom, watching from our living room sofa. A wave of embarrassment crashes over me, so hard that I feel it in my chest. Everything is snowballing, and it’s getting tough to breathe. Jesus Christ, this is adding insult to injury. “Come on. Come on,” I whisper to myself. I have to find a way to settle down, or I’ll tank this entire thing.

			But Davies takes the set. That fucker takes the set and I’m breathing fire—every time I look at his stupid face.

			Robbie catches my eye as I walk to my bench. He holds his finger in the air and says two words, sternly, raising his voice over the crowd.

			Bathroom and close.

			I barely acknowledge him. Bathroom? I don’t need it, but he wants me to get out of here, to reset before the fourth set. Fine, I can do that.

			And close? I don’t know what the hell that means.

			“I’m using the bathroom,” I say to the umpire, and an official is immediately beside me as an escort. Bathroom breaks are highly regulated, two per match—very generous—and I have exactly three minutes once the bathroom door closes.

			I follow the escort toward the court exit, passing Davies, just sitting on his bench, looking smug and sucking down an energy gel. I think about punting his water bottle across the court, but I’ve clearly mastered the art of self-control.

			Close? What does that mean?

			Oh shit.

			I dart back over to my bench to grab a fresh shirt. “And I’m doing a change,” I shout to the umpire. You get two extra bathroom minutes if you change your outfit. I glance over to Robbie, shaking his head in relief. Clothes.

			Really gotta punch that th next time, Rob, out here having me solve riddles.

			The escort walks me down a short hallway just outside the court, and the metal door to the private bathroom clicks closed behind me.

			Finally. Silence. Five minutes starts now, without a crowd, without racket taps, and without my shitty forehand that keeps landing balls feet beyond the baseline. It’s just me, alone with my fucked-up self. Actually, which one’s worse?

			For a few seconds, I stand in the middle of the bathroom. It’s spotless, and the lingering scent of bleach fills my nose. Settle. I’ve got four minutes and thirty-eight seconds to settle. At least, that’s what the clock in the corner of the room tells me, the red digits ticking down.

			Yesterday, Helen had lots of questions about Burpgate.

			How often does that happen to you?

			I dunno. A few times a month.

			Does the burping really help?

			It does, for some reason.

			What do you think triggered it this time?

			Need some help with that one, Hel.

			I really don’t know what brought it on. I’m afraid to admit that it may have been the helicopter, because that would mean I’m very stupid. It was probably what she suggested earlier—everything compounding all at once, a snowball barreling down a hill, straight toward me, getting bigger and bigger, collecting all the shit in its way.

			Diego. His guys. Robbie and our disaster dinner. Dad. Shitty things people say online. Nice things people say online, because, how can I live up to them? Mom watching the replay of this match after Speech and Debate Club. Dad again. Always Dad.

			It’s all closing in on me.

			“I wish,” Helen said to me in that session, “you had time to yourself during these matches, for you to sit alone to reset.”

			“Like, meditate?” I asked.

			“I know that’s impossible in the middle of a match, but you could meditate beforehand. After, even. Have you tried that?”

			“Yeah, I’ve tried some of those apps. They’re all right. I don’t know if I felt anything change, really.”

			“You might need to stick with them longer. And—it’s not for everyone.”

			“Yeah.”

			I’m not sure what comes over me, but I squat and sit myself down on the floor, my butt against the cold tile, my back against the wall, and I close my eyes. If I’m about to hit a breaking point, I might as well brace for impact.

			I know one thing about meditation. You’re not supposed to fight your thoughts. Instead, when they come to you—and they always do—just say to yourself, Oh, a thought, and let it pass by. That’s easier said than done, but I try it—try being the operative word. For a minute, this is impossible to do. But then it gets a little easier, and I feel my mind starting to settle, to clear, to go…

			Blank.

			Well, almost. Half blank, maybe. Let’s be reasonable.

			But my breathing does slow, and so does my heart rate. And the faces and images haunting my head start to blur, to fade back to their homes in the depths of my mind. All except for one.

			A photograph.

			One that Mom took of Dad, Char, and me when she and I were little. I don’t know if I have an actual memory of it or if I invented one from the picture, but we’re sitting at the kitchen table, eating dinner, food falling out of our mouths because we’re laughing so hard at something Dad said—he always had a joke. We’re staring right at him, beaming, our faces full of joy.

			I used to play tennis for pure fun. I couldn’t wait to get onto the court, and you’d have to drag me off of it when the sun went down. I would play with such joy. Such freedom. Absolutely loose. This past year, with the pressures of winning, of money, of making dropping out of college actually count, I’ve felt that joy starting to slip away. I’d kill to get it back.

			Knock, knock, knock.

			“Thirty-second warning,” the escort says through the door.

			I peel my eyes open, and the clock backs her up. I let out a long breath, plant my palms on the floor, and hoist myself up. I open the door.

			“Twenty seconds,” she says. Her mouth twists.

			“What’s your name?” I ask, decidedly unconcerned about the time.

			“Uh.” She hesitates. “Heather.”

			“Heather, nice to meet you. I’m Austin.”

			She looks at me like, Yeah, dude, I fucking know.

			“You have to get back there,” she says, “or you’ll get a time-violation warning.”

			“Oh, a warning. Sounds serious.” I’m starting to freak her out, so I clue her in a little. “I think…I’m gonna wait for a second.”

			“You’re gonna wait?”

			“Yep. Gonna wait,” I repeat. “Did you see him tapping his racket?”

			She doesn’t say yes—I don’t think she can—but I see the yes in her eyes.

			“I’m gonna fuck around too. He can wait an extra second.”

			“Um,” she says, glancing to the officials down the hallway. Poor Heather, just trying to do her job. “You’ve got ten seconds to get back.”

			“Right,” I say, but I don’t move. She keeps her eyes on her watch, occasionally darting them up to me as the time ticks down.

			“Zero…seconds.”

			And sure enough, the chair umpire’s announcement echoes down the hall. “Time-violation warning. Hardy.”

			“There it is,” I say.

			“Yep…there it is,” she says, nodding.

			I milk one extra second and finally say, “Okay, then—let’s go.” And we kick into a light jog.

			“Wait. Were you gonna change your shirt?” she asks.

			“Oh shit.”

			Stopping just before the entrance to the court, I peel off my shirt and throw on the dry one.

			“Thanks for the escort, Heather. Hope you enjoy the rest of this.”

			“Yep, you too,” she says, and I’m positive she thinks I’m just as weird as Davies now—but hopefully I’m nicer.

			“I will,” I say. I’m living my dream, and dreams should be enjoyed.

			I walk casually onto the court. The chair umpire catches my eyes immediately, relieved that I’ve made it back.

			I grab a new racket on the way to serve. Robbie looks utterly confused, but I was expecting that. I throw my hand up to him. We’re all good.

			Davies is waiting for me on the other side of the court, pacing. I’m already under his skin. He gestures to the umpire, hoping for a point penalty, but the ump stays quiet on the mic. Excellent. Davies is a few feet behind the baseline—he’s been there for most of the match. My forehand was shit in the third set, but my serves have been on fire, as usual. He has to stand that far back to have a chance to return anything.

			The crowd quiets as I throw in a few extra bounces before my serve, buying myself more time and preparing to launch a missile.

			At least that’s what Davies thinks.

			I look up, ready to fire, but instead of smacking the ball, I hit him with an underarm serve—a trick shot, basically. The ball floats, and lands a few feet from the net on Davies’s side, and he’s dashing as fast as his compression wrapped legs can take him—but he was too far back to make it.

			The stadium gasps, and then erupts in applause. “15–Love.” And I smile. First to Davies—he’s fuming. Then to Robbie—shaking his head again. I’m really taking him on a ride. Then to the crowd—they fucking loved it.

			And then I smile just for me.
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			Davies doesn’t even shake my hand when it’s all over. We meet at the net like normal, he looks me right in the eyes, and he turns sharply toward the umpire chair. I stand there a second longer, and throw my arms up a bit, but ultimately, who cares? I won.

			I could really fuck shit up and call him a homophobe during my interview, but I don’t think that’s what his snub was about. All homophobes are assholes. Not all assholes are homophobes.

			I do make a point of apologizing to the chair umpire. “Sorry about all that,” I say. It can be a thankless job. Sure, umpires can make terrible calls, but I can hit terrible forehands.

			I look up as the crowd boos Davies, exiting the court. The dude deserves it, and I have no sympathy. But now I’m realizing that I played another match that will make a dramatic highlight reel. Code violations, extended bathroom breaks, trick shots, absent handshakes…People will have lots to say about this one, and I’m thankful that once again I’m blissfully unaware of the chatter, my phone tucked away in a dark pocket of Robbie’s bag. He’s still barely talking to me, but hopefully he’ll liven up after this win.

			“Austin, good to see you again,” a man says behind me—and I turn to see Backward-Hat Ryan from qualies, ready for another on-court interview.

			“The feeling’s mutual, Ryan,” I say as I join him on the court.

			“Austin, you have another packed house here tonight. How does it feel to have this many people behind you?” he asks, and passes his mic to me.

			“Yeah, I just want to say, thank you, everyone, for being with me through the ups and downs of this one. I really appreciate the support, and you definitely helped lift me back up.”

			“What do you think it is about your game that packs a stadium like this?”

			“Well, I think people love cheering for an American at this tournament, and I’m just trying not to disappoint.” The crowd responds with claps and cheers.

			“You certainly aren’t disappointing anyone with this remarkable run. I think we all love the drama you’re bringing this year. And I have to ask you—I saw that you and Diego Cruz had a pretty iconic arrival on Wednesday, in a helicopter.” My stomach drops at the mention of him. “What’s the story there?”

			What’s the story? Hold on to your hat, Ryan. “Yeah, you know me, always causing a scene,” I say, deflecting. The last thing I want to do is talk about Diego, but this interview has other plans.

			“It seems like you two are becoming good friends.”

			Looks can be deceiving, and so can Diego Cruz. Char wasn’t able to make it to this match—she had to work, for once—but I channel her and summon my last ounce of media training. “Yeah, well, I’m new here, and I don’t have a lot of friends on the tour, so he’s been really nice and kind of showing me around a bit.”

			“And how are you feeling about going up against him in the next round?”

			The possibility of this happening has lingered in the back of my head long enough for me to have an answer to this question. But I don’t. I don’t know how I feel—especially after last night. I fight to keep it from my face, but nerves are already pulsing through my veins. “I mean, it’s always hard to compete against friends. We both want it really bad, and he’s obviously an amazing player, so I’ll have to bring everything I’ve got.”

			“Well, you might not need to worry. I know you haven’t been following along, but Cruz is down two sets against Gerard, and he’s in a pretty deep hole in the third.”

			I can’t help the look on my face after this news. It falls flat, and I stand there with my mouth open. “It’s possible he comes back, though,” Ryan says. “We’ve seen it before.”

			“Yeah, he’s…” I pause. “Full of surprises.”

			

			—

			“Austin, they’re ready for you in the press room,” someone shouts into the locker room, but I’m still glued to the TV mounted on the wall. Diego is down 2–4 in the third set, and the camera tracks his face as he walks to the baseline to serve. He mops sweat from his forehead with his wristband, cleans the corners of his mouth. I recognize the panic in his eyes as they dart around—up to his box, back to the court—searching for a way to stay in the match.

			Come on. You can do it.

			The thought surprises me. Shit, do I actually want him to win? He lied to me. I emptied my heart to him, and he gave me lies. Plus, I prefer my chances with Gerard, who’s ranked a lot lower than Diego.

			But I feel him tugging my heart from the screen. Why is it so hard to watch him lose?

			Diego shouts at Emiliano after he mishits another forehand and the ball flies off the court. He’s close to tears. I know that feeling. I was just there. You’re flailing, trying to stay above water, and that makes you stress even harder. The camera pans to his face again, and I can see world number one floating away from his reach.

			“Austin.” Another voice at the door. “They’re waiting for you.”

			It’s time to talk about my win. For a second, I was so consumed with watching Diego that I forgot that I should be celebrating. I won. I won—but I’m distracted? I won—but I want him to win too? My win isn’t enough?

			Fuck, I’m in this deep.

			When I arrive in the press room, I scan for a TV even though I know there isn’t one. I don’t want to leave Diego’s match, so I’ll make this quick.

			

			—

			They’re in the fifth set by the time Robbie and I are in the car and going home. Huddled in the back seat, we watch on Robbie’s phone. We missed Diego’s comeback in the third set. He narrowly took the fourth. And the final set is another nail-biter—tied, three games all—but there’s an extra spring to his step. Diego whips a running crosscourt winner, and the crowd roars like it’s the most incredible thing they’ve ever seen. Maybe it is. Now it’s Gerard’s turn to be afraid. You don’t want to be on the other side when Diego catches fire.

			“Your presser was good,” Robbie says to me, keeping his eyes on the screen. “No drama, just answered the questions and moved on.”

			I haven’t heard a compliment from him in a while. Yes, he hugged me after the match—how could he not be happy?—but the tension from dinner hasn’t lifted.

			“Thanks. I just wanted to get out of there.”

			We go back to watching his match in silence. It’s hard to look away. Even the driver keeps turning his ear toward us to catch the score.

			“I have a plan for us tomorrow. I think we need to get away,” Robbie says.

			“Get away where?”

			“Somewhere in the Hamptons. I’m still working out the details, but there’s a court, a gym, everything we need. And it’s away from all this.” He gestures to the city whooshing by us in the car. “Helen is gonna join.”

			“Helen?”

			“Yeah, we’ll pick her up on the way.”

			My eyes narrow. “Is that…weird?”

			“Lots of people have psychologists on their team, and they’re with them all the time. Helen hasn’t ever been with you on court. I think it could be helpful.”

			“We have to start paying her. You realize that.”

			“This was her idea.”

			I mean, I guess it couldn’t hurt.

			“We’ve got one day to prepare you for Cruz, physically and mentally,” Robbie adds.

			Another cheer from the crowd drags us back to the screen. Diego holds a hand to his ear, encouraging more applause. He flashes a smile.

			“You think he’s gonna pull this off?” I ask.

			Robbie doesn’t answer, but we’re thinking the same thing.

			He usually does.
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			I’ve just gotten out of bed to hit the lights when there’s a knock. And this time, I know it’s him. I take a second getting to the door. He can wait.

			“Hey,” I say, barely giving him anything.

			“Hey,” Diego says back.

			“You didn’t wanna call first?”

			“I tried that last night. You didn’t answer me.”

			Fair enough.

			I nod through the silence, and we continue standing at the door.

			“Congratulations on today,” he says like some sort of peace offering.

			“Yeah, you too. That was a big comeback.”

			“Didn’t think it was going to happen.”

			I don’t think he’s being modest there. I think he means it. “What turned it around?” I ask him.

			He pauses, dips his head. “It was funny. I…During the set break, they put your match point on the screen. I tried not to watch—I didn’t want to get distracted—but…I did.” He continues to stumble through his response, his voice hushed and raspy, like he’s just spent every ounce of himself to return from the dead, but a glimmer of life appears in his eyes during the next part. “I don’t know. I was just—I was happy for you, and I didn’t want this to end,” he continues. “So I got up and made sure it didn’t.”

			That would sound so sappy if I hadn’t had that same experience when I was playing Dimitris, and now he’s slowly starting to win me over again—a little.

			“You owe your win to me, you’re saying?”

			He shakes his head. “I know it sounds stupid.”

			“It’s not,” I say, giving him a little bit.

			And right on the heels of that, he asks, “Why did you get so weird last night?”

			He asks the question like it’s been burning inside him, like it’s the reason he’s here. And as mad as I am, I want answers too. Opening the door wider, I let him in. He walks around awkwardly for a bit, unsure of what to do or where to sit, and eventually he stands by the TV, placing his hand on his Nintendo Switch. It’s been living there since he left it. That first night feels like ages ago, but it’s been only a week.

			“Have you hooked up with guys before?” I ask him.

			“What?” He looks genuinely shocked, but I carry on.

			“Because we had a whole conversation in the park about our histories, and I was really honest about mine. And I was honest when I told you about my anxiety. And I don’t think you’re being as open with me.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Auz.”

			Auz, he says. Not Austin. Not Hardy Boy. Auz, like Mom and Char call me. And now I feel like I’m being manipulated.

			“Emiliano joined me in the bathroom—supercool conversation—and he mentioned that you get easily distracted by things. Girls and guys.”

			“He said what?”

			“That’s what he said.”

			“He was fucking with you. He was trying to get in your head. He sees you as a threat.”

			“No, he doesn’t. But now he fucking should,” I say, and the room turns cold as our eyes lock. “Have you hooked up with guys before? It’s fine if you have, obviously. I just don’t know why you didn’t bring that up, and why I’m learning about it while being harassed by your coach in a bathroom.”

			“I’m sorry he did that. He gets intense.”

			“What did he mean?”

			“It’s not guys. It’s not. It’s—it was—one guy. And then…you.” Diego exhales. “So, yeah, two guys. Sure.” He looks away. “That’s what he meant.” His eyes drop to the floor.

			“Okay. Yeah, okay.” I take a beat as I process this. “I mean, it’s not that you had to tell me about that. It’s just, we had a whole conversation.”

			“I know.”

			“So it just sounded strange to me.”

			“I know.”

			“And you told me you felt straight before I came along.”

			“That’s still true. He didn’t mean anything to me.”

			“So…who’s the other one?” I ask.

			“It was stupid and fast and it’s over.”

			“Someone from school?”

			“No. Someone from…” He pauses like he doesn’t want to say it. “Here.”

			“Here, like, on tour?”

			No answer.

			Oh. Oh shit. I’m really putting the openly in openly gay around here. Sure, there are rumors about other players, but they’ve never sounded true.

			“Who is it?” Maybe I have no business asking, but I can’t fight my brewing jealousy.

			“I’m not gonna out somebody, Austin.”

			I can’t stop the names floating through my head, but I regret the question after that response. “Yeah, right, of course.” Now it’s my turn to retreat. “Sorry.”

			Another silence.

			“So, you had a thing, and then it ended,” I say, like I’m telling myself.

			“It was barely a thing. And then he got weird and didn’t want to hang out anymore,” he says with a shrug. “So I just make him pay for it every time we play.” He smirks. I smirk too. But I also clock the irony.

			“Is that what you’re gonna do to me on Sunday?” I ask, teasing, as he shuffles to the other side of the room. He glances down at my bedside table and finds the drawing he gave me, right where I left it, sitting next to my book. He picks up the paper and studies it.

			“What happens when we both need to break a leg?” he asks.

			I nod. It’s a fair question.

			“There was a world where I didn’t want you to win today,” he says.

			He keeps describing thoughts that I’ve also had—like he’s in my brain. “I also imagined that world,” I say, “but here we are, two days away.”

			“Two days away,” he repeats, and reaches for the sleeve of his hoodie. “You left this at the table after dinner.” Diego unfastens his watch, holds it up to me. “It looks too good on you for your wrist to be naked.”

			The way he says naked…I let him take my hand, and he slides the cold metal of the watch over my fingers. The bracelet pinches a hair on my wrist, but I don’t flinch. He fastens it as my heart thumps faster in my chest.

			I wonder who his other guy was. I wonder how far Diego went with him. I wonder why the thought of it makes me feel this piercing jealousy. But most of all, I wonder why it’s taking Diego so long to kiss me.

			I lean in. He meets me halfway.

			It starts small, no tongue at first—at first. Maybe we’re too tired from our matches. His lips are cracked from the sun, but I don’t care at all. His hand finds my cheek.

			Moving my arm below the sharpness of his ribs, I pull him closer to me. And that’s the green light he wanted. He grabs me, kissing me harder, tongues twisting in circles. Our feet stumble as he guides me to the bed. He pushes me onto it and climbs on top of me, his weight sinking my body into the comforter. His nose pushes warm air against my face, our mouths too busy to breathe.

			Against my leg I feel his dick growing through his shorts, and a jolt of lust rushes through me, transforms me into someone I haven’t been able to be in a long time. Suddenly, I push him up and off me and straddle his crotch. I kiss everywhere I can find—his lips, his cheek, the square of his jaw…His cologne enters my body like a drug. I drag my tongue across his neck, all the way up to his ear, and he lets out a moan so deep that it makes my mouth water.

			Through our clothes, I grind harder and harder against him, and he reaches up to wrap his arms around me. He squeezes me into him, willing us into one. And when he finally lets go, I move my hand down, down, across the dark hair circling his stomach, to the edge of the elastic on his briefs—and into the heat below. His lips part.

			There’s still a piece of me that can’t believe what’s happening, believes that I’ll wake up from this, that I don’t actually have Diego Cruz in my hand.

			“Austin,” he says in a whisper.

			I kiss him, holding on hard.

			“Austin,” he says again. I look over to meet his eyes. “Can we—” he starts, then pauses.

			Oh fuck. Oh fuck, is this the part where I wake up?

			“I haven’t done…very much…with a guy, I—” he says, fumbling.

			Is he calling this off? Did I go too far?

			“I’ve never had sex with a guy,” he says. “And I don’t know what…position…you’re into.”

			A wave of relief. He’s not objecting. He’s asking if I’m a top or a bottom.

			“No, no, it’s okay. We don’t have to do that,” I say, omitting that I haven’t had full-on sex with a guy either. I can have secrets too. “There are lots of other things we can do.”

			“Oh, I know. I’ve been on the internet,” he says.

			After our laughter settles, I ask another one of my burning questions as I settle next to him. “What did you and your other guy do?” I can’t help myself. The thought of him with someone else, a guy, still eats at me.

			“We—” He shakes his head, embarrassed. “We didn’t really do anything. We jerked off together a few times. No touching, really. It was weird.”

			I can show him a better time than that.

			“You jerked off…like this?” I say, my hand still deep in his shorts. He laughs, but soon his eyelids drip closed. I don’t want him to feel embarrassed by how far he’s been with a guy. It’s not that different from how Jake and I started—secret escapes to his room to test the waters, both of us afraid to be the first to ask, to try, afraid of it all, but so unstoppably curious.

			I can see Diego’s heart beating through his chest as it rises and falls, up and down. His eyes still closed, he’s lost in pleasure. I wish I could make him feel this way forever, erase any sadness that lives inside him—from his dog, from his shitty time with whoever the mystery guy is, from anything else he may be keeping from me, too afraid to share.

			Diego reaches down, slides out of his shorts and briefs, pushing them down to his knees, leaving all of him in full view. A grin finds my face as I continue to stroke him. He’s ranked higher than me, he’s taller, more muscular, hairier, certainly, but there’s one area where I have him beat, and it’s currently rock-hard in front of me.

			He reaches his hand to my hair, drags his fingers down my cheek, pushes them across my lips. I part them slightly, letting his thumb slide against the ridges of my teeth and into my mouth, like he’s begging me to replace it with something else.

			“Is that what you want?” I ask him, teasing.

			He looks at me, practically begging. “Please,” he says in a whisper.

			A man with manners.

			Moving over him again, between his legs, I lower my mouth to give him exactly what he’s asking for. Slowly, I circle the head of his dick with my tongue until I can’t take the wait. I shove the rest of him against the back of my throat. I want all of him. His hand immediately grips my shoulder. “Fuck, Austin,” he moans, his voice dark. I want to hear him say it again. I want my name to live in his mouth. So I work harder. “Fuck,” he says again as I slide my other hand under his shirt, up his chest, to his nipples, his neck.

			His hand returns to my face. “Okay, okay—wait,” he says out of nowhere.

			I stop, looking up at him as he lets out a breathy laugh.

			“I’m getting close. I’m sorry,” he whispers with a nervous grin. I smirk back, still holding on to him. What a feeling—to know that I have the power to make him explode with a tiny flick of my tongue. I’ve spent so long wondering whether he actually likes me, and now his body is proving that he does.

			Moving up to my knees, I gaze into his brown eyes, narrowing with desire. His hand lingers on my leg, and soon it travels up, tickling my inner thigh, and entering the bottom of my shorts. He brushes against my balls, and the warmth of his fingers wraps around my dick.

			“Come here,” he says. “It’s your turn now.”

			He removes his hand, and a chill hits my bare ass as he yanks my shorts down. He gazes at my dick, standing right in front of him, inches from his lips, harder than it’s ever been before. “Whoa,” he says.

			“Whoa, what?” I reply.

			“I think…you’re bigger than me.”

			“Is that a problem?”

			“Problem?” he asks. “It’s a fucking perk.”

			And my eyes close as he fits me in his mouth.

			

			—

			His heartbeat—that’s what I think I’ll remember most from this night. Not his moans, deep and frequent. Not the little mole beside his dick. Not his fingers running down the crack of my ass. Not the two hand towels it took to mop him up. There’s a small spot we missed, trapped in hair on his stomach, and I’m staring at it now, my head resting on his chest, my ear glued to—his heartbeat.

			That simple sign of beating life…It proves to me that he’s here and he’s real and I didn’t imagine any of this. For the moment, as long as I can hear his heartbeat I am his, and he is mine.
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			I wake in the middle of the night. We fell asleep wrapped around each other, but now Diego is on the other side of the bed, shirtless, propped against the headboard. Wide-awake.

			At first, I just watch him as he stares into the darkness of the room. Stubble peppers his normally clean-shaven face, and I remember it scraping against me last night—my cheek, my neck, my thighs. He barely blinks, his eyebrows scrunched in stoic thought. He’s lost somewhere I want to visit.

			“Hey, what’s up?” I say, my voice sandy.

			He turns to me. “Nothing. Just couldn’t sleep,” he says, adding a small smile, polite but impersonal.

			“Why not?”

			“I don’t know,” he says quietly, and returns to his staring. A coldness has settled over the room—over him—like I woke up from a bad dream with a stranger in my bed. What the hell happened?

			“I think I have to go back to my room…I’m worried about getting enough sleep,” he finally says.

			“Yeah, sure. Okay,” I say. But it isn’t.

			When I was a kid, I had a hard time sleeping over at friends’ houses. I couldn’t fall asleep if I wasn’t in my own bed, so any attempted sleepover usually ended with a late-night phone call to my parents and a bathrobed escort across the street. I think my friends took it personally. One of them even cried. They didn’t understand that it wasn’t about them. It was about me. I try to remember that now. But the fact that Diego wants to leave, that he can’t sleep well next to me, that he doesn’t want to be here, hits me hard.

			He gets out of bed, his body a silhouette against the window. I forgot that he was naked, and I look away by reflex. But my eyes return to him as he pulls on his briefs. He angles away from me—on purpose?

			“How about one more hang before our match? Tomorrow night?” The question slips from my mouth before I can catch it. It sounds desperate. Because I am. It feels like our wonderful night is slipping away, and I don’t understand why.

			From somewhere inside his hoodie, he says, “Yeah, sounds good,” as he shoves his arms into the sleeves. When his head emerges again his eyes aren’t on me—they’re on the door, like he can’t leave fast enough. “Have a good night,” he says from the hallway, and the door clicks shut.

			I sit there alone, my face frozen. What the fuck just happened? What the actual fuck?

			I don’t sleep the rest of the night.

			

			—

			“Where’s my phone?” I brush past Robbie as soon as he opens the door to his room.

			“Good morning to you too,” he replies.

			I’m dressed and ready to go, have been for two hours, because I had nothing else to do but spiral about Diego and how our night mysteriously went to shit.

			“I’m gonna use my phone a sec. I’m not asking for it back. I’ll sit here and use it supervised.” I start looking around his room. I need to text Diego and ask him if he’s all right. I’m probably overthinking this. He was tired. I was tired. I just want more context here, so I can escape my brain and put this to rest.

			“You’ve come this far. You can’t wait a little longer?” He eyes me before stepping into the bathroom to finish his hair.

			“No, I don’t want to do that.”

			“I don’t think it’s a good idea today,” he shouts over the faucet. “We need your mind clear, and I guarantee that whatever you want to do right now is not gonna be a step in that direction.”

			“It was my decision to do this, to give it up, and it should be my decision to start using it again.”

			“I thought you just wanted to use it for a second.”

			“Yeah—yeah, that’s what I meant.” Kind of. He returns from the bathroom.

			“Look, it’s not my job to police you about this. It’s my job to be your coach.”

			“So give it to me.”

			“It’s just…not a good idea. What are you gonna tell Helen?”

			“It’s two seconds.”

			“Yeah, good. Great idea. Keep things from your therapist. That’ll work well.”

			“Give me my phone, Rob. I’m not fucking around. You can watch me use it.”

			“What is wrong with you today?”

			“Nothing.” I’m not going into this with him. I’m not telling him that Diego Cruz and I blew each other and he vanished like a ghost in the night, with barely a goodbye. It’s embarrassing. It’s complicated. And it will send him into some kind of judgment spiral that we’ll be stuck in all day.

			Robbie squints at me. Our eyes lock in a standoff.

			“Espresso martini,” I say. My final card. The safe word we decided on when this stupid phone experiment started, because somehow we knew it would come to this. I’m not proud of it, but it’s for my own good. I have to text him. I have to find out.

			Robbie twists his mouth, pained. Worse than that, he looks disappointed. I don’t care. “Do I need to say it again?” I ask.

			He snorts, and walks over to his bag, sitting on the desk, a charging cord snaking into it. He grabs my phone and tosses it to me across the room, barely looking. He’s lucky I have a professional athlete’s hand-eye coordination.

			I consider saying thank you, but I’m not in a mood to be nice. “Did you wanna supervise?” I ask him as he goes back to the bathroom.

			“I’m not your dad,” he replies.

			The sentence, quiet but sharp, enters my ears and sinks straight to my stomach. I stand there with the pain, squeezing my phone so hard it could break. What an asshole. What a fucking asshole.

			And then I do what I always do to escape emotions I don’t want to deal with. I start to scroll. Days and days of notifications fill my screen, hundreds of them, thousands. Everything I’ve been missing from the outside world comes flooding in. I don’t know where to start.

			Until I see it.

			A text—just a text—from a name that hasn’t lit up my phone in years. I still have the picture of us at the beach as his contact photo, his arm dangling around me. He bleached his hair that summer. It was white as the sun.

			Jake.

			The protein bar I had an hour ago climbs back up my throat.

			this is amazing !! so proud of u

			I stare at it as everything screeches to a stop. I feel sick. I feel worse when I click the link he sent with the message.

			“Rob,” I say, barely able to get it out. “Rob, what is this?”

			It’s a New York Times article—with my photo, published yesterday.

			OPENLY GAY AT THE US OPEN. 
HARDY MAKES MEN’S TENNIS HISTORY.

			Rob emerges from the bathroom, and I flip the phone screen to show him. “Did you know about this?”

			He watches me as I go back to the article and thumb through paragraphs and paragraphs and photos outlining my childhood, my run at the US Open, my fall, Burpgate, a quote from my high school tennis coach.

			“Did they not want to talk to me? They didn’t want an interview?”

			“They—they reached out, but—”

			“They reached out? And you didn’t tell me?”

			“Austin, a lot of people have been reaching out—”

			“But this is the New York Times!”

			“—and we’ve been declining everything, to keep us focused. You’re doing enough interviews already.”

			“But they’re writing about me and I didn’t get a fucking say in it.”

			“It’s…it’s a good article. They did a good job.”

			I shake my head and go back to the article, at a complete loss for words.

			“Wait,” I say. “You gave them a quote. Shit, you gave them multiple quotes. You gave them an interview! You did and not me?”

			“They—yeah. The journalist wanted to talk to you. We said no. Then they wanted a quote from me instead, so I hopped on the phone—for ten minutes. We thought that was the best way to end the back-and-forth.”

			“We? Like, you and Char?”

			He nods, a reluctant confirmation. She’s in on this too. Maybe she even pitched the article. Jesus Christ, I can’t believe this.

			“So, let me get this straight. You can talk about me, but I can’t? I can’t even comment? This is my story, Rob!” I basically scream it at him, blood rushing to my face. “It’s my story! And I didn’t get a fucking say in it because you think you’re—what? You’re protecting me or something?” I glare at him, waiting for some kind of apology or explanation or anything.

			“I know you’re upset…” Fucking understatement. “I didn’t want to give you one more thing to worry about. It felt like it was the right thing to do.”

			“Or you just wanted a little attention for yourself, relive the glory days.”

			His mouth falls open.

			Everything about today is fucked. Robbie. Char. Jake. It’s so fucked that I forget about Diego for half a second. I want to cry. I want to scream. But most of all, I want to leave.

			I bolt out of Robbie’s room, phone in hand. Fuck this experiment. Fuck everything.
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			We don’t speak as Robbie drives the rental car through Brooklyn. All I know is that we’re picking Helen up and heading to the Hamptons, and it will take about two hours to get there. I don’t care about the other details. I just sit slouched in the passenger seat, rewriting my text to Diego and rereading the New York Times article.

			I’ve never seen a player level up as quickly as Austin has these past two years. I’m glad the world finally sees how special he is. And he really is a force. If he can keep his mind clear, if he can stay focused, he’ll have an incredible career. This is just the beginning.

			One of the three quotes from Rob. The article ends with this one. I glance over at him, his hand on the steering wheel. He had no right to give an interview. He had no right to keep it from me. He can’t win me back with flattering quotes that Charlotte probably wrote for him.

			I text her the article and fire off a bunch of question marks with it. She needs to answer for this too. It’ll probably be the first time in her life that she doesn’t text me back right away.

			Next up is Diego. I drafted a long message for him in my notes app, but I need it to sound more casual, more unscripted.

			hey everything ok over there ?

			Another—

			im sorry if last night was weird

			I send another one right after, like I’m writing them as I think of it.

			how was ur sleep

			Fuck. I immediately regret the last one. Shit, that sounds needy. I’m cringing at myself. Should I unsend it? What do I do? Shit.

			“Austin,” Robbie says.

			“What?”

			“I said, move to the back seat.”

			I look up to see Helen coming out of her apartment building in a green baseball hat, sunscreen caked on her nose. Robbie gets out to greet her. She sets her bag down on the sidewalk with a warm smile, and they hug. I shove my phone into my pocket, get out of the car, and lean against the hood, giving them some time. They exchange a few words out of my earshot, and finally she looks my way and walks over to me.

			“Austin, good to see you. How are things?”

			“Loaded question, Helen.”

			“Well, we’ve got plenty of time to sort that today,” she says.

			I open the passenger door for her with a pained smile. “Welcome to the shit show.”

			My phone buzzes as I settle into the back seat, and I carefully inch it out to sneak a glance. I’m not ready to let Helen down just yet.

			Not Diego. Charlotte.

			Robbie asked me not to mention it, I wanted to tell you

			But you didn’t. You listened to him. That’s just as bad.

			“So, Austin, how are you feeling today?” Helen asks, tilting around from the front seat.

			“Fine. Pretty fine, I guess.” A lie. I don’t feel like talking about the truth. I feel like sulking. I feel like drifting away into the sea. “Maybe tired?” I add, giving her a breadcrumb of something.

			“Couldn’t sleep again?”

			I shrug.

			“Any reason why?” she presses.

			“Is this a session? Are we starting…with everyone?” My eyes dart to Robbie, seemingly minding his own business, but it’s a car and we’re all in it, so…

			She smiles, understanding my hesitation.

			“No, not a session, just a conversation, and we don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to. Is it all right to talk about your match yesterday?”

			“Did you watch?”

			“I was there.”

			“Oh my god, you were there?” My brain twists with shock and—gratitude? I’m actually touched. “You weren’t sitting in our box.”

			“Oh, no. That’s way too close for my liking. I didn’t want to bother, didn’t want to distract, just wanted to…see.” I look to Rob again, his eyes still glued ahead. I’m sure he arranged her ticket, and I don’t know whether to be grateful, or upset about yet another thing he kept from me.

			“Well, you picked a dramatic one,” I say, feeling a tinge of embarrassment. I played really well yesterday, but I’m not super proud of my behavior—it wasn’t a great first impression for Helen.

			“I did! It was extremely exciting to watch. And then that comeback! The trick shot! What do you call that?”

			“An underarm serve.”

			“Underarm serve! Brilliant. Excellent shot selection.”

			“The vocab…You sound like a commentator.”

			“I feel like one!” she says with a grin. “But tell me—what did you do to get back in shape after the third set, after the bathroom break?”

			“Well, that guy was an asshole, and it was messing with me,” I say, settling back in my seat, “and I was starting to feel it in my face—a pressure in my cheeks, my eyes, throbbing in my head. It felt like it was only a matter of time before…I dunno.” I stop short. I don’t want to freak Robbie out—because it felt like what was happening on the practice court last week. “So I used my bathroom break. I didn’t even need to go or anything. I just needed to reset. And I sat on the floor and closed my eyes.”

			“To try to calm yourself down?” Helen asks.

			“Yeah, I tried to think about…nothing? Like, meditate, like we talked about. And that worked a little bit, but it’s not easy.”

			“It isn’t.”

			“Then I…thought about my dad. A memory floated up, but not in a sad way. It was a happy memory. And I guess that helped.”

			Helen nods.

			“And then I bent some rules and fucked with the guy right back. The end.”

			“That’s brilliant. Just brilliant. I love that you did that—the meditating and the fucking-him-up bit.”

			We smile at each other—except for Robbie. There’s nothing on his face when I catch him in the rearview mirror. He moves his eyes back to the road.

			

			—

			Two hours later, I crack my window and salty air hits my face. The Hamptons have always sounded like a faraway, mythical place full of wealth and beaches and expensive restaurants. Charlotte’s told me about coming here to work fancy PR events, and it doesn’t sound like a place that I’d like. I don’t feel like I would fit in here, even though Diego’s watch might say otherwise. I was too wrapped up in everything this morning to take it off, and I’m too afraid to leave it in the hotel or bump it around in my bag, so here it lives, on my wrist—a permanent reminder of him, as if he didn’t live permanently in my head. Light catches the polished metal of the bracelet as Robbie turns our car down a neighborhood street with perfectly manicured lawns.

			“Okay, so, who are we visiting?” I finally ask Robbie.

			“A friend.” It’s always a mysterious friend with him. “You’ll like this one too,” he adds, indirectly referencing Helen.

			We pull into the driveway of one of the smaller homes on the street—it’s beautiful, just a little more modest than the others—and, standing at the door, cup of coffee in hand, is the last person I would have expected to spend the day with. My jaw drops and stays there.

			Lucas Eriksson, sixteen-time Grand Slam champion, grins at us with his sparkling white teeth—perfect, just like his record against everyone.

			“This is your life now, old man?” Rob calls over to him as we exit the car.

			“Yep, just watching the grass grow,” Lucas replies, and they embrace.

			I catch Robbie’s eyes when he turns back to us. I think my mouth is still open, because he gives me a knowing smile. It is so fucking cool to be here—not cool enough to forgive him, but cool enough to drop our feud for the day. It’s not smart to walk around mad anyway, not now. I should say thank you, but instead, I just mouth, Wow.

			Bits of gray have found the hair on Eriksson’s temples, but that’s somehow made him even more handsome, aged him like a fine retirement wine. I’ve barely seen him on TV since he left the tour. No one has seen him, really. Some players retire and become commentators or make brand deals or start foundations, build empires, but it seems like Eriksson is content living a quiet life running HOA meetings. He has enough money to do whatever he wants anyway.

			“This is my good friend—and Austin’s therapist—Helen,” Robbie says. Austin’s therapist. Way to put it all out there.

			“Lovely to meet you, Helen. Do you have any availability for me?”

			“I’d be happy to help if you let me move in.” They shake. “Do you have room for a family of four?”

			Eriksson glances back, into the house. “I might, actually,” he says, considering.

			“And this,” Robbie says, “is Austin.”

			I extend my hand, and thankfully he takes it before he sees it trembling. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

			“No, no. Call me Lucas,” he says.

			I don’t think I’ll be able to do that. Tennis legends are known by last names only. “Lucas,” I say, nodding. Nope, feels wrong.

			“You know, I started on the tour when I was seventeen—a little younger than you.” Of course I know that. His biography is a ten-pound brick, and I’ve read it cover to cover twice.

			“Feels like ages ago, like a completely different life,” he says. “I wish I remembered how it felt, so I could give you some advice. I just remember crying a lot, and a fair amount of screaming.”

			From a man who grew up to be one of the coolest, most levelheaded players in the history of the sport, that’s hard to believe, but the biography backs him up there too. The writer did his research.

			“But, Austin, you’ve been incredible this week. I’ve watched everything, and I’m so impressed.” God, I think I’m actually blushing. If Robbie planned this meeting to calm me down before tomorrow, it was a bad idea.

			“Thank you, I’m—I’m having a good time.” Robbie gives me eyebrows. Overstatement of the century. I’m currently in hell.

			Lucas puts a hand on my shoulder. “I hope so,” he says. “Come in, everyone. Come in. We have a breakfast-spread situation in case you want anything, and Killian is warming up on the court.”

			“Killian Warner?” I ask.

			“She’s your hitting partner today,” Robbie says.

			“Well, shit,” I say to myself.

			Killian Warner is ranked number five in the world. She’s been hovering in the top ten for years now, and considering her forehand averages a ferocious eighty miles per hour, it’s no surprise why. Unfotunately, she got knocked out in the second round of the tournament—by a qualifier, I think, in a big upset. We’re really shaking things up this year.

			“Her dad’s a friend of the family—just like Rob here,” Lucas says as we follow him into the house. I immediately look for the trophies, the magazine covers, the memories, but instead, the dark hallway we enter is lined with abstract paintings. It leads us into a sun-drenched living room and kitchen, and to a beautiful breakfast, just as promised: fresh fruit, bagels, eggs, and coffee. All the smells of a warm and loving home.

			“Austin, we have yogurt in the fridge. We have granola there, hot sauce,” he says, pointing at the items, “and grapefruit juice—at least half a glass as long as no one else touches it.”

			I turn to Robbie. He nods. He sent my superstitious breakfast order ahead.

			“I’m sorry. Thank you,” I say to Eriksson, embarrassed that he had to go to the trouble.

			“My superstition was avoiding the lines. I never stepped on the lines between points. One time—the one time I actually count—I stepped on a sideline in a doubles match in Australia.”

			“Did you lose?” I ask him.

			“It was against him, actually.” Eriksson points to Robbie.

			“And no, he did not lose,” Robbie says.

			Eriksson shrugs.

			I glance into his living room with a wall of windows overlooking a singular, spectacular tennis court down a small slope. And there’s Killian, attacking a ball machine, her grunts echoing all the way up here. They’re maybe even louder than Diego’s.

			I realize it’s the first time I’ve thought of him in five minutes, and I’m grateful for that precious time of peace. Let’s go for ten minutes next time, see if I can set a new record.

			“All right, I’m finishing up a few things. Make yourself at home, everyone. The court’s just down there. I’ll come and join you in a bit,” Lucas says, “if that’s okay with you, Austin.”

			“That would be—yeah—I won’t be nervous at all about that.”

			“Hey, it’ll be good practice for tomorrow. You’re playing on Ashe, right? You’ll have lots more famous people than me there.”

			“Yeah, we’re expecting Ashe. Cruz has been there all week,” Robbie says.

			So much for forgetting.

			“Oh, you’ve got Cruz tomorrow. Right. That’ll be great. Such a nice guy, so personable. I met him a few years ago now—Wimbledon, the only time I’ve been back.”

			“Yeah, he and Austin have been hitting it off,” Robbie says, and my cheeks flush.

			I glance over to Helen, who’s straight-faced, scooping strawberries into a bowl, holding all my secrets.

			“Oh yeah? That’s great,” Eriksson says. “I made some of my best friends on tour.”

			“Yup, really nice guy.” That’s all I can muster.

			“How are you feeling about going up against a friend?” Eriksson asks.

			My stomach’s full of nails, sir.

			“Have any tips?” I ask.

			“Show no mercy, and use everything you have against him. Everything.”

			He says it so seriously that it almost sounds like a joke—but he doesn’t flinch. “Right, Rob?” he adds.

			“That’s what he did to me,” Robbie replies, nodding to Eriksson. “Worked out great for him.” And they finally break into a laugh.

			I’m so happy these heteros could navigate their simple friendships on the court. It’s a lot easier when you’re not in bed with each other.

			Eriksson disappears to his office, and Helen joins Robbie and me after studying a canvas down the hall. “The most gorgeous house, the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen,” she says.

			It’s hard to disagree. And I still can’t believe we’re actually here.

			“Okay, have your blueberries, and let’s get to work,” Robbie says.

			

			—

			The stats don’t lie. Killian’s forehand is unreal. There’s almost no spin on her ball, and it barely clears the net, but she never misses. I have to crouch down super low to get the ball back to her, and it’s tough with the pace she puts on it, but I end up beating her 6–4 in our first practice set.

			“Jesus, you’re good,” I say, taking a water break. Robbie, Helen, and Killian’s coach watch from chairs at the side of the court.

			“Nope. No way. I’ve been playing like shit all week. Today’s the exact same,” Killian says, annoyed.

			“I dunno. I thought you looked great.”

			She eyes me as she takes a swig from her bottle. “You’re not gonna be as lucky in the next one.”

			“Luck’s gotta run out sometime,” I say.

			“Plus, if you beat me again, you can’t join our club.”

			“What club is that?”

			“Our gay tennis club. They haven’t invited you yet? That’s surprising. You’re on all the posters.”

			“Oh my god,” I groan.

			“Yeah, every other week we meet at Billie Jean King’s house and make blood sacrifices in jewel-toned blazers. But now that our messiah has arrived, all of us lowly women will rip off her crown and place it on your saintly head—right where it belongs.”

			“Jesus Christ.”

			“Exactly,” she says with a grin.

			“You know I don’t care about any of that press. It’s annoying. I just want to compete.”

			“Oh, you don’t care about any of your amazing press? After queer women opened all the doors for you to have a nice time here?”

			I shake my head. I don’t really have a defense.

			“I’m just messing with you,” Killian says.

			“I know…” At least, I hope she is.

			“Billie Jean would never give you her crown. She’d murder you first.”

			“I would love to be murdered by Billie Jean King.”

			“It would be an honor,” Killian says. “And I’d feel the same way if I were you. It’s annoying to be asked about your sexuality all the time, but if it wasn’t that, they’d find something else to fixate on. But nobody ever asks me anymore. I should start dating a man, to shake shit up.”

			“Do you want to date a man?” I ask her.

			“Once was enough.”

			“Yeah, men suck.”

			“You really do.” We smile in agreement. “Okay—ready to get bloodied up?”

			“Go easy on me. I have a big match tomorrow.”

			“I’ll go so much harder now,” she says, pulling her hat close to her eyes. “Austin, patron saint of homos…”

			I shake my head as I walk back to the baseline.

			Killian wins the next set.

			

			—

			The scent of freshly cut grass fills my nose as we walk back up the hill. I’m sweat drenched and exhausted, but feeling good—and I’ve barely thought about Diego for two hours. I glance back at Robbie, Helen, and Eriksson, a few strides behind me, chatting, laughing, working on strategy. I smile to myself. This must be what it feels like to have a team, rallying around me, lifting me up, all with different sets of skills. I don’t feel lucky that often, not since Dad died, and any success I find in tennis, I justify with hard work. But as the breeze catches the back of my neck, I feel lucky to have them. I feel lucky to be here.

			Eriksson took over for Killian after our second set. I beat him. He didn’t do much to acknowledge that, though. “Must have stepped on a line,” he told me, adding a wink. I, however, will remember that win for the rest of my life.

			Helen catches up to me as we approach the house. “Why do some players grunt so hard when they hit?” she asks.

			I laugh. “Killian’s a little loud, right?”

			“Lots of you are.”

			“It’s supposed to help with breathing and rhythm. You should be exhaling with every swing. The grunting makes it easier.”

			“Why don’t you do it?”

			“It feels way too extra. I don’t need to.”

			“You don’t want to stand out?”

			I snort. “That theory sounds very therapist-y.”

			“Breathing is powerful—on court, off court. Maybe you’re not doing it as much as you should. It could release some tension in both places.”

			“Are you telling me to live, laugh, grunt, Helen?”

			“Wouldn’t kill you,” she says with a chuckle. “Also, what’s that in your pocket?”

			Shit. “Did Robbie tell you?”

			“No, I have eyes. And phones are very large now.”

			I let out a sigh. “Am I in trouble?”

			“That’s not how this works. I’m not making a judgment. I was just curious.”

			“No phone worked for a while, and I’m glad we gave it a shot. Really. I just—I feel better enough to have it on me again.”

			Helen studies me like she isn’t convinced. So much for being judgment-free.

			

			—

			I rinse off in Lucas’s outdoor shower, nestled around the corner of the house, ivy growing up its stone walls. Everyone decided I was too sweaty to enter the house or soak the seats in the rental car.

			Cold water pelts my scalp and lifts the heat of the late afternoon. I don’t always leave practice feeling great, but this practice was excellent. And with all the attention on who I’m playing, I realize I’ve never really taken a second to celebrate how far I’ve come here. I made it to the fourth round of the US Open—my first Grand Slam—and it’s very likely that I’m playing the night match on Arthur Ashe Stadium tomorrow. That thought scares the shit out of me, but beneath it I’m thrilled. I’m exactly where I always wanted to be.

			Back in the house, down one of the hallways, I find Robbie in Lucas’s office, a quiet room overlooking the court. This is where he hides all his tennis memories. The dark wood paneling on the walls is collaged with framed photos from tournaments, with actors, politicians, musicians…Robbie hovers at the dark brown trophy case, staring down at a sparkling golden cup, a replica Wimbledon trophy—they don’t let you keep the real thing.

			“Where are all the other ones?” I ask Robbie, joining him.

			“At his different houses, probably—here, LA, back in Sweden.”

			“Why does he keep all this stuff hidden away? I’d put this trophy on the kitchen table, eat cereal out of it, bask in my glory every morning.”

			“He never really liked tennis.”

			“Yeah, that’s what his book said, but that can’t actually be true.”

			“No, it’s true. He hated it.”

			“Why didn’t he retire earlier, then?”

			“It’s hard to quit something you’re the best in the world at,” Robbie says, staring through the glass of the trophy case. “But this whole sport, this life—it can eat away at you.”

			“How long would you have stuck around if you didn’t fuck up your shoulder?”

			“I don’t know. It would have been nice to have one of those. I might have kept trying until I got one.” This is the first time I’ve heard Robbie look back at his career with remorse. It is what it is. I was lucky to be there, he always says. Reserved, humble, grateful—that’s the Robbie I know. “But sometimes life takes you out first,” he says, and I suspect he means a few things there.

			“I’m gonna win one,” I tell him. “For you. For Dad.”

			Robbie turns to me, looks me straight in my eyes. “You have to do it for you, Austin. That’s the only way it works. It’s gotta be for you.” With that, he pats my shoulder, and the floorboards creak as he walks back out to rejoin the others.

			Alone in the room, I catch myself in the reflection of the Wimbledon cup. When I was a kid, I stole a package of tinfoil from the kitchen and used the entire roll to build my own trophy—except it wasn’t a Wimbledon trophy like this one. It was for the US Open. It was lopsided, and it was makeshift, but when I held it in the air, high above my head, that kid in the mirror knew that one day it would be real. I knew it because I’ve never wanted anything more in my entire life. I wanted it so badly that I would cry myself to sleep. I would lose a match and I would cry until my pillow was soaked, because I was one step further from my dream.

			Maybe it’s because I’m lost in this memory, or because my dream has never been this close, but I feel a tear build against my left eye. I let it fall, and I dip my head in time to see it tumble to Lucas’s office rug and disappear into its red fibers. Fifteen years of my life could fit inside that single tear—fifteen years of sweat, blood, and belief.

			I don’t hate tennis like Lucas. I love it with every ounce of me. And I don’t care what Robbie says. My parents sacrificed so much for me to be standing in this room now, to stand on that court tomorrow, and I’m gonna win the match for them. And I’ll give everyone a new record to talk about. I’ll write a new page in the history books. I’m going to be the first guy—gay or otherwise—to go through qualifiers and win the whole fucking thing. It’s never been done. Then they won’t talk about who I am. They’ll talk about what I’ve done.

			Diego is good. But he’s not invincible. He gets cocky, and he makes stupid mistakes. I just have to power through and stay consistent. As he enters my brain again, I pull my phone out of my pocket, barely thinking, and open our message thread.

			My heart skips a beat when I see it.

			A read receipt.

			Just like before—history repeating. He saw my message, didn’t care to respond, and moved on. He’s over whatever it was we had—and I am too.

			Show no mercy, and use everything you have against him. That’s what Eriksson said. That attitude got him sixteen Grand Slam titles, and it’s about to get me my first.
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			We keep the routine as normal and easy as possible for the rest of the day, and it’s just me and Robbie for dinner at the hotel. The place is quiet for once. We’re halfway through the tournament, and most of the players are gone now, eliminated. It started with 128 in the men’s draw, and now we’re down to the final 16.

			“We should watch highlights from Cruz’s match after this,” Robbie says in between bites of his burger.

			“I think I’m good on that.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means I’ve seen enough of his matches. I don’t want to stare at his face.” I’m gonna be staring at him a long time tomorrow, and that should be enough.

			Robbie frowns. “Is everything okay there?”

			“Yeah. Fine. Why?”

			“You’re testy about it,” he says. “More than usual.”

			“It’s a big day tomorrow. Could that explain it?”

			“Are you worried about going up against him?”

			“Are you trying to psych me out or something?” I reply, blood heating. “You didn’t catch any tips from Helen today? Why do you say shit like that?”

			“It’s a valid question, Austin. It’s not meant to psych you out. I competed against friends many times, and it’s not an easy thing to do—for either of you.” My mouth twists, but I have nothing to say. “I know it’s not exactly the same thing,” he adds. He says it like he knows more than I’ve told him. He’s smart enough to take an educated guess.

			I silently push my uneaten rice across the plate. I never came out to Robbie—not technically. My parents told him about Jake when all of that went down—I said it was fine for them to tell him—but Robbie and I never actually had a conversation about it.

			We used to take lots of weekend trips to Robbie’s house—LA is only a two-hour drive from San Bernardino. Jake came with us once, back in middle school. “Bring a friend sometime,” Robbie had told me. We played basketball in his pool, Robbie grilled pork chops, and Jake and I watched Big Mouth on his enormous sofa while the adults talked over wine in the backyard. Jake didn’t laugh at a joke that was basically written for exactly him, and I turned to find him asleep, his head hanging to the side. I watched him from the other end of the couch, his lips parted, hair dried in a funny way after being in the pool. I wanted to slide over and let him rest on my shoulder. I’d always thought he was cute, but that was when I knew I liked him much more than a friend. That was when I knew I was falling in love.

			A few years later, during my freshman year of high school, the family was on another trip to Robbie’s. Dad was having one of his good days and was up for the travel—and I was having one of the worst days of my life. I had just come out to the whole school, and Jake had broken up with me. I spent that week barely living life.

			“Hey,” Robbie said to me when he opened the door. “How ya doing?” And he squeezed my neck. I wasn’t as tall as him at the time, still had about six inches to grow. I looked up at him, and—I can’t explain it—I knew he wasn’t asking about Dad, like he normally had since that impossible sadness had slowly moved into our lives. He was asking about me. He was asking about Jake.

			“I’m good,” I said, desperate to hide the lump that would live in my throat for years to come. I smiled right through it, and brushed past him inside the house.

			I knew they told him. He knew that I knew. But he didn’t make a big deal about it. He never told me the cliché shit like love is love. We just continued our lives.

			Sure, occasionally we’d be watching a show and he’d say a guy was hot. I very clearly remember this happening while we were watching some travel series starring Zac Efron—I forget the name of it. Robbie made some comment about how good-looking he was, which was undeniable in that show. It was supposed to be about sustainability and saving the planet, but the whole thing felt like an excuse to strip his clothes and make him jump off cliffs. And of course I was thinking the exact same thing as Robbie. I had a sexual awakening watching this old Zac Efron movie called 17 Again in my bedroom when I was nine—he’s my guy. “That’s a handsome man,” Rob said. He didn’t turn to me for my opinion. He just put it out there, building a safe space where it was okay to drool over Zac’s perfectly carved chest. Mom agreed. Dad was resting in the other room, but he would have agreed too. And then Charlotte went off on some tangent involving Vanessa Hudgens and the whole thing moved on from there.

			There’s a second, years later, as I sit at this table with Rob, staring at my chicken, when I consider telling him everything. He’s asking. He cares. But I just can’t bring myself to do it.

			It feels just like last time. I threw myself into something, got so excited, only for it to crash and burn in front of me. But this time I picked the worst person imaginable. Or he picked me. It doesn’t matter at this point, and I have to deal with the consequences.

			“How do we beat him?” I ask Robbie.

			“We watch his match and we talk about it,” he replies, with no hesitation.

			I sigh. I knew he would double down. I’ll do anything it takes to win tomorrow, and if doing that bumps up my odds, let’s go stare at Diego’s face. Then I’ll take him down.

			

			—

			“You’re gonna have to stand farther back than normal on those first serves,” Robbie says as we huddle around his iPad in his hotel room. “You’ll need more time.” He reaches for his dry-erase pen and draws a red line across the screen.

			I cringe. “Please use a screen protector if you’re gonna do that.” It gets me every time. But the marks come right off, so what do I know.

			Robbie ignores me and we continue our homework. “He normally favors a slice down the middle on his second serve. Stand closer to center on the ad side.” He marks the screen again. “It’ll set you up for more forehand returns—you can take control of the point right away,” he says. “And you’ll get in his head.”

			We’ve been at it for an hour, and the more we talk—strategy, adjustments, mentality—the more Diego becomes an opponent, not a friend, not whatever it was I thought we were. He’s someone standing in my way, and we have a plan to beat him.

			“And if any of this goes south, just look over to me and we can readjust on the fly,” Robbie says. “But it’s gonna be a little loud in there.”

			“It’s officially on Ashe?”

			Robbie nods.

			A chill rushes my body. I’m going up against Diego in the largest tennis stadium in the world. I’m smart enough to know that no strategy can prepare me for that.

			“What are you thinking?” he asks, sensing my fear.

			I can’t describe it.

			“You’re thinking holy shit?” he asks.

			“Yeah.”

			“That’s exactly how I felt when it was me out there,” he says, leaning back in his chair. “And here I am. Alive. Survived it. And you will too.” I smile and try to believe him. “And you’re better than I am—was.”

			It’s the first time he’s ever said that to me, and he never gives a compliment unless he means it. “Because I’m special?” I ask with a head tilt. When he realizes I’m quoting his New York Times interview, he looks away, clears his throat. But a moment later, he returns. “Yes. Because you are.”

			The nerves, the warmth, and the love twist and turn into a feeling I can’t contain, and all of it pours out of me in two words. I don’t say them enough. “Thank you.”

			“Yep.” That’s his reply. With a simple nod. “Yep.”

			

			—

			I knew watching Diego’s match was a bad idea, and in my room later that night, I wish I could take it back. Because there’s something in me I can’t control now. Like I’m someone else. Like I’m not the one pulling my phone out of my pocket. Like I’m not the one flipping through videos the algorithm is serving up. Like I’m not the one watching this one.

			It’s another fan edit of Diego and me. A compilation of footage from our helicopter ride, the video of the incident at practice, and highlights from both of our matches over the past week. And now I’m sitting here reliving our entire week, underscored with “Perfect” by One Direction. Of all songs, this fan had to pick that one.

			Watching his match put me on a slippery slope. I knew it would. And it led me here. And now my stomach is battling anxiety and a stupid crush. I can’t even call it that anymore, because it’s so much more. God, I want him. I want this match. I want to be able to take a full breath right now. I was confident this morning. Shit, I was confident an hour ago. And I spiraled right back here.

			If we could just talk, if we could reset, I think it would calm my racing mind.

			No, I can’t call him again. That would be absolutely wild. Calling would be asking a question I already know the answer to.

			But maybe he’s ready to talk now? Maybe he wasn’t before, and he’s been going through the same thing as me?

			I can’t call him. I can’t.

			But I do.

			The phone rings three times. I feel each ring like a drum in my chest. And in the middle of the fourth—the call cuts straight to voicemail.

			He sent me there.

			I close my eyes, slowly lean down to press my head against the bed, and I pretend it doesn’t hurt as much as it does.

			I’m okay. I’m okay. I don’t need him. I’m okay.
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			Somehow, I was able to fall asleep last night, but my nerves wake me up before my alarm. They usually do—why do I even bother to set it. I know I won’t find anything from Diego, but I check my phone anyway. Nothing. I let out a deep breath. One step at a time today. Follow the routine.

			In a daze, I shower, get dressed, and head down the hallway to Robbie for my morning shake. I hear laughter as I near his door. Did he have someone over last night?

			It was very awkward the last time I ran into one of his overnighters. “Give me a sec here,” he shouted from behind the door. I heard a woman’s voice next, whispering something. He cracked the door and said, “Hey, sorry, I’m just…I’ll come grab you in a second.”

			“Oh god, yeah, okay,” I said, cringing. “Do I know her?” Couldn’t help but tease him a bit.

			“You do not.”

			“Can I meet her?”

			“You cannot.”

			“Rob, if she’s gonna be in our lives, that’s gonna need to happen.”

			“I’m closing the door now.”

			That was a few months ago, and I’d rather not repeat it today—I’ll just text him and tell him I’m ready when he is. I turn to head back to my room, but I stop when I recognize the voice—voices? I knock on the door, and my lips muscle into a happy frown when Mom answers, Charlotte behind her.

			“What are you doing here?” I say as Mom wraps me into a hug.

			“The biggest match of your life today—you think I could miss that?”

			“We’re not calling it the biggest match,” Robbie says, lacing his shoes on a chair in the corner of his room. “Just a normal, everyday match.”

			“A normal, everyday match in front of twenty-four thousand people,” I add. And against the love of my life. I leave that part out.

			“Mom, you were literally just here,” I say to her, still trying to get my head around her surprise arrival. “It’s so far and so expensive.”

			“I’m exhausted,” she says, resting her hand on my shoulder, “but I would never, ever miss this. I’d rather go bankrupt.”

			“She didn’t go bankrupt,” Charlotte says, and I turn to her. I’ve been ignoring her texts since the article. “But you owe me a shit ton of Amex points.”

			She hugs me and I let her. If she thinks this can win me back, she may be right.

			I lean against the wall, looking at the three of them, overwhelmed by their presence. We’re missing one, but this is family. A lump builds in my throat. I want so badly to give in and let my tears fall. I’m stuck between feeling the love of three incredible hearts and the ice of another. I want to crouch on the floor, let it all out, and tell them everything. But I don’t. Today is about strength. I swallow the pain and carry on.

			Stick to the routine.

			“When did you get here?” I ask.

			“I took a red-eye and landed an hour ago.”

			“Remember when you thought red-eye flights were faster, Auz?” Charlotte asks as Robbie hands me my shake.

			“The name makes them sound like they’re faster,” I reply. I still think I’m right.

			The room laughs and I join in. I’m glad they’re here to get me through this.

			

			—

			After breakfast with everyone, Robbie and I arrive at the tournament. We aren’t scheduled until tonight, but he wanted us here early—to acclimate, hit the gym, hit some balls, have a meal, and get ready. My stomach kicks as soon as I step out of the car. This is it. I’m here. And I’m not leaving until someone wins and someone loses. And then something catches my eye.

			“Wait,” I say to Rob, stopping in front of the brick exterior of Arthur Ashe. “Why is it gay?”

			He turns to me, and I point. Rainbow flags slowly ripple on the screens lining the building.

			“Oh my god, is it Pride Day?”

			He pauses. “It is.”

			“Today. Today is Pride Day here?”

			“It is,” he says again, same delivery.

			I take a long drag of air through my nose, slowly push it out through my lips.

			“It’s just a coincidence,” Robbie says. “Scheduled long ago.”

			“And it just happens to be—”

			“It just happens to be,” he says with a knowing nod.

			The US Open does a Pride Day every year—as they should. They host panels on the importance of inclusion and visibility, ball kids wear rainbow wristbands, and there’s merch in the stores. At night, the whole exterior of Arthur Ashe lights up in celebration. And yeah, there is so much to celebrate, but today, it just feels like pressure.

			“It’s gonna be fine. You’re gonna be fine,” Robbie says.

			A drop of warm water hits the top of my head. Gray clouds paint the sky, taunting us with rain. I wished for the sun to take a fucking break all week, and it finally has, but now—now it just feels ominous.

			We enter the main building, walk past security, past check-in, and my eyes dart down every hallway, looking for him. Is this my entire day before it happens? We have to run into each other sometime. This place is big, but it’s impossible to avoid someone forever. Tennis isn’t like other sports, where teams have separate locker rooms. Here, we’re all in the same one. The guy you beat could be showering in the stall next to you twenty minutes later. Tennis forces you to collide, on court and off.

			What would I even say to him? I don’t want an explanation at this point. I can manage to be polite—I can give him a friendly nod—but he’s going to have to say something first. This shit is on him.

			There’s no sign of him during practice. I’m scheduled on the same exact practice court where we first met, and when I toss my bag on the bench, fragments of that day come rushing back: the fall, Diego’s eyes in my face, fighting with Rob about dropping out. I lift my arm to my chest, just to feel things out. My breathing is fine. My pulse is slightly elevated, but that makes sense on a day like this. Overall, I feel fine.

			We don’t have Other Austin with us—the boys’ singles tournament starts today, and his match is in an hour. To be honest, I kinda miss his toxic positivity—and having someone who can hit a clean ball.

			“Hit it harder! What are you doing?” I shout to Rob, across the net.

			“Just hit it back, Austin. Don’t tell me how to do this,” he says with a tone he’s had since breakfast. We’re all on edge over here.

			“I just don’t get the point if you’re not going to hit as hard as him.”

			It’s the first time I mention Diego out loud all day. Him, I say, disconnecting him from his name, creating distance. Robbie smacks the next one straight down the line, and it catches me by surprise. I extend to reach it, but it zips by me.

			“I wasn’t ready!”

			Robbie shuts his eyes.

			We spend the rest of the practice rallying, crushing balls over and over again, and I pour all my anger into every swing. Robbie hits some of them back, but there are plenty of balls he doesn’t even go for. He’s not fast enough to keep up anymore.

			He joins me on the bench and rubs his hand on his shoulder, wincing.

			“How’s it feeling?” I ask.

			“Fine,” he mumbles. Always his response.

			That shoulder took him out of professional tennis. He was in the third round at Roland-Garros when he felt the snap. His doctor said it could be fixed with surgery, but the first operation didn’t go well. The second one was better, but he could never shake the pain during a serve or a heavy forehand. He was forced to bow out. Some endings you don’t get to choose.

			

			—

			I don’t see Diego at player dining either. There was a commotion at a table at the opposite end of the room, a bunch of laughter and voices all tangling together at once. My neck whipped immediately because I knew it was him—but it wasn’t. It was just a doubles team reuniting with an old friend and being loud about it. This place is always loud—it’s a glorified high school cafeteria of reunions, rivalries, and people just trying to scarf down meals, like me. Robbie’s normally a social butterfly around here, but even he isn’t feeling it today.

			I do a quick lap around the locker room when I get there, scoping out the place to see if Diego’s here. It’s pretty empty now, except for a few guys in the shower.

			Where is he? This is getting weird.

			I circle back to my locker, at the far end of the room, and change into my Nike kit. Robbie hasn’t heard from Nicole since thanking her for the clothes she sent a few days ago. Maybe she’s not a fan of my interviews. Maybe she’s ghosting me too.

			At the mirror, I push my hair back and stretch my white headband across my forehead. I broke in a fresh pair of shoes yesterday. My socks are stretched up, my shorts hiked against my quads, tanned from years of constant sun, and I wear a dark blue shirt with a zipper centered at the collar. I zip it all the way up and meet my own stare in the mirror. I lean in close, my nose to the glass, to get a look at the bags under my eyes, which have been slowly forming since qualies, like a collection of everything that’s gone down. Only one thing can fix them. Rest. And my job here isn’t over.

			

			—

			I hear him first.

			We’re forty-five minutes from the match. I just left the locker room, and his laugh carries from around the corner and down the hall toward me and Rob, headed in the opposite direction. And there he is, Emiliano and a few others in front of him, almost blocking him from view.

			He’s all the way down there, past the posters, past the tennis histories on the wall. I have about ten seconds to decide what I should do, what I should say. My entire body tenses as my mind floods with options. I should probably just smile, nod, keep going. I don’t have to do more than that. He doesn’t deserve more than that. Emiliano spots us.

			I wish I had a larger group, instead of just Robbie, and a US Open escort leading us to the warm-up room. “Say something to me,” I whisper sharply to Rob through the side of my mouth.

			“What?”

			“Just, like, talk or something, please, quickly, like we’re normal fucking people.”

			“Looks like that big storm is heading our way—”

			“That’s all you got? The weather?” I glance toward Diego as we pass, but he’s in the mess of his team, and he keeps his eyes glued ahead. Snubbed again.

			Robbie stops for a handshake with Emiliano, because he can’t help himself. Please, please, just keep walking, Rob. Just move your fucking feet. I can’t stand to be in this hallway anymore. Fighting the urge to continue down the hallway and get out of here, I hold back and wait for him. And I take one last peek at Diego—or, specifically, Diego’s left foot.

			An ankle brace peeks above his shoe.

			I don’t remember him having issues with his foot before. This must be a new development.

			Robbie finally pulls away from his exchange with Emiliano and starts walking again. “Did you see his ankle?” he asks, voice low.

			“I did.”

			“Did Emiliano say something?”

			“No. Just ‘Good luck on the rematch.’ ”

			“The rematch? The fuck does that mean?”

			“He meant the rematch between me and him. The last time we played, I beat him.”

			“Like a hundred years ago?”

			“I beat him pretty bad, enough to remember.”

			So it’s personal for everyone involved tonight. Excellent, let’s add one more thing to stress about.

			The warm-up room is the last stop before the match. It’s fairly small, has a few bikes, weights, an area to stretch. We’ve been stretching all day, so we head straight to a bike to warm up my legs.

			“The ankle is an interesting twist,” Rob says, a glint in his eye.

			“Are you proud of that pun?”

			“Just saying…”

			I throw my leg over the bike seat and start to pedal. “What do we do about it?”

			“Run the fucker out, just like Volt.” That exchange with Emiliano must have really pumped him up. He’s boasting about his matches, plotting to exploit injuries…It’s a brand-new Robbie, and I’m not mad about it. “Sorry. I know he’s your friend.”

			Not tonight. Maybe not ever. I pedal harder.

			I glance up to the televisions on the wall, currently showing the women’s match on Ashe. Reika, the number one women’s player, is up 5–2, and it looks like she’ll take it in straight sets. That means Diego will be back down here any minute.

			“I don’t want to talk to him when they get in here,” I say to Robbie quietly. There are extra eyes on us from here on out, and I don’t want to stir up drama.

			“Can you tell me why?”

			“Not really. Not right now. Can you just help me with that?”

			“That’s gonna be tough. This room isn’t huge.”

			“I have a feeling he’ll stick to his side too.”

			“Do you want your headphones?” he asks.

			“Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

			He unzips my bag and hands them to me on the bike. I pause before putting them on. “Any last words?”

			“Last words, hmm,” Robbie says, scrunching his forehead. He’s quiet for a moment, and I brace for an inspiring monologue—something about having fun, and going for broke, and how I’ve made it this far and I’ve got nothing left to lose.

			“Drag me down,” he says, finally.

			“What?”

			“Wasn’t that the one you and Charlotte kept asking for in the car, driving to that tournament in Ojai?”

			“Oh my god, ‘Drag Me Down’? You’re giving me a One Direction recommendation? How do you remember that song? I was like ten.”

			“It was a two-hour drive, and that was the only thing you let us listen to.”

			“I am so sorry.”

			“Eh, I liked the lyrics. And you won the tournament. Must have done the trick,” he says. “Let’s try it again.”

			I can’t deny that it’s a solid choice.

			I put on my headphones, and the foam against my ears calms the pressure in my head. The spinning of the bike, the chatter of the room…all of it fades away, making space for the bass line of my childhood summer anthem.

			Continuing to pedal, my legs race with the beat, and right on cue, as if he had timed it with the chorus—Diego enters. He and his team camp out on the far end of the room, a healthy distance away from us. I was right.

			I sneak another look Diego’s way. Most of him is blocked by Robbie, who’s strategically moved in front of him. I can see only his feet, sprawled out in a prematch stretch.

			His ankle brace is gone.

			Is he healed or is he hiding?

			Ditching the brace seems right on-brand for him. He doesn’t want to show any sign of weakness. But I spotted it from a mile away. I know all your secrets, Cruz. You’re human, just like the rest of us.

			An official approaches Rob and me, says something to us that I can’t hear through the music, but I know what it means.

			It’s time.

			Robbie taps his ear, and I lift my headphones up.

			“I’m gonna go out there now,” he says, and leans in closer to me on the bike. “Nothing can prepare you for walking out there, nothing I can say. Yes, it’s a ton of people. Yes, you’re gonna be nervous. And you’ll probably take a whole set to get comfortable. Give yourself time.”

			“Okay,” I say after a deep breath, the exhale rattling through the hollows of my chest. He picks his bag up from the floor as a desperate question catches in my throat.

			Can you stay a little longer? Just for a second?

			I swallow it back down. There’s no time for weakness.

			“And one more thing. Don’t walk out wearing those,” he says, pointing to my headphones.

			“Why not?”

			“You should hear them announce your name,” he says. “Don’t block it out. Feel it. You worked hard for this, and you deserve to experience that moment.” He smiles through watering eyes. “There’s nothing like it.”

			I nod. That’s the best I can do right now, as the anxiety rushes through my arms, my legs, my stomach, like white water. Robbie passes Diego and walks out the door.

			I’m on my own now.

			Diego’s racket bag is on his back, and he’s angled slightly away from me, allowing no opportunity for interaction.

			I hop off the bike, approach my bag, and unzip a few pockets, pretending to look for something. I’d do anything to fill this awkward silence.

			I know how this will go. I’ve seen it play out hundreds of times on TV.

			Any minute now, an escort will take me out of the warm-up room. Diego will follow. I’ll stand in front of him, waiting in pin-drop silence for a cue. And then a cameraperson will track me through the tunnel, with its dim lights and tennis histories, Diego steps behind. The tunnel will lead us like the current of a river, strong, steady, destined to the ocean of Arthur Ashe Stadium and its sea of fans.

			And to the match that awaits.
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			You good?

			The question he asked me at the net, his hand on my lower back. And it’s the question I answer with each backhand down the line. With each forehand, muscled with topspin, whirling the ball through the air with everything I have.

			This one dives heavy onto his side of the court and bounces high. Diego pummels it back with a fierce grunt.

			Split step, dash to the left, reach racket, reeeach…

			Chip it back. Race to the other side. Smack it crosscourt. Hard. He returns it. I smack it back again. He returns it. Again. Again.

			Again.

			This rally won’t die, but I won’t either. I won’t be the first to blink.

			My ball lands straight on the baseline, forcing him back, and I’m sneaking up to the net, fast and silent. I strike a volley at a sharp angle. He goes for it—of course he does. And of course he gets it, just like Robbie said he would.

			Shit! He lobs it over my head and I’m dashing backward.

			Faster, faster, faster. I can get it. I know I can.

			I reach it before it lands, widen my legs, and hit right between them. Whipping around, I see the ball sailing through the air, and I pray to the gods of tennis that it lands where I want. No, not where I want—that’s too hopeful—just anywhere on his side of the fucking court. Please.

			The crowd gasps. Then roars.

			The point is mine, and I win the very first game of the set.

			Charlotte and Mom are screaming from my players’ box, but my eyes are locked on Diego as we head to our benches for the first change of ends. There’s a sliver of space between the net and the umpire’s chair, room enough for one player to pass, not two. So if you arrive there at the same time—and we do—it’s courteous for one to let the other go first. Well, I’m not feeling courteous today. I plow on through, almost shouldering him, and utter something that takes both of us by surprise.

			I just broke your serve. You’ve been living on this court, and it’s my first time here. I’m just getting to know the place. I should be the one struggling right now, but, surprisingly—I’m good.

			“Are you good?” I say, stone-cold, dripping with confidence.

			His mouth drops—and I know it landed.

			Standing at my bench, I take a quick sip of water. All I have to do is keep this energy up, this attitude, whatever it is I’ve unlocked here. Keep him on edge. Don’t let him settle. He’s not king of this court, and now he knows it.

			I wonder what he’s thinking. He double-faulted on his very first serve of the match. That was a shitty way to start, but the worst part was the crowd. His first serve hit the net, and there was a spattering of claps. His second serve did the same, and there were cheers—not a good look from the crowd, and as much as I hate the guy, it was rude. Cheer for a proper point won, not for something like that. But the fans want their players to win so badly that they’ll celebrate anything. And it appears they’re on my side again. New York loves an underdog.

			In that moment, I felt bad for him. He dipped his head after his second serve hit the net—a tiny bit, but I caught it. And I caught my heart being pulled toward him. It scared me, because as much as I want to punish him tonight, something in me feels permanently attached to him.

			Wiping the sweat off my face, I take a look around the stadium. Pride flags and T-shirts are scattered throughout the massive crowd. The electric buzz of conversation and energy here is unrivaled, constant. Even during a point, it’s impossible for this place to fall silent. It’s too alive to settle.

			A single raindrop hits my forearm.

			The umpire leans toward the mic. “Time.”

			I turn to toss my towel onto the chair, and that’s when I see a familiar face a few rows back from my bench.

			It’s Peter, with his dad—sitting next to Nicole from Nike in perfect seats.

			I missed all the press when it first came out, but apparently Peter has become a little celebrity himself. There have been quite a few articles and posts about my enthusiastic new fan ever since I accidentally scared him during that first match. Apparently, Nicole is riding that publicity wave. She shoots me a nod like she runs the world. Peter’s eyes bulge under his lime-green Nike hat when he sees me noticing him. He launches up, fist in the air, a rainbow wristband on his arm.

			“Let’s go, Austin!” he shouts.

			I return his smile—and I add yet another item to the list of things I have to do tonight: play amazing tennis, lock in my sponsorship, murder my crush, and carry the weight of being this kid’s hero…Am I missing anything?

			When I’m back on the baseline to serve, my eyes rise toward Diego to make sure he’s ready—to make sure he’s good.

			I feel actual pain each time I look at him directly. It doesn’t bother me to catch glimpses of him during a point—there’s too much going on for that to matter much—but as the crowd quiets and it’s just the two of us waiting to start, I need the moment to end. I can’t take it.

			Smack. I serve.

			Smack. He returns it, straight down the line.

			I can’t even reach it. Holy shit, that was fast.

			The crowd cheers. His fans just woke up.

			I blink—and the set gets away from me. I’m down 3–5, and he’s one game away from winning the first set.

			It’s early. Strategically, it’s fine for me if he takes this one—there’s plenty of time to come back—but I hate it. I hate the look of it. I hate whatever it is he found over there that’s brought him back to life, how it undoes my wonderful start, cancels it out like it never happened.

			But what I hate most of all is the fear, the doubt starting to creep into me.

			You really thought you could beat him?

			He launches a serve.

			You think you deserve to be here?

			I chip it back. Barely.

			Everything leading up to this has been a fluke.

			He fires a forehand crosscourt. I chip it back, but it floats too high.

			It’s going out.

			It goes in. Right on the line.

			Luck. Same reason you’re here.

			His backhand zips down the line. Fast.

			Because he’s better than you.

			I reach it. I don’t know how. I hit it back. He runs for it.

			He doesn’t care about you.

			He’s running.

			Doesn’t care about you, just like Jake.

			I’m racing to the net to meet him.

			And the next guy.

			He slides, racket stretched, and hits the ball right before the second bounce.

			He’ll be gone soon, just like Dad.

			It lands, too far from me but I try for it anyway. I’m reaching, stretching as hard as I can—

			And I tumble—shoulder, hip, foot—hard against the court. I never even make contact with the ball.

			Applause. Cheers. Glory. Diego throws his hands into the air, gesturing for more from the crowd, for credit for the amazing point he just gave them. And they give it to him. This is the show they wanted. This is what they paid for.

			I lie on the ground, panting in a pool of my own sweat. Through the crisscross of the net, I see Diego circling back to make sure I’m okay. I hop up so he doesn’t come any closer. I don’t want to be near him. I don’t want his fake concern. I throw my hand up. I’m fine. I’m fine.

			But I don’t feel fine. A rage brews deep inside me.

			He serves again. My return is weak, and he hits me with a drop shot. And I sprint as fast as I can.

			My racket scoops the ball inches from the ground, and I send it back over the net. Diego is already there to grab it and lifts it right back. And now it’s a battle of volleys, quick shots in split seconds. There’s barely even thought involved. We’re relying completely on muscle memory and perfect hand-eye coordination.

			After the fourth volley, I’m annoyed. Finish this. Finish him. And I do. My take-back is a little too far, and I smack the ball with a grunt-like scream. It hurtles straight at him. He slides his racket to block it, but not fast enough.

			The ball collides with his chest with a thump, and a dusty wheeze escapes his mouth.

			Gasps from the crowd.

			I raise my hand to him in the air—an apology. I didn’t mean to hit him. I don’t think I did.

			He meets my eyes with an icy glare. And as his anger builds, so does the rain. Dots sprinkle the court as it starts to drizzle. The umpire calls us over.

			“We’re going to close the roof,” he says. “We’ll need to pause play.”

			“Right now? Are you serious?” Diego shouts up to him. “I’m two points away from winning the set!”

			“I’m sorry, Diego. We have to close it before it gets too wet.”

			“Why wasn’t it closed in the first place?”

			“Diego—”

			“I want to finish the game!”

			The umpire climbs down from his chair and slides his foot against the court, gauging the safety. He squats and does the same thing with his hand.

			“Let us finish. I’ll be quick,” Diego says.

			I laugh. I don’t even mean to, but his arrogance is a-fucking-stounding. He flicks his eyes to me. “Austin is fine with it too,” he says.

			The umpire turns to me. I shake my head like I’m not sure. I’m perfectly fine with playing through the rain, but I want to fuck with Diego. “I don’t know. It feels a little slippery. Don’t want to injure an ankle.”

			Diego’s glare hardens. “We’re playing. He’s good with it,” he says, already walking back to the baseline. “Give us one minute,” he shouts back to the umpire.

			“Diego, this is my call,” the umpire says.

			“I know it is. So give us one more minute!” I’ve never seen him like this.

			The umpire turns to me. I throw my hands in the air. Fine. Let’s just do it.

			As I walk back, Robbie calls out, “Further back!” reminding me of our strategy. “Give yourself more time.” It obviously hasn’t been working, but I do it anyway.

			Diego serves, and wins the point after a quick rally.

			“Advantage, Cruz.”

			His next serve hits the net, and I move up for the second one. This one will be slower, and I’ll take it early.

			Bounce, bounce, bounce. Diego tosses the ball high into the air. Fuck, it’s gonna be fast.

			I miss it completely.

			“Game and first set, Cruz, six games to three.”

			Diego takes the set with an ace, and I just stand there. I can’t believe I let it get away.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, we will close the roof. Players will briefly leave the court,” the umpire announces, and climbs down from his chair. “It’s going to be a bit,” he tells me, shaking his head. “The court is too wet now.”

			Good. More time to stew in this misery.

			I pass Robbie again on my way out. He’s already up from his seat, his bag slung over his shoulder. “I’ll meet you in the locker room,” he shouts.

			Mom says something I can’t hear. I don’t even turn back.
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			The locker room is unusually quiet, just rain pattering the windows. I pass the names of Men’s Singles champions on the wall, the showers, massage tables, and rows of lockers. No sign of Diego. Yet.

			I swing my bag from my shoulder and onto the bench and pull out a fresh shirt. If I keep sweating this much, I’ll need a new one every set.

			I’m peeling off my shirt on the bench when I hear the door swing open. I know it’s him, his footsteps strong and steady, the zippers on his bag jingling as he rushes. He doesn’t stop at his locker, a few rows from mine, but continues through the room, so fast that he almost passes my row. He whips back around when he sees me.

			“You did that on purpose!” he shouts, launching right into it.

			“Did what?” I say, barely looking up.

			“You hit me on purpose!” He’s even angrier than he appeared on court—but he’s always careful about his appearance in public.

			“Are you gonna be all right?”

			This really gets him, and he chucks his bag to the floor with a thud. He stares at me, steaming, and silence settles over the room again. Glass creaks against a gust of wind.

			“Is there something you want to say to me?” he says finally.

			“It wasn’t on purpose.” It was more like a happy accident.

			“No—you clearly have something else you want to say, so say it.”

			Is he fucking serious? “I’m just a little confused, because it seems like you want to talk now. Were the past few days not a good time? I don’t remember hearing from you.”

			He tosses his head back in response, just as the door to the locker room opens. “Diego!” Emiliano calls out.

			“¡Dame un segundo!” Diego shouts back, turning to him. He stares until the door swings closed and we’re alone again.

			“I didn’t mean to ignore you—”

			“Bullshit!” I launch up from the bench. “We had a great fucking night, and then you disappeared! I can fill in the blanks. I’m not gonna be your experiment, like the other guy.”

			“That’s not what this is,” he says, lowering his voice. This, he says. So at least he admits it’s something. It’s this—an indefinable collision of people, one of them normal and nice, and the other an asshole who can shake off feelings in a day if he wants to.

			“I don’t understand what you want from me here. I never have. So tell me, what the fuck is this, Diego?”

			“It’s a distraction!” he shouts—more loudly than he intended, maybe, but there’s no taking it back now. Not even the apology on his face can make it sound any better. It can’t remove the tiny daggers it left in my heart.

			The fucking door opens again—“Austin?”—and Robbie appears next to Diego. I barely clock him, though. I’m preoccupied with Diego’s crushing blow.

			“They’re almost ready out there. We have to go back,” Robbie says, his voice hushed.

			“We’re almost done—”

			“No, Austin,” he snaps, “like right now!”

			“They’re gonna knock me a point for being late? He’s gonna be late too,” I say, throwing my finger at Diego. “It’ll even fucking out!”

			Diego doesn’t move. He agrees.

			“Don’t do this here. Please. This is not a good time. Please,” Robbie says, practically begging.

			“I think it is,” I respond, and a look that’s hard to describe glazes over Robbie’s eyes. Like I just witnessed him turning on me. Like this is an unbelievable request. It isn’t. Let’s wrap this up before I have to stare at him for another three sets.

			Robbie takes one last look at Diego, then one at me, and turns to leave. Diego’s words spin through my head as I wait for the door to close.

			“I’m a distraction,” I say—less to him, more to myself—letting the irony settle in. All this time, I’ve been working on removing distractions on my side, and it sounds like I’m the poison for him.

			“That’s not what I said. Not you—this.”

			“Same fucking thing.”

			He takes a step toward me and I flinch. I can’t control anything right now—my reflexes, my heartbeat, the tears building in my eyes…“Austin, I don’t want you to get this confused.” He steps closer again. “I’ve been thinking about you since we met,” he says. “Since before we met—when I saw that interview. I watched it and you made me laugh. You made me feel proud of you. I didn’t even know you and I felt proud of you. It was so weird. And I had this strange feeling, like I wanted to know you, to be your friend, to see…what would happen. And I’m glad we got to know each other—I mean that, really—but, holy shit, I can’t get you out of my mind. I can’t stop thinking about you. I stay up late with you. I drink so I can feel more relaxed around you, so I can share things with you—like you do. Austin, I wish I could be half as good and honest as you are.” He’s staring into my soul, and he’s saying everything I ever wanted to hear from him, everything at once.

			“So what’s the problem?” My voice catches in my throat.

			“It’s getting in the way. I can’t focus like I used to, and that scares the shit out of me.”

			“Is that you talking or your team?”

			“It’s me,” he says, with no hesitation. “The things that I want—I have to sacrifice to get them. I’ve known that for a very long time.”

			“Sacrifice what? A relationship?”

			“I have to.”

			“Are you kidding? Every player here has a girlfriend, a wife, a husband, and they’re doing just fine! They’re doing better because of it! They have someone to talk to, to wake up next to, to eat with, to share life! You think that doesn’t mean anything?”

			“They don’t have to compete against each other. They aren’t in each other’s way. It’s too much for me to handle. I was shaking during our first point. I double-faulted! You made me do that!”

			“You seemed to recover all right,” I reply, my head pounding, heart pounding. Nothing feels right.

			“Austin, I know what you’re saying. I’m not saying that I don’t want it, but I know I can’t have it. It would be too much attention—”

			“If you were with a guy, you mean.”

			“That would be what everyone would talk about.”

			“So you’d be like me. That’s what you’re afraid of? They’d talk about you like they talk about me. Great. Wow. Understood.”

			“Look what it’s done to you! You complain about it yourself.”

			“I don’t have a choice! I am who I am, and I tell people. It’s as simple as that. And I’m pretty sure it’s better than the other way around—hiding things, not being able to be yourself. That’s some fucking life!”

			“There are things that you hide too, so maybe you can relate to this a little.”

			My mouth falls open. I can’t believe he said that. I can’t believe he went there.

			“I want to be number one,” he says. “I want to win this tournament, and I want to win it again and again and again. I can’t think about anything or anyone else. This is what I have to do.”

			I take a moment. “Then I guess we’re done here.”

			“I’m sorry, Austin. I really am,” he says. “I’d really like to still be friends.”

			I laugh. Fuck, I laugh so hard. And it feels great to finally let something out of me. I’ve been fighting tears this entire conversation, this entire match, and I will not let him see me cry today. Laughing is the next best thing.

			“You know what’s really shitty?” I ask him—I can’t help myself. “I didn’t even start this. You hopped the net. You showed up at my hotel. You made me wear your fucking watch. I didn’t ask for it—any of it.”

			“I didn’t know it would come to all this—”

			“You did, though! You knew we could end up here. This was our draw. We were always in each other’s way.”

			He doesn’t respond. And in the quiet I realize something.

			“Oh.” I pause. I can barely even say it. “You didn’t think I’d get this far.”

			I feel like I’m experiencing my own villain-origin story, my words stacking like weights on my chest. I can’t believe that didn’t occur to me until now. He shakes his head, but I can see it plainly. All of this was fine for him. He could fuck around—he could even catch feelings—because he didn’t think he’d actually have to face me here, to deal with this playing out on the court. A qualifier making it this far was impossible, in his mind. He had that exact thought. I had it too, and that makes it hurt even worse. He didn’t think I was good enough.

			“We have to go,” I say, all emotion drained from my face.

			“I didn’t think that—”

			I throw my bag on my back and look at him one last time before I leave. The next time we lock eyes, we’ll be across the court from each other again—as competitors, not friends, not anything more. Maybe he’s right after all. Let’s leave this all behind. Because I’ve never wanted to win a match more in my entire life.

			“Austin, I know you’re good,” he says to me as I walk away.

			“I don’t think you do. I guess I’ll have to prove it.”

			

			—

			Robbie is waiting outside, standing an awkward distance away from Diego’s team. Their eyes dart to me when I emerge. Tensions were high in the locker room, and it seems like they’re high out here too. Before anyone says anything, Robbie and I take off down the hallway, our silence growing louder with each step.

			Even my mind is silent. Normally it would be spinning with thoughts. Instead, I feel like a hollow shell.

			As we near the tunnel, our tournament escort catches up to us and walks briskly behind us.

			I brace for a lecture from Robbie, but it never comes. Instead, just before we break apart he turns to me and says, “Whatever happened in there, use it.”

			I feel so empty that I don’t even know how to process his advice. “How am I supposed to do that?”

			“Chances are…whatever you’re feeling right now, he’s feeling it too. Recover faster,” he says. “You don’t have to win this, Austin. You’ll have many more matches here, I promise you, but if you want to win…” He nods at me, his eyebrows up, and disappears back to his seat.

			Recover faster.

			I saw the tears building deep in Diego’s eyes. He turned away before one of them fell—he wiped it with his hand—but I saw it. I didn’t know it would come to all this. Those tears mean he’s hurting too. He doesn’t want to be in this situation either. He wants out of it so badly that he’s pulling the plug on everything. He likes me that much. I finally got my answer, and it’s even the one that I wanted. But now the two of us are ending like a rock dropped in a lake—with a loud splash and a slow sink to the bottom, never to see the light of day again.

			I glance back, but there’s no sign of him. If he doesn’t hurry up, he’ll be the one to get the point penalty.

			Soon, the fluorescent lights of the hallway fade into the darkness of the tunnel. I pass a huge black-and-white photo of Billie Jean King on the wall, another one of Eriksson. Use whatever you can against him. That’s the advice Eriksson gave me. In the history of tennis—and everyone is obsessed with history, aren’t they?—I think I have more on Diego than anyone’s ever had on an opponent. I know his game, I know what he wants, I know what he wants but can’t have, and I know that he’s injured and working hard not to show it. Aren’t we all.

			The crowd claps at my return to court. And I’m surprised at how quickly they clap again. Diego’s caught up. And now he isn’t wearing a smile. He’s wearing a look of pure determination, and also—his ankle brace. That’s what kept him back in the locker room.

			He has two more sets to win. I have three, but I have a feeling this next set will be make-or-break.

			Above me, the enormous roof is now closed, trapping in the heat, the humidity, the anxiety beating through my body—trapping us together. All of it is stuck in this stadium, with nowhere to go.
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			Before it all happens, a thought enters my head like a warm Saturday morning.

			I’m killing it.

			It stands out because friendly thoughts aren’t normal visitors for me. Yes, I can recognize when I’m playing well—I see it on the scoreboard. There’s actual evidence. But even when I win, it feels like a surprise, because throughout the match, and certainly afterward, I focus on what I could do better. It never lets up.

			Except for tonight. Diego hits a flat backhand crosscourt, and I’m dashing to it. There’s no way in hell I can make it, but I do. And I whip a running forehand back. It zips like lightning, and lands straight on the line.

			“Game, Hardy.”

			Cheers take over the stadium. And I let them lift me—I don’t buckle under the pressure of the crowd’s expectations. I turn to Robbie and Mom and Char. They’re on their feet. This feeling…Oh, this fucking feeling…It finds its way to every doubt in my head, every sadness, every insecurity, and it vaporizes all of that. The crowd is ten times louder with the roof closed, their screams and claps echoing straight down into my brain. This feeling…

			Remember it. Don’t let this get away. Can’t this feeling pull you out of anything? Can’t you see you deserve to be here? Can’t you see you’re amazing?

			That was before it all happened.

			That was before.

			Diego and I have been neck and neck since the rain delay. Both of us held serve, taking us to 6–6 and into a tiebreaker. The pressure of an entire set is bottled up in one game. The first player to seven points wins the set.

			I serve first. An ace.

			“One–love, Hardy.”

			Diego prepares to serve the next two.

			I get ready to return and attack, my eyes narrowing in his direction. He waits for the crowd to settle and begins his serve routine. He examines three balls, tosses one to a ball person, and pockets the other. Bounce, bounce, bounce. Bounce.

			His head tilts up as he prepares, and that’s when I notice his tongue—yards and yards away, much farther than it was during Ping-Pong days ago, but there it is, pointing to my right. He’s going wide?

			He serves, it hurtles at me—wide—and I jolt out and return it. His forehand blazes back but hits the net.

			My point.

			He serves again. This time his tongue peeks out to the left—I think. It’s hard to see through the sweat stinging my eyes.

			He hits a flat T serve. Correct again. I return it and we rally. His ball lands just beyond the baseline.

			My point again.

			The crowd claps as I take a healthy lead. I’m three points ahead, and I’m gonna take this thing, but Diego doesn’t flinch. There’s not a hint of worry on his face, just the same look he’s had the entire set, like he’s turned off his brain and is letting his body do the work.

			He returns my serve, and we pummel the ball back and forth, battling for the next point. The amount of force coming off his forehand is absolutely wild—I’ve never experienced this—and his grunts match the intensity of his shots. With a deep scream, he whips his racket above his head and drives the ball at me. It’s too hard. I don’t prepare fast enough. It collides with the frame of my racket and sends a shock wave up my arm and through my core. The ball flies into the crowd.

			“Three–one, Hardy.”

			As I stand there, fighting to catch my breath after the rally, my heartbeat never slows. Since we were in the locker room, a pressure has been building inside me—in my chest, my face, my ears. If I ignore it, it isn’t real, it isn’t happening. That’s what I told myself before, and I say it again now. Please. Please don’t let this be real.

			Diego wins another point. The crowd erupts, encouraging him in his comeback, but I can barely hear it. The washed-out roars feel like water shoving against my head.

			Somehow, I win the next point, and I force a smile for Rob, Char, and Mom. I stretch it from ear to ear, as far as I can across my face. It’s a hack, a desperate attempt to trick my body into thinking everything’s okay. It’s worked before. It doesn’t today.

			The dizziness comes next. I knew it would. I prepare for Diego’s serve. The slight bend in my knees almost takes me down. I stay up long enough to watch his serve fire past me. I lean on my racket like it’s a cane. I have to steady myself.

			I start to rationalize. If I can just get through this tiebreak—let him win, even—I can have a break, sit, eat something, drink something…anything to kick this. I just have to get through this tiebreak. I can’t go down. I can’t go down in front of everyone. I need a fucking miracle.

			But the floodgates burst when I double-fault on my next serve, and the thoughts come rushing in. Hello, strangers.

			He didn’t even think you could win. And he’s right.

			He isn’t right. I still can.

			If you lose this tiebreak, it’s over.

			I still have another chance. Another set after this.

			You know you can’t win that one either.

			I can.

			You think you can play five whole sets against him?

			Yes.

			No.

			I don’t remember much after that.

			I remember Diego looking at me funny. Desperate to release what was inside me, I started to grunt when I hit the ball, just like him. A guttural uhuuaaaa trailing each smack of my racket. Laughs from the crowd. Maybe they thought I was making fun of him. Maybe he did. But I was desperate for any kind of release. Live, laugh, grunt let me down.

			I remember when the score turned 6–4, Diego one point away from winning the tiebreak and taking the set. I remember trying to get to his forehand.

			I remember falling. Hard. Standing back up. Blood. Blood running down my knee. The look on Robbie’s face. My vision darkening.

			“Medical! Call a medical time-out!” Robbie. Shouting.

			“Physio,” I remember saying. Barely uttering the word. Pointing to the hip I landed on. A lie.

			A wrist digging into my leg, my hip, pushing farther and farther into the muscle, me slouched on the bench. I remember.

			A towel over my head. Don’t let them see me. Heaving in and out.

			Am I dying? Is this death?

			“Austin—” A voice. Distant. “Austin.”

			The physio, under the towel with me, his features blurred except for his eyebrows. Cloaked together, shielded from the stadium, the crowd, the noise—I tried to say it.

			“Attack.”

			That’s all that came out. “Attack,” I said through my wheezing, desperate to stay alive.

			I remember the talking, my head between my legs. So much talking. I hear it but I don’t understand. The words of the umpire into the mic.

			I remember the sound being sucked out of the stadium, like I was the only living person there.

			I remember the towel coming off my head, the light flooding my eyes.

			A figure—Robbie?—beside me. How did he get here? He’s not allowed on court.

			I’m standing. I’m standing now.

			Diego. Clapping. Solemn.

			Peter. Crying. No, no, no. Don’t cry. Please don’t cry.

			Everyone clapping. I’m walking. Off the court. I’m leaving? It’s over? It’s done? Oh god, it’s not done, is it? Why? No. I’m better. I can get better. I can get better. I can get better.

			Clapping.

			Faces.

			Hands.

			Clapping.

			I raise my arm up to wave. I can’t.

			The tunnel swallows me away.
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			I don’t know where I am, but I know Robbie’s here, because he’s shouting. “Can we have the room, please?!” All talking immediately stops and bodies melt away.

			My legs grip the leather of the couch. Mom is on my left, Char on my right. Robbie stands a few feet away, talking to someone wearing a lanyard. I squint—it’s the same doctor I saw last week.

			A hand is on my leg. Mom’s.

			The TV mounted on the wall plays Diego’s postmatch interview on mute. He looks like someone I don’t know. I see my name in the subtitles. He’s talking about me. I shut my eyes.

			I breathe in as deeply as I can, then out. I don’t want to jinx it, but the worst may be over. The attacks come and then they go, leaving me to pick up the pieces. I lower my head into Mom’s lap. Char slides over on the couch so I can lift my feet.

			I can’t take the silence anymore. I have to break the tension.

			“Who won?” I ask.

			No one laughs.

			Mom touches the top of my head. “How do you feel?” She whispers it. “How do you feel, sweet boy?”

			I look at her, and the second our eyes meet, I start to cry, like I just woke up from a nightmare. And it’s not just a few tears. I’m weeping. I hoist myself up and bury my face in my hands. She rubs my back as it all floods out.

			Another hand. Charlotte’s. I cry harder. They let me. “It’s okay,” they both say. “It’s okay.”

			How in the world did it end like this? I think it over and over again. How in the world?

			I don’t know how much time passes. Thirty seconds, ten minutes? I don’t know, but at some point, the crying feels like enough. There’s only so much in me. I pull my shirt up to wipe my face, and I look around the room.

			“Okay,” I say. “What happens next?”

			

			—

			I convince Rob and Mom and the doctor that I don’t need a trip to the ER. We settle for some vitals checks and blood work, just like the first time. Nothing will come back. Nothing ever does.

			The first time I had an anxiety attack—or the first time I told anyone about it—I wound up at a cardiologist’s office in a sad strip mall. Something in my EKG results was weird, so the doctor ordered an ultrasound of my heart. A few days later, cold metal was sliding across my chest and there was my grainy heart in black-and-white on a screen. The results came back normal. “You’ve got a strong heart,” the doctor said. But to be extra careful, for a week they had me wear a heart monitor strapped to my chest, tracking every rhythm, every beat. The monitor’s battery pack bulged out against my T-shirts, and I was worried that someone at school would notice—another thing to make me feel less normal. But the tests came back, and they proved that I was…normal—but not.

			Nothing is wrong with me, except the one thing doctors can’t measure and apparently neither can I. The one thing that’s keeping me from everything I’ve ever dreamed of. The one thing that forced me to retire from the match and knocked me out of the US Open.

			It was my doctor who wrote “Generalized Anxiety Disorder” on my chart. He told me he was writing it, and he recommended that I start seeing a therapist. I talked about that a few times with Mom and Dad, but we never made moves. We had other shit going on. And it never really got bad enough. I never thought it would lead to this.

			They move me to the medical room on-site.

			Ouch. A pinch on my arm. Blood runs up a tube. Dried blood on my knee.

			Take it. Drain it all out of me. I don’t need it anymore. I’m done here.

			

			—

			I press my forehead against the glass and watch a sea of umbrellas filing out of the stadium, the rain falling in sheets in the wind. What a shitty commute.

			We’re in another room now, and Robbie is talking to one of the tournament directors.

			“No, we said we’re not doing that,” he says to someone.

			I don’t turn. I keep watching the rain. It gushes from the sides of the stadium like waterslides emptying onto the grounds. A thunderclap. A sliver of lightning over the practice courts.

			A kid jumps and splashes in a puddle. A hand grabs her raincoat and whisks her away. I think about Peter, and the look on his face. He was in tears. Devastated. Confused. The image claws at my stomach. He’s out there, walking with his dad in this storm, wondering what the fuck just happened. So am I.

			“What did they tell people?” I ask, turning to Robbie.

			“We’ll release a statement later,” he says.

			“So no one said anything? People think I just got up and left?”

			“They can piece things together,” Charlotte says. “That’s not something you should worry about now.”

			I turn back to the window. I am worried about it. Diego said a lot of shit in the locker room, but one thing cut me especially deep.

			There are things that you hide too.

			He’s right. I even lied on the court. I called a medical timeout and pointed to my hip when I should have pointed to my fucking brain. I’m hiding just like him.

			“Is the press still here?” I ask a guy in a blue polo who’s talking to Robbie. Robbie turns immediately. Charlotte too.

			“Cruz just finished,” the guy says, his eyes shifting to Robbie.

			“We told them we’re not doing press tonight, Austin. They’re waiving the fine. You don’t have to worry about it,” Robbie says.

			“But they’re still here?” I ask.

			The guy nods.

			“You want to do the press conference?” Robbie says.

			I don’t respond.

			He steps closer to me, lowers his voice. “Austin, you don’t owe anyone anything. You don’t have to explain. You don’t have to tonight.”

			Again I don’t respond.

			All of them stare at me—Robbie, Charlotte, Mom—with a look on their faces like what I’m considering is the worst idea in the world. Maybe it is, but I’m already walking down the hallway. I know which way to go.

			If Diego won’t be honest with the world, I will.

			

			—

			“We won’t be doing questions,” someone says at the front of the press room as I walk in and I take my seat at the table. “Austin has a statement, and that will be it for the night. Thank you for staying longer.”

			Robbie, Charlotte, and Mom stand off to the side instead of in the back—I think they’re afraid to leave me.

			I look out across the faces, the computers and notebooks open, the microphones pointed, everyone waiting for me and whatever it is I’m about to say. I don’t know where to begin. So I start with the truth.

			“I had an anxiety attack on the court tonight.”

			Quiet.

			“I don’t know what the reporting was, but it wasn’t an injury, it wasn’t from the fall, and it wasn’t my hip. It was an anxiety attack.”

			Robbie rubs his hand against his chin. I hear his stubble scraping his fingers.

			“I had one on the practice court too, last Friday. I lied about it and said it was heat exhaustion. Yes, it was freaking hot that day, but that wasn’t why I fell.”

			Charlotte gives an encouraging nod. Or maybe she’s just relieved that I said freaking and not fucking. I take a breath and continue.

			“I was very close to dropping out—some people wanted me to—but I thought I could work through it. I thought I could.” I shake my head. “I didn’t want to give up on everything I worked for. And I know there have been a lot of eyes on me, for better or worse, and I didn’t want to let anyone down, or give people fuel to say mean stuff in the comments sections.”

			My mouth is sandpaper. I reach for a water bottle on the table. My hands tremble as I unscrew the lid and take a sip.

			“I’m sorry. I regret not being honest. There have been many other athletes before me who have talked openly about their mental health, and they make it easier for me to say this today, and I want to thank them, but if I’m being honest, which is why I’m here, it feels like I’m admitting a weakness. Maybe it is one. It made me lose today. And I wanted to win so bad.”

			I fight to keep my voice steady.

			“I started to see a therapist.” God, they’re really getting the full story here. “I don’t know if it’s helping. I like her, though. Shout-out to Helen.” A chuckle slips out of me. Gotta laugh through the pain. “But I don’t know—maybe I need more than that. Maybe I’m too broken to fix.” I pause there. Mom wipes away a tear.

			“And I know I don’t owe this to anyone—talking about my sexuality, my mental health—but I understand why it’s important. It’s what you all have been trying to get me to say this entire week. You’re doing your job, and I was just trying to do mine.”

			There are a few nods in the room. One smile.

			“I’m sorry I’ve been an asshole about questions this week, and thank you for sparing me tonight. I’ve told you all that I have to tell. Maybe I should have done this sooner. I just didn’t want it to be a thing. I didn’t want any of this to be a thing. I don’t see a way around it now. I am who I am.”

			I stop myself as I start to stand. As much as I don’t want to say his name, I should be a gracious loser. “I want to congratulate Diego. I’d like to think I was coming back and could have won the match, but”—I shake my head—“I’m trying to be honest here, and we all know that beating him isn’t easy.”

			I nod. That’s all I have to say. I don’t know if I feel better, but at least I said it. All my secrets are out in the open. All but one, and I’ll take that one to my grave.

			

			—

			In a fog, I open the door to leave the press room, and down the hall, he’s running. Diego is running toward me. He must have been watching. He slows to a stop when he reaches me. “Hey,” he says, out of breath. “Are you—are you okay?”

			I’ve been better.

			And he reaches to hug me. I barely move as he wraps his arms around me. I just stand there with my arms down. I don’t know how to react.

			“You’re okay, right? You’re okay?” he holds my shoulders, searching my eyes.

			“I’m okay,” I tell him.

			“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry that happened to you, Austin. That was so scary.” He hugs me again. Does he feel guilty? I don’t care. I want this to be over.

			“Can I ride back with you, to the hotel?” he asks.

			I can’t believe he’s asking that after all this. “I’m going back with them.” Rob, Char, and Mom stand behind me, giving Diego and me a little privacy.

			“Right, yeah. Okay.” He leans in closer. “I’m sorry about what I said. I hope that it didn’t—I hope that…” He trails off.

			I can’t process an apology right now. I don’t even want one. It’s selfish of him to try to give me one.

			“You got everything you wanted, Diego. You won.”

			His face changes, a sadness finding his eyes, and I think he finally realizes what this is: a goodbye. But he tries to fight it.

			“You’ll be in China next, right?” he asks.

			I’m playing qualifiers for the Chengdu Open in two weeks, kicking off the Asian swing of the tour. “Yeah,” I reply, looking over to Robbie. He hangs his head.

			“Then I’ll see you there,” Diego says.

			“Yeah,” I repeat.

			Charlotte finally steps in. She links her arm with mine, shoots Diego a glare, and takes me down the hallway.

			“We’re getting the fuck out of here,” she says.

			“Yeah.” That’s all I’ve got.
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			Peanut butter pancakes.

			For the first time in two weeks, my breakfast order changes. My winning streak is over, and so is my daily barrage of superstitious eggs. The hotel doesn’t even list peanut butter pancakes on the menu. I didn’t know this, because I didn’t bother to read the menu. I just sat here at this table and stared at the cover, couldn’t bring myself to flip it open.

			“Actually, let me ask Chef if we can do that,” our waiter tells me, and I’m shocked when she returns with good news. I wasn’t expecting to hear good news ever again.

			Behind her, news headlines scroll across the TV at the bar. The storm continued through the night, with relentless wind and rain. The drive back to the hotel took almost two hours. The highway was flooded in multiple places, and we considered turning back at one point. Seven people died—they drowned in basement apartments, water quickly rushing in. So much destruction, and now, outside the window, it’s a beautiful, sunny day, sixty degrees and not a cloud in the sky—like nothing even happened.

			And I’m here, trying to eat peanut butter pancakes.

			We thought Mom’s flight would be delayed, but she’s already gone. “Promise me you’re okay. I won’t leave unless you’re okay,” she told me as we hugged goodbye. “I don’t care if they fire me.” But I know that she does. One day I’ll have enough money that she can retire and never worry about working again.

			My phone lights up on the table—a notification from the ATP.

			Shit, is it Monday?

			Robbie looks up from our silent breakfast as I scan the updated rankings, which are released at the top of every week. I’m scrolling down and down—and then I land on my name.

			I don’t think I have a reaction. I just sit there, staring at the screen, my tongue running over the sharpness of my teeth.

			There are moments in my tennis career, in anyone’s career, benchmarks we fight for, evidence that all of our relentless work is paying off, a series of firsts and the euphoric feelings that follow. Winning my first junior tournament in Ojai, the whole family there, and celebrating at that diner afterward. My first match as a pro player. Qualifying for a Grand Slam. Playing on Arthur Ashe. And now a new one arrives on the list.

			“Did you see it?” I ask Robbie.

			“I did,” he says, softly. “Congratulations, Austin.” My eyes travel back down to the rankings.

			Today, I officially broke into the top one hundred—barely, but there I am. I’ve moved from 239 to world number ninety-nine.

			The meaning of this washes over me as I let out a breath. The top hundred players get direct entry into many tournaments on the tour, as well as automatic main draw entry in the Grand Slams. No more qualifiers. I can play Australia and Roland-Garros and Wimbledon, and I can come back here again if I keep or improve my ranking. I’ve officially leveled up. I’ve arrived.

			“Austin.”

			“What?”

			Robbie hesitates. “I booked my flight back to LA,” he says. “It’s in a few hours.”

			“What do you mean, your flight?”

			“I…want you to stay here.”

			“Stay here? We’re supposed to be getting ready for China.”

			“I want you stay here for a few more days and keep working with Helen. You can sleep at Charlotte’s.”

			“What are you talking about? We have shit to do.”

			“Austin, did you—” He studies my face, confused. “Did you think we could continue after this?”

			“I’ll keep working with Helen. I can call her, and we can keep up our sessions over the phone.”

			He shakes his head. “No, no, that’s not going to work.”

			“I’m telling you that it will. I’m the one who gets to decide here. I made it four rounds into the fucking US Open. I’m in the top hundred. I made it all the way here and you didn’t even think I could. I’m not stopping now. We can’t stop now—”

			“I am. I’m stopping,” he says, interrupting. He glances around the room. It’s basically empty, though. “You can decide whatever you want, but I have to stop.”

			I don’t understand him. I don’t understand what he’s trying to say. He sees it on my face. “I’m going back to LA, and I’m gonna stay there awhile.”

			“How long is awhile?”

			He looks at me, shaking his head. And after a moment, he rests his elbows on the table and covers his face with his hands. I watch him. Waiting. Slowly realizing what’s happening here.

			“Rob—”

			When he removes his hands, there are tears in his eyes.

			“I see him, Austin.” His voice is soft, choked. “I see David when I look at you. Every time. I hear him in your…stupid jokes. It hurts, and I miss him, and it hurts. And I know I can never miss him as much as you, but it hurts, buddy. It does.”

			Robbie fights to catch his breath, hand over his mouth. I stare at him, frozen, my eyes burning.

			“I feel responsible. I let you do this—”

			“I wanted to.”

			“I let you skip college. I let you jump into this—”

			“It was my choice—”

			“I let you continue after that practice. I knew I shouldn’t. I wanted to scream at you. Everything inside me told me to take you home and slow you down. And it all led to this. I want to protect you. I want to keep you safe. But I’m not doing that. Clearly—” He laughs through his tears. “Clearly, I’m not doing that.”

			He reaches for his napkin. “God,” he says, wiping away snot. “And if you hate me for this, if you hate me for leaving, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. But I’m gonna have to live with that.”

			“So, what? You’re breaking up with me?” It sounds like a joke, it sounds like something I’d say to clear the air, but I mean it. “I can’t do this without you, Rob.”

			“I don’t…I don’t think I want you to do this, buddy. I think I have to tell you that. I don’t know if it’s worth it. I want you to be happy and healthy and…Your dad wanted that, and I told him I would do everything I could to help you.”

			“He asked you to do that?”

			“He didn’t have to, but yes, he did.”

			I want to throw up. The thought of them talking about that…I’ve never been more nauseous. “I’m not your responsibility,” I say.

			“I know, buddy, but I can’t turn off this fe—”

			Feeling is the word he tries to say, but it barely comes out. He mouths it, but his voice catches in his throat.

			“Okay, so we skip Chengdu. What do we have next?” Robbie lifts his napkin from his lap again, wipes his face.

			“We’re done for the year,” he says.

			“Are you high? I’ll drop back down in the rankings. It will erase everything, all of this. Are you serious?”

			“We can figure out what next year looks like later.”

			“Don’t do this to me. Please, please don’t do this.”

			“We can figure it out. I promise I’ll help you figure this out.”

			“I don’t want to give up.”

			“You’re not giving up.”

			“You’re making me.”

			“You still don’t get it, buddy. You still don’t get it. All of this is hurting you. And until you get better, until we figure this out, this is not the place for you. We shouldn’t be here. I’m sorry.”

			“You’re leaving after everything? That’s a pretty shitty fucking thing to do. Just pawn me off on Charlotte and Helen and have them figure me out. You don’t want to deal with me anymore?”

			“I have a life, Austin.”

			A breath escapes my lungs. “Then leave. Go live your life. Fuck you.”

			He nods, takes it. And the next part, he says without looking at me, just stares down at his plate, at the toast he took the time to butter but never actually ate.

			“Austin, since we started together, watching you play has been…thrilling. It’s been scary. It’s been everything. It reminded me why I love tennis so much, and it reminded me why I can’t stand it.” He shakes his head. “But I—I don’t want this to get lost: you are tremendous, with or without me. It’s you, buddy.”

			He looks up to meet my eyes as more tears fall from his face.

			My entire world is crashing down. I never thought he’d be the one to cause it.

			“I’ll call you when I land,” he says.

			“Don’t.”

			He looks at me with the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen. “Okay.”

			He stands, wipes his napkin against his nose one more time, places it on the table, and leaves.

			Everyone always does.

			I sit alone at the table. I don’t know for how long.

			“How are the pancakes?”

			“Oh—” I say, quickly glancing up at the waiter, and back down at my single bite. Every muscle in my neck flexes as I try to respond. “They’re…really good. Thanks.”

			My phone buzzes on the table. Charlotte.

			Coming over to get you, she says.

			I’ve officially been passed off. I’m someone else’s problem now.
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			Charlotte’s apartment is in Murray Hill, a neighborhood full of overgrown frat guys with their first finance jobs—or at least that’s what she tells me. Her roommate begged her to move here so she could be closer to her boyfriend, and Charlotte reluctantly agreed.

			“I thought you were a professional athlete,” she shouts down to me as I drag my suitcase up the stairs.

			“Five flights? You do this every day?” I ask between heavy breaths.

			“This city takes strength.”

			It fucking does. And now I’m stuck here for another week. That’s what Mom and Charlotte negotiated. Helen was part of the decision too. She has a family vacation coming up at the end of the week, so she can see me only until then, and after that I’m headed back home to figure shit out.

			Charlotte hands me a water as I collapse onto her couch. It’s not even a couch—more of a love seat, really. It’s all she and her roommate can fit in this living room. My eyes land on a framed photo on Charlotte’s shelf. It’s of all of us at a junior event in Texas, me holding up a trophy, Robbie included. It was a rare occasion when the whole family could make it to a tournament together. I want to walk over and take a closer look at the picture, but my body won’t move—not after those stairs, not after yesterday.

			“What do you want to do today?” she asks, sitting down on a floor pillow next to me.

			I groan.

			“Come on. We can do anything. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

			“You don’t have to be nice to me just because my life is over.”

			“Oh my god, Auz.”

			“I have no coach. I have no career. I have no bedroom,” I say, swinging my legs across her couch.

			“You have a bedroom. You’re taking Kara’s room.”

			“Where is she gonna be?”

			“She’s literally always at Hunter’s apartment, and she’s just gonna stay there for the week. That one’s all yours,” she says, gesturing. “It’s the biggest out of the two, so enjoy.”

			“Why does she get the bigger one?”

			“So I can afford to live here.”

			“Fair,” I reply. “You know you don’t have to hang out with me today. You’re supposed to be in the office.”

			“I’m working from home.”

			“And I’m so much work.”

			“You are sometimes, but not right now.” She grabs my foot. “Have you heard anything from Diego?”

			“Who?”

			She rolls her eyes.

			“Nope. He made it very clear that he’s not interested in anything with me, so I’ve begun the process of erasing him from my brain. And I’m sure the only thing he’s focused on is the quarterfinals.”

			“How do you feel about all that?”

			“Oh, has therapy started?”

			She smirks. “You can talk to me, dummy. I’ll be around long after your therapist.”

			“Your office could use some plants.” She shrugs, and then waits for me to answer her question. “I don’t know. I feel stupid. I let this happen again, where I like someone, I get close to them, and then they change their mind. It’s like they get to know me and they decide it isn’t worth it.”

			“Nope, no, that’s not about you. That’s about them. It’s about not knowing themselves,” she says. “You are worth everything in the world.”

			Charlotte was my person during Jakegate. After him, she was the first one I came out to. She threw her arms around me, hugged me as hard as she could, and asked if we could go see Love, Simon.

			“I’ve already seen it,” I told her.

			“What?”

			“I streamed it on some bootleg site, like, the day it came out.”

			“Well, you’re seeing it again, and I’m paying for a third ticket to make up for your illegal activity. We have to support it. It’s the first film from a major studio about—”

			“Yes, yes, a gay teenage romance. I know. It’s very important. We’ve all seen the articles.”

			I smile at the memory as Charlotte stands up and heads to the fridge, which is literally right beside the couch. “Okay. Let’s mope for a few more hours,” she says. “We can watch something mindless on TV. And then I want you to come with me to this event tonight.”

			“No, I can’t schmooze in this condition,” I groan.

			“I know your life doesn’t expand much further than tennis, but it’s New York Fashion Week, and you’re gay, so you should care about it a little. It’ll be full of gorgeous models, and you’ll forget about him immediately.”

			“You think I’m shallow enough for that to work?” Charlotte squints. “Diego is funny and smart and sensitive—and he just happens to be hot,” I say.

			“Why are you defending him?”

			“Good point.”

			“Come flirt with guys tonight. They’re your age, maybe a little older.”

			“Will you be flirting too?”

			“They’re all gay, so no. They’ll tell you they’re straight, but then they’re always going to Barry’s Bootcamp with their friend Tyler.”

			“That’s very specific. Did this happen to you?”

			“No, they’re actually all named Tyler.”

			I shake my head.

			“Come on,” she says. “Have one night when you forget about all the things that are making you sad right now.”

			That list is long, so there’s no chance in hell I’ll forget about everything. But I agree to give it a shot.

			

			—

			“I don’t know anything about tennis, really.”

			That’s what a guy with tight curls and a dark suit says to me after lifting a champagne glass to his lips, taking a sip, and resting his shoulder against the wall next to me. And for the first time in a while, I feel anonymous. He doesn’t know who I am, and more importantly, he doesn’t know I just had one of the most public anxiety attacks ever recorded on camera.

			I wish I’d said I was in New York for a different reason though. I could have said anything.

			I’m an intern at Good Morning America.

			I’m here for a barista competition. I paint faces in oat milk lattes.

			I grew up here. I went to Timothée Chalamet’s high school.

			But no, “I’m here for a tennis tournament,” I said, because I panicked and didn’t want to get too far from the truth.

			He’s cute enough. And I’ve spent the last ten minutes trying to hear him over the noise of this party and figure out how old he is. He just graduated from college—early, he said—so maybe twenty-two? He has too much confidence to be any younger, because he just slid an inch closer to me.

			I haven’t seen Charlotte in a while. She knows half the people here, so she keeps getting pulled into conversations. She told me to scratch my left ear if I need her to get me out of anything, but that only works if she can see me.

			“I don’t know anything about tennis either,” I say. “I’m just here with my friend, and she wanted to see some matches.”

			Okay, I’m turning this thing around. This could be fun.

			“Oh, the US Open? Who did you see?”

			Dude, you just told me you don’t care about tennis. Why are you grilling me?

			“You know, the usuals.”

			“Did you see Diego Cruz?”

			How? How is that the first person he names? I can’t escape Diego. This guy just told me he doesn’t know anything about tennis, but he knows about him. I take it back. This is not fun.

			“No. Who’s that?” I ask.

			“You don’t know who Diego Cruz is? He’s like the number one player in the world—”

			“Number two.” I can’t help myself. And now he’s confused. “Ya know, I think I have heard of him,” I add.

			Curls carries on. “Yeah, he’s one of our brand ambassadors. I was a postproduction assistant producer on a shoot he did in Paris.” A mouthful of a job. “Such a nice guy. I didn’t actually meet him, but that’s what everyone tells me.”

			“Incredible,” I say, not even trying to hide my sarcasm. I scan the room for a champagne tray. I promised Charlotte I wouldn’t drink, but she promised me she’d stay by my side.

			“Am I boring you?” he asks, and, surprised by his directness, I turn back to him. I mean, the conversation absolutely is boring, but I didn’t think I’d get called out.

			“No. Why?”

			“Well, I just think you’re handsome, and I’m starting to get self-conscious.”

			I smirk. I can’t help it. If that was a move, it was endearing, and I might be blushing.

			“Do you like guys?” he asks.

			Famously.

			“Why do you ask?” I say instead.

			“Just hoping,” he says with a smile. “Do you want to go somewhere where we can hear each other?”

			I text Charlotte as I’m walking into the elevator. going up to the roof

			As soon as the doors open and I get reception again, her text is waiting. What with who

			tyler i think ??? I reply.

			I laugh at my own joke and shove my phone back into my pants. We duck under plants, weave between rooftop tables. “There’s a great spot right over here,” Curls says, and he leads me to a little bench with a view of the city sparkling around us. Electronic music plays in the background, a bass line traveling up from another roof.

			He sits next to me with his leg tucked up on the bench, and stares into my eyes as if we’re in some kind of rom-com. He talks about various things: more celebrities he’s met through his job, his apartment search, his favorite restaurant downstairs…

			He asks me questions, and I continue to invent my new persona. I’m not a professional tennis player. I don’t know anything about tennis either. How was my week? It was perfectly fine—no mental health issues, no heartbreaks, no fights with my dead dad’s best friend. I’m anyone other than stupid me.

			And maybe life is easier this way. Maybe that’s why I chose to fuck around with him in the first place. But as the words come out of my mouth, they feel wrong and weird. They’re lies, after all.

			Curls continues talking, and just beyond his electric green nail polish waving against the night sky is the Chrysler Building, only a block or two away, so close that I can see into its windows. Someone is sitting at their desk. They stand, pace their office, sit again. A little farther away, to the right, is the Empire State Building, the top of it glowing blue and orange. From this angle, it doesn’t look like the taller of the two buildings at all.

			A moment passes, and I realize no one’s said anything in a while.

			“I’ve had, like, three of these,” Curls says, after finishing his champagne, “so I’m just gonna go for it here.” He pauses, and asks if he can kiss me.

			And I nod. I nod because he’s cute. Because it seems like the right thing to do here. Because his hand is already halfway to my face. And I nod because I want to forget about Diego.

			His lips touch mine and his hand takes my cheek—and suddenly I’m on the court again, staring up at the sky, and Diego is staring down at me, his hand in the exact same position.

			I kiss the stranger with curls and green nail polish back, but I’m not thinking about him. I’m thinking about someone I met a little over a week ago who turned my life upside down. I’m lying again as I kiss this stranger.

			I pull back, slowly. I don’t want to offend him, but I want this to be over.

			“That was nice,” he says.

			I nod. Another lie.

			“I’ve gotta go back and find my sister now,” I say.

			“I thought you were here with your friend?”

			“Yeah, my friend—she’s like a sister. We’re very close.”

			“Okay,” he says, disappointed. I know the feeling, dude. This week was full of it. “We should follow each other,” he says, pulling out his phone.

			Fuck. I did not think this through. The second he goes on my profile he’ll know exactly who I am and I’ll officially be a monster.

			“I’m not on social.”

			“Smart. It’s brutal out there.”

			It really is.

			I settle for giving him my phone number, and a piece of me dies as I change the last digit. He’s perfectly wonderful, but I’ve dug a hole too deep, and the thought of kissing or talking to anyone other than Diego makes my stomach turn. I wonder how long that will last.

			In the elevator, I try to remember his name. He told me. Fuck, he looked me right in the face and he told me, but I wasn’t listening. My mind was on someone else.

		

	
		
			35

			Helen stands to hug me when I walk into her office. “I don’t normally do this, but I’m so glad you’re all right.” She smells like lavender, and on any other day I’d probably find it strange to be hugged by my therapist, but everyone is hugging me lately, so what’s one more?

			We spoke briefly after the match. I ducked into an empty room when Robbie finally got her on the phone. She was just arriving home from a reception for her kids’ school. Her first concern was my safety. Was I hurt? Was I feeling better?

			“I’m not hurt, and the worst is over now,” I told her.

			“Good,” she said. “I don’t want you to do anything but go home now, Austin. Rest. Just rest.”

			“How are you feeling this morning?” she asks now, returning to her desk and wheeling her chair to its normal spot.

			“I’m okay. Really. I’m fine.” Reassuring her. Reassuring myself. Ignoring the vacuum of darkness I felt when I woke up in Charlotte’s roommate’s bed, unable to move, and stared at the collection of medals from half-marathons hanging on the door. If it weren’t for the jackhammer tearing up the street outside the window, I wouldn’t have made it here at all.

			“The one match I don’t go to or watch on TV…” she says. “Was I your good-luck charm all along?”

			“Yeah, you really let me down,” I say, feigning a smile. She smiles back, and I take a seat on the couch.

			“Well, you haven’t lost your biting wit.”

			“It’s the only thing I have left. What good am I now?”

			“I know you’re kidding, but I have to do my job and ask you what you mean there.”

			Walked right into that one.

			“Well, Robbie went back to LA yesterday, and he doesn’t want me to continue with the rest of the year. So I’m just stuck here for a week, talking to you—no offense—and then I’ll go back home and…I don’t know. Figure out how to get a new coach? Or maybe I won’t use a coach at all.”

			“Do you want to keep working with Robbie?”

			The thought of doing this alone scares the shit out of me. It seems equally terrifying to start from scratch with someone new, but it might be necessary.

			“No,” I tell her.

			“Why?”

			“He’s afraid of pushing me, like he’s going to break me or something. He was afraid before, and it’ll be even worse now. That’s a shitty attitude to have as a coach. I’m better off with someone else. I just have to find the right person,” I say. But there’s more to it than that, and it’s been eating at me since yesterday. “And…he left me. He left me when I needed him.” I pause, and look up from the floor. “But I’m sure you knew all about that. I’m sure he told you.”

			She doesn’t respond, which is confirmation enough.

			“It’s kind of fucked-up, this whole thing, right? Like, he can just tell you things about me, my life.”

			She lifts her hand to her mouth, considering. “Sure, yeah, it might be a little unusual. But, Austin, it’s never the other way around. I never tell him anything you share with me. He just gives me necessary context in an emergency. And this was something I needed to know.”

			“It’s weird.” I shake my head. “I don’t know if this is working.”

			“It seems like you’re trying to burn everything down right now. You’re done with Robbie. With me too, maybe? Diego?”

			“Diego is done with me.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Oh, I get to deliver news you don’t already know? Awesome. Yeah, he stopped talking to me the day before the match, and then we had a blowout in the locker room.”

			“Is that what caused your anxiety attack?”

			“Maybe. I don’t know. You said it’s everything compounding. Maybe that tipped me over the edge. Maybe everything caught up to me. I don’t know,” I say quietly, sinking back into the couch. I’m tired of talking, of thinking about all of this.

			“Austin, there’s something I’ve been wondering.”

			“Go for it,” I say, barely looking up.

			“We’ve never talked about your dad.”

			“We have.”

			“Not really. You’ve mentioned him, but we’ve never really talked about him, and I think we should.”

			“Just to kick me when I’m down?”

			“No,” she says, with an edge I haven’t heard from her before. “Not to kick you when you’re down. To find a way to lift you back up.”

			I sigh.

			“Do you feel abandoned by your dad?”

			“No, he died. Remember?”

			“You can still feel abandoned.”

			“I don’t feel that way,” I say. “Do I feel like I wouldn’t be sitting in this room right now if he was here? Do I feel like it isn’t fucking fair?” I shrug to myself.

			“And that makes you mad?”

			“Sure.”

			“And the fact that Robbie left. That Diego left. That your friend from high school…”

			I look up at her mention of Jake. A few days ago, she got the short version of the story I told Diego. I didn’t make a big deal out of it, though, just mentioned it in passing. Apparently it made it into her notes.

			“Do those things make you mad?” she asks.

			“They don’t surprise me. I expect it. Everyone leaves.”

			“How long have you felt that way?”

			“Forever. It’s not a feeling. It’s a fact.”

			“I don’t think it’s been forever. I think…it’s been since your dad got sick.”

			And there it is. I’m pretty sure I’m too smart for therapy. She thinks she’s arrived at this huge revelation, that all of this shit is linked back to Dad, as if I haven’t already put that all together. I don’t need a degree to do that. It’s common fucking sense.

			“Austin, not everyone is going to leave.”

			“I know that. You think I don’t know that? I could have run this session.”

			She pauses, dips her head slightly. “You need to hear it more often,” she says, ignoring my dig.

			I glance at the clock. We’re only ten minutes into our session. Jesus Christ.

			“Do you want to go?” she asks. And I somehow work up the confidence to tell her how I actually feel.

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Why?” I whisper, searching my shitty self for the answer, as the pressure in my face builds. “Because I’ve been coming here day after day, talking and talking, and nothing has changed. I lost. I didn’t get through anything. I lost, and it wasn’t because I wasn’t good enough, because I didn’t play hard enough, because I didn’t want to win as much as Diego did. Nope, it was because I’m fucked-up. Everything is so fucked-up in my head. Everything is so tangled up there that it travels down and wraps itself around my body and tries to drown me whenever it wants. And it stops me from doing the one thing—the one thing—I’m good at. And now I’m just sitting here, staring at this box of tissues, wondering when I’m going to need them. Where? Where is the breakthrough? That’s why they’re there, right? I cry all the time everywhere else”—I pause to laugh at the absurdity—“but in here, nothing. Yeah, it’s not working. This is not working. I’m wasting my time and I’m wasting yours. That’s why I want to leave.”

			Helen’s pen hasn’t touched her paper since I opened my mouth. She just sits, waits.

			“Do you know what Diego asked me? He asked me if I ever wonder how good I would be if I didn’t have to deal with my anxiety. It’s like he looked into my eyeballs and could see the back of my brain, like my thoughts were subtitled in front of him. When do I stop dealing with this? When do I get better?”

			It must be at least thirty seconds before anything more is said, before Helen hits me with her next sentence and the temperature of the room drops ten degrees.

			“I think you use your father’s death as a crutch.”

			Her delivery is sharp, clinical.

			My eyelid twitches. “I’m telling you, trying to get at this through my parents—that is not the way in here. It’s not the solution.”

			“You feel sorry for yourself because he’s gone.”

			“That isn’t it.”

			“You’re stuck, and you don’t believe that good things can happen to you.”

			I shake my head.

			“Well, if you don’t believe that good things can happen to you, why should they?”

			“That’s not it.”

			“How can you win a tennis match if you don’t believe you will?”

			The twitch is back.

			“Where is the breakthrough?” I ask again, raising my voice.

			“There isn’t one,” she fires back.

			Silence.

			“There isn’t one if you aren’t willing to do the work,” she continues.

			“I did the work. I gave up my phone for a week. I’m twenty years old and I had no phone. That was work!”

			“And it helped you. I don’t see you giving yourself credit for that.”

			“It’s not sustainable. How does this become sustainable?”

			“There’s more to be done. There are hard things that you have to be willing to talk about, and sometimes that doesn’t happen in a week.”

			“I’ve talked about things. I’ve talked and talked about them,” I say, pressing my fingers against my eyes.

			Helen places her pen on her notebook and reaches over to set it on her desk. She turns back to me, and the corners of her mouth lift.

			“What?” I ask her. What is that fucking look for?

			She clears her throat.

			“You’re trying to win therapy,” she says.

			I groan. I don’t even try to hide it.

			“You go to practice every day. You get stronger, you get smarter, and you keep building. You keep trying new things to make yourself a better athlete. That’s what we’re doing here. It’s the same thing. Maybe you can’t see it after one session, but you’ll see it over time.”

			She grips the arms of her chair and rolls it closer to me.

			“Austin, you cannot simply win therapy with a breakthrough. Do you want to know what winning looks like? It’s finding tiny ways to release the pressure—the pressure that I see in your eyes, in your body, in your shoulders. Winning is showing up. Winning is being honest. Winning is taking care of yourself. Winning is talking and meditating and going to bed on time. Sometimes there isn’t a breakthrough. Sometimes you just wake up one day and feel a little bit better—not because you’re lucky, but because you put in the work.”

			There are sixty seconds in a minute, and I feel every last one of them as she waits for me to speak. Tick, tick, tick. It’s a tactic. She thinks that if she doesn’t talk, I will. It’s not going to work. This is a standoff, and I’m not going to lose.

			“We can end there today if you’d like,” she finally says. “I don’t mind.”

			“Okay.”

			“What are your plans for today?” Helen asks.

			“I don’t know. Probably rot on Charlotte’s couch and watch Gilmore Girls.”

			She smiles. “Rest. Talk. Process. Recover. In whatever order you want, on your own terms. I’m not going to force this.”

			As I stand to leave, she adds one last thing. “Austin, you’re very vulnerable right now. Look for ways to release the pain and the pressure,” she says. “Small steps, small wins.”

			

			—

			Are you still there?

			The message pops up on the TV, wondering if I’m still alive, interrupting Jess, in a denim jacket, shouting his famous line, “Why did you drop out of Yale?!”

			I watch the screen, my body slumped on the couch. I’ve been drifting in and out of sleep for the past I don’t know how long.

			The remote is just out of reach, all the way on the coffee table, and I simply don’t have the willpower to move my arm to pick it up. A few days ago I was dashing across Grand Slam courts, and now I can barely order delivery.

			Am I still here? Yup. Do I want to be? I don’t know.

			Lately, in my darkest moments, I’ve picked up the fun new habit of circling back to a certain message. I scroll down to the thread, pull up the text again.

			so proud of u

			I stare at it so long that it doesn’t look like words at all. “Proud,” I say to myself, over and over again, my head smashed against the sequins of Charlotte’s pillow as I glare at Jake’s tiny face at the top of the screen. I’m sure I look unhinged. I feel unhinged. I repeat the word until it loses all meaning.

			“Proooouud.”

			He wasn’t proud of me when it counted, so he doesn’t get to be now. I still can’t believe he fucking sent that. And worse, I can’t believe I’m considering responding. Dark times indeed. Am I thinking that a conversation would lead to an apology from him? Am I starved for attention? Am I really that worthless?

			Not gonna answer that one.

			These are all great questions for my therapist, honestly, but I’m pretty sure I know what Helen would tell me to do, and I can do it without her advice. I swipe, and my thumb hovers over the red trash can icon. I can erase everything we ever had—years of friendship and flirting and failure—with just one…

			Tap.

			Small steps, small wins.

			I exhale. There. Deleted. I did a good thing today. Now I can do a bad one.

			Outside the window, an orange sunset paints the building across the street. Charlotte won’t be back for a few hours. New York Fashion Week is in full swing, and she described her life as being “practically over” for the next few days. She invited me to her event tonight, but I not so politely declined. I’ve already proven that I can’t handle myself very well at those. Plus, I have to rest. Doctor’s orders. The corner of my phone says it’s six fifty-seven p.m., which means I have a decision to make.

			I’ve done everything I can to forget about Diego. He seems to be doing the same for me—no texts, no calls—and I don’t know what seeing him again would do to me, but as the time moves a minute closer to seven, I feel a gravitational pull. My hand reaches toward the coffee table, the silver remote like a drug I’m afraid to take. There’s no one here to judge me. Everyone would tell me it’s a bad idea. Don’t invite him back into your mind. But I need to see how this ends. I need to see him living out my dream—the dream I left dead on the court two nights ago.

			I search through Charlotte’s streaming apps for ESPN, hoping I don’t find it, but I know I will. She and Mom subscribe to every tennis app ever invented, to keep up with my matches.

			Why does everyone have to be so goddamn supportive.

			“Cruz is probably feeling fresh as a daisy, only played two sets on Sunday—under unfortunate circumstances, of course, but that’s a huge advantage coming into tonight,” a commentator says as the match starts to stream. I just turned this shit on and my ghost is already haunting the place.

			The TV cuts to a shot in the tunnel, a close-up of Diego’s opponent, Miles Wentworth, a British guy with a pretty face and a Burberry contract. Is he the one? Is he the secret hookup? Did Diego go back to him? I’ve played this guessing game about every guy on tour since Diego delivered that fun piece of news. He’s got me out here solving mysteries like an actual Hardy Boy. I hate it, but I can’t help myself. I can’t help the jealousy.

			Behind Wentworth’s chiseled jaw, Diego stands, zoned in and ready. My stomach drops when the camera locks on his face. Am I really going to be able to take three hours of this, maybe more? I’ll turn it off when Charlotte gets here. That’s how I rationalize it.

			But I don’t follow my directions.

			Wrapping up now, do you want Shake Shack? she texts me an hour later.

			I tell her I’m going to sleep, and I finish Diego’s quarterfinal match in the darkness of my room, eyes glued to the screen, eyes glued to him. I can’t look away—just like he can’t lose.

			

			—

			Days pass like weeks. Every morning I wake up, make myself a decaf Nespresso, and stare out the window at the construction across the street, wondering why I’m here.

			My next session with Helen goes just about as well as the last one. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I don’t want to talk about anything. I just want to sit and rot with my thoughts. This whole week was supposed to be about getting quality time with her, in person, face-to-face, but it’s turning into a huge waste of time.

			Helen suggested that I try activities that don’t involve a screen. Too tired to fight her about anything, I agreed, and I picked up a new book on the way home. I scoured the shelves at the Strand for an hour, looking for a story that wouldn’t remind me of anything at all—no romance, no sports, no dead parents…Why is it so hard to find a book without dead parents? I finally settled on a small book of poetry that probably has at least two of those things, but at least they’ll be hidden in flowery language. And maybe I’ll look smart and mysterious reading it in the coffee shop next to Charlotte’s apartment—which is where I sit now, with everyone else in the neighborhood who has nothing else to do on a Friday.

			My phone buzzes with a text in my pocket. I can’t even make it through the first page of this book without getting distracted.

			How are you feeling today?

			Robbie has texted me every day. Sometimes I text back, sometimes I don’t—depends on my mood. I’m not in charge of making him feel less guilty for leaving me here, for blowing off the rest of the year. Maybe he should get a therapist and deal with it.

			But today I reply. Maybe I’m bored with the poetry. Maybe I want the excuse to check my phone. Maybe I miss him. ok today, had helen this morning

			Glad to hear it. How’d it go? he responds.

			It was a waste of fucking time, Rob. Therapy was a bad idea. We sat there and stared at each other for twenty minutes, until we found a topic I was okay talking about.

			it was fine, I say instead.

			Are you watching Cruz tonight?

			He hasn’t asked me about Diego all week. He’s probably scared that that would push me away further.

			To no one’s surprise, Diego’s winning streak has taken him all the way to the semifinals tonight. All his dreams are coming true, just as planned.

			nah ill be busy with char, I text him back.

			Maybe I’ll be strong enough for that to actually be true.

			Thirty minutes later, I check my phone expecting to find a reply, but he left it alone.

			

			—

			On top of my daily boredom and my shitty therapy sessions, I can barely sleep. Charlotte’s roommate’s bed is one of the most comfortable things I’ve ever experienced. It has some expensive memory foam mattress that wraps around your body and swallows you into its depths. On normal nights it would knock me out cold, but these nights aren’t normal. The AC wheezes and rattles against the window, sirens wail down the street, and voices from the sidewalk enter the room like strangers. When I do fall asleep, I wake up an hour later, in a pool of sweat. I tell myself it’s because of the heat.

			When my anxiety started to get really bad, right around the time Dad started to noticeably decline, there were weeks at a time when I couldn’t sleep through the night. My brain was too loud. I’d be lying in bed, doing absolutely nothing, and I wouldn’t be able to catch my breath. I’d try to kick the feeling out of me—I’d sit up in bed, throw my arms against my mattress, will my chest to move up and down, desperate for air, desperate for the thoughts to fade.

			I discovered that I could drown myself out by listening to a podcast. Someone else talking could calm the chatter in my brain. And if the subject captures my interest enough, I’m out before I know it.

			This hack better work tonight.

			I groan, mustering the strength to reach my phone on the bedside table. I’m gonna have to go for the hard stuff—true crime, something scary and murdery that demands my attention. But as my phone lights up, something else demands it.

			It’s two a.m. and I have three missed calls, all in a row, from fifteen minutes ago. I didn’t hear the phone’s vibration over the AC.

			I jolt up, squinting at the blue light of my phone. There’s no way I’m seeing what I think I am.

			Why did Diego call me three times?

			I frantically check my DMs, my texts, and my voicemail for any context or clues. Nothing. Just straight-up phone calls, three of them, in the middle of the fucking night. What the hell does this mean? What the hell does he want?

			He doesn’t deserve a callback from me. He can’t just pick and choose when he wants to talk. But something feels off about this. Something feels wrong. Usually, a flurry of late-night calls doesn’t mean things are going well. And I start to worry. I can’t help it. It’s a special talent.

			My thumb hovers over the screen. It’s not like I can fall asleep now. I need to find out what’s going on.
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			He answers after two rings. At least I assume it’s him. There’s silence for a few seconds. “Hello?” I say into the void. “Hello?”

			“Hey,” he finally says, in a choked whisper, and goes quiet again. “I’m sorry…to call you. I’m sorry.”

			Is he crying? “Diego, are you okay?” I squint, trying to hear him.

			“I don’t know…” he says. “Did I wake you up?”

			“No, I was up.” That’s technically true. And there’s no chance in hell I can go back to sleep now, my heart is racing in my chest. “Tell me what’s going on.”

			“It’s…I feel like…I can’t breathe. I keep…trying to, but something feels wrong. Something feels wrong.”

			A pain shoots from my hand down to my elbow. I’ve been squeezing my phone so hard I’m surprised it hasn’t snapped.

			“What else are you feeling?” I ask him.

			“I don’t know. My heart is beating super fast.” Yeah, mine too, but I don’t think it’s for the same reason.

			“Are you in your hotel?” I ask him.

			“Yeah.”

			“How long have you been feeling like this?”

			“I don’t know. For a little bit. I’m sorry for calling you. I just—I just don’t know what to do. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay. It’s okay,” I tell him.

			I’m not a doctor. I’m not a therapist. But I don’t need to be either to recognize this feeling. I know it like the back of my hand. “Diego, I think you’re having a panic attack.”

			He pauses a moment.

			“Are they contagious?” he asks, his joke cutting through his tears.

			“See, that was funny. You’re going to be okay.”

			“Okay,” he says, his voice shaking.

			“Have you called Emiliano?”

			“No.”

			“You should.”

			“But it will go away soon? It will, right?”

			“You should still call him. He can help you.”

			He goes quiet again. I just hear shallow breathing.

			“Austin.” He says my name in barely a whisper. “I…I feel like I’m going to die.”

			The fear in his little voice through the phone—it almost kills me. And I say something I might regret.

			“I’m coming up there.”

			“What?”

			“I’ll be there…as soon as I can,” I say, putting him on speaker and getting out of bed.

			“What? Aren’t you back in California?”

			“I’m still here.” A side effect of going radio silent on social media is that no one knows where you are.

			“Oh my god, it’s so late here. I’m sorry,” he says. “Oh my god.” He can’t stop apologizing, and it breaks me harder.

			“It’s fine. I’ll be right there,” I say, pulling a shirt over my head.

			“Austin…”

			I turn to look at my phone. “Yeah?”

			“Don’t hang up, please.”

			The glow of a streetlight shines into Charlotte’s living room as I quietly slip out. I haven’t left the apartment all day, and the air feels different, crisp and cold for the first time. I shiver in my T-shirt.

			I raise my arm to signal a taxi a few blocks down. In the back seat, I glide through empty New York City streets, like no one lives here at all.

			I stay on the phone with him the whole time.

			

			—

			Diego’s door is slightly open when I arrive. There’s no sign of him when I enter the living area, just the flickering of Phineas and Ferb on TV, the volume low. A platypus wearing a fedora is strapped to a jet pack, shooting across the sky.

			“Hello?” I call out quietly before entering the bedroom. There’s no sign of him in here either, because the person I find isn’t the Diego Cruz I know. He’s not the confident athlete. He’s not world number two. He’s just a boy on the floor, with his back against the bed, and with big, wet eyes that look scared of the world.

			His bottom lip quivers when he sees me. “Thank you,” he says, barely choking it out.

			And in a second I’m next to him, kneeling, gently placing my hand on his cheek. He gives me the weight of his face, his warm breath on my palm. In and out. In and out.

			We don’t speak for a while. An attack like this can feel like forever, but it usually lasts only thirty minutes, an hour maybe. Until it passes, there isn’t much I can do. As I watch his chest move up and down, a strange feeling comes over me. I think about Rob. And Mom. And Char. Seeing me go through this, witnessing something they can’t fix happening to someone they love, must be excruciating. All you can do is wait. And wait. And wait. For once, I see it from the other side, and it’s a slow-motion punch to the gut.

			Finally, Diego moves his body down and puts his head in my lap. It’s not the most comfortable position, but I don’t want to move him. I’ll sacrifice comfort to let him feel safe.

			“Fuck,” he says after letting out a huge breath.

			“How do you feel?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

			“Have you had a panic attack before?”

			“Not like this. Jesus Christ, not like this,” he says. “I really thought I was gonna die. I still do, kind of.”

			“You know, I think that every time, even with the smaller ones. The second my breathing gets weird, I think, Okay, this must be the end of me. I have to remind myself that it hasn’t killed me before. I haven’t died from an anxiety attack. No one has. I look that up once a month to make sure it’s still true.”

			“I think I want to see it in writing.”

			“Well, my phone is in my pocket, so that would mean you’d have to move.”

			“Okay, don’t. I believe you.”

			“I hate when people ask me this, but do you know what brought it on?”

			“I don’t know,” he says. “I really don’t. Is it because I won?”

			He did win today, the semifinal. He lost the first set, won the next three. Diego Cruz is headed to the men’s final of the US Open. In two days, he could have his first Grand Slam victory and finally be world number one. If that isn’t pressure, I don’t know what is.

			“You’re so close to what you’ve always wanted, so maybe?” I tell him.

			“And my ankle. It was fine, but now I’m not sure, and”—he pushes himself back up to lean against the bed—“I have this thing where…” He hesitates, moves his hands, trying to find the words. “I think I worry about injuries too much. Even a small one like this—I can’t stop thinking about it, and I worry about it getting worse and worse until it turns into something that ruins my career. I can’t stop picturing it, the surgery, the recovery, the surgery again…I get stuck in that loop.” Diego lets out a breath. “I don’t think I’ve ever said that out loud,” he says.

			There are pieces of him, more than I know of, buried away in there, and hearing him describe this one, with tiny trembles in his voice, I can understand how it led him here, to the floor of his room at Hotel Renée, with me next to him, staring at the back of his neck and the hair that’s been growing there since his last cleanup. I wish I could run my hand across it and make him feel better, tell him it will all be okay. But I should be careful. I should keep my distance.

			“How did you injure your ankle?” I ask.

			“During a practice set. I turned it, sliding, going for some stupid shot. It was so stupid.”

			“But it felt okay today?”

			“I got through it, yeah.”

			“Then it’ll be fine on Sunday.”

			“It’s my third chance. I can’t let it happen again. I can’t let it happen,” he says.

			I knew that had to be on his mind as well. Diego has made it all the way to the finals of a Grand Slam two other times. Each one he narrowly lost. Commentators have speculated that there’s some mental block that’s stopping him from pulling off the win. That thought can eat belief for dinner, and I know it has to be swimming inside him in the lead-up to the final.

			He lets out another heavy breath. “God, this is shitty timing.”

			“Yeah, you really can’t schedule panic attacks. I know that much.”

			“What do I do?” he asks me.

			Suddenly I feel like Helen. “You sleep. You try to get some sleep, and I think you’ll feel as good as new tomorrow.”

			He looks at me, a hint of fear still in his eyes, and hesitates.

			“Will you stay with me?” he asks.

			Everything—everything in me says no. It would set me back. I didn’t even watch his match—I just refreshed the app every ten seconds to follow the score. I was making progress.

			But I can’t leave him now, not like this.

			We crawl into his bed, and I stay squarely on my side, setting a boundary—a boundary that’s quickly broken as he slides across the sheets and his body locks onto mine, his chest to my back, his legs warming the backs of my knees, and I melt into him again—not because I want to, because I can’t help it.

			Anxiety wrecks me almost daily. It makes me question everything. It makes me believe things that aren’t true. It makes me spiral. It knocks me out. Falling in love does all those things too. At this point, it’s all the same.
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			I didn’t know what to expect the next morning, but I wake up to find his mouth on the back of my neck. He’s breathing deeply, with little snores. He slept through the rest of the night. I know this because I was up every twenty minutes.

			When he wakes, he turns to me with sleepy eyes and a soft, grateful smile.

			“How are you feeling?” I ask him.

			“Good, I think,” he says, rubbing his face. “But also…like nothing happened.”

			“Yep, isn’t that weird?”

			“It’s very weird.”

			After a moment, he pulls his body up and sits against the headboard. “I know that was probably confusing,” he finally says, “calling you out of nowhere.”

			“We don’t have to get into that.”

			“I feel like shit about it. I know we haven’t talked in a while. And it’s not that I didn’t know who else to call. It’s that”—he lets out a long breath—“I wanted it to be you.”

			Now it’s my turn for a heavy sigh. I meant what I said. We don’t have to talk about it—not right now, at least. He doesn’t need one more thing to worry about when he has the final tomorrow. That should be the only thing on his mind. “Glad I could be here,” I tell him, and I settle on that.

			He looks away and is quiet for a bit, like he’s winding up to say something else.

			“When do you leave?” he asks.

			“Tonight. I stuck around to get more time with my therapist after…everything. And I’ve got one more session today. Then I’m flying back to California.”

			“And you’ll go to China from there?”

			“Yeah,” I tell him. I don’t have the energy to get into the Robbie drama.

			“So the flight is tonight,” he says.

			“Yep, a red-eye.”

			He’s thinking again. “You can say no to this…”

			“To what?”

			“I would really like you to be there—tomorrow.”

			My mouth falls open. I don’t know what to say. “Oh.”

			“You can say no,” he repeats. “I just—I wanted to ask you.”

			“Yeah, I’ve got my flight. And—I don’t have a ticket for the match.” I’m fumbling over stupid excuses, but I can’t help it. I’m shocked that he’s asking me this.

			“No, like, I want you to sit with everyone—my team, my family.”

			“You want me to sit in your box?”

			“Yes.”

			Mouth open again. Holy shit. “Isn’t that a little…intense?”

			“Intense how?”

			Players’ boxes show up on camera all the time. Like, they get constant attention. I’d be all over the TV. Again. Plus, there would be talking. The world knows we’ve been hanging out, and now I’d be the gay guy sitting in his box? Yeah, that would cause commotion.

			“You know what that’s gonna look like,” I tell him.

			“I want to win. And I feel better when you’re here.” He says it so matter-of-factly. “I want to look up there and see you. So I guess I don’t care about the other stuff.”

			My heart flutters, but I catch myself before I fall. “See, this is all a little confusing, because we had a whole conversation about how this is distracting.” I gesture between the two of us. “And now that I’m out of your way…you want it back?” I tried to keep things chill, but I can’t ignore that part.

			“You don’t have to. I said you don’t have to.”

			“But you asked me—”

			“Fuck, Austin, I’m really trying to figure this out, okay? I’m trying to.”

			“I know you are, but I’m the one who gets thrown around. That’s not good for me.”

			“I know. I’m sorry. Don’t come. I’m sorry for asking.”

			“It’s just so fucking public. You’re not ready for that either.”

			“It’s not like I’m saying anything. Let people speculate. It’s a small step.”

			“A small step toward what?”

			He’s silent for a moment. “There might be another reason for last night, I think,” he says. “I felt it all slipping away, all of it at once.”

			“What slipping away?”

			“At first it was about my ankle. It was freaking me out. I didn’t know if I would be strong enough for tomorrow. But the other part—the other part was about you. I didn’t think you’d want to hear from me. I felt responsible, for everything, so I left you alone. But, Austin, I promise you, I hated every second of it. Every day I felt like you were slipping further and further away, and it felt like…it feels like a hole burning in my heart.” He turns fully toward me on the bed. “I want to know everything there is to know about you. I want to find New Jersey go-karts in every city with you, at every tournament, all around the world. I want…” he says. “I want to be with you.”

			Before I can reply, he bolts up, heads straight to his desk, and returns with a hotel notepad. He rips off the first page, hands it to me. I can read some of the individual words, but not the full sentence.

			Corazón. Rápido. Tú.

			“It’s in Spanish,” I say, looking back up to him.

			Diego stares into my eyes.

			“No one makes my heart beat faster than you.”

			I swallow. My eyes move back down to the paper. At the bottom, tiny in the corner, there’s a drawing of him hitting a heart-shaped tennis ball. It slices through the words, across the page, and up and out of the roof of a stadium, high into the sky.

			He hands me the notepad. The first page has the same words, another version of the drawing. I flip through the pages, dozens of them, all with the same sentence, over and over and over—until I arrive at the last one.

			A picture of us.

			Standing in the middle of the stadium, his hand pressed to my face. Small, abstract circles surround us. People. Watching.

			I let out a breath. “Why…are you showing me this?” I ask him.

			A shiver runs up my neck as he gently takes my hand and pushes it onto his chest—into his chest. His heart pounds against my palm.

			He holds it there. “Because it’s true,” he says.

			I take my time before I reply. “It may be true,” I tell him, “but it doesn’t change our situation. It doesn’t change what you told me.”

			“It could,” he says. “Someday.”

			“Someday,” I say, shaking my head, because there it is again, the reason this will never work. We are miles and miles away in our coming-out stories, and I cannot wait around for him to catch up. I cannot wait around only for him to eventually change his mind. That will not happen to me again. That is not my story. I have to protect myself.

			I have to recover.

			“I’m scared, Austin.”

			“I know. I know exactly how you feel,” I tell him, because I do. “But…” I pause, summoning all the courage in my sleep-deprived body. “This is not going to work. I am not a secret.”

			I watch as his face slowly changes. The fall of his eyes. The twitch of his mouth. The breath exiting his nostrils.

			He understands.

			Our foreheads touch, each of us resting our weight on the other. I lean in first. My nose slides against his, and I find his lips for one last kiss.

			“I wish it could be different,” he whispers when our mouths part. And, maybe to lighten the mood, maybe to say anything to fill the heartbreaking quiet that follows, he adds, “I wish we were mechanics.”

			I snicker through the pain. “Or librarians,” I whisper back.

			“Or doctors.”

			“Sure, doctors.”

			“Astronauts.”

			“Astronauts on the same ship, you and me. That would be easier.”

			“Yeah, that would be easier,” he replies.

			We nod at each other. There’s nothing more to be said. My phone buzzes on the nightstand. I know it’s Charlotte before I even look.

			Have you been kidnapped? she texts.

			yes send help, I reply.

			To where?

			the back of a van i think? I fire back.

			Seriously where are you?

			I scroll through a few GIF options and quickly land on the perfect response: Diego wagging his finger after winning a point.

			My goddd I can’t keep up, she says.

			Me neither.

			I pull on my clothes from their pile on the floor, and he walks me to the door.

			“I’ll let you know about tomorrow.”

			“Okay,” he says.

			“But, no matter what, that trophy is yours. I know it in my heart,” I tell him. “Break a leg, Diego.”
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			“He wants you in his box?” Charlotte says, pacing around her apartment in her bathrobe, soaking up every ounce of this new development. Meanwhile, I’m collapsed on her couch, still piecing it together myself.

			“Auz, his box?” she asks again, so hot for the drama. “In front of everyone?”

			“Yes.”

			“You know that’s a big deal, right?”

			“I told him that. I don’t think he sees it that way. I told him it’s intense.”

			“Because it absolutely is. Boxes are for coaches and your team and parents and girlfriends and husbands and people who sneak down and sit there accidentally.”

			“They can be for friends too, right?”

			“No—no, this is not a friend thing. That is not why he asked you.”

			“He told me…he wants to be with me.”

			“What?! He did what? Why didn’t you lead with that?”

			“At a later date,” I reply. “Someday, he said.”

			Charlotte stops. “Oh.”

			“See?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m not doing that. It may not look like it, but I have some self-respect.”

			“But, Auz, his box!”

			“Stop saying box!”

			She pushes my legs off the couch and plops down beside me.

			“I don’t know. I think whatever we had is over. I think we just downgraded into some kind of fucked-up friendship.”

			“And you’re okay with that?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t have a lot of friends.”

			Charlotte twists her mouth. “I still…think you have to go.”

			“I have a flight.”

			“Well, change it, Grand Slam Tournament Money Bags.”

			“It’s—it’s not that easy.”

			“What are you worried about?”

			I pause. I don’t even know if I want to say it out loud. “I don’t think I can go back there. I think it would freak me out.”

			“Oh,” she says, realizing. “Shit. Great, now I’m the insensitive sister not thinking about your mental health.”

			“Shut up. It’s fine. I just—it’s too soon to go back.”

			“It is different, though, right? You’d be there watching a match, not playing in it.”

			“The cameras will be on me the entire time. People will say shit. They’ll speculate.”

			“Auz, they already are speculating.”

			I’ve been trying to keep my head out of the chatter on social media since my match against Diego, but I know Charlotte has been watching it like the hawk she is. And since the New York Times incident, she’s been very up-front about all the interview requests coming in. We’ve declined all of them, and that’s fine with me. I’ve said all I want to say.

			“And your boyfriend wants you to be there,” she adds.

			“He does not want to be my boyfriend. He said that to my face in the locker room. Nothing has changed.”

			“But he wants you to be there. Publicly. And he’s fine with that?” she says with an eyebrow raise. “You’re married. It’s over.”

			I roll my eyes. She doesn’t understand what it’s like to be gay. And she doesn’t understand the blurry line between friendship and something more.

			“Do you still want to be with him?” she asks.

			“I’ve been trying very hard not to feel that way. I think it’s the only way out.”

			“That sounds like a yes, though?”

			I wince, shrug. My defenses are crumbling.

			Just then, my phone buzzes next to me. A block of text from a random phone number:

			Austin, it is unfortunate how your match ended last week and I hope you have found time for some much needed recovery. Please take care of yourself. I know you understand how important tomorrow is. That being said, I cannot allow anything or anyone to disrupt our focus.

			“What is it?” Charlotte asks.

			A fire crackles in my stomach as I stare at the last sentence of the message.

			Do not attend.

			“Who the hell is that from?” Charlotte says, reading over my shoulder. “His coach?”

			Yep, Emiliano is the only suspect here.

			“Nope, no. Fuck that guy,” she says, entering big-sister mode. “That asshole doesn’t get to decide that. Diego asked you to be there.”

			I don’t respond. I just nod, processing this.

			“What do you wanna do?” she asks.

			I turn to her. This decision seems pretty fucking easy now. “Let’s change my flight. We’ve got one more match.”

			

			—

			Helen texts me while I’m on the way down to her office later that morning.

			It’s a gorgeous day. Let’s meet in Washington Square Park by the fountain.

			The temperature has dipped to sixty-four degrees—fall is in the air—and I’m all right with shaking things up.

			Walking under the large white arch leading into the park, I spot her on one of the benches. “I couldn’t let this weather go to waste,” she says as I take a seat next to her. “And at this hour, we pretty much have the place to ourselves.” A breeze gently moves the trees and lifts bits of water from the fountain in front of us.

			“It’s too bad you’re leaving right when it turns nice.”

			“Well, I’m not leaving quite yet.”

			“Oh?”

			I bring her up to speed on the latest with Diego, pretty efficiently since my rehearsal with Charlotte. Helen nods through the story, and at the end she leans back on the bench and asks, “Is this why you’re in a good mood?”

			“Am I?”

			“Seems like it. This is the first thing you’ve been eager to talk about all week.”

			“Well, he asked me to go to his match. There’s a few complications, but it’s the first thing that’s gone well in a while.”

			“And that makes you happy?”

			“Is that fucked-up? Like, a source of happiness is wrapped up in the attention of some guy?”

			“I could tell you it is. And it might be,” she says, “but I think most people can relate very well to that feeling.”

			“I’ve felt worthless the entire week. I lost. I let everyone down. Robbie left. I have no idea what my career is gonna look like this year. I have no idea how to fix myself. I feel like a failure. And then—he needed me. It made me feel a little better. And if this ends in a friendship, I’m okay with that. I’m ready to accept it.”

			She takes a moment, thinking that over.

			“Austin, you have a crush—had a crush. You could be in college right now. Do you know how many crushes you would have in college? Do you know how gay you can be in college? I was so gay—so, so gay—and I loved it. I majored in dance…” she adds, eyebrows up. “These experiences—winning, losing—as much as they hurt, are important. Let yourself feel. Let yourself cry. And start over again. There will be other tournaments, and other guys, and we will figure all of it out.”

			I know that what she’s saying is true. I just wish that I could believe her.

			“You know,” she says, “it occurred to me that I finally understand the scoring system in tennis. At first, I must admit, it was frustrating. It seemed complicated for no apparent reason. But I was watching the women’s semifinals, and I think I understand the genius of it now. The score resets. Each new game, each new set, is an opportunity for a fresh start, to let go of the last one and try again with a clean slate.” Helen continues, excitement growing on her face. “That first match of yours, the first set,” she says, “you barely won a game—”

			“Thanks for the reminder.”

			“You lost the set, and it felt like there was no coming back. You were outmatched. Little old me—I was about to get up and make dinner, but it wasn’t over at all. You fought back, and it was beautiful, just beautiful.”

			She pauses, shakes her head. “I think…I think I love tennis.”

			I chuckle.

			“And I’m jealous that you’re going to the match,” she says. “So yes, go be there for him—as a friend or whatever he is. It sounds like he’s much further than you from sharing who he is with the world. He may be a wonderful athlete, but it takes just as much strength to be open about who you are, to do what you did in that press conference. So when you tell me you lost, that you’re a failure…I don’t see that at all. Not one bit.”

			I nod. Run my tongue over my teeth. Give her a small smile. And we sit there quietly with the sound of the fountain.

			“Honestly, it’s just nice to have him as a distraction,” I say. “There are so many other things I should be worrying about.”

			“Well, it’s our last session sitting face-to-face like this, so let’s check some things off. You tell me what you’re worried about, and we’ll go through them one by one.”

			“Rapid-fire therapy?”

			“Why not?”

			She really is unconventional.

			“How do I stop having anxiety attacks during matches?”

			“Well, you started with a hard one,” she says. “Actually, I was going to mention, there’s a psychiatrist I’d like you to see when you get home.”

			“Look, I’m not an anti-vaxxer, but I don’t know if I want to mix meds into my routine.”

			“I understand, and I didn’t want to suggest that in the middle of a tournament, but I think it would be worth your time to try. Medication works very well for many people.”

			I know it does. It’s a big step, though, and I’m not sure that I’m ready for it. Helen uses my silence to move on. “What else is worrying you?”

			“I don’t have a coach.”

			“Yes, you do.”

			“No. He left, and I don’t think he’s coming back.”

			“Austin, family comes back.”

			“I know for a fact that they don’t.”

			“They come back in different ways. As for Robbie, I imagine he needs some time. All of this has been difficult for him too.”

			“How did you guys meet? Why won’t anyone tell me that?”

			She sighs for longer than usual. “We dated,” she says plainly.

			“I knew it!”

			“Yes, yes, you’re very smart. One of our first dates was over there, actually.” She points to the corner of the park. “A little Italian restaurant.”

			“Wait. We went there, maybe. I forget the name.”

			“La Lanterna?”

			“That’s where we went!”

			“Oh, that’s nice. That’s lovely,” she says, genuinely touched.

			“So, you dated him and then got turned off to guys completely?”

			She laughs. “No, not at all. I’ve dated many people in trying to find my way. Robbie was a good one, though, earnest, caring, a little grumpy—all things we know. It was too hard with him on the tour, so it didn’t last, but I’m happy it happened, and happy to have him as a friend, although I don’t hear from him much anymore—that is, until you came along.”

			“Thank you, by the way, for all of this. I’ve been an asshole this week, and I’m sorry. You don’t deserve that. You’re not even charging me.”

			Helen pauses.

			“Austin, there’s something I have to tell you,” she says, her face changing. “I absolutely am charging you. I don’t work for free.”

			A wave of heat rushes to my face. I flash back to that conversation I had with Rob after my anxiety attack at practice. He told me she’s a friend and she’s not charging us. Is this a misunderstanding?

			“I’ve been sending your bills directly to Robbie, at his request,” she says. “And he’s been paying them. He insisted on my full rate.”

			He’s been paying them. Fuck. I haven’t seen the payments coming out of our account because he’s been paying for the sessions personally.

			“Oh,” I say, quickly looking away. I want to cry. I want to crouch on the sidewalk and bawl my eyes out for everything Robbie has done for me. I’ve treated him like shit so many times. And he’s sat there and taken it—and he’s turned around and given me even more.

			“He loves you, Austin. He loves you very much.”

			“I haven’t talked to him since he left. A few texts, but…he calls me and I don’t pick up.”

			“So call him back.” She says it like it’s an easy thing to do. And maybe she’s right. “And there’s one more thing you should know. I’m sorry I haven’t told you this before. Maybe it isn’t a big deal, but I didn’t want to complicate things further.”

			I have no idea where this is going.

			“I met your dad once. It was brief. I just had a drink with him and Robbie after one of his matches. Honestly, I was so infatuated with Robbie that I didn’t pay much attention to him. Sorry if that sounds bad. But I remember him—your dad—going on and on about the match. Robbie had hit some shot that he was raving about. He was so proud of him, so proud. I know they had a wonderful friendship, because Robbie would talk so fondly of him,” she says. “And, Austin, I know your dad would be so proud of you right now. To see how far you’ve come. To see how much you’ve been able to handle.”

			She pauses, waiting for me to turn back to her. “Robbie has that same pride in you. In a strange way, it seems like it transferred. I know you feel that. I know you do.”

			My eyes, my heart, my throat…Everything burns as all of this swirls through me. Like it’s too much information for me to process. Like someone’s handed me a brand-new chapter to a book I’ve already read.

			Helen smiles softly, then leans over to rummage through her tote bag on the ground. “Here,” she says, placing something in my hand.

			I look down to find a small package of tissues.

			

			—

			I wander up Broadway in a daze. Behind my sunglasses, I let the tears continue to fall as I walk for blocks and blocks, under buildings and scaffolding and trees. There’s been a crater in my heart since Dad died, and it doubled when Robbie left. I miss Robbie so much. I feel so lonely without him, so lost. When my face finally dries, I settle on a bench in the garden of an old brown church.

			Staring at my phone, I scroll down to my message thread with Dad, with its years of unanswered texts—and I send another.

			i qualified for the us open dad. i lost in the fourth round but im going to be back and one day im gonna win it. you werent there, but robbie was. thank you for him. thank you

			Then I call my coach, and I pray that he answers.

			Of course he does.

		

	
		
			39

			Charlotte and I are sandwiched next to a family with a stroller on a 7 express train to Queens. The crowd lessens at each stop, soon leaving only the lucky group with tickets to the US Open men’s final.

			I settled for a casual outfit—a button-down shirt, boring khakis, white sneakers. Charlotte, on the other hand, chose an absolute knockout dress, and she’s already getting looks. The camera is going to love her sitting in Diego’s box. It’s gonna love me too, as everyone wonders what the fuck I’m doing there. I can’t believe I agreed to this, but there’s no turning back now.

			“How ya feeling?” Charlotte asks me, as I catch a stare from a fan at the other end of the train car. Thankfully, he doesn’t engage, just shoots me a smile and whispers to his friend. I get it. There’s a lot to whisper about. This is just a taste of what I’ll be up against in the stadium.

			“Excited to be going to a match I don’t have to win,” I tell her. Turning to the window, I catch the white roof of Arthur Ashe appearing against the crystal-blue sky. I let out a breath. Here we go.

			The train empties onto a boardwalk leading to the grounds, its old wooden planks clunk with the chorus of footsteps. I haven’t entered this way the whole tournament—the cars drop us off at the side entrance. We visited the US Open as a family once—I was seven or eight—and I tripped over one of these planks. My knee was bleeding, and it hurt so badly, but I bounced back up and kept on walking, riding on the pure adrenaline of being here for the first time, ready to see my heroes. I wonder what little me would think about my life right now.

			Just past the ticket scanners at the entrance to the grounds, there’s a huge blue board with the entire draw for the men’s and women’s singles tournaments. It’s old-school, updated manually with a ladder each day, and it lists the final scores. I track my name, starting all the way in the bottom corner and tracing it up to my final match.

			And there we are. Hardy and Cruz. Cruz and Hardy—our names in print for our first meeting. How many more matches will we have against each other in the history of our lives?

			And then another sign catches my eye, to the left of the draw.

			“Austin,” I say. “Holy shit, Austin.”

			Charlotte turns to me, deeply concerned. “Auz, why are you repeating your name? Are we okay?”

			I stop in the middle of the crowd, staring.

			“My hitting partner, Other Austin—that’s him. He won the boys’ singles tournament. He won the thing.”

			A chill runs up my arms, and I smile. An Austin made it out of here alive.

			

			—

			The court is empty when we arrive, but Arthur Ashe Stadium is already buzzing, ready for a spectacle. We take the stairs all the way down to Diego’s players’ box.

			“Leave the first row for them,” I tell Charlotte.

			“Don’t want to be front and center?”

			“Would love to avoid any conflict. Not sure how this will go down—I never replied to Emiliano.”

			“Bold,” she says. “So we may have drama on court and off?”

			“You’re not used to that by now?”

			She smirks as we take our seats in the second row. “Have you talked to Diego today?” she asks.

			“He sent me the tickets yesterday, but we haven’t spoken today. I didn’t want to distract him. He’ll see me up here soon.”

			Which is apparently almost now. Diego’s team files into their seats in front of us, and we awkwardly stand to greet them. I catch a split second of shock on Emiliano’s face when he sees me, but he recovers and extends his hand.

			“Austin, look at you here,” he says with a pained smile. “Did you get my message?”

			“You know, during this whole tournament I’ve been trying to get better about not using my phone,” I reply. “I must have missed it.”

			“I see,” he says. “Well, I’m sure there are other seats you can find.”

			Charlotte shoots me a look, ready to be tagged in, but I’ve been waiting for this moment.

			“Well, considering Diego invited me, I think we’re fine here,” I tell him, casually glancing around. “Unless you’d like to cause some sort of scene. Not sure that would be a good look for you, though, throwing out the first openly gay male tennis player at the US Open. The optics wouldn’t be great,” I say. “Charlotte, what do you think?”

			“Bad. Very bad optics,” Charlotte says.

			I’m right, and there’s nothing he can do about it. “Well, okay, then,” he says, steam coming from his ears. “Happy to see you’re feeling better.”

			“And how’s everyone feeling over there?” I ask.

			Emiliano pauses. “He’s never been better,” he says. And based on the self-assured grin on his face, I’m pretty sure Diego didn’t tell him about his panic attack. He trusted me, and only me. I’m glad I was there for him. I don’t know where else he would have turned.

			“Ready for our first Grand Slam,” Emiliano adds before finally sitting the fuck down.

			“Aren’t we all,” Charlotte replies.

			I let out a long breath, trying to push that lovely exchange behind me, just as Diego’s family shows up to our row. I recognize them from TV—they’re sometimes at his matches—and my hand trembles as I meet them for the first time.

			His mom is polite, somewhat warm, but there isn’t much to the greeting.

			I shake hands with his dad next. “Two hundred and five feet,” I tell him. “Sixty-two meters.”

			He tilts his head.

			“Not sure if that includes the roof, but that’s what I found online,” I say, gesturing to the stadium.

			“Oh!” he replies, chuckles. “Love it. Very nice.” He pats my arm, and our exchange ends there. I was hoping my anxious research on the way over would inspire a little more than that, but I’ll take what I can get.

			Diego’s brother is behind them, a little younger than me, and wearing a long-sleeve polo. I extend my hand. “Hey, dude, I’m—”

			“Austin,” he says, interrupting with a smirk. “I know.” Okay, not quite sure what to do with that. But then he adds, “Mamá, can you move down one? I wanna sit next to him. Porfa.”

			He slides into the seat next to me and leans over. “It’s nice to finally meet you…Hardy Boy,” he whispers. Our attention turns to the court as the announcer booms over the mic, and I try to hide the giant smile spreading across my face.

			For the first time during the tournament, Diego walks out before his opponent. He’s wearing a sleeveless T-shirt, fitted shorts, and socks that are hiked up and ready. He gives a wave to the stadium as we applaud, but his usual grin is missing. He’s not here to entertain. He’s here to win.

			He isn’t the favorite of the match, though. That role goes to Viktor Zolotarev, world number one, from Russia. The fans and most of the players call him Viki, a sweet but deceiving nickname, because he can be devastating on court. He’s a tall, relentless machine who doesn’t miss and who wears his opponents out with never-ending rallies. And this playing style has earned him three Grand Slam trophies.

			As Diego approaches his bench to drop his bag, he gives our rows a scan. “¡Vamos!” his brother shouts. Diego dips his head. But then he spots me, and I swear to god, he breaks character. His eyes light up. His mouth rises into the smallest smile—but it’s real, it’s bright, and it’s strong enough to travel all the way to my heart. He’s happy to see me, and I’m happy I convinced myself to be here.

			And just like that, he falls back into warrior mode. He has a face of stone through the coin toss, the warm-up, and Viki’s first serve.

			Diego breaks Viki in the first game, and goes on to take the first set, winning it 6–4. And he makes it look easy. With whipping forehands and powerful down-the-line backhands, he covers the court like lightning, and no matter where Viki puts the ball, Diego always makes it. I have never in my life seen him more locked in. And the crowd is right there with him.

			It’s hard for Charlotte to control herself during matches, and she’s been quick to jump up and cheer. I’ve been more reluctant to vocalize anything—a camera is permanently on us, and the world has seen enough emotions from me—but there are spectacular points where I can’t help it. What Diego is able to do on the court demands a reaction.

			Viki slaps a shot, a tight angle, and the ball bounces right on the sideline, forcing Diego off the court, bolting for it. No one on earth could get there in time—no one but Diego Cruz. He smacks it back—not over the net, but through the tiny space between the net post and the umpire chair.

			Holy shit, he makes it. And I’m on my fucking feet, my fist in the air.

			There have been players who have reached his heights before, but they don’t come around often. They come once in a generation, and it’s never been clearer that Diego is a gift to ours. He’s an infinite highlight reel. In the stands, it’s incredible. For a player competing against him, it’s brutal. And for someone falling in love with him, it’s impossible not to fall harder.

			I worried this would happen—a superpower of my anxiety is that I can see the future. And as I watch him dash across the court in all his glory, I feel every forehand, every volley, every serve, coursing through my blood like we’re cosmically linked. I’ll pay for this later, in therapy, but I can’t look away.

			He closes the second set with a beautiful ace, and Charlotte and I quickly rush up the stairs. She wants another Honey Deuce, the official drink of the US Open, and I want a quick break for air.

			“What’s wrong? He’s winning,” she says, reading my face.

			I don’t know how to describe the thought that’s been eating at me during the whole match, but I try to give it a shot. Helen’s helped with that.

			“He is, and maybe that’s it. He’s good, Char. He’s great. And I think he’s right,” I say, finally ready to admit it. “He’s smart enough to know who he needs and who he doesn’t. He doesn’t need me. I would be a distraction.”

			“He needed you two nights ago. You saved him.”

			“I didn’t save him. He wasn’t dying.”

			“He felt like he was. What’s the difference?” she asks, and touches my shoulder.

			“And what feels just as shitty is that I don’t think I can ever be that good. This is my life forever, meeting him at tournaments, falling in love all over again, and then he murders me on court. It’s so much. It’s too much.”

			“Well, he doesn’t have everything. His coach isn’t as good as yours.”

			I smile. Maybe she has a point there.

			“What’s the plan with Robbie?” she asks.

			I sigh. “Well, I’ve got one week at home with Mom. She’s saving Top Chef for us.” Charlotte’s eyebrows shoot up like that’s a very big deal—because it is. Mom’s dedication to Top Chef is religious. “And then I’m staying with Robbie in LA for a bit. We’re doing ‘light training’—that’s what he called it—for the rest of the year, and I’m helping him at some volunteer-tennis-camp thing.”

			“And he’s open to starting again in January?”

			“He was…hesitant. But he was happy to hear from me, and he didn’t say no. He told me he missed me.”

			“He actually said those words out loud?”

			“He did. I asked him to say it again, just for fun, but he wouldn’t do it.”

			Charlotte laughs. “Oh, Robbie.”

			“So yeah, back on the tour next year, if all goes well,” I say, tapping my head. Even if I can level up to beat Diego, who knows when anxiety will strike again. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get better, Char. I really fucking don’t.”

			She looks at me with her big-sister eyes, and with all of the confidence in the world, she says, “I do.” No grand speech, no list of all the things I’ve done and tried, no reminder of how hard I’ve worked. It’s just something she believes. And then she hugs me, squeezes, and spills a little Honey Deuce down my back. I don’t mention it.

			Tennis is about belief. If you can see the game, the set, the match, you can get there. There are some things I can see, and a lot of things I can’t, but everyone around me has a pretty clear picture. I should probably trust them.

			“Let’s get back in there,” Charlotte says. “Let’s go support your friend.” She hooks my arm and leads me back into the stadium.

			A small group is gathered at our entrance. The third set has already started, so we have to wait for a changeover before we can get back in—there’s no moving around in the middle of play.

			“Is he injured or something?” I hear someone say behind us, and I look up at the screen as Diego walks to the baseline.

			His ankle brace is on again.

			Shit.

			When we get to our seats, Diego has lost the first two games. “It’s fine,” I tell Charlotte. “We’re already up two sets. Even if we lose this one, we’re still fine.”

			In front of us, Emiliano and his team try to motivate Diego back to life, but his overall performance has dipped. He’s making more unforced errors, hitting drop shots that don’t make it over the net. He shouts up to his team between points. They shout back.

			He loses the third set.

			And the vibe in the box completely shifts when he loses the fourth.

			I wish I had a fucking Honey Deuce, because the tension at the beginning of the final set is next-level. Diego crosses in front of us, trying to keep his head up, and without even thinking, I yell, “Take it! This is yours! Take it!”

			He gives me a confident nod, but with no smile attached this time. He’s worried. We all are. He has to find a way.

			Diego and Viki both hold serve, and the score inches up one game at a time.

			After a serve, Diego rushes the net and hits an amazing volley that sends us all back to our feet, and there’s a glimmer—a glimmer of hope that he could take this whole thing. I see it in his eyes when he celebrates with a fist pump in the air—straight at me. It sends chills and heat through my body, opposites flowing at the same exact time. I may remember that glimmer forever, as the perfect illustration of us.

			I wish that momentum would last. But some things don’t.

			As hard as Diego fights, defends, attacks, he falls behind again. And at the end of the final point of the match—one of their longest rallies—Viki collapses on the ground, exhausted. And Diego stands there on the court. Both of them in disbelief—for opposite reasons.

			Diego played his heart out, but it wasn’t enough. I know it will be one day, but it wasn’t enough tonight.

			I push my head into my hands, because I can’t take the image of him just standing there any longer. Peeking through my fingers, I watch him limp toward Viki at the net. They shake hands. It’s over. And when he turns back to his bench, I get a full look at the sadness gripping him. I know the feeling—of being this close to everything you wanted, and having it all slip away—and now I know the face.

			I’ve heard the thoughts that are swirling in his head right now, and I don’t wish that darkness on anyone.

			I want to hug him. I want to tell him that this tournament will be his one day—he would tell me the same thing—but I’m stuck in this seat, and he’s stuck waiting for the trophy ceremony.

			The camera holds tight on him as his bottom lip gives out. He cries, sobs, into his towel, covering his face so the world can’t see. Charlotte puts her hand on my leg as we watch him in silence. Cut away. Cut away, please. I pray that the cameras move on to something else, but they’re locked on him. This is part of the show, and it must be displayed on the largest screens possible.

			And as I watch him, a small voice approaches the mic in the back of my mind.

			You were a distraction. You took him out of it.

			No, he asked me to be here.

			You didn’t have to listen.

			I take Charlotte’s hand and squeeze it hard, willing the thoughts away.

			As the ceremony stage is assembled on the court, Diego prepares for his runner-up speech. He changes out of his sweaty shirt and reaches into his bag to put on his watch. On my wrist, I wear his other one. I never gave it back. I wanted to—I’m desperate to get this walking bank account out of my possession—but there wasn’t a good time, and he didn’t ask for it. So it sat in my suitcase, wrapped safely in a sock—a clean one—waiting to be returned, with his Nintendo Switch. Wearing it felt appropriate today, though, so I put it on for good luck. I wish it had worked.

			The tournament director takes the stage and begins her speech, thanking sponsors and the players, and bragging about record-breaking attendance. “We made history in so many ways this year,” she says, stopping short of mentioning me by name. But I feel the eyes of the stadium briefly turn. I don’t want this moment to be about me, and I feel guilty enough being here and stealing Diego’s spotlight, but for some reason I don’t mind the subtle shout-out. I’m trying to be proud of my performance here, of how far I made it in the draw, and how I kept my head on my shoulders as long as I could.

			The director calls Diego to the stage with a truly generous introduction. She even gets a smile out of him when she says, “The future of tennis looks bright with you.”

			He steps up to the mic holding his prize, a large silver plate reflecting the stadium lights like diamonds. He pauses, clears his throat, before he speaks.

			“I’m not going to lie,” he says, in almost a whisper. “This is not the outcome I was hoping for today. This was a very tough loss, for many reasons, and it hurts. I’m not afraid to say that.” He pauses again, fighting tears. It’s so much harder when you fight them.

			“I want to congratulate Viki. You were the better player today,” he says, frowning in acknowledgment. “I’m not afraid to say that either,” he says with a laugh. And I see a glimmer of him again. “I have a lot to learn from you.”

			He thanks the crowd, the tournament. “And I of course want to thank my team.” The screens cut to Emiliano and the rest of them, Charlotte and me just out of frame. “You keep me motivated, strong, well-fed”—I smile as he sneaks in another joke—“and at the top of my game. Thank you for everything. And I know that we will win this one day very soon. Thank you.”

			The crowd cheers as he steps away from the mic. He got through the speech, and soon he can escape the ceremony and cry his eyes out in private.

			But it’s not over. With an awkward shuffle, he steps back to the mic. “Sorry. One more thing,” he says, and pauses.

			And it must be the longest fucking pause I’ve ever experienced. An entire set could be played during this excruciating quiet.

			“I also want to thank Austin Hardy.”

			My stomach somersaults.

			“Thank you for being there for me. I hope everyone is lucky enough to have someone like you in their life.”

			I’m too frozen to react.

			“I know you don’t like the attention, Austin, but…tennis is lucky to have you too. History is lucky to have you. You’ve inspired so many people by just existing here and being unafraid to be you. And by being an incredible tennis player.”

			My face fills the screens as everyone claps. I nod because I have to, trying not to cry—trying—as Diego lifts his head and lets out a long breath, preparing to say one last thing.

			“I also want to acknowledge all of the queer athletes throughout history. You’d want me to do that…” he says. “Athletes who paved the way for people like you—and people like me—to be open about who we are.”

			When the echo of his words settles into silence, so does the crowd. No one moves. No one speaks. My mouth falls open. A sharp jab at my side. Charlotte elbowing my ribs.

			And then, all around us, everyone bursts back to life. Diego and I lock eyes.

			This is not the end of our story. This is the warm-up.

			Cheers and applause fill Arthur Ashe Stadium, rising up and out of the roof. But I don’t hear them. From all the way across the court, I only hear his heartbeat. I only hear mine.
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