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The water beats down on my shoulders harder than it needs to. Hot. Relentless. Like it’s trying to knock something loose inside me.

The locker room is loud—voices echoing off tile, laughter bouncing around the open space—but under it all there’s a constant hiss of running water, steam clinging to the air, fogging the edges of everything. Soap. Sweat. Metal. It smells like effort and release and belonging.

I stand there longer than I should.

Open showers. I knew that coming in. College football doesn’t do privacy, not really. Still, my body stays tight, alert in a way it never used to be. New team. New campus. New eyes everywhere. I keep telling myself this is just part of the adjustment. That once I get my footing, this will feel normal.

I don’t look around at first. I keep my head down, let the water run over my shoulders, my back, my arms. I focus on breathing. In. Out. Ground yourself, Justin. You’re here to play football. That’s it.

Then I notice him.

I don’t mean to. It’s not a conscious choice. It’s like my attention shifts on its own, pulled across the room by something heavier than sound.

Cody stands a few showers down from me.

He isn’t doing anything special. That’s the thing. He’s just standing there under the spray, head tilted back slightly, eyes closed, completely at ease in his body. The water slides over his shoulders, down his chest, tracing muscle that looks less built than claimed. Like it’s always been there. Like he was born into this shape.

My chest tightens.

I swallow, suddenly aware of everything—the heat of the water, the slick tile beneath my feet, the way my own body feels too present, too awake. Cody’s posture is relaxed, open, confident in a way that doesn’t feel practiced. He doesn’t hunch. He doesn’t shield himself. He doesn’t care who sees.

I do.

I tell myself to look away. I should look away. Instead, my eyes follow the lines of him—the broad slope of his shoulders, the strength in his arms, the way his body holds space without apology. There’s firmness there, solidity. A kind of grounded power that makes the rest of the room feel smaller by comparison.

I feel it low in my stomach before I can stop it.

Heat. Awareness. Want.

The word startles me.

I’ve never let myself think it so clearly before. I’ve never let it settle in my body like this, sharp and undeniable. I shift my weight, heart thudding hard enough that I’m sure someone must hear it.

No one knows.

That thought hits me almost as fast as the desire does. No one here knows what this does to me. No one knows that I’m standing under this spray trying not to unravel because of the way another man exists in the same space as me.

I’ve never been with a guy. Never crossed that line. I’ve lived in the space just before it—looks that last a second too long, thoughts I shove away, feelings I refuse to name. Football made that easier. It gave me a place to put all that energy, all that intensity.

Until now.

I glance away, stare at the tiled wall in front of me like it might save me. The water runs down my arms, my chest, grounding me in sensation, but it doesn’t drown out the pull. If anything, it makes it worse.

I look back before I can stop myself.

Cody moves, lifting his arms to rinse his hair, muscles flexing without effort. It’s casual. Unthinking. And that’s what gets me—the fact that he has no idea what this does to me. Or maybe he does. I don’t know. The not knowing twists something tight inside my chest.

Everyone looks up to him. I’ve picked that up already. The way guys defer to him without realizing it. The respect that follows him through the locker room, onto the field. The easy smiles from women who linger nearby, drawn to him like gravity.

He’s confident. Assured. Wanted.

I’m the transfer. The new guy. Still learning the rhythms, the unspoken rules. Still measuring my place.

And yet standing here, watching him, I feel something dangerous bloom inside me—something that has nothing to do with football and everything to do with how badly I want to know what it would feel like to stand beside him without this distance. Without this silence.

The thought scares me.

I’ve built my life on control. On discipline. On knowing where the lines are and never stepping over them. But Cody makes the lines blur just by existing. He makes me aware of parts of myself I’ve kept locked away for years.

I turn my face back into the spray, close my eyes, let the water pound against my skin.

Get it together.

This is just a season. Just a team. Just a body reacting to a body.

But even as I tell myself that, I know it’s not true.

Something has already shifted.

And the season hasn’t even begun.
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The first thing I learn about this place is that nothing is quiet.

Even when no one is speaking, the field hums—cleats scraping turf, pads shifting, the low, constant sound of breath and movement and effort. It feels alive in a way I’m not used to, like it’s watching me back, measuring whether I belong here or not.

I stand just inside the white lines, helmet tucked under my arm, sweat already gathering at the back of my neck even though practice hasn’t fully started. The air smells like grass and heat and something electric underneath it all. Anticipation. Expectation.

Transfer.

The word follows me everywhere. It’s never said outright, not usually, but it hangs there—in the way conversations pause when I walk up, in the quick glances that size me up and move on. I’m not new to this. I’ve switched programs before. I know how long it takes to earn a place that isn’t provisional.

Still, this feels different.

Bigger stadium. Bigger staff. Bigger shadows.

I roll my shoulders, adjust my gloves, try to shake the tightness that’s been living in my chest since I arrived on campus. This is why I’m here. Football has always been the place where everything else quiets down, where my thoughts narrow to assignments and timing and execution. It’s where I’ve learned how to survive pressure.

Coach blows the whistle, sharp and final, and the team snaps into motion. There’s no ceremony, no easing in. We move straight into drills, bodies colliding, voices barking instructions that I’m still learning to decode at full speed.

I focus on that. On the work. On hitting my marks, reading the field, proving—again—that I deserve to be here.

It helps. Mostly.

What doesn’t help is the awareness that keeps pulling at me, tugging my attention away from where it should be.

Cody.

I notice him the way you notice weather rolling in—gradually, then all at once. He’s everywhere without trying to be. When he speaks, people listen. When he moves, the rest of the field seems to adjust around him.

He doesn’t shout. He doesn’t need to.

He runs drills with an ease that makes it look like he’s conserving energy even while pushing harder than anyone else. His body moves like it knows exactly what it’s capable of. Confident. Controlled. Unapologetic.

I catch myself watching him more than once.

The way his teammates respond to him is automatic. Respect without friction. Even the coaches treat him differently—not softer, not easier, but with an understanding that he carries weight. The kind of weight you don’t hand out lightly.

Everyone assumes he’ll be next. Captain. Leader. The guy who steps up when it matters.

I can see why.

I try not to compare myself. That’s a losing game. Still, it’s hard not to feel the difference between us—the way he belongs here in a way I haven’t yet earned. I’m working twice as hard just to be neutral, just to stop feeling like I’m standing on the outside of something sealed shut.

During a break, I take a knee near the sideline, helmet resting against my thigh. I’m breathing harder than I want anyone to notice. Sweat drips down my temples, stings my eyes. I wipe it away with the back of my glove and look up.

Cody is laughing with a couple of guys nearby.

It’s easy, unguarded. The kind of laugh that pulls people in. I watch him out of habit, out of curiosity, out of something I haven’t yet named. When he smiles, it changes his whole face—softens the intensity, makes him look almost unreal in the harsh afternoon light.

I look away quickly, irritation flaring in my chest.

Get it together.

This is just nerves. First-day energy. New environment overstimulation. That’s all this is. I’ve never been the guy who loses focus because of another player. I don’t do distractions. I don’t let things get personal.

I stand when the whistle blows again and throw myself back into the drill, pushing harder than I probably should. My body welcomes the strain. Muscles burning, lungs working, thoughts narrowing to a single purpose. For a few moments, I disappear into the work.

And then practice ends.

The locker room hits me like a wall—noise, bodies, movement. The smell of sweat and damp gear clings to everything. I move through it carefully, choosing an open locker, setting my things down with deliberate calm.

I’m aware of Cody again before I see him.

He passes behind me, close enough that I feel the shift in air, the heat of another body moving through space. My shoulders tense instinctively. I tell myself it’s nothing. Just proximity. Just awareness.

Still, my pulse kicks up.

I keep my head down, focus on unlacing my cleats, on the familiar ritual of post-practice cleanup. Around me, guys talk about plays, classes, parties. Normal things. Belonging things.

I don’t join in yet. I listen.

Cody’s voice carries across the room—not loud, just steady. It cuts through the noise in a way that surprises me. I glance up without meaning to and catch sight of him across the locker room, towel slung low around his hips, skin still damp from the showers.

My breath catches as something deep in me wakes up.

I look away.

No one here knows me. Not really. They know my stats. My position. My value on the field. They don’t know what it costs me to stand in rooms like this, to keep parts of myself carefully folded away where no one can see them.

I’ve built my life on discipline. On control. On knowing exactly where I stand.

But arriving here feels like stepping onto a scale I didn
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