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Chapter 1: Two-Meter
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Mateo's fist was already around my cock when Coach blew the whistle for the second set. He was twenty-two and on his last hell week, I was twenty-one and on my third, and he'd decided to spend the first morning of it with his hand down my suit.

Monday. Hell week, day one, the first morning session, eleven pairs strung across the deep end of the outdoor fifty, and the whistle went off three feet over my head, sharp enough to sting. My legs were already gone. Coach Brennan walked the deck with his clipboard and his coffee, same as every morning. Under the water Mateo tightened his grip and said nothing at all.

Two-meter drill. It's the dirtiest drill in the dirtiest sport we could have picked. One man posts up in front of the cage with his back to it. His defender presses into his back and holds him. Ninety seconds a rep. Ninety seconds where a man is allowed to put both hands on another man in front of the whole team and a coach with a whistle, and nobody says a word about it.

Mateo had been using those ninety seconds since January.

I was posted up with my back to his chest, both of us eggbeatering in water over our heads, my legs turning under me in the slow circle kick that keeps a body high in deep water. Caps tied under the chin. His chest hair scraping my shoulder blades every time the water lifted us. Under the surface his right hand was inside the front of my suit, the waistband stretched tight over his wrist, and my cock was hard in his fist. Ten feet away Coach told the whole pool, "Switch hands on the flip, I want to see a hand up at the re-entry."

By seven-thirty my quads were shaking hard enough that my kick kept stalling at the bottom of every circle. Hell week doesn't care what shape you came back in.

"You're shaking," Mateo said at my ear, under the noise.

"It's seven-fifteen and your hand is on my dick."

"Mm." He shifted his grip, base to head, one slow pull under the water, and my stomach pulled tight under his wrist. "Could be both."

The surface is a lid. I'd had all spring and summer to work that out. From the deck you see the top of the water: caps, arms, the white churn off everybody's legs. Two feet under that there's a whole other pool. Fingers. Hips. The inside of a waistband pulled wide. Coach's underwater camera knew about it, the refs knew, everybody who plays this sport knows, and half the game is what you can get away with down there. Mateo and I had just taken it one place past the rulebook.

At the surface his left arm came over my shoulder, loose and professional. A legal front. Anybody on the deck saw a senior defender working his man at two-meter. It looked exactly like polo.

Across the pool, at the far cage, Nolan Carter was posting up on Castillo.

Number 4. Our center. Twenty-one, a junior like me, the best center in the conference, and the paper had said so twice last spring. Six foot four, shoulders so wide he turned sideways to get through the bus door, a center's chest, thick through the waist and the thighs. A thin white scar through his left eyebrow from a cap clip in his first college game. He was from Iowa and he thought we were all very funny.

His suit sat on him wrong. Everybody's suit sits a little wrong, wet and dragging, but Nolan's did something to the eye. You looked, and then you looked away, and then you were looking again. I was looking now, across thirty yards of deep water. Wet blond hair flat on the back of his neck. The drag of the suit across his ass. My legs churned and Mateo's fist moved on me, and I couldn't have told you which of those I was doing on purpose.

Nolan drove on Castillo and the suit dragged down an inch at the small of his back, and the top of his ass showed pale where his tan quit, and he hitched it up with one thumb without looking, the way he'd hitch up anything. Then he looked up at the pace clock over the deep end, and for one second his face turned our way.

Mateo's mouth found my ear. Nolan's name was in it before anything else was.

"Carter's posted up," he said, low, under the sound of eleven pairs beating the water white. "See how the suit pulls on him when he rotates?"

"I'm not looking at Carter."

"You're looking at Carter." His fist squeezed once, hard, at the root. "Carter's watching the clock. Don't make a sound."

I didn't. I watched Nolan's eyes go from the clock to Coach and back to Castillo, and my cock jumped in Mateo's hand the whole time, and Mateo felt every jump and said nothing about any of them.

"He's our center."

"Uh-huh." One full stroke under the water. The head of my cock pushed up through his fingers and back down, the whole length of me squeezed on the way, and my kick stuttered and I sank three inches and had to drive myself back up. "Think he knows what that suit does to people? Those shoulders?"

"He's from Iowa. He has a girlfriend. He doesn't know what a mirror is."

"Everybody knows what a mirror is." Another stroke, slower. My breath was coming short through my nose and I was working to keep it even. "You think about him in the shower?"

"I don't."

It came out too fast, and we both heard it, and we let it sit there in the water between us.

Coach walked our lane. I could hear the clipboard tapping his thigh. Mateo's hand went dead still around the base of my cock and his thumb pressed up under the head and stayed there, a hot dull pressure that made my eyes want to close. Coach's flip-flops slapped past six feet from my head. Then he was past and the hand started moving again.

"You're a dead man," I said, barely air.

"For what?" Gravel-low, right against my ear. His thighs worked against the backs of mine with every kick.

"Ninety seconds. This is a hold. There's a whistle and a scoreboard and a man with a clipboard."

"This is a hold." His left arm cinched across my shoulders at the surface, textbook, a defender controlling his man. Under the water his right hand worked me from the root to the tip and stopped at the top and squeezed until I felt the wet at the slit under his thumb even with the pool all around it. "Last first day I'm ever gonna have, and I'm gonna enjoy every rep of it."

"This is your idea of enjoying it?"

"It's my idea of several things."

The whistle went. "Switch," Coach called, and the whole pool moved, eleven pairs rotating one lane left. A switch gives you half a second of churn and spray where nobody on the deck can track any single body, and in that half second Mateo did not let go. His wrist stayed under my waistband and his fist stayed on my cock, and we rotated as a pair, and nobody on the deck saw a thing. My whole body was in his hand.

New lane. New cage in front of me, my back to it, Mateo's chest at my back, and I was harder than I'd been in the old lane, which I hadn't known was possible before January.

"You didn't let go," I said. Stupid thing to say. There was nobody to complain to.

"Didn't I?"

He shifted behind me so that his hips sat flush against my ass, the hard ridge of his own cock pressed into the crack of me through two layers of wet suit, and he rolled his hips once, slow, so I'd know exactly how hard he was. Nobody on the deck could see that either. All they could see was a big man leaning into his man's back, which is two-meter on any day of the week.

"Feel that?" he said.

"I feel it."

"That's what ninety seconds of you does to me. In front of everybody." He rolled his hips again, and his fist matched it, so that I was getting it from both ends, his cock grinding against my ass and his hand pulling my cock toward the bottom of the pool. "Every rep this week. Every switch. You're gonna come in this pool so many times they'll have to shock it."

"That's disgusting."

"You're leaking on my fingers."

I was. I could feel it, the precum at the tip, slippery even in the water, his thumb spreading it in a slow circle around the head until my whole cock was jumping in his grip, shoving up into his fingers on every kick. I bit the inside of my cheek. Across the pool Castillo was getting the worst of Nolan, getting walked backward into the cage one kick at a time, and Nolan's shoulders came up out of the water every time he drove, wet and gold under the early sun, and Mateo said, "Look at that," and I looked.

"You're gonna get us both suspended."

"I'm gonna get us both a trophy." His hand found a rhythm that matched my legs, stroke for kick, kick for stroke. Everything Mateo did to me, he did in time. "Want to know what I think about?"

"What?"

"Him, holding like this. Carter." His thumb slid over the head, wet and hard, and I had to turn the noise I made into a cough. "All that size. I think about getting him under the lid and finding out if he knows what to do with a hand down there."

"He doesn't."

"You don't know that."

"He FaceTimes his girlfriend every night at ten."

"Every night," Mateo said, "at ten," and his fist did the long full pull again, base to tip, his knuckles dragging the inside of my suit. I put my face in the water and blew out hard and came up with water running off my chin and a blank expression I had practiced in a mirror. I actually did that, in May, in my bathroom, so that my face would do nothing while my body did whatever it wanted.

"Thirty seconds," Coach called. "Reset the hold. I want hips, not hands."

Hips, not hands. It was funny. I had no room to laugh.

The second edge was worse. He took me with a full grip at the base, tight enough that I could feel my own heartbeat in the head of my cock, his other arm locked over my shoulders in the cleanest legal hold of the morning. He worked me with strokes that got shorter and faster, his wrist turning a little at the top of each one, and my balls drew up tight against my body inside the suit. He took me right to the thin hot edge where everything below my waist is one long held note and everything above it has to stay a face. Then he stopped. Thumb under the head. Pressure. Nothing else. My cock jerked in his grip, wanting it, and got nothing.

I kicked to keep myself high in the water and the kick was sloppy, and nobody could see that either.

"Not yet," Mateo said against my ear. "You don't get it yet."

"You're a dead man," I said again, because it was the only sentence I had left.

"You said that." He let go of my cock completely, and the cold pool water rushed into the suit where his fist had been, and my hips jerked forward after his hand and found nothing. Then his fingers came back. Not to my cock. Lower. He cupped my balls in his palm under the water, rolled them once, slow, and tugged them down away from my body, and the edge I'd been riding backed off one step and stood there waiting. "You know what you look like from here? The back of your neck's red. Your ears are red. Your cap's crooked. Anybody looks over, they think you're dying on a hold."

"I am dying on a hold."

"You're dying on my hand." His thumb pressed up behind my balls, into the soft place under them, and held, and my mouth opened and I shut it. "Carter's done that thing again. Look."

Nolan had come up high on Castillo, both arms up out of the water to take a pass that wasn't coming, and the whole slab of his chest rose out of the pool, nipples tight from the cold, water pouring down the line of his stomach. The suit was low on his hips. From thirty yards you could see the shape of him in the front of it, heavy, riding high and tight against the wet blue.

"He's packing," Mateo said. "You see that?"

"I see it."

"Soft, too. That's him soft." His fist came back around my cock and gave me one stroke, root to tip, slow enough to make my legs stop. "You think about what that looks like when he's not."

"Stop talking."

"Make me."

I couldn't make him do anything. I was posted up in twelve feet of water with my legs going and my cock in his fist and a coach six lanes away, and he knew it, and he stroked me again, and I bit down on the inside of my cheek until I tasted copper.

"Mateo."

"Quieter this time." His fist eased off to a loose ring around the root and held there without moving, and my cock throbbed against his fingers, every beat of my heart pushing up the shaft into the head. "You know how bad you want it right now?"

"Yes."

"Good. Hold the wall in your head. Kick. Look at the cage. Coach is coming back."

He was, clipboard tapping, flip-flops slapping. I looked at the cage and kicked and kept my mouth shut and my face blank while Mateo's thumb rubbed one lazy line up the underside of my cock, root to frenulum, the slowest touch in the world, and Coach stopped right above us and said "Ruiz, your feet are dead," and I said "Yes, Coach," with my cock twitching in another man's hand two feet below his shoes.

"Wake them up," Coach said, and walked on.

Mateo laughed without making a sound. I felt it in his chest, against my back, three short shakes.

"Coach is talking sets," Mateo said. "You hear what he called?"

"I can't hear anything right now."

"Sixteen minutes of hold work and a hundred eggbeaters. Your legs'll be gone by eight."

"My legs are gone now."

"Not yet." Three strokes, fast, wrist and palm and the wet of me all over his fingers. Then he stopped again, and my hips tried to follow his hand and went nowhere, because there's nowhere to go in deep water. "Now they're gone."

I got there about twenty seconds later.

He was stroking me slow. Coach was two lanes down saying something about rest intervals. The deep-end water pushed us both with its slow sway, Mateo's arm over my shoulders, his mouth at my ear. I was looking at the far cage where Nolan had rotated off and stood at the wall with a water bottle, head tipped back, and the muscles in his throat worked on every swallow. That did it. Or the whole morning did it. Or Mateo's hand did it, which is what it was. It came up through my stomach and down the backs of my legs, and my balls went tight and high, and there was a stroke and a half of warning where I thought don't, and couldn't have said who I was talking to.

I came in his hand, inside my suit, under the water. My face did nothing. My legs kept turning.

It came out of me in hard jerks, six, seven, his fist milking every one, my cum going into the pool and into the lining of my suit and over his knuckles, all of it invisible from the deck. Coach Brennan stood two lanes away and said the word interval three times. My eyes wanted to shut. I kept them open on the cage post, where a white scuff sat at eye level on white paint, and I stared at that scuff and rode it out with my legs kicking.

He didn't stop. He kept stroking, slow, down the whole oversensitive length of me, and it went from good to unbearable in two seconds. I grabbed his wrist under the water with both hands and pulled him off me and held his hand away from my body, down in the dark, where only the two of us knew it was happening.

He let me hold it there. His breath stayed slow at my ear. If he was grinning I'd have had to drown him, but I couldn't see his face, and he knew I couldn't.

"Let go of me," he said.

"You first."

"I'm not holding anything." True. I was the one holding him, both hands locked on his wrist, my own cum smeared between my fingers and his. I let go one finger at a time. He slid his hand out of my suit along my hip, slow, his knuckles dragging over the cut of muscle there, and under the water he wiped his fingers on my thigh, deliberately, and then his arm was back at the surface, a defender's arm, nothing to see.

My cock was still half hard and twitching in the wet lining of the suit. Every kick of my legs dragged the fabric across the head, and it was too much, it was way too much, and I had sixteen more minutes of hold work in front of me.

"That's one," Mateo said.

"One what?"

"One rep." He let his chin rest on my shoulder for a second, the stubble scraping my wet skin, the only part of him touching me now. "Eighty-nine to go this week."

"Eight minutes rest," Coach called. "Second group in the cage. First group, wall."

I swam to the wall on my arms alone, because my legs had nothing left in them, and Mateo swam half a length behind me.

The gutter is a cold aluminum lip that runs the length of the deep end. I hung my arms over it and put my forehead down on them and breathed.

Mateo arrived at my left shoulder and hung on the gutter. The whole first group was coming into the wall around us, a crush of splash and noise, Wheeler already talking, because Wheeler talked through walls. Coach's flip-flops started back up the deck.

Under the water, under all of it, Mateo's hands went to my suit.

He gathered the waistband. Found the drawstring by feel, crossed it, pulled, crossed it again, and tied it off. Double knot, snug and square at my hip. He did it without looking at me, his head turned out toward the middle of the pool, watching the second group run their cage work like it concerned him. His fingers knew that string. Eight months of a thing you do in the dark.

My cock was still thick inside the suit, the lining wet with me, and every time the water moved, the knot pulled the waistband tight across the head of it, and he knew that too. He'd tied it right over the sore spot.

One knot, tied underwater, where nobody can see.

"Santos," Coach said, arriving above us. "Ruiz." The clipboard came up. "That's a hold, not a hug."

Laughter went down the wall, heads turning, the easy morning laughter of a team that mostly likes each other. Nolan came into the wall two places down from us, shoving his goggles up onto his cap, breathing hard, his chest heaving out of the water with every breath. He looked over at me. His eyes went to my face and stayed there a second, and I could feel how red I was from my ears down.

"You look cooked, Ruiz."

"Day one."

"Day one," he agreed, and hung his big arms over the gutter and laughed at nothing, the water running off his shoulders, and looked at me again, and then away at the clock. I lifted my head off my arms and splashed water on my face.

"He's leaning on me," Mateo said, level. "He's got legs like a newborn horse."

"It's about to get worse," Coach said. "Second set, ninety seconds, and I want a live hand at the re-entry in four minutes. Eyes forward. Ruiz."

He does that. Eyes forward, last name. Coach Brennan has run this pool since before Mateo was born, and he can tell from the deck when a lane is off. I still haven't decided what he knew.

Across the wall Nolan was coming off his rest, grinning, the only man on the wall who looked happy about a second set. "You ready, Ruiz?" he called.

Behind me Mateo put his hand on my shoulder at the surface, right where anyone could see it. Just a hand. Just a hold. Under the water the knot sat tight against my hip.

"Ruiz," Coach said again, not looking up from the clipboard. "I asked you a question."

"Yes, Coach," I said.
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Chapter 2: Rules
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The film room was the coldest room on campus in August, and every August we sat in it anyway. Twenty-two plastic chairs in four rows, a projector screen pulled down over the whiteboard, the ceiling vent blasting straight down on the second row. My hair was still wet from the showers, and the vent hit the back of my neck like I'd stepped into a walk-in freezer.

I took the second row, aisle seat, because the aisle is where I live. Wheeler dropped into the chair next to mine and started in on his hamstrings, which he'd been narrating since six in the morning. You let Wheeler go and pick up every fourth sentence. Usually that's enough.

Mateo came in behind Castillo and took the far end of the first row, left side, aisle seat, same as always. He didn't look at me. He hadn't looked at me on the walk over either, thirty yards of hot deck from the pool to the door, and I had spent every yard of it not looking back. It's a skill. I'm good at it.

He sat down with his knees wide and his sweats pulled tight across his thighs, and I knew without looking what was under them, because four hours ago it had been ground into my ass through two wet suits at the deep end. I looked at the whiteboard. The whiteboard was blank. I looked at it anyway.

Nobody in that room knew. In January we lost a scrimmage by four, and I sat in the dark lot afterward with my bag on my knees because my legs wouldn't quit shaking. Mateo's truck pulled out of its spot, slowed next to my car, and stopped with the window down. He said one thing I won't repeat, and then he said get in.

His rules came later, in the same truck. There are two. Nobody on the team knows, and we are not a thing. Both rules are his. I never agreed to them out loud. I just never broke them.

Coach came in with his clipboard and a paper cup from the lobby machine, and the talking died from the front row back. He set the cup on the desk, looked at us for a while without saying anything, and pulled the cap off a whiteboard marker with his teeth.

"Two rules," he said. "Same two as every year, for the guys who weren't here and the guys who weren't listening."

Somebody in the back said "No freshmen," and Coach pointed the marker at him without looking up.

"That's the first one. No freshmen on my varsity. You come in here as a freshman, you swim with the development group, you lift with the development group, and you don't sit in this room. If a freshman can help us, I'll find a junior who can help us more. I've never dressed one and I never will, and when I retire you can carve it on my parking space." He wrote no freshmen on the board and underlined it twice. "Second one. Nobody drinks in season. You drink, you swim home. From wherever we are. Fresno, SLO, wherever the bus is parked, you get in the water with your own two arms and you start swimming south."

"Long pool," Wheeler said.

"Ocean, Wheeler." Coach picked his coffee back up. "The pool's a courtesy."

The room laughed. I laughed. Mateo laughed in the first row, and I knew the sound without turning my head, the low one that comes out through his nose, because I've heard it in the dark with my face in his neck.

"Curfew on the road is eleven," Coach went on. "Lights out means lights out. You want to talk to your girlfriend at midnight, you do it in the hallway in a whisper, and if I hear you through a door I will take your phone and give it to Donna, and Donna will read your texts out loud at the banquet." He let that sit. "She's done it. Ask anybody from the year we went to Fresno."

Castillo raised his hand and lowered it. Coach pointed at him. "Castillo knows."

Coach clicked the projector on. Last season came up on the screen, a spreadsheet of goals and exclusions and steals, and he walked through it in three minutes the way he walks through everything, no adjectives. Ejections drawn: Carter. Steals: Santos. Shooting percentage on the counter: Ruiz, with a number next to my name I was proud of and a second number next to it, shots taken, that Coach tapped twice with the marker.

"Ruiz takes the shot every time," he said. "Sometimes it's the right shot."

The room laughed. I raised one hand in surrender.

"Santos. Who's the best center in our conference?"

"Carter," Mateo said, without turning his head.

"And in the league?"

A pause. Not long. "Petrovic. Mission Bay."

"Petrovic," Coach agreed, and wrote the name on the board under the rules, and drew a box around it. "Three weeks, we see him in SLO. Santos has him. Santos, you're going to live in that man's pocket for four quarters."

"Yes, Coach."

His voice didn't change, but his hand on his knee closed. It closed and opened again. Then Coach erased the name with the side of his fist and it was gone.

More laughing. Wheeler leaned over and said, "What did she read?" and Castillo said, "Nothing," at a volume that meant everything, and Wheeler sat back in his chair delighted, and spent the next minute leaning across me to ask Castillo questions in a whisper Coach could hear from the board. Castillo stared straight ahead and turned the color of a stop sign. Coach let it go on just long enough to make the point, then said, "Wheeler, I'll give her your number," and Wheeler stopped.

"Other piece of business," Coach said. The room leaned forward, twenty-two guys going quiet at once.

He didn't build up to it. He builds up to nothing.

"Carter. Stand up."

Nolan stood. He got up slowly, hands in his hoodie pocket, the way you stand when a teacher calls your name and you don't know what you did. The room figured it out anyway, in about two seconds. The cheering started in the back row and rolled forward, guys slapping the plastic chair backs, Wheeler yelling something in Portuguese his grandmother would not have liked. I slapped the chair in front of me and made my face do the right thing.

He was blushing. I could see it from the second row, the pink climbing his throat and filling his ears, the scar through his eyebrow standing out white while everything around it went red. He's from a town in Iowa I couldn't find on a map if you paid me, on a full ride, and he was the first junior Coach had ever made captain, standing there with his hands jammed in the front pocket of his hoodie, wishing very hard to sit down.

"I've had a lot of seniors," Coach said, "and I'm giving it to a junior. That's how good he is. And that's how grown up I expect the rest of you to be about it, which is a separate question."

"I'll be quick," Nolan said. "I'm bad at this."

"Speech, Carter. Go."

He gave four sentences. One was thank you. One was for the seniors who didn't get it, which nobody had coached him to say, and he said it anyway, and Castillo nodded at the floor. One was about the team being the point and his name being the least of it, and somebody started clapping in the middle of it, and Nolan stopped and waited, red to the collarbones, until they were done. Then he thanked Coach and sat down so fast the chair legs shrieked on the tile. Half the room laughed and the other half cheered.

The guys in the first row reached back to slap him. Castillo shook his hand over the chair. Mateo turned around last, from the end of the row, and held out his hand, and Nolan took it.

Two big hands. Mateo's darker, the knuckles scabbed from the cage, the hand that had been inside my suit at seven in the morning. Nolan's wider, pale, the fingers long enough to palm a ball like an orange. They shook once and held it a beat, the way seniors do with juniors when they mean it, and Mateo said "Captain," flat, and Nolan said "Thanks, man," and turned red all over again.

Mateo let go and turned back around and kept his eyes on the whiteboard. His thumb rubbed across his own fingertips once, on his knee, where only somebody in the second row with nothing better to do would see it.

I had nothing better to do.

My eyes never left him. The hoodie straining across all that shoulder. His knees wide, because no plastic chair was ever built for a center. The wet blond hair drying lighter under the vent. His thighs filling out the gray sweats so the fabric pulled smooth and tight from hip to knee, and the long soft shape of his dick lying along the left one, plain as anything, the head a thick ridge against the cotton halfway to his knee. Nolan has never once thought about how his sweats look. I looked at that for maybe two seconds too long, and then for two more.

Then I heard Mateo's voice at my ear in the deep end, three hours gone, saying Nolan's name like it tasted good. My cock thickened in my shorts. I crossed my legs, which I never do, and Wheeler looked at my knee and then at my face and said, "You cold?"

"It's forty degrees in here."

"It's the vent," Wheeler agreed, and went back to his hamstring.

Mateo was studying the whiteboard. There were two rules on it and nothing else. He'd looked at me exactly zero times since the pool and he was going for a perfect game.

My photos, if anybody ever went through them, hold the beach, my mom's dog, screenshots of homework deadlines, and a picture of my own car I took for the insurance company. There's no picture of Mateo. In January I asked, sort of, half out of my head on him in the cab of his truck, and he took the phone out of my hand and dropped it in the cupholder and said his one line about it, which was that he's not a picture. Every guy I know has four hundred photos of somebody. I have a Corolla.

"Business," Coach said, pulling us back. "Tomorrow's scrimmage, I'm shooting two-meter with the underwater rig. You'll see yourselves on Friday and some of you won't enjoy it. Legs in the water at four today. That's the agenda. Go eat something that didn't come out of a machine. I watched four of you this morning and I'll be writing letters home."

We came up out of the chairs in a clatter. Wheeler was talking before he was upright, asking Castillo about the sushi place on the highway and then about the banquet. Guys funneled toward the door and the window unit kept blasting the empty middle of the room.

I was three steps behind Nolan in the aisle, and at the door he turned around and clapped a hand on my shoulder. His hand is bigger than my shoulder. I lost a bet once, measuring my palm against his, and paid Wheeler ten dollars for it.

"Ruiz. You want to room together on the road?"

"Took you long enough to ask."

"First year you roomed with your dorm buddy, last year Wheeler won some bet." The shrug went across all of that hoodie. "This year I get to pick. You talk less than Wheeler."

"That's the bar?"

"It's a low bar. It's a very low bar. You clear it." His mouth went almost to a smile and stopped there. "I snore. The guys on my club team said I snore."

"Everyone says they snore. Nobody believes it."

"I don't snore," he said, very seriously, which is how I found out he does.

"You just said you snore."

"I said they said."

"So you don't believe them."

"I believe them. I just don't agree with them." He looked down at me, and the blush from the meeting hadn't finished leaving yet, a last pink stain under his jaw. "Is that a yes?"

"It's a yes."

"Cool." He nodded once, a play checked off. "Cool. That's one thing I did right today."

"You did a bunch of things right today."

"I sat down too fast."

"You sat down so fast I think you cracked the tile."

He laughed, a real one, loud, his head going back, and a couple of the guys in the hall turned around to see what was funny. Nobody ever laughs that loud in a hallway on purpose. He does it every time.

"You coming?" he said. "Lunch. You're doing the face."

"What face?"

"The one where you're somewhere else. You do it in the pool too." He bumped me with his shoulder, which moved me a full step sideways into the wall. "It's a good face. Don't get me wrong."

"Which pool face?" I said. "I've got a few."

"The one at two-meter this morning. With Santos." He shook his head, grinning. "You looked like you were getting your teeth pulled. He was riding you hard."

"He's a senior. He rides everybody."

"He doesn't ride me."

"You weigh two-thirty."

"He rode Petrovic last spring." Nolan said it the way he says stats, a fact he'd filed. "I watched that game from the cage end. They were wrapped up for four quarters. I thought somebody was going to have to get in with a crowbar."

"That's two-meter."

"That's two-meter," he agreed, and his eyes went to the floor and came back, and he scratched the scar in his eyebrow with his thumbnail. "Coach is going to make me watch that tape twenty times before SLO. You watch. He'll make me guard Santos in practice to get ready for Petrovic, and Santos is going to drown me."

"He won't drown you."

"He'll drown me a little." The grin came back. "You'll be there. You can pull me out."

"I'll think about it."

"You'll think about it," he said, and laughed, and shoved me with the hand on my shoulder, and the hand stayed there an extra second after the shove, heavy and warm through my shirt. Then it was gone. "You weigh one-sixty. You couldn't pull a pool noodle out."

"One-seventy-two."

"Wet."

"I'll take it."

"You'll take wet," he said. "That's very sad, Ruiz."

He held the door to the hall with one arm and let me under it, and for a second I was standing in the bend of his arm, my shoulder against his ribs, the smell of chlorine and the laundry soap they use in Iowa coming off his hoodie. Then I was through and he let the door go. "Lunch. Sushi place. Wheeler's buying, he doesn't know yet."

"Sure," I said. "Yeah. Lunch."

Mateo came out of the film room behind us with his bag over one shoulder, deck keys clipped to the strap, and passed on the far side of Nolan without slowing and without turning his head. Nolan was saying something about tuna. Mateo said it at the volume he uses for things that aren't for anybody else, three feet from my ear and gone before the words were done.

"Showers. Late."
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Chapter 3: Tile
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The tile was cold against my palms and the third head put water right on the back of my neck, and I'd been under it about a minute when Mateo's shadow cut the steam behind me.

I heard him wring out his suit. One twist. Then his chest was against my back, his nipples two points of heat through the spray, and the inch of air between us went warm and then went away. His cock was already half hard against the top of my ass, bare, heavy, sliding in the wet.

"Late means late," he said at my ear. "You're learning."

"I was stretching."

"You were hiding. There's a difference."

Nolan's voice came down the hallway before I could answer. It carries off the lockers and the low ceiling, that flat Iowa voice. He was pacing in the hall past the last bank of lockers, flip-flops on concrete, two steps one way, two steps back, phone held out in front of him on FaceTime, Alexis saying something with a lot of syllables in it.

"Look, I can't tonight," Nolan said. "Film's at eight. Tomorrow's packed."

Mateo's hand went flat on my stomach and slid down over the waistband of my suit. He hooked the drawstring with one finger and dragged the front of the suit down under my balls. My cock came out into the hot water already hard, slapping up against my stomach, and the spray hit the head of it and I put my forehead on the tile.

"Already?" he said. "We haven't done anything yet."

"It's the water."

"It's not the water." He wrapped his fist around me once, loose, just to feel how hard I was, and let go. "That's you. That's all you, Ruiz."

He pushed my suit the rest of the way down and I stepped out of it and kicked it into the corner. Then his palm slid down the crack of my ass, slick with soap, and his middle finger dragged over my hole and circled it, and I spread my feet on the tile without deciding to. He pushed in the tip of the finger and held it there. My cock jumped and water ran off the end of it and I breathed through my mouth.

"Weights at six," Nolan said down the hall. "No, weights at six, film at eight. You're mixing up my whole week."

"I'm going to hell," I said, barely out loud.

"You're going to shut up in about four seconds." He pushed the finger in slow, to the last knuckle, and I grabbed the pipe above the third head and held on. He'd brought the little bottle of silicone from his kit and set it on the soap ledge, and he'd worked a palmful of it into me. The finger slid and dragged and found my prostate and pressed, and my knees started to go and I made them stop.

He pulled the finger out and gave me two. A slow turn of his wrist
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