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It was clinical: the chilly room, the metronome beeps of medical machinery, the badge on his belt. Lucien poured a cup of coffee-maker drip coffee, warming his hands on the mug before going in to work on the patient. He was not a masseur, a seducer, or a temptor. He was a physical therapist. He’d been hired by the university to make students healthy, or at least physically functional. Still, warm hands pleased people, and there was nothing better than warmed hands to take the edge off a hesitant patient.

Lucien had learned the warm-hands trick from the worst nights with Walt. Sometimes, just sometimes, words couldn’t do anything for Walt. During one of those times, even a massaging touch wouldn’t help. But the first time Lucien just happened to have laid his hand on Walt’s arm after having held a hot cup of coffee, it was magic, better magic than even all the atypicals and mood stabilizers and serotonin whatevers—just Lucien’s warm hands on Walter had sent him into calm. Sometimes.

That was past. He reminded himself not to think about it much, to focus on the present, on his job. His patient was Basil Rothsteller, date of birth February 1, 1998, exactly fifteen years before—no, not that again. Back to Basil Rothsteller. Lucien again warmed his hands on the coffee cup, used the back of his hand to push open the heavy beige door, and stepped into the massage room. Thoughts of nothing but Basil Rothsteller, injured football player, Stanford student, hip flexor pain, in need of massage, would likely become a long-term patient.

Before that September Tuesday at Stanford, Basil had never been touched by a man. His mother and his sister had cultivated him to be too quiet for any of the usual boys’ rough-housing. He’d shied away when the other boys started wrestling or pushing. His one physical pursuit, his one passion, was going to the old unused football field behind his house—the U-shaped field goals still erect, like gates to heaven or hell—with two plastic garbage bags full of footballs and kicking field goals, and more field goals, and then more field goals still. Then gathering up the balls neatly lying in a small pile mostly behind the center of the field goal, dragging them back out to the field, and doing it all over again. That was the right kind of football for a child of Basil’s temperament. When other kids were approaching with their own footballs or portable soccer nets or frisbees, he’d know to run back home—no need for confrontation. He could kick field goals again another day. He wasn’t that kind of football player anyway.

But Basil had gotten into Stanford because he played football. Technically speaking. Or had played football, until the field goal that won Westerville High’s state championship also tore Basel’s hip flexor and most likely ended his kicking career, after he’d already accepted the Stanford offer. No take-backs. The joke was on Stanford, sort of. He’d be a football-admission student and a football-scholarship student who couldn’t play football. It was almost as ridiculous as being a football player who couldn’t run or tackle worth shit, or a football player who would suit up with full protective gear on his entire body except for the one part that would actually be in use, the bare foot that would actually kick the ball, be his claim to fame, bring him all the way to Stanford, and to Room 103A at the Student Health Center, where Lucien was scheduled to lay his hands on Basil and undo some minute part of the damage football had done him.

“Am I supposed to—”

“Whichever way you’re more comfortable. A lot of patients just leave their underwear on.” Lucien stepped back out of the room, allowing Basil ample time to undress—or as they’d always called it in physical therapy school, “disrobe.” Clinically.

The first time was always the slowest. Lucien didn’t mind allowing extra time on that first session. It meant a more comfortable client, more opportunity for repeat visits, more chance to cultivate a regular. Even working at the Student Health Center, Lucien’s income depended heavily on how many regulars he could bring into his fold; true, he was paid hourly for all the time he spent at the clinic, and true, he didn’t receive tips, but how many hours he’d be scheduled to work solely depended on how many regular patients he could cultivate. Basil was a prime candidate, as far as Lucien could tell from his file: a freshman and an athlete. It could be the beginning of a long relationship.

Lucien stepped back into the room and there lay Basil on the massage bed: a mop of blond hair, a slim neck, sharp shoulder blades, and a clinical sheet hiding hiding the rest of him. Lucien stood in front of him, the ruffles of Basil’s hair just barely touching the thighs of his clinical khakis, and lay his hands on Basil’s shoulders. Basil’s skin felt cold—Lucien’s sign that his coffee-cup hand-warming had been successful. Lucien waited for a soft moan of happy acceptance and after thirty seconds of soft kneading he got it.

“We’ll be working on your hip flexor today?”

“Yeah.”

“We start with whole-body sports massage to help you relax and get ready all over. Then we’ll work on the specific problem areas.”

“Ok.”

Lucien’s warm hands danced on Basil’s back like an alien force field. Basil had never experienced anything like it. The hands were soft yet firm, pressing into him yet relieving pressure, fiery warm yet cooling his tension. He’d never gone to a massage back in Ohio—“massage” was either too fru-fru expensive or too sleazy as far as he’d known before his arrival at Stanford. Big-name football players got massages, he knew, but he wasn’t exactly big-name, and it was only his leg that played football, not the rest of him. But this was Stanford. The big leagues. The massage leagues. And he was lying on a table with a fan humming overhead and a man’s hands dancing all over him. He tried not to think too much.

He’d already come to know with every curve of the therapist’s hands, but he’d barely caught a glance of the face. That could be later. The man whose hands were all over him had said his name was Louis or something like that. Basil imagined this life: all day, in this warren of rooms at the Student Health Center, touching people with no compunction or shame, maybe sometimes receiving gratitude or sometimes disappointment and rage. Like any other job. Then he imagined what his therapist would be imagining about Basil being a football player, and had an internal laugh about how far off the mark it was. So much so that he wanted to make small talk about it.

“I’m not that kind of football player, you know,” Basil muttered against the padding of the massage table.

“Hmm, sorry?”

“I mean you saw in my paperwork or whatever that I’m a football player, right?”

“Yes, yes I did.”

“I mean I’m just a placekicker. I kick field goals. I’m not a football player kind of football player.” Basil exhaled his words as the masseur pressed down on his back.

“Mmm hmm.” He didn’t seem to be too interested, or maybe he didn’t even understand the difference.

“And anyway with this injury I can’t kick anymore.”

“Mmm.”

Hands were now rubbing on Basil’s lower back, tightening and loosening all the places that had never been touched, that needed to be, if nothing else, freed up from never having been properly stretched. Even just his skin felt great to be touched, rubbed, scrubbed by strong hands—the muscles underneath felt even better for it.

“Your name is Louis?” No reason not to make conversation, especially if he’d be seeing this guy on the regular. Like getting a haircut, he knew he’d get better service if he made at least a perfunctory personal connection.

“Lucien. It’s Lucien.”

“Never seen that name,” Basil answered while shifting his head from left to right.

“French origin name. I’m from Louisiana.”

“Louisiana, a lot of French people, right? Cajun?” Basil felt slightly proud for having remembered.

“Yeah. Me and my family. And you?”

“Me?”

“I mean, where are you from?”

“Ohio. Right in the middle of Ohio.”

“Basil is kind of an unusual name too,” Lucien offered while pulling the sheet to cover Basil’s back and bare ass, while uncovering his legs. Basil felt the current of cool air rush between his legs, finding its natural termination point at his balls and asshole. Lucien wrapped both his hands around Basil’s right foot, and Basil erupted in ticklish hee-haw. “Sorry, does that tickle?”

“Yeah, just that nobody—” and he erupted in laughter again, his foot involuntarily kicking Lucien directly in the crotch. “Oh shit, I’m sorry, I kicked you. Ticklish.”

“It’s ok. It happens. Maybe we should wear protector cups in this line of work.”

“I have to wear one even though I’m just a kicker.” Why did Basil feel the need to tell Lucien?

“I’ll put some oil on my hands. Then maybe it won’t tickle so much.” Lucien squirted something on his hands, then reapproached Basil’s right foot. The feeling was still slightly ticklish, but no longer uncontrollably so. “Not so ticklish anymore, right?”

“Right, better,” Basil answered, as much as he missed the small moment of laughter and mischief that had come from his ticklishness.

“Great,” Lucien answered. “Basil, you’re not British, are you? Really British sounding name.”

“I guess my parents liked British stuff or something?” Basil answered, raising the tone of the last syllable, question-like, in a desperate attempt to sound more Californian. Lucien’s hands moved on to Basel’s left foot and started pressing and kneading.

“That’s the foot I kick with, left.”

“I can feel the callouses.”

“Nobody’s ever touched my foot before.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, who do you think would be touching my foot?”

“Girlfriend?”

“Haha, no way, do I look like I could get one?”

“Sure. Football player, right?”

“Kicker, kicker,” Basil laughed while Lucien pressed on his foot and rotated and stretched his well-worn left ankle.

“Does that stretch feel good?”

“Oh crap. Yeah. Wish I had this back when I was actually playing.”

“You can come twice a week,” Lucien said as he stroked the entire length of Basil’s left leg, from his heel upward and upward to the very beginnings of his ass, lightening his touch the farther up he moved, “student health insurance covers physical therapy up to twice a week.” Twice a week sounded good to Basil. He hadn’t even experienced the hip-flexor part of the therapy, but he was already feeling different from the beginnings of the massage.

Savoring Lucien’s long strokes up his other leg, Basil wondered how much of his balls and cock Lucien could see when standing above him, staring into his asscrack from above and behind—and whether it mattered. Maybe it didn’t. But Basil knew that the San Francisco Bay Area was full of gays, and Lucien had a certain overly refined manner about him that set off even eighteen-year-old Basil’s gaydar, that and the Francophile name—not that Lucien had chosen that name himself as a gay man, or maybe he had, but anyway, maybe Lucien was just a bit gay.

Lucien squirted something on his hands and continued, his touch up and down Basil’s legs now slippery and moist. Basil had read about endorphins and this or that brain chemicals released from human touch. No one had ever touched him before. Just the firm strokes pressing into his leg tingled all the way in his brain.

“Let’s start some hip flexor stretches,” Lucien announced with one hand on Basil’s left thigh and the other on his ass cheek.

“Ok.”

Lucien lifted Basil’s left leg. “Tell me if it hurts.”

“No, it’s ok.” Lucien stretched Basil’s leg further and further. “Ow!” That was enough.

“Alright, now I can see the range of your injury. Sorry about that pain, I just needed to figure out how far I can go.”

“Yeah.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Basil only silently repeated to himself, “no pain, no gain”—Lucien’s stretches and rotations of his injured hip were gentle, professional, caring, measured, and calculated—but still painful. The pain came in short bursts, as if he’d been doing small kicks over and over. But with the way Lucien’s hands had made him feel cradled, held, embraced, and soothed all over, Basil didn’t want any of it to stop. He wanted to feel better. He wanted his hip to stop hurting. He didn’t particularly want to kick again. But nobody would wish pain upon themselves, even if the pain and the injury that brought it would fend off the football coaches and give Basil a shot at what he really wanted.

“I’m going to leave the room for a minute, and you can turn over.” The door squeaked and closed behind Lucien. Basil lifted up his torso with his arms and turned himself over, lay on his back, then pulled the draping sheet over his front, noticing the vague outline of his thick cock through the white cotton fabric, wondering whether Lucien would notice too.

Knock at the door.

“Yeah, come in,” Basil said, again looking down for the outline of his dick, just to verify it was still present and accounted-for.

He finally got a good look at Lucien. Lucien’s words were quiet and highly enunciated, but he wasn’t a small guy. Seven foot three from Basil’s perspective lying down, but in reality probably about a foot shorter, close-buzzed brown hair on a head and face that seemed sharply chiseled, like a stone sculpture, with a small and sharp nose. Thin cotton t-shirt that exposed biceps and triceps, with bare arms extending below them, arms like a lineman’s, not a placekicker’s. Maybe it was the chilly air in the clinic, or maybe that was just his natural state, because Lucien’s chest—Basil really didn’t want to look.

“So we can do some specific hip flexor work,” Lucien announced from above. His throat vibrated when he spoke, and his chin was like a gigantic wide arrow pointing straight down at Basil’s midsection. He pulled up the sheet, slowing down when he’d nearly expose his patient’s semi-turgid cock, and fashioned the sheet into a loincloth of sorts, covering the latitudinally positioned meat of of Basil’s dick while still allowing access to his hip. He ran his right hand under Basil’s leg—his palm now cool, no longer coffee-warmed—and gently rested his left hand atop Basil’s thigh. Lift up. Stretch. Press back.

Basil felt cool air brushing his balls as his leg went up. The sheet had slipped a little bit off his cock too. It would be less awkward if he could at least make small talk with the guy.

“So how long have you been working here?”

“Sorry, did I do something—something wrong?”

“No, no, just making conversation, just wondering how long you’ve been working here.”

“Sorry. A bit on edge. Two years here at the student clinic. Used to live up in the city before then.”

“San Francisco?”

“Yeah. People just call it The City.” Through every hip bend and stretch, Lucien’s hands felt settled in Basil’s leg, as if they were an integral part of it. Fortunately, the chilly room, the light touches, and the comfortable stretches and pulls didn’t cause Basil’s dick to rise to attention. That would’ve been embarrassing.

––––––––
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TWO

“You going to therapy?”

“Yes sir. I was just there today.”

“We used one of our freshman admission slots on you, and here you are, can’t kick.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“It does help us out, helping, coaching, it’s something, but—”

“Not the same as kicking the ball.”

“Right. Doesn’t score points.”

“I know. The injury wasn’t my choice.”

“We know that too. Just do, do what you can. We don’t have anybody who can kick .”

“I wanna kick again,” Basil lied. The rest of the practice session, he guided the team’s other kickers to get at least to a decent level. The team had no contingency plan and hadn’t been developing a kicker from its own roster, as all its hopes were on Basil: Basil who could on a good day, with just a bit of wind at his back, kick a fifty-yarder, with his bare left foot, right through the field goal.
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