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Love on the Pitch

1 – Party Time 

“You don’t understand.” Warren Updegrove crossed his arms over his massive chest and leaned against the wall. “Writers, artists, musicians. They spend years perfecting what they do, being totally devoted to it. And they keep on going for the rest of their lives. But athletes are different.”

“If I don’t understand, then explain it,” his friend Thom Lodge said.

The rhythm of Latin music pounded through the big apartment, and Warren had to raise his voice so Thom could hear. “There are over four hundred thousand NCAA athletes, and for almost all of them, when they walk away from college, they’re done competing in the sport they’ve trained for all their lives. If I was a baseball player, I could maybe play in the minor leagues for a while. If I was a runner or in some other individual sport, I could keep going on my own for at least a few years, maybe try out for the Olympics or something.”

“You played football for a year,” Thom said. “In Jacksonville.”

Warren shook his head. “I was on the roster for a year. I played maybe a total of an hour the whole season. And then I got dropped. No more football for me. And I didn’t realize what a big hole that was going to leave in my life.”

Thom was skinny but deceptively well-built, and his polo shirts and khakis were always loose. His perpetual smile accented his good looks. “You’ve got a job, right,” Thom said. “That personal training gig. You’re still an athlete.”

“It’s not the same. I don’t get the same rush, the same sense of being part of a team.”

“Can’t you find some pickup games or something?” Thom asked. “Don’t you have friends in the same boat you are?”

“The guys I played with at FU have moved all over the place. And then there’s the gay thing.”

Warren looked around the crowded apartment. A mix of gay guys he’d known in college at FU, pretty Latinas, and strangers. They all seemed to fit in better at the party than he did.

“How does you being gay change anything?” Thom asked. “That college player came out, right? And he got picked up by an NFL team.”

“And dropped almost immediately. Last I heard he was in Canada riding a bench for some third-rate team. I’ll bet you they’re already calling him faggot behind his back.”

“Bitter, party of one,” Thom said. “Seriously. So you can’t play football anymore. Grow a pair of balls, pick yourself up, and find something else you love to do. People do it all the time.”

Warren looked at Thom. “Fuck you. When I need some advice on being a real man, you’re not the one I’m going to come to.”

He turned and stalked across the room to the cooler full of beer. He fished around past the sissy microbrews until he found a real American beer, and grabbed it. He popped the top and drained half of it in a long gulp.

Fuck Thom anyway. Who did he think he was? They had met in college, when Thom was assigned as Warren’s tutor. Right away Warren had pegged him as gay—skinny, geeky, a bright green stud in one ear. The stud was the shiniest thing about Thom; otherwise he was a mellow-looking guy with brown hair and brown eyes.

Warren had big-time internalized homophobia back then, a result of his Southern Baptist upbringing, and he had kept his own desires buried deep. Thom was openly gay, living in a gay fraternity on campus, and Warren had bitched at him and teased him for a while. Then finally one day Warren cracked open like an egg and jumped Thom’s bones.

They had fooled around for the rest of senior year, but they both knew they were too different to make it as a couple. Warren was a jock to his core, while Thom was a nerd who hated sports. They had maintained a friendship after graduation, while Warren was in Jacksonville and then after he returned, and it was Thom who had convinced Warren to come to this party on South Beach, hosted by three of Thom’s frat brothers.

Warren had known them all casually at FU, but he hadn’t particularly liked them. Manny was Latin, Larry a geek, Gavin a stuck-up pretty boy. And they were all gay, gay, gay. Warren hated that kind of obvious display.

It was why he stayed away from South Beach. After he’d crashed and burned in Jacksonville, he’d returned to Miami, because it was a way better alternative than going home to his family in South Carolina. He’d gotten a job at a gym in Kendall, a suburb on the south side of the city, and tried to start a whole new life.

At which he appeared to be failing. He couldn’t even be polite to the guy who was almost his only friend. He looked around for Thom to apologize, but couldn’t see him through the crush in the living room. He drained the rest of his beer and reached for another.

He knew he shouldn’t be drinking so much. His boss at the gym had already pointed out, trying to be polite, that Warren’s muscle was turning to fat, and he wasn’t setting a good example for the clients. Fuck him too. The job sucked, and Warren would be glad to get rid of it.

He glared around the room. Fuck all this shit. He popped the top on a can and took a long swig. As he put the beer down, he saw a guy staring at him. Maybe thirty, tough-looking, with muscular arms and a dirty blond goatee. He wore a black ball cap imprinted with a white feather and the words New Zealand All Blacks. Warren met his gaze and narrowed his eyes, sending a “don’t fuck with me” message.

The look had the opposite effect. The guy came up to him and said, “You ever think about being a loose head? You’ve got the build for it.”

It was so not what Warren expected that he didn’t know what to say.

“The loose head is the big tough guy who guards the hooker,” the guy continued.

“I’m not a fucking pimp,” Warren said.

“Not what I was saying. I’m talking about rugby, dude. You ever play?”

Warren shook his head. He’d known a couple of guys at FU who played, but it was one of those things you were either all in, or all out, and he’d had football.

“Here’s my card,” the guy said. “I’m trying to put together a team. If you’re interested, give me a call.” He smiled. “I’d like to see you on the pitch, dude.”

Warren took the card and slid it into the pocket of his jeans, though he knew he wasn’t going to call. He watched the guy walk away, noting that he had a great build, a V-shaped torso and narrow waist, with a shapely butt.

“He’s cute,” Thom said, appearing by Warren’s side. “Who is he?”

“Just some guy,” Warren said. “Listen, I’m sorry I bitched at you before. You’re right. My life is a fucking mess, and it’s all my fault.” He drank another swig of beer. “I’m gonna hit the road.”

“You okay to drive?”

Warren felt himself swaying on his feet. How many beers had he had, anyway? “Maybe I ought to sit down for a minute.” He looked around, but there was no space on the sofa or any of the chairs. He slid to the floor. “This feels good,” he said, and then he was out.

When he woke up, he was lying on his side on the floor, and daylight was streaming into the living room. The place smelled like beer, sweat, and cold, conditioned air. The debris of the party was all around him—beer bottles, plastic cups, paper plates. And guys. A half-dozen of them slept on the living room floor. Most of them were naked.

And fuck, so was he, and so was Thom, curled against him. Both of them what his mamaw called butt-nekkid, his dick half-hard and pressed against Thom’s ass.

What the fuck had happened last night? The last thing he remembered was sitting down on the floor with a beer in his hand. Fully clothed.

Now, his throat was dry, he had a killer headache, and he had to take a wicked piss. As carefully as he could, he extricated himself from Thom and stood up. He looked around for his clothes, but he realized he needed the toilet, stat.

He stumbled down the hall to the bathroom, flipped up the lid on the toilet, and stood there pissing. It was all done up in marble and mirrors, like whoever lived there was too fancy to take a dump in a dump. He hated that kind of attitude, and it made him want to spread his piss all over the place.

But he wasn’t drunk anymore, and he restrained the urge. As he finished, he got a look at himself in the huge mirror in front of him. Christ, his boss was right. He had put on weight. There was a layer of fat around his waist that hadn’t been there when he was in Jacksonville. His arms felt saggy, and his pecs looked like they were becoming man-boobs.

Which reminded him that he’d been naked when he woke up. What the fuck had happened the night before? He checked his belly, his pubes, and his dick for come stains. Nothing there. He turned on the faucet and drank heavily from his cupped hands, then stood up and wiped his mouth.

The door to the bathroom popped open, and he realized he hadn’t locked it. But it was only Thom.

“Move over, big guy,” Thom said, shouldering past him, his hand casually caressing Warren’s ass. “Gotta drain the lizard.”

Warren looked at him as Thom stood over the bowl. Yup, he was still as slim and fit and sexy as the last time they’d had sex. Broad shoulders, concave belly, slim thighs. Christ, he made Warren feel like a fat pig.

Thom flushed and then looked at Warren. Thom was still sporting morning wood, and Warren felt himself hardening. Thom reached out and wrapped his hand around Warren’s dick, and it felt so good his whole body tingled. “Good morning, big guy,” Thom said.

“Morning,” Warren mumbled.

“I was talking to your dick,” Thom said. Then he knelt down to the tile floor and wrapped his lips around the head of Warren’s dick.

“Oh, Jesus.” Warren leaned back against the vanity.

“The name’s Thom,” his friend said, pulling off Warren’s dick for a moment, though he still had his fist wrapped around the shaft. “Jesus is out in the living room. But he pronounces it Hay-Zeus.”

That was Thom, Warren thought. Always a smart ass. And a world-class cocksucker too. Thom kept on fisting Warren’s shaft and sucking the head, and Warren’s headache disappeared. Thom was using his other hand to stroke Warren’s balls, and every nerve in Warren’s body was focused on the pleasure his buddy was generating.

The noises Warren made as he was about to come embarrassed him, but Thom loved them, and Warren let himself go, moaning and whimpering as his guts churned, and he couldn’t hold back any longer. “I’m coming,” he said in a strangled voice.

Thom kept on sucking him, and Warren shot off down his throat. Then Thom stood up, with a shit-eating grin on his face. “I wanted to do that last night, but you passed out before I could make a move,” he said.

“How did I get naked?” Warren asked.

Thom turned to the sink, washed his hands, and wiped his mouth.

“Thom,” Warren said.

“A bunch of us were pretty drunk,” Thom said. His face was reddening with embarrassment. “Somebody had this idea that we should see whose dick was biggest.”

“Tell me you didn’t take my clothes off while I was passed out.” Warren grabbed Thom’s upper arm.

“I knew you were the biggest,” Thom said. “I just wanted to prove it.” He tried to twist away from Warren’s grip. “You’re hurting me, Warren.”

Warren let go. “Sorry. But that was not good.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” He toed the tile floor, and Warren knew there had to be something more.

“What?” Warren asked. “What else?”

“We kind of took some pictures,” Thom said, looking down.

“Of me?” Warren was too angry to be embarrassed about the way his voice rose.

“Not just you. All of us.”

“Who has those pictures?”

Thom shrugged. “We used a bunch of different phones. And I think one of the guys might have uploaded them.”

“I thought you were my friend. Now I realize you’re just as much an asshole as the rest of them.”

Warren pushed his way past Thom and walked out to the living room, not giving a shit that he was still naked. He found his clothes in a pile on the floor and started to pull them on.

Thom followed him. “Listen, big guy, I’m sorry.”

“I have a name. Not big guy. Warren.”

He didn’t bother to button his shirt, just barreled his way past Thom, then stepped over sleeping bodies until he reached the door. He wanted to slam it behind him, but he remembered the anger management training he’d gotten in Jacksonville. Let it go. Dial back the rage, channel it into something productive.

He closed the door quietly behind him and walked to the elevator. He rode down alone, stalked through the fancy lobby and out onto the street.

Warren stopped at a traffic light on Alton Road. The sun glared above, banking off the big glass store windows. Tourists in bathing suits were already on their way to the beach. The sidewalks were hot enough to fry an egg, as his mamaw used to say.

Why had he made such a big deal over the pictures with Thom? So somebody took a dick pic of him when he was passed out. If he’d been awake, and drunk, he might have jumped into the competition voluntarily.

There was something more to it, he knew. He was drinking too much, not exercising, not caring about his body or his life anymore.

He had anticipated getting released from the team in Jacksonville. He wasn’t stupid, though studying didn’t come easily to him. He could see the signs. He wasn’t getting to play much, even in scrimmages. And no matter how hard he’d worked, he knew that he didn’t have the natural talent that some of the other guys had.

Getting cut was still the toughest thing he’d gone through. To realize that the dream he’d had since he was a kid, of playing in the NFL, was over. Within a few weeks he understood that there was nothing else, no new dream to replace the old one. Thom was the one who had pushed him to get the job at the gym, he remembered.

He started out taking new clients at the gym in rotation with the other trainers, and he worked hard, analyzing their strengths and weaknesses, developing fitness plans with them. A lot of those first clients never came back, once they realized how hard it was going to be to get in shape. But Warren held on to a few of them, and they referred others, and he had a pretty good client roster for a while. But then he’d begun to lose interest, and the clients had sensed that, and started dropping off or switching to other trainers.

The week before his boss had called him in. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, Warren. You’ve got your head up your ass, and you’re losing clients. That’s not good for them, for you, or for our business. I’m taking you out of the new client rotation until you show me that you want to get back in the game.”

Warren had nodded dumbly and walked out. Without new client referrals, his income was going to be cut in half at least, and within a month or so he’d have trouble paying his bills. He was sharing a house with another trainer and a guy who put up ceilings, and if he couldn’t cover his share of the rent, he’d be out on the street.

Thom had convinced him this party would be the remedy for his malaise, that he’d have a good time and get charged up again. Instead he’d gotten drunk and pissed off Thom.

By the time he reached his place, he wanted to crash. But he forced himself into workout clothes and drove to the FU campus. He did a three laps around the track, and then a couple of stadiums—running up and down the steps until sweat was pouring off him and his legs were wobbly.

He was slumped on a bench when a couple of guys from the football team came in. He watched them on the field, setting up a practice scrimmage, and he wanted to go down there and join them so badly it made his stomach hurt.

But he resisted. Those days were gone.

He had to find something else to do with his life. Should he go back to school, get a master’s degree?

He shook his head. More school wasn’t for him. And he knew he didn’t want to be a coach. He didn’t think it was right, a gay guy spending all his time around naked teenagers. Not that his interests ran that way, but all the negative stuff he’d heard when he was growing up had become ingrained in him.

But what else was there? He tried to think of someone he could call, a friend he could talk things through with. But his only real friend was Thom. And he sure as hell wasn’t going there.

He went back to the house and threw his workout clothes into the dirty laundry basket, then took a shower. When he got out, he carried the basket to the laundry room and was relieved to find that nobody had bogarted the washer. He started loading his clothes in, and when he picked up the jeans he’d worn the night before something crinkled in the pocket.

He pulled out the business card the rugby dude had given him. His name was Victor Ragazzo and instead of a company name the card read Property Inspections. The address was on North Federal Highway in Fort Lauderdale. He stared at the card for a minute, remembering the guy’s fit body, the way he’d carried himself like an athlete. Warren needed that in his life, an outlet for all the aggression and competitiveness inside him.

Rugby. Maybe.

He threw the rest of his laundry in the washer and went back to his bedroom, where he opened his laptop. He watched a couple of rugby videos, and his adrenaline rose. What was that term the guy had used for the position Warren would play? Something about a hooker?

No, the position protected the hooker. He looked it up and found it was called the loose head, and then watched a couple of videos of guys pushing together, grabbing onto each other, and he had to admit it made his dick jump.

Hell, he needed the exercise and the motivation of being part of a team. He typed out a quick e-mail to the address on Victor Ragazzo’s card. Don’t know much about rugby but I’m willing to learn, he wrote. Then he hit Send.

The dude must have been checking his e-mail on his phone, because a message came back almost immediately. Meet 4 dinner 2night & talk? Call me.

Why not? He dialed the dude’s number. “Hey, it’s Warren. We met last night.”

“Crazy party, huh?” Victor said. “I don’t get down to South Beach much.”

“Neither do I,” Warren said. “It’s not really my scene.”

“I hear you. Lots of pretty boys who care more about what they’re wearing than what goes on between their ears.”

The comment surprised Warren. He’d pegged the guy for a jock, not a brainiac. And his vibe had been all male. “I’ve got a job this afternoon in Wilton Manors,” Victor continued. “But I should be done around six. Can you come up this way?”

“Sure. Tell me where and when.”

“There’s a sports bar on US 1 between Sunrise and Oakland Park. Left side of the street. Can’t miss it. Six-thirty?”

Warren agreed and hung up. A sports bar? So the guy was a jock after all? He wished he could call Thom and talk it over with him. But no, that door was closed. At least for a while.

He put on the white jersey he’d worn in Jacksonville at home games, with his name in a half-circle on the back over his number. It was a little tight over his gut, a reminder he had a way to go before he was in playing shape again. A pair of jeans, running shoes with white socks. At the last minute he put on a silver and rope bracelet he’d bought soon after moving to Jacksonville because another player had one like it, and Warren thought it looked masculine.

He realized as he drove up the Turnpike to Lauderdale that he was nervous. Fuck, it wasn’t like this was a date or anything. He was just going to talk to another jock about playing sports, right?

He felt immediately at home when he walked in the door of the bar. The walls were hung with pennants from all the local teams, there were ball games and golf tournaments playing on the big-screen TVs, and groups of guys clustered around pitchers of beer, cheering the teams and razzing each other.

He stood in the doorway for a minute, absorbing it all. Then he saw Victor waving at him from a table in the corner. He was dressed like he’d come from work, a collared shirt and khaki pants, and he had a big pilsner-style glass of beer in front of him.

Warren negotiated his way through the crowd. Victor stood up and offered Warren his hand to shake. “No trouble finding this place?” he asked.

“None at all.” Warren liked his grip, strong and solid, not like the limp fish so many gay guys had. He slid into the booth, and Victor sat back down.

“I’m glad you could make it,” Victor said. “I’ve been struggling to get a team going down here, and it’s hard to find the right guys.”

The server came over, a tall guy in a Heat jersey. They ordered a platter of nachos and a draft for Warren. After he left, Victor said, “I played rugby in college, and then for the Gryphons, a team in Philly. But after I moved down here, I couldn’t find the kind of team I wanted to play for, so I decided to put one together myself.”

Victor looked like a typical jock, from his Dolphins T-shirt to his ball cap, backwards now. Warren gave in to his indecision and said, “Can I ask you something?”

Victor picked up his beer mug. “Sure.”

“Are you gay?”

Victor put the mug down. “Is that a problem?”

Warren shook his head. “No. But you should know that I am. And you might not want a gay guy on your team.”

Victor laughed. “Warren. Did I neglect to tell you that I’m putting together a gay rugby team? If I did, I apologize.”

“A whole team?”

The server delivered their nachos, and Victor scooped up a chip full of salsa. “There’s a whole league, Warren. An international league. A couple of dozen teams in the US alone, with others in Europe, Australia, even South America.”

Warren shook his head. “I had no idea.”

“It’s called the International Gay Rugby Team and Board, though we’re very open to anybody who wants to play in a nondiscriminatory atmosphere. I have a half-dozen guys lined up already, a couple of them straight. We fool around on Saturdays at a field down the road from here. But I need a big guy like you to play loose head.”

“I’ve never seen a game in person, but I watched a couple of videos this afternoon. I still don’t understand what that means, loose head.”

“Let me give you a quick primer on rugby,” Victor said. “Maximum of fifteen players to a side. The field is called a pitch, and we play two forty-minute halves. The goal is to score points with either goals or tries.”

“Tries?”

“A try is actually worth more points than kicking the ball over the crossbar and between the posts. The player has to be in the goal area either holding the ball and touching the ground, or on the ground over the ball.”

He passed a couple of printed sheets of paper to Warren. “These are some of the basics. You can read about the game when you have some time.” He leaned back against the wooden booth. “What do you do for a living?”

“Personal trainer at a gym in Kendall,” Warren said. “But I don’t think I’ll be there much longer.”

“Really?”

It was like something burst inside Warren, and he began to tell Victor everything he’d been feeling. “My undergrad degree is in recreation and sports management, because that was what a lot of the guys on the team chose. I didn’t think my major mattered because I was determined to play in the NFL. And I did, for a year in Jacksonville.”

“That’s awesome,” Victor said. “I recognized the jersey.”

“Wasn’t so awesome when I got cut,” Warren said. “I looked around and realized that I didn’t want to be a coach or work at a county park or anything like that. The only thing I really knew how to do was work out.”

He picked up his beer. “I came back to Miami because I went to college here. A friend suggested I look into personal training, probably just to get me off his couch. But I suck at it. And now I don’t know what else to do.”

“I hear you,” Victor said. “My degree is in construction management. But I figured out real fast that twelve-hour days, outside in the Philly winters, wasn’t for me. I floundered around for a while until I stumbled onto what I do now.”

“What is that?”

“When people go to buy a house, they need an inspection before they close,” he said. “Somebody experienced to come in and point out all the problems. I get to work my own hours, meet different people all the time, use what I learned in school and on the job. And it gives me the time and flexibility to organize rugby.”

“That’s awesome,” Warren said. “I wish I could get into something like that.”

“You’ve got to follow your passion, dude. Figure out what you really want from life and go for it.”

That was the trouble, Warren thought, as he drove home later that night. He knew what he wanted—to play in the NFL. But that was done. What did he want now?








2 – Keep the Noise Down


Warren woke Monday morning with a new resolve. He was going to exercise every day, cut back on the beer, do his damn job. He went for a long run, then showered and went to the gym.

His first client was a thirty-something stay-at-home mom named Candy. About twenty pounds overweight, with flab under her arms. She didn’t really want to get fit; she just needed to get out of the house now and then. She liked Warren because he didn’t push her, and half the time they shot the shit while standing around the equipment pretending he was explaining stuff to her.

That morning Candy wore a pink tank top, matching shorts, and pink sneakers with white pompoms on the backs. Even her fucking ponytail holder was pink. “You’ve been complaining about your upper arms,” he said, as they walked into the machine room together. “Today we’re going to start doing something about them.”

He lead her through a series of stretching exercises, then took her to the shoulder press machine, demonstrated how it worked, and positioned her properly. She did two reps then stopped. “This is hard,” she said.

“It’s supposed to be. That’s why they call it a work out.”

She complained, but she managed to finish ten reps. Then he walked her up to the oval track on the second floor of the building. They talked about her son’s Pop Warner football league as they race-walked, and when they finished their second turn around the track he showed her an exercise she could teach to her son. “This way you can work out together. You’ll be part of his training.”

“Thanks, Warren,” she said when they were finished. “This was a great session.”

“All part of the service,” he said.

He didn’t have another client scheduled until two in the afternoon, so he pushed himself through a workout, showering and changing before his client came in. Ed was a guy in his sixties, recently retired, who was in poor overall health. His doctor had told him to get fit or die, and so far Ed was choosing the second option.

He didn’t want to stretch. “Everything still hurts from the last time I was here,” he said. He was a short guy, no more than five-six or so, bald head with one of those comb-overs. He wore a T-shirt from one of the cruise lines with a sappy slogan on it.

“Then that means you didn’t stretch properly last time,” Warren said. “Come on, give it a try.” He lifted his arms above his head, and Ed followed.

“You must get a lot of girls with a body like that,” Ed said.

He was about to spit out an anonymous comment like “as many as I want,” but he decided that telling the truth was part of his new program. “Not interested in girls,” he said. “Now stretch your right leg.”

“You’re gay?” Ed said, looking up at him.

“Right leg, Ed,” Warren said.

When Ed complied, Warren answered. “Yup. Now your left leg.”

“My son’s gay,” Ed said. This time he stretched his leg without being forced. “Lives in Alabama, if you can believe that. He and his partner run a guest house.”

They continued to talk about Ed’s son as Warren walked him through his stretching, and then they went twice around the track without Ed complaining at all. He was packing up his gear when his boss walked into the employee locker room. “You were on fire today, Warren. Keep up the good work, and I’ll put you back in the new client rotation.”

He felt so good when he left that he slipped one of his motivational CDs into the car player for the ride home. This one was an audiobook by the Dalai Lama about happiness. He got so into listening that he missed his exit on the highway and found himself approaching the FU campus, as if he still had a homing instinct for the place.

He looked at the dashboard clock. Thom usually finished his tutoring gig in the math lab at FU by four o’clock. Warren knew he needed to apologize, so he turned in at the curving drive that led to the frat house zone.

An anonymous gay benefactor had donated the cash to build the Lambda Lambda Lambda house, and the university had provided the land, at one end of Frat Row. Warren pulled up on the street in front of the modern three-story building with the three triangles above the front door.

Two years before, he would never have considered walking past the house, no less going inside. He had been so far in the closet back then, as Thom said, he could almost see Narnia. Meeting Thom had been the impetus for Warren to start taking those few tentative steps out.

He owed Thom a lot, and he couldn’t trash their friendship over a single drunken indiscretion. He got out of his car and walked up to the house’s front door. The house manager, Fitz, was in the living room at his laptop. He was a laid-back dude with a surfer vibe, always wearing tank tops and tight shorts.

“Hey, Warren. What’s up?”

“Yo, Fitz,” Warren said. “Thom here?”

“In his room. We’ve got some new rush candidates coming over soon, so try to keep the headboard-banging to a minimum, all right?”

“No worries,” Warren said. Funny, even a year before he’d have been as embarrassed as hell by Fitz’s comment, and the idea that others in the frat knew what he and Thom were getting up to. Now it slid off his back like axle grease off a duck’s ass.

As he was getting ready to climb the stairs to Thom’s third floor room, another one of the brothers, Eric Mueller, came down, dragging a big chest with stickers from all the places where he’d served in the Army.

“Need a hand with that?” Warren asked.

“Won’t say no,” Eric said. He was older than most of the brothers, having returned to school to finish his master’s after his service. 

“You moving out?”

“Going over to the apartment on South Beach,” Eric said, and immediately Warren flashed back to the party there.

“Didn’t take you for that kind of guy.”

Eric shrugged. “Gavin’s moving out, which frees up a room, and both Manny and Larry are working hard. I need a quieter place to knuckle down on my last courses.”

“Good luck with that.” Warren helped him drag the chest outside, where a friend was waiting with a car, then went back inside and up to Thom’s room under the eaves. 

He knocked on the door. 

“In,” Thom called.

“Hey,” Warren said, staying in the doorway. “I came to apologize.”

“Come on in. I’m the one who should apologize. I violated your privacy and that was uncool.”

“Yeah, but I overreacted. What’s a dick pic between friends, right?” He looked at Thom’s laptop. “Are the pictures still online somewhere?”

Thom looked embarrassed. “Yeah. I meant to ask Larry to take them down, but I forgot.”

“You know where they are?” Warren walked over to Thom’s side and pulled up a chair. “Let’s see how we all stack up.”

“Larry put them up on his Instagram page,” he said. “But at least he put a password on the files.” He typed, and a gallery of dick pics popped up. Each one was captioned with just a first name. Each one was hard, posed with a ruler beside it.

“Jesus, you got a lot of guys to pose,” Warren said, looking at the screen. “Or were they all drunk like me?”

“We were all kind of drunk. But you were the only one who’d passed out.”

“Look at that,” Warren said. “Nelson never got cut.” He pointed to a photo of a stiff purple-black dick. In the first picture the foreskin was up, in the second it was pulled back.

“You’re the biggest,” Thom said, pointing. “Not the longest—that’s Larry.”

“No wonder he was willing to put all these pictures up.” Warren leaned toward the screen. “There’s you. Is that a little drop of precome at the end of your dick?”

Thom shifted in his seat. “Yeah. I, um, I took mine after yours.”

Warren looked at him. “Was I hard already? Or did you enhance things?”

“Christ, Warren,” Thom said. “You’re not making this very easy for me.”

“Who knows,” Warren said, leaning over to kiss Thom’s throat. “Maybe I want to make it hard for you. If I do, will you hold it against me?”

Thom groaned. “Warren, you know what that does to me.”

“Yeah. And I do it deliberately.” He nibbled on Thom’s earlobe. “We’re good together, Thom-Boy. Right? We have awesome sex.”

“Because we’re friends, Warren. Friends with benefits.”

Warren stood up and dropped his sweat pants. His dick swelled against the pouch of his jockstrap. “Here’s a benefit for you, buddy.”

Thom peeled off his T-shirt, and Warren noticed that Thom had been working out. “Your abs are looking good,” he said.

“But you don’t want to fuck my abs,” Thom said. “Lube and condoms in the drawer by the bed.” He turned his back to Warren, undid his shorts, and pulled them and his boxers down.

Warren grabbed the lube and a condom and turned back to Thom, who was leaning against the desk. “I promised Fitz we wouldn’t make too much noise,” Warren said, as he lowered himself to the carpet and leaned forward. He pulled apart Thom’s cheeks and stuck his tongue in between them.

He had never thought he’d like licking ass as much as he did. He’d never even thought of doing it until the first time he’d fucked Thom, when Thom had warned him that Warren had to get him good and lubed up before trying to stick his dick in.

He’d seen a few porno movies, and without even thinking about it, he’d leaned down and started licking around Thom’s hole. It totally turned him on, and Thom liked it too. It had become a regular part of their sex routine, back when they were both still college seniors, before Warren went off to Jacksonville.

The blowjob in the bathroom at the party had been the first time they’d had sex since graduation, and Warren realized he’d missed this. He’d had sex with other guys, but Thom? He liked Thom. They were friends. That was really all a relationship was, right? They got along; they had great sex. Who needed anything else?

Thom’s ass, like much of his body, was covered with a layer of fine brown hair, and Warren loved to run his hands over the ass cheeks as he played with the hole. He took his time licking and tongue-fucking Thom’s ass, until the muscles were loose and Thom was begging to get Warren’s dick up there. Warren stood up and grabbed Thom’s hips, feeling the smooth skin over the bone, and then gently poked his dickhead toward Thom’s hole.

“Oh yeah, big guy,” Thom said. “Fill me up. Make me your bitch.”

Thom was a graduate student in math, and with his muscles covered by a shapeless polo shirt, with his glasses on, you’d take him for a typical nerd. But he had a dirty mouth, and Warren loved hearing him talk during sex.

“Yeah, bitch,” Warren said back to him. “Gonna fuck this sweet ass of yours. Stretch you out so that no other guy will ever satisfy you.”

“Oh God, you’re gonna split me in two,” Thom moaned. “Your dick is so big. You sure you’re not fisting me instead?”

“If I were fisting you, you’d know it,” Warren growled.

They went back and forth as Warren eased his bulk into Thom, then began a slow, steady rhythm. Before Thom, he hadn’t known what to do, how to suck a dick, fuck an ass. Thom had taught him so much. Thom writhed beneath him, moaning and talking dirty, and Warren increased the speed and the pressure.

“You’re killing me, you big fucker,” Thom said. “Oh God, are those your pubes scratching my ass? Are you that far inside me?”

“I’m so far in that if I wasn’t wearing a rubber, you’d be spurting my come out your mouth,” Warren said. “I’m so far in that my dick knows what you ate for lunch.”

Thom sputtered a laugh. “I’m so close, Warren. Jerk me.”

Warren wrapped his hand around Thom’s dick, which was hot and pulsed against his skin. He didn’t need to lube his hand; Thom’s precome was enough. He rubbed and pistoned until Thom spurted in his hand and then Warren let loose with a roar as the orgasm swelled up inside him.

“So much for keeping the noise down,” Thom said, panting.

 


3 – My Team

Warren spooned with Thom in his narrow bed for a while. Thom’s single room was on the top floor of the building and had a tall glass window that looked out on frat row. Thom had hung a couple of travel posters of places in Europe along one wall and along the other he’d built a makeshift bookcase of plastic milk cartons and wooden planks. The shelves were overflowing with paperback novels, textbooks, and hardcover art books.

Warren’s stomach grumbled so loudly that Thom laughed. “Gonna bring the roof down with that noise,” he said.

Warren laughed too. “My mamaw used to say that,” he said. It was funny how with Thom he felt comfortable talking about his family and his background. He sat up and stretched. “Guess I ought to get something to eat. You want to come?”

Thom shook his head. “I’m TAing for a professor in calculus for science majors, and I’ve got exams to grade. I’ll nuke something later.”

Leaving Thom was always awkward—were they supposed to hug, or kiss? Fist-bump? The whole friends-with-benefits thing was confusing sometimes. By the time Warren was dressed, Thom was sitting at his desk with a pile of blue books in front of him. Warren settled for a gentle tap to Thom’s shoulder. “Later, dude.”

Thom looked up. “That was fun. Come by any time.”

Warren laughed as he left. He stopped at a drive-through Pollo Tropical and ordered the whole chicken and the Caesar salad, and he’d devoured the accompanying rolls by the time he got home. He felt good, for the first time in a while.

The next day he had two more of his regular clients, and both he and his boss were happy with the way their sessions went. That evening he got an e-mail from Victor Ragazzo, one that had been copied to a bunch of other guys. Victor was organizing a practice Saturday afternoon at the field off US 1 in Fort Lauderdale. Who was in?

Warren hesitated. Did he want to get into this rugby thing? He’d never even watched a whole game, just had this idea anyone who played the sport was crazy. Quickly his inbox began to fill with “reply to all” responses from guys who were going to be there. What the hell, he thought, and e-mailed that he’d be there too.

That night he watched more rugby videos on YouTube. The game seemed to be an organized free-for-all—guys were passing the ball to each other, running with it, tackling each other with glee. He looked up the terms Victor had mentioned and tried to make the connections to what was happening on the screen, but some of the guys were so hot that he had trouble concentrating.

His dick stirred in his workout shorts. His mouth was dry and his pulse was racing, and he realized he was horny again, a day after his fun with Thom. He popped his dick out and stroked it as he watched the guys on the screen tumble around in a scrum. Jesus, how did anybody focus on playing when there were guys all over you, hands on your butt, crotch in your face?

He rubbed his thumb just beneath the head of his dick, and he felt it pulse. He tweaked one nipple with his other hand and then began fisting himself, faster until his hand was a blur, and then he shot a load over his belly. He slumped down in his chair. Maybe this gay rugby thing would be a big embarrassment—what if he shot a load in the middle of a scrum? What if their locker room shower after games turned into an orgy?

He shook his head. It was a fucking game, just like football. Sure, he’d gotten turned on by a teammate now and then, but never during play. He had to focus on what was going on around him. He was sure rugby would be the same.

At least he hoped it would.

The next day he kept his head down and his brain focused. He trained his clients, he worked out, he watched what he ate and drank. Late that afternoon, he got a text from Victor. Client in Kendall til 6. U free after?

Warren texted back that he was, and a few minutes before six, his phone rang. He’d already finished with his clients for the day, and he was doing some stretching to cool down. “You know a place we can do some practice?” Victor asked. “I’d like to show you some of the rugby drills.”

Warren was surprised at how pleased he was. “Sure. There’s a park near my house that’s almost always empty.” He gave Victor directions and arranged to meet there in fifteen minutes.

He felt nervous as he drove there, as if he was going on a date. But that was dumb; Victor just wanted to help him get ready for the practice on Saturday afternoon. He got to the park first, and stood in the lot leaning against his car waiting for Victor. It was a big empty space, lined with a row of palms along one side, with picnic tables and benches at the back, beside a square concrete building with restrooms and showers.

He’d often seen people playing pickup ball games there and wanted to jump in, but he’d been too shy. He worried he’d be jumping into some office party or local league, and he’d be told he wasn’t wanted.

Though it was early evening, the sun was still bright and the temperature was in the eighties, with nearly 100 percent humidity. He began to sweat standing there, and he was embarrassed that he got a hard-on thinking of Victor.

He was glad when Victor arrived so he could focus on playing. Victor was wearing street clothes. “There a locker room here where I can change?” he asked. “Otherwise I can do it in the car. Done that enough.”

The thought of Victor taking off his clothes made Warren’s stiff dick twinge, and he shifted posture to hide it. “Sure. That building at the back.”

“Cool.” Victor tossed a ball to Warren and said, “I’ll meet you out there.”

The playing field was empty, and Warren walked out there, carrying the diamond-shaped white ball. It was shorter and fatter than a football, but it felt good in Warren’s hands. He practiced some agility drills while he waited, and he was surprised when Victor appeared behind him. “Looking good,” Victor said, and Warren wondered if Victor had been only watching him play, or looking at his body too.

“The first thing to remember is that if you have possession of the ball, you can run with it, you can kick it, or you can pass it. But you can’t pass it forward.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Warren said. “Isn’t the idea to move the ball forward?”

“Yeah. And that’s why you can run forward with it, or kick it forward. But if you need to get rid of it, you have to throw laterally or behind you. Them’s the rules.”

Warren shrugged. There were football rules he didn’t understand either, but he followed them. “Let’s do some running and passing,” Victor said.

They darted around the field together, carrying the ball, then kicking and throwing it back and forth. A light breeze picked up, wicking away their sweat. It was a hell of a lot of fun, and it reminded Warren of fooling around in high school with his buddies, before things got so complicated, when it was a kick to be out on the field with a ball and another guy.

“Let’s try a couple of tackles,” Victor said, after a half hour or so had passed. He wiped a hand over his brow. His dark hair was sticking to his head, and his face was flushed.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Warren said. “I’m a lot bigger than you are.”

“I’m sure you are,” Victor said, with a wink. “But I’m not going to sit around and wait for you to catch me.”

He grabbed the ball and started to run. Warren took off after him as Victor darted around the field, pivoting and twisting. He was a fast fucker; Warren gave him that. And Warren was accustomed to being on the defensive line, where guys ran at you and you just knocked them over.

“Come on, you big fairy,” Victor teased him, turning around and running backward. “Flap your fairy wings and tackle me.”

Warren wasn’t the kind of guy who’d gotten teased much in school. He was too big and too strong. But he had always been scared that other guys would figure out his desires and hate him for them.

Fortunately, he was a shower, not a grower. His dick was the same size soft or hard, so it hadn’t given him away in the locker room. But that fairy comment really frosted him, and he took off with a vengeance.

He caught up to Victor and tackled him around the waist, then dragged him to the ground. Victor squirmed and wiggled, trying to escape, but Warren was too big and too strong. He found himself over Victor on the ground, holding his arms down to the grass. Victor laughed. “This isn’t wrestling, Warren. You can let me up.”

Warren was embarrassed by how much he had liked being on top of Victor, the way his body had reacted to all Victor’s wriggling. “Let’s do that again,” Victor said, standing up. His T-shirt was drenched in sweat, and so were his bright red shorts, which clung to his body. Where they sagged a bit Warren spotted the white waistband of a jockstrap. “Only this time chase me like you mean it.”

They did a couple more tackles until Victor was panting and out of breath. So was Warren, but he was trying not to show it. “I’m gonna hit the shower,” Victor said. “Assuming the water works in there. You coming?”

Warren felt like he had to put his tongue back in his mouth so he wouldn’t look like he was panting after Victor. “Sure. I’ve got street clothes in the car.”

Victor had left his in a bundle by the side of the field, so by the time Warren reached the locker room Victor was already naked and standing under a stream of water in the communal shower. Warren couldn’t help taking a peek as he stripped.

Victor’s body was all muscle, with tattoos curled around his upper arms and lower legs. He had a long sentence tattooed above his belly button, but Warren wasn’t close enough to read it.

He walked into the shower room naked and took a place across from Victor. He turned to the wall and adjusted the water, then turned to face Victor as the water cascaded around him. The air in the shower was hot and steamy, and Warren felt every nerve ending in his body tingling.

“Jesus, you’re packing a weapon there,” Victor said. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen a dick that big in person before.”

Warren felt his face reddening. “It’s not exactly a bonus sometimes. You know, it can be too big.”

“A dick can never be too big or too hard.”

Warren’s was hard by then. And so was Victor’s. It wasn’t nearly as big as Warren’s, but then few were. Victor rinsed his body, the clean water sluicing off and flowing down the tile floor to the drain. He turned the showerhead off. “You mind if I give it a shot?” he asked.

Warren felt his heart rate accelerate. “I don’t mind at all.” He turned behind him and shut off the water, then leaned back against the cold tile wall.

Victor palmed him first, weighing Warren’s dick. “Man,” Victor said. “You make me hungry just looking at you.” He looked up at Warren and smiled. “Hungry for dick, that is.”

He got down on his knees on the wet tile floor and wrapped his lips around the head of Warren’s dick. It was such a hot scene that Warren’s pulse raced. He’d never gotten sucked in a locker room before; the couple of times when he’d hooked up with someone that way, they’d gone somewhere else. And despite what people saw in porn movies, a pro team’s locker room was all about business, and he’d never considered having sex in one.

But this shower room scene, it was something else. Victor couldn’t take all of Warren in his mouth, the way that Thom could, but he made up for it in other ways. He was a masterful cocksucker, bringing Warren to the brink of orgasm again and again, then pulling back, until Warren found himself pleading to come.

Suddenly Victor pulled his mouth off and stood up. He turned his back and pressed his ass against Warren’s dick and rubbed for just a minute, and then Warren was coming all over Victor’s ass crack.

“Oh, man,” Warren said, when he could catch his breath.

Victor smiled a shit-eating grin. “I’ve been wanting to do that since I saw you at the party. But just so you know, I still want you to play for my team.”

“I thought that’s what I was doing,” Warren said, and they both laughed.








4 – Rite of Passage


Victor had another job to do that evening in Kendall, so he went back under the shower to rinse off, then dressed quickly. “See you Saturday,” he said as he hurried out of the locker room while Warren was still dressing.

Warren was confused. Was Victor going to be another friend with benefits, like Thom? Was that all there really was to gay dating, just meeting up and having sex? Maybe that’s why his family disapproved of gay people so much.

He knew there had to be something more. He often saw gay couples walking together on South Beach, and he knew guys who were in relationships. Fitz, the house manager at the Three Lambs, had been together with his boyfriend Chuck since they were freshmen, though theirs was an open relationship that was more like a free-for-all.

Was he supposed to call Victor, he wondered, as he drove home? Say thanks for the blowjob? Or just ignore that it had happened, show up for the rugby team practice? Did Victor blow everybody—was it a rite of passage for the team?

He wanted to talk to Thom about it, but he was embarrassed. He and Thom had had sex twice that week, and Warren was already getting blown by somebody he barely knew. That made him feel like a slut, which he didn’t like.

He didn’t call Victor, and Victor didn’t call him. He focused on his job, his diet, and his workouts, and by the time he showed up for the practice on Saturday afternoon, he was on his way to getting back in shape. He parked as directed behind a library branch at one side of the park, and walked out to the field, feeling self-conscious. Victor was all right, but what if the other guys were a bunch of bitchy queens or status-conscious pretty boys?

He almost walked right past a group of about a dozen regular-looking guys. Two of them were kicking a ball around, while the others were talking and laughing. Victor veered away when he spotted Warren.

“Hey, glad you could make it,” Victor said. “Guys, this is Warren. Our new loose head.”

“Look more like moose head.” The thirty-something guy who spoke had an accent that reminded Warren of Boris and Natasha from the Rocky and Bullwinkle cartoons. “I’m Leo.” He was showing off big guns with a T-shirt with the sleeves ripped off.

The other guys introduced themselves, and Victor organized them into two teams of six to practice. Nobody said anything about sex, about who was doing who or who had done who, and so Warren kept his mouth shut and looked for cues to Victor, who seemed to have forgotten all about their locker room interlude.

Warren was assigned to Leo’s team. “You know what to do?” Leo asked.

“Protect Victor,” Warren said. “Right? He’s the hooker.”

Leo nodded. “Anybody comes near whoever has the ball, you block him.” He patted Warren on the stomach. “You’re big guy. You will do fine.”

From the inside, the game was fast-paced, chaotic, and crazy. Warren tackled with glee, rolled on the ground like a little kid, even jumped up and down when his team scored. By the time night began to fall, he was a rugby convert.

Leo told him he and a couple of the other guys were heading to that sports bar for beer and chicken wings and invited Warren to join them. He breezed through a yellow light and arrived at the bar first. He stood outside waiting for the rest to arrive, worried for a moment that this was a prank played on the new guy.

But Leo rolled up a minute later, in a van emblazoned with the logo of an online site called Get Balled.com. At first Warren thought it was a sex site, but he realized from the illustrations that it sold sports equipment. Leo got out of the front and flexed his arms and legs. “Shit, I am old man,” he groaned.

“Stretching is the key to staying flexible,” Warren said.

“Yeah, I know. So, Victor say you played in NFL?”

Warren shrugged. “More like hugged a bench for a year. In Jacksonville.”

“Hey, they are good team. You must have been excellent player to make it.”

“It’s over now,” Warren said. “Gotta get my jollies from rugby from now on.”

“Excellent!”

The rest of the guys arrived, and they staked out a big round table in the corner of the bar. Their server was a young guy named Nathan with geek glasses that kept sliding down his nose, and he was obviously their regular because they razzed him about coming to play with the team sometime. “Your boyfriend will appreciate your moves,” Victor said.

“He already does,” Nathan said.

“Nathan’s an awesome athlete,” Victor said. “You should see him do a jeté.”

“A what?” Warren asked.

“Ballet,” Nathan said. “I dance with a company in Fort Lauderdale. You should come see us sometime.”

He took their orders and left. “I don’t think of a ballet dancer as an athlete,” Warren said, when he was gone.

“Are you kidding?” a guy named Pete said. He looked like the kind who went to the ballet. He was slender but wiry, and fast on his feet, and taught computer graphics at the community college. “You should see the way those guys work out. Make the rest of us look like pansies.”

“Which we are,” Victor said, and they all laughed.

Except Warren, who was never going to call himself a pansy, even if he sucked dick and played on a gay rugby team. He could only stretch so far.

They talked as they ate, about the game, their jobs, their families. Leo said something about his wife and Warren did a double take. Jesus, what kind of a woman would marry a gay guy? Unless he was talking about a guy he called his wife because he was the boss in bed? It was confusing, but Warren kept his mouth shut.

The guy beside Victor was Brendan, a tough-looking accountant with wiry forearms who looked like a real gym rat. He lived in Wilton Manors and had a mostly gay clientele, and he crowed about the extra work he was getting as long-time gay couples got married and had to change their tax status.

Warren was curious, but none of the guys seemed to be dating each other. Pete had a boyfriend. Jerry, who managed a coffee shop in Wilton Manors, appeared to date his baristas, sometimes more than one at the same time. Brendan was a horndog who had sex wherever he could.

Warren didn’t think he’d ever be friends with these guys. Their lifestyles were so different from his. Even Brendan, who was a jock, geeked out about accounting.

The bar was loud and rowdy, groups cheering on teams on the big-screen TVs. The wings were crisp on the outside and juicy inside, and the beer kept flowing. When the bill came, Leo insisted on treating. “Get Balled is going through roof. We are so busy; I need to hire a guy.”

“To do what?” Jerry the coffee-house manager asked. He was dead skinny and could slip through the narrowest gaps between offensive players. Warren thought he was kind of good-looking, with a two-day old beard and floppy dark hair.

“We need more products,” Leo said. “Right now, we have football, baseball, basketball, soccer, rugby. All very excellent sports with many players. But I want expand to other sports. I must find guy to go to trade shows, read sports blogs, find all newest coolest products that jocks want.”

“Gay jocks?” Warren asked.

“All jocks,” Leo said. “We are like team here, don’t discriminate. Gay, straight, bi, in closet, out of closet, whatever. As long as they like play sports.”

“In case you haven’t figured it out yet, Leo’s our token straight guy,” Pete said.

“What about Evan?” Jerry asked. “He’s straight.”

“Yeah, if you believe what he says,” Pete said. “You wait. One day he’s going to drop trou in the locker room and offer that dick of his up for sampling.”

“Our official policy is that we’re a nondiscriminatory sports team,” Victor said to Warren. “We welcome anybody who wants to play rugby.”

Warren was confused, but that was his new normal these days. He’d assumed that all the guys were gay, because of the way they talked. But Leo really did seem to have a wife, a female one. And there was at least one other straight guy on the team.

When they were all paid up, Warren lagged behind, waiting until it was just him and Victor. They walked out together into the humid night and Victor said, “Listen, about the other day.”

Here it comes, Warren thought. It was a mistake, yadda yadda. He tried to shortcut the inevitable regrets by saying, “I appreciate the time you took to give me those pointers on the field. It really helped me out today.”

“We call it the pitch,” Victor said. “Not the field. But that’s not what I meant.”

Warren started to speak, but Victor held up his hand. “Let me say this, all right? I feel like a real dumbass because I’m worried that I moved too fast with you. You’re the kind of guy who presses all my buttons, Warren, and I was thinking with my dick. But I like you, and I want to get to know you better. Please don’t think I’m the kind of asshole who fucks around with every guy he meets.”

“As long as you don’t think the same thing about me,” Warren said. The neon signs in the bar windows cast colorful glows on the parking lot. Behind him, Warren could hear guys cheering, and out on US 1 cars and trucks dashed past like their drivers were eager to get to wherever their weekend was starting.

“You’re not dating anybody else, are you?” Warren asked.

Victor shook his head. “My last relationship went up in flames a couple of months ago. Guy who couldn’t understand why I was always working out, playing rugby, running, whatever. But that’s who I am.”

“You’re a jock,” Warren said.

Victor nodded. “I swore then that I wasn’t going to get involved with anybody who didn’t share my passion. It’s carried me this far, and I’m hoping it will carry me a long way ahead.”

Warren looked across the highway to a row of big-box stores, their parking lots full, their windows glowing. “I don’t know what my passion is. I thought it was football. But now that’s over, and I don’t know what else to do.”

“I know just how you feel.”

Victor was quiet for a moment, and Warren tried to relax, enjoy the buzz, being close to this interesting, sexy guy who was on his wavelength.

“You in a hurry to go somewhere?” Victor asked. “Because there’s something I want to show you.”

Warren said that he had no plans, and Victor said, “Great. My apartment is a couple of blocks from here. You want to follow me?”

“I do,” Warren said. Wherever Victor was going, it was probably going to be better than the directionless wandering Warren had been doing.








5 – Pin Collection


Warren figured that what Victor had to show him would involve nakedness, and he was up for that. Literally. He’d been feeling a chubby off and on all evening, whenever one of the guys touched him or looked at him, and he was looking forward to getting off. And Victor was a cool guy to hang out with too.

He followed Victor’s car into a neighborhood of low-rise apartment buildings. Palm trees clustered along the narrow street that led into Victor’s complex, long rows of townhouses with parking spaces in front. People had customized the small squares in front of their houses with hibiscus and bougainvillea, orchids hanging from the branches of oak trees, cute little statues of cats and rainbow flags.

Victor pulled into a space, and Warren snagged a guest spot a few cars down. The night hummed with the sounds of insects and air conditioners, and street lamps that could have come from Victorian England cast tiny pools of light on the pavement.

“Nice place,” Warren said, as he reached Victor.

“I like it,” Victor said. “I grew up in New Hampshire, where it was cold and white all winter, and summer only blossomed for a couple of months. Never knew there was any place like this in the world.” He waved his hand to encompass the palms and banana trees, and, Warren assumed, even the little gecko lizard slithering past into the underbrush.

“I didn’t either,” Warren said. “I just knew I wanted to get the hell out of South Carolina, and FU offered me a full ride.”

“Yeah, I got a ski scholarship to UNH,” Victor said. “I stayed on the team all four years, to keep my money, but my freshman year I found my real passion.”

He opened the front door, and they walked into a small lobby with mailboxes along one wall. “Sex?” Warren asked.

Victor shook his head. “You’ll see when we get inside.”

They climbed to the second floor, and Victor opened the door to his apartment. “Welcome to the shrine,” he said.

Warren had no idea what to expect, but he walked in. The first thing he saw was a poster-sized photo of a younger Victor, in a red long-sleeved shirt and black ski pants, with a bright blue helmet. He was sitting on a black sled in a tunnel of ice, with his feet stretched ahead of him.

Warren walked up closer to the picture, and that’s when he saw a collection of lapel pins mounted on black velvet, under glass. At a quick glance, they looked like they were from the Winter Olympics. “You collect these?” he asked Victor.

“I did. In Vancouver. See, that one’s from the opening ceremonies, and that one’s from the closing. That square one with the snowflake was the official pin for the luge team. I got a whole bunch of them and then traded them for most of the rest of these.”

“That’s cool,” Warren said. “I watch the Olympics on TV. It must have been so awesome to actually be there.”

“I knew you’d understand,” Victor said. “After it was over I was lost. I had no idea what else I wanted to do with my life. I spent years chasing that dream, and I had nothing to replace it with.”

Warren looked at him curiously. “You spent years wanting to watch the Olympics in person?”

“Not watch, Warren. Compete.” He pointed to another photo, this time of a guy lying flat on a sled. “That’s me, only you can’t really tell because of the helmet.”

“Hold on. You competed in the Olympics?”

“In Vancouver in 2010. On the luge team.”

Warren wasn’t even sure what a luge was, though obviously it was some kind of sled. They didn’t get enough snow in South Carolina for a lot of winter sports, and to be honest he mostly watched the skiing on TV, not the offbeat events. But he knew how hard you had to work to achieve anything in sports, and he was awed.

“I feel like I should do that thing, you know, where the guy bows down and says, ‘I’m not worthy,’” he said. “I’ve never known an Olympic athlete before.”

“And I’ve never known a guy who made it all the way to the NFL before,” Victor said. “That’s why I thought you might understand.”

Warren nodded. “I’m starting to. How come you stopped?”

“You want a beer?” Victor asked. “This could take a while.”

Warren agreed, and he continued to study the photos and the pins while Victor went into the kitchen. He had a box full of stuff of his own, things like field passes with his name, a photo of him at the NFL draft. But he hadn’t wanted to face it so he’d pushed it to the back of his closet.

He started to laugh. “What’s so funny?” Victor asked, as he returned with two bottles of beer.

“I was thinking about the stuff I have from my time in Jacksonville, and how it’s stuck at the back of my closet.” Warren took the bottle from Victor and clanked it against Victor’s. “Something else to keep in the closet.”

Victor laughed too. “Yeah, I was seriously in the closet when I was competing. Not that any of us had time for sex anyway. When I was in college, I’d go to class, work out, ski, and train on this natural luge course up in the mountains. That was it. In the summer, I’d stay up in New Hampshire and keep training, all day, every day.”

“Football wasn’t that intense,” Warren said. “And I couldn’t skate through my classes at FU. I had to study.” He remembered Thom then, and how their friendship had begun with tutoring. But that’s all it was, right? Just a friendship. Friends with benefits, Thom had said. Leaving the way clear for Warren to do whatever he wanted with Victor.

“But still. You get it, in a way that most guys, especially most gay guys, don’t. That waiter at the bar, Nathan? He gets it. He’s been studying ballet since he was eight years old, and he gave up everything else to get as good as he is.”

Victor sprawled onto his dark blue futon. “Come on, take a load off. I want to tell you why I quit.”

Warren sat down gingerly beside him. He was always afraid to sit too hard on other people’s furniture for fear it might break under him. Victor leaned back beside him, touching his lower leg against Warren’s. “For like a year or so before Vancouver, I started getting these killer sinus infections,” Victor said.

He paused to drink. “I doped myself up with antihistamines and kept on working. Nothing was going to stand in my way. I’d knock it out, and then a month or two later it would come back. It started affecting my stamina and my ability to breathe.”

“Wow,” Warren said.

“But I pushed on. I just wanted to make the team, you know? I knew that we didn’t stand a chance of medaling. But to be able to compete at that level.”

“I know what you mean.”

“I made it through my heats, but I didn’t make it to the semi-finals. It didn’t kill me, though. I stuck around until the closing ceremonies, partying, trading pins, hanging out with other athletes. I even met a few who were gay.”

He got a faraway look in his eyes, and Warren wondered if that meant that Victor had hooked up with someone there, maybe even fallen in love. “Had to change planes twice to get home, and by the time I got there I was sicker than I’d ever been. I went to the emergency room, and the doctor admitted me. I had this thing going on called biofilm.”

“Sounds very high-tech,” Warren said.

“It’s very low-tech, actually. A group of bacteria get together in a moist environment and form, well, a film. Happens all over the place in nature. But in my case, it was happening in my sinuses. I’d taken so many antibiotics and antihistamines that whatever was up there had become resistant to treatment.”

“Wow. How did you get over it?”

“I didn’t, not really. I had an MRI, a cat scan, surgery to widen my nasal passages, anything the doctors could think of. I got it under control, but I still get bad infections at least once or twice a year.”

“So that killed your chance to compete.”

“Exactly. I didn’t have the stamina anymore.”

“But you can play rugby.”

Victor nodded. “Rugby was my saving grace. I moved to Philly for the doctors there, and one of them played on a team. He introduced me to the sport, and I started to feel like I could be an athlete again. I could still train, and play, but at an amateur level. And if I get sick, I stay in bed and take care of myself until I’m better.”

“When you saw me at the party, did you know who I was, that I’d made it to the NFL?” Warren asked.

Victor shook his head. “I just got a vibe from you. I knew we needed a big guy like you for the team, and I thought you looked like an athlete.”

“I’m glad you came up to me,” Warren said. “And not just because, you know. I need something in my life like you have. Maybe rugby will do it for me too.”

Victor smiled. “I hope so.”

Warren leaned forward and put his empty beer bottle down on the glass coffee table. “I’d be happy to have you in my life too. On whatever terms.”

“Oh, Warren,” Victor said, and he shook his head. Warren was worried that he’d said the wrong thing, that Victor believed their shower sex had been a mistake. “Don’t settle for anything. Figure out what you want and go for it. Be the winner you are inside.”

Warren couldn’t help himself. He started to laugh.

Victor crossed his arms over his chest. “What?”

“I’m sorry,” Warren said, struggling to control his giggles. “But you sound just like one of my motivational CDs.” He paused to catch his breath. “I know what I want. You.” Then he leaned over and kissed Victor on the lips, hard.

Victor struggled against him. “Whoa, Warren. You don’t have to push that hard.”

Warren looked down at his lap, embarrassed. “Sorry. I don’t have much experience kissing.”

“We’ll have to remedy that, then,” Victor said, and took his hand.

Warren lost track of time, but he figured they had to have spent at least a half hour kissing on the futon.

Victor stood up and reached for Warren’s hand. “See, it’s all about practice,” he said, tugging Warren up from the futon. “You can’t expect to be good at anything without practice.”

“And I’ll need a good coach.” Warren stood and wrapped his arms around Victor. “I can see I’m going to need a lot of sessions with you.”

“We can work that out,” Victor said, and there was a devilish smile in his eyes.








6 – Enjoy the Now


“I may be fast on the pitch, or on a luge run, but I like to take my time in bed,” Victor said, as he led Warren into his bedroom. “I hope that’s all right.”

The room was dominated by a king-size sleigh bed made of dark wood, with a brown and white comforter in a geometric print. “Take things as slow as you like,” Warren said. “As long as we get where we’re going eventually.”

“I like the way you think. Would you mind if I took your clothes off for you?”

“Mind? Hell no. Go for it.”

Warren had worn a double-XL rugby shirt, in blue and black stripes, to the practice, and he had it tucked into his jeans, which were uncomfortably tight, a reminder that he still had some weight to lose. Victor tugged the tails of the shirt out, and then slipped his hands up underneath it.

“I know, I’m fat,” Warren said. It wasn’t like it had been in the shower at the park, where they were both naked. He felt uncomfortably on show, especially since Victor was so well-muscled.

“You are not,” Victor said. “You’re a big guy; that’s all. And I like my men big, so you’ll never hear me complain about size.”

“But you’re so fit,” Warren said, as Victor ran his rough-skinned hands over Warren’s smooth belly.

“Shut up, Warren.” Victor tugged on Warren’s chin, and Warren leaned down. Victor went up on his toes, since Warren was about three inches taller than he was, and pressed his lips to Warren’s. The kiss was even more awesome with Victor’s hands reaching up, up, to Warren’s nipples and tweaking them.

Warren groaned with pleasure. Victor backed off from the kiss. “You’re going to have to duck your head down for me to get this shirt off,” he said.

Warren bent over, and Victor tugged the shirt off. When he stood back up, Victor said, “Oh, man, you are fucking gorgeous.”

Warren blushed. “Nobody’s ever called me that before.”

“You just didn’t meet the right guys,” Victor said. “Until now.”

He unbuckled Warren’s belt and opened his jeans, and Warren took a deep breath at the relaxation. Victor leaned forward and rested his head on Warren’s chest, and Warren wrapped his beefy arms around Victor and held him close.

Victor began nibbling at Warren’s left tit, which made him crazy. His dick was stiff and pressing against the protective cup of the jockstrap he’d worn for practice. Victor reached down to rub him. “Wow. You feel even bigger than before. Hold on down there. Don’t you get ahead of me.”

“I’ll try,” Warren said, his mouth dry. “But that’s…that’s not all me. It’s a cup.”

Victor laughed. “You get better and better, Warren. You are truly my wet dream come to life.” He pushed Warren’s jeans to the floor, and Warren kicked off his sneakers. He was left in white socks and his white jockstrap.

Victor dropped to his knees, still fully clothed, and pressed his face against Warren’s jock. “Oh, yeah. Oh, Jesus, Warren. I’m about to come in my pants just thinking about you.”

“Then you’d better get naked fast,” Warren said. “I don’t want to miss anything.”

Victor laughed. He stood up and pulled his shirt off, then tossed it aside. He undid his jeans and shimmied out of them, dropping a pair of silk boxers with them.

Warren thought he knew what Victor would like. He grabbed Victor by the waist and pulled their bodies together, back to front, so that the cup was pressed against Victor’s ass. Victor was breathing fast, and Warren rubbed against him. He reached around and grabbed Victor’s dick, hot and wet and pulsing, and began to jerk him. His dick chafed against the hard plastic, but he didn’t care; there was no way he was stopping now.

Victor yelped and squirted come, and then he twisted around so that he was facing Warren. He stuck his hand inside the cup and began to jerk Warren, and then bit down hard on Warren’s tit. Warren felt like he was losing consciousness, so overwhelming was his orgasm. He spurted into Victor’s hand.

“Go for the gold,” Victor said, looking up at Warren and smiling. “Always go for the gold.”

Victor went into the bathroom and returned with a wet towel, and Warren dropped his skunky jock to the floor. As Victor approached, Warren got a good look at his body.

Warren had been forced to take anatomy and introduction to sports medicine as part of his degree, and he’d never been able to memorize all the muscle groups. But if he’d had Victor as a study partner, he thought, he would have done much better. Victor was a walking model of muscular layout, and Warren hoped he was going to have a lot of time to study him.

Victor cleaned him up, and then yawned.

Warren took the hint. Guess he wasn’t going to make it into that big, comfortable-looking bed—at least not that night. “I should get back home,” he said. “I have a client at the gym early tomorrow morning.”

“Just don’t give any of them the kind of workout you give me.” Victor leaned up and kissed Warren’s cheek. “I’ll talk to you this week, all right? I might have another client in Miami one day.”

Warren didn’t bother to put his jock back on when he dressed, liking the feeling of going commando. He left Victor’s place suffused with the pleasant afterglow of great sex, and as he walked back to his car he passed a pair of guys holding hands. “Have a good night,” Warren said to them, smiling.

“You too, sweetheart,” one of them said, and instead of cringing as he normally would have, Warren just laughed.

He got back into his car, adjusted his junk in his rugby shorts, and threaded his way back through the narrow streets to I-95. It was a long drive back to Kendall along bright highways, but Warren hardly noticed the time passing, so caught up in happy endorphins.

He resolutely decided to ignore any possible complications in the future, just enjoy the now, as one of his CDs counseled. He wanted to share his happiness with someone, and the only one he could think of was Thom, but for some reason he didn’t want to tell Thom about it.

Had he ever told Thom about sex with anyone else? Not that there had been a lot of guys besides Thom, but there had been a few, mostly in Jacksonville. It was funny that he could talk about anything with Thom except sex. He had no idea if Thom had sex with other guys, but if he did, it wasn’t Warren’s business, right? If Thom was his friend, he ought to want his friend to be happy.

By the time he made it back home, he was running on empty, ready to crash, but he spent an extra moment in the bathroom, staring at himself in the mirror. “This is what you look like happy, bud,” he said to his reflection. “Remember this.”

He went back to work on Sunday, picking up new clients from the rotation. But even though he was determined to do his best, his heart just wasn’t in it. He was lonely, for one thing. He needed to be part of a team, and since the other trainers were also consultants who came and went, he hadn’t connected with any of them, not even the one he shared the house with. His only friend in town was Thom, and Thom had his own life, his studies, his part-time job, his brothers at the frat.

His housemates were nice enough, but hadn’t made any overtures to befriend him, and he was always uncomfortable about pushing himself on others. He wondered if the guys on the rugby team might become friends someday.

He remembered that Leo ran a website, and went online to check it out. Maybe that would give him something to talk about the next time the team met.

Get Balled.com had a good selection of products, including some things Warren had never seen before. The website was slick and professional, with lots of pictures of athletes using the equipment, and sales copy that was so persuasive Warren found a bunch of things he wanted for himself.

But the site didn’t seem finished, somehow. It was missing a lot of sports, the offbeat ones that only a few people practiced, but those few were fanatical in their devotion, always looking for the newest best gear. Leo ought to get onto that.

Maybe Warren could put some ideas together for Leo, a first step toward establishing a better friendship. He had a pretty good background in sports management, from his college courses, and he knew a little about almost every sport played. He had worked summers at sporting goods stores, first in South Carolina and then in Florida, and he knew that he could talk about gear and sell people on it.

He sat back against his chair, his brain whirring. He searched online for the most popular amateur sports. No surprise, soccer was number one. Get Balled.com already had that covered. Number three on the list was tennis, and Warren was surprised that Leo wasn’t already competing there. Tennis used balls, right? And golf. There had to be a lot of competition in that space, but maybe there was room for Leo to get his foot in the door.

Boxing, swimming and diving, and cycling were also very popular, and though none of them used balls, it sounded like Leo was ready to expand beyond his initial concept. Probably too much of a stretch to throw in skiing or ice hockey—this was Florida, after all, and who knew anything about winter sports here? Then again, Victor had been on the ski team in college and competed in the luge. And Warren had seen notices for ski clubs that went on vacation together.

He started making notes. He wasn’t sure what he’d do with the information, maybe just casually drop some ideas the next time he was hanging out around Leo. He found an academic study on the sports industry, and though a lot of the business jargon was beyond him, it was interesting to see the ideas it brought up—the difference, for example, between sports, recreational activities, and games of skill like chess or poker. Running was a sport, jogging a hobby, for example.

That distinction didn’t matter when it came to selling products, though. Runners and joggers both needed quality footwear, and there were so many new gadgets for tracking performance.

It wasn’t until he’d been working for over an hour that Warren realized that this was the first time since college he’d been engaged by anything other than studying football plays. He worked until it was time for bed, and by the time he shut down his laptop he’d covered a couple of pages of a legal pad with scribbled notes, statistics, and questions.

Maybe there was an opportunity for him somewhere—if not with Leo’s company, then another one in the sports industry. He looked at the clock, wanting to call Thom and share this new insight, but it was already late. Better to save it for the next time they met, when they could celebrate Warren’s new direction.








7 – Life Decisions


Monday morning, Warren was on duty starting at eleven, and he had a couple of clients during the day. Mid-afternoon, as he was finishing a training session, Thom showed up at the gym. Warren waved at him through the big glass windows and saw Thom settle down in the lobby with a book. When the client’s session was over, Warren took a quick shower and dressed. “What brings you out here? Going to join?”

Thom closed his book and stood up. “I wanted to talk to you. You free now?”

“Sure. You want to go to the juice bar next door?”

Thom agreed, and they walked out into the humid Miami afternoon. Dark gray storm clouds massed over the Everglades, and the air was heavy with automobile exhaust. A bright green gecko skittered past as Thom opened the door of the juice bar, a narrow space painted sunshine yellow.

They ordered power smoothies and settled down at a wrought-iron table with a rickety leg. “What’s up?” Warren asked.

“I’m trying to figure out how to say this,” Thom said. “But you know how when you make one of those big life decisions it’s really hard?”

“I usually sit back and let the decisions get made for me,” Warren said. “You know I got recruited to FU. Then I went into the NFL draft, and Jacksonville picked me up. Then dropped me. So I’m not the best guy to ask for that kind of advice.”

“But you and I, we, you know, we’ve been friends for a while.”

Warren was confused. Was this about their friendship? Their occasional sex? Did Thom want to stop? Or did he want to be Warren’s boyfriend?

His brain was scrambling through all those ideas. What would that be like, to be Thom’s boyfriend? Would they go to the movies together, hold hands and shit?

Thom took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing. I hate teaching.”

Warren was surprised. This wasn’t about the two of them dating? He kicked himself. No, you big dumbass. It’s not all about you.

“But you’re getting your master’s degree,” Warren said. “I thought that was because you wanted to be a math professor.”

Thom shook his head. “I like math. I like the way that numbers always do what they’re supposed to do. I like studying math. I just don’t like teaching it.”

“Why not? I remember when you tutored me. You were really good.”

Thom smiled. “I was good at helping you because I had ulterior motives. And it was a challenge, figuring out how to get you interested enough in math to pass the course.” He sat back. “But being a TA for a class of a hundred kids? It’s boring the shit out of me. I teach a couple of recitations, and most of the kids are there just because it’s a core requirement. They don’t care about the math.”

“Won’t it get better after you graduate? When you’re the one in charge?”

Thom shook his head. “I’ve seen some professors who love to teach, and it shows. But there are others… I think they went into math because they didn’t want to have human contact with anyone. I’m afraid I’d turn out like that.”

“What else can you do?” Warren asked.

“That’s where I’m getting hung up,” Thom said. “I’ve been so focused on getting ready for this semester, the classes I’m taking and the ones I’m teaching, that I haven’t been thinking about the future. It’s like I finally woke up.” He looked at Warren. “And when I needed somebody to talk to, you’re the first guy I thought of.”

“I appreciate that,” Warren said. “And I want to help you; I really do. But jeez, you know how I am with math.”

He remembered the job that Leo’s website had. Though he’d been thinking of it for himself, maybe it was what Thom needed. “I met this guy through the rugby club,” he said.

“The rugby club? You mean at FU?”

“I didn’t tell you? I will. But first let me tell you about this job.” He explained what Get Balled.com did, what kind of person they were looking for. “You could do it,” Warren said. “You’re smart; you can do research. Leo’s a good guy. You’d like him.”

“It sounds great,” Thom said, and Warren’s heart sank a little, though he really did want his friend to be happy. “For you.”

“For me?”

“Of course, Warren. It sounds like a great gig for you. You should totally call the guy. You could get out of the gym you hate.”

“But what about you?”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. But I’m glad I could talk to you. Just saying it out loud helps.” He drained the last of his smoothie. “I need to get back to campus. I have a lot of prep work to do for tomorrow.”

Thom left, and Warren sat back in the juice bar. Customers he recognized from the gym stopped in before or after workouts. They all seemed to have a purpose, places to go, things to do. Why didn’t he? Could working for Leo be the direction he needed? But he wasn’t a salesman, and he had no head for business or numbers, the way Thom did. He was a guy who used his body, not his brain.

The storm clouds had moved closer, and it had begun to pour. Warren dumped his cup in the recycle bin and headed out in the rain.

When he got home that night, Warren called Victor. “I was thinking about talking to Leo about that job he has. What do you think?”

“You’d be terrific at it,” he said. “I should have thought of that myself.”

“I’m worried I’m not smart enough,” Warren said. “I don’t have much of a head for business.”

As soon as he said it, though, he remembered all the research he’d done the night before, all that business stuff he’d read. Sure, he hadn’t understood it all, but he could learn. He’d made it through college, right?

“You understand the jock mentality,” Victor said. “That’s the biggest part. And I’m sure Leo has an accountant or a bookkeeper to handle the numbers.”

After he hung up with Victor, Warren went back to the research he’d done. For one of his sports management classes, he and a couple of classmates had to come up with a business plan, and he dug through a box of his old papers to find it.

It was pretty lame, he realized. They’d written about buying an old RV, refitting the inside as a personal gym, and driving around to clients’ homes. It was short on actual numbers, but they had put a lot of work into specifying equipment that they could carry around with them easily, like kettlebells, medicine balls, and dumbbell sets.

He couldn’t present something like that to Leo. Hell, how did he know that what he’d come up with was any good?

He called Thom. “Hey, you got a couple of minutes?” he asked.

“For you? Sure. What’s up?”

Warren told him about the research he’d done on sports equipment. “But what if it’s just dumb stuff that anybody could figure out? I don’t want to embarrass myself.”

“Tell me what you found,” Thom said.

Warren went through it all, stopping now and then as Thom asked questions. When he was done, Thom said, “You need to believe in yourself more, Warren. What you’ve put together is really awesome.”

“You think so?”

“I do. This guy Leo would be lucky to have you on his team.”

After he hung up with Thom, Warren thought about what his friend had said, calling Leo’s company a team. From all his years playing football, as well as other sports, he knew that a solid team was composed of players with different skills. Some of his teammates could run fast, while others had golden hands that latched onto any ball in the vicinity. Big guys like Warren who could block for the quarterback and place kickers who could put a ball right in the center of the uprights.

Maybe there would be a place on Leo’s team for him.








8 – Speaking the Language


The next morning, Warren had no clients scheduled, and he called the number on Leo’s business card around ten. “Hey, Leo, it’s Warren. From rugby. I was wondering if I could talk to you about that job your company has. If it’s still available, that is.”

“Yes. I have no time for hunting for right guy. But maybe we can talk at lunch?”

“I have nothing scheduled until late this afternoon,” Warren said. “I could come up and meet you whenever.”

They arranged for noon at a Mexican place near Leo’s office on University Drive, off I-595. “You bring resume, please,” Leo said.

Warren agreed and hung up, smiling and pumped. Cool. This was a lot easier than hunting for a personal training job. He’d had to scour the online ads, visit corporate websites, and fill out complicated applications, then wait around hoping someone would call.

He popped open his laptop and looked at the resume Thom had helped him prepare when he returned to Miami. Compared to others he’d seen, his was skimpy—just the couple of part-time jobs in high school and college, and a big section on playing football at FU, and then in Jacksonville. Thom had helped him focus on the teamwork, communications, and leadership skills he had gained on the field.

For Leo, though, the jobs Warren had held in sporting goods stores would be important, and he looked those over with an eye to improving them. He went to a couple of resume sites to see what they suggested. He changed “sold sporting goods to customers” to “helped customers analyze their needs and suggested appropriate equipment, then provided instructions and training tips.”

It was more than he’d actually done—most of the time he’d stood at the register and rung up sales. But he could have analyzed and suggested, if he’d been given the chance.

Thom had also impressed on him the importance of the job objective statement at the top of the resume, and so Warren hit the Delete key and removed what was there. He opened a web browser and went to Get Balled.com to see what he could learn about the company.

Thom had told him to look for key words in job ads and then use those in his objective. But how could he do that when there was no ad to respond to? He looked at the “about us” page for clues. Get Balled was a site for jocks, by jocks, he read. We only want the best equipment for our own workouts and games, and that’s what we provide for you. We listen to the ideas our customers provide, and bring new products to market based on their ideas, suggestions, and even their complaints.

Warren nodded and then started to type. A position with a dynamic sports-oriented company, where I can search out the best products in exercise and leisure sports to help clients make the most of their fitness experience, using my background in college and professional sports with an emphasis on teamwork.

He sat back. Looking good. Thom would be proud of him. He’d have to show it to Thom the next time they got together.

He printed up a clean copy and put it into a bright blue folder with the Jaguars’ snarling cat on it. He looked in his closet and dug out a polo shirt with the same logo, combed his hair and put on his best smile. If that wasn’t enough for Leo, then all he’d have wasted was time and gasoline.

Even though Warren was early, Leo was already at the restaurant, standing in the shade of the awning and talking on his cell phone. He ended the call when Warren approached. “Hey, thank you for coming up to meet me,” Leo said.

Warren was glad to see that Leo was wearing a polo shirt with his company logo, rather than a suit. He didn’t think he’d want any job where he had to wear a jacket and tie to work every day, even if it meant all he could do was pick up trash in a public park somewhere.

They went inside, and the hostess greeted them in Spanish. Leo responded in the same language, and Warren was impressed. “How many languages do you speak?” he asked, as they slid into a booth.

“Russian, Ukrainian, Yiddish, Hebrew, English, Spanish,” Leo said, counting them on his fingers. “Is six. I am trying Mandarin Chinese, but is very difficult.”

“Wow,” Warren said. “I took a couple of semesters of Spanish in high school but usually the best I can manage is una cerveza, por favor.”

“In my business, language we speak is sports,” Leo said. “And I know you can talk that.” After they ordered, Leo repeated what he’d said earlier about the job. “You know about products?” he asked. “What sports? How many you play?”

“You mean beyond football? When I was a kid I swam and dived, played in Little League, some basketball, a little soccer. I’ve tried my hand at racquetball, skiing, and tennis. And last summer I spent some time as a grinder on a big yacht. You know, one of those guys who works the winches that raise and trim the sails, move the boom.”

“Yes, is pretty big-ticket sport. Too rich for us.”

“I don’t think so,” Warren said. “There are something like seventy-five million recreational sailors in the United States. And if they sail, they probably swim and dive too. You’ve got all kinds of water sports gear you could be selling them.”

Leo cocked his head. “You think about this stuff?”

“Only since I met you,” he said. As they ate, he talked about the research he had done. “How come you haven’t gotten into tennis or golf? Both of those are huge sports with balls.”

“Lots of competition in that space,” Leo said. “And they are individual sports, not team.”

“All the more reason why you should sell to them,” Warren said. “When you’re on a team, you often buy the shit your teammates do, right? You see somebody has some cool shoes, or sunglasses, and you buy them. But if you play on your own, or just against a friend or two, you don’t have that resource.”

“Interesting.” Leo pushed his empty plate toward the edge of the table. “You have resume?”

Warren handed over the folder and Leo scanned the page. Then he looked up. “One thing worries me. You have not much real work experience. Just sporting goods store?”

By then, Warren had decided that he really wanted to work for Leo, and he was going to pull out all the stops to get it. “If by work experience you mean showing up for a job, doing your hundred-ten-percent best, then you’ve got to consider my time with the Jaguars,” he said. “You have to be incredibly determined and focused to get a spot in the NFL. Sure, other players had more natural talent than I did, and I only stayed on the roster for one season. But I can bring that determination to work for you, and I promise you won’t be sorry.”

Leo picked up his iced tea and took a long sip, and Warren felt like he was holding his breath. “All right, I give you chance,” Leo said, when he put his glass down. “My only problem, I need you yesterday. How soon you can start?”

“I’m not on staff at the gym,” Warren said. “I’m just a freelancer. If you give me a day to rearrange the couple of clients I want to hold onto, I could start on Thursday.”

Leo was pleased about that. “Job is small salary plus generous commission. My secretary get all paperwork ready and e-mail you. Then if you have questions, we talk again.”

Warren felt like his heart was wriggling around in his chest like a worm on a hook. “That’s awesome.” He couldn’t wait to get out of the restaurant and call Thom.

Leo paid the bill, and they walked out together. “Call me after you see papers.” Leo reached out to shake Warren’s hand. “Thursday you meet rest of team and get started.”

Warren’s head was buzzing as he drove back home. That research he’d done had really paid off. He was so thrilled, and as soon as he got off the turnpike he called Thom to crow. “I got the job. I start Thursday.”

“Congratulations, dude,” Thom said. “That was awful quick, though. Isn’t there something a little suspicious about that?”

“Suspicious? What do you mean?”

“Well, usually companies want to interview a bunch of people, check their references, all that stuff. Remember when the gym brought you on? Even just as a part-timer they had all those hoops you had to jump through.”

“That’s because the gym is a big corporation,” Warren said. “This is Leo’s company. If he sees somebody he wants to hire, he does. And he told me he needs me, like, yesterday. So business must be good.”

“Just be careful, big guy,” Thom said. “Have you looked at any of this company’s financials? Are they really doing the business he says they are?”

“I thought you’d be happy for me, dude,” Warren said. “Instead, you’ve got all this negative energy. Just because your life is crashing and burning doesn’t mean mine has to.”

“Hey, I’m happy for you,” Thom said. “But you always say you don’t have much of a head for business. I just want you to be careful.”

“Everybody treats me like some big, dumb hunk of meat,” Warren said. “I have a brain, you know. I have a college degree.”

“I know, Warren. Remember, I tutored you in math. I’ve seen what you can do when you set your mind to it.”

“Well, watch me now,” Warren said. “I’m setting my mind to this. Listen, I gotta go. I’m at the gym.” He hung up, even though he was still miles away. He didn’t need Thom’s negativity bringing him down from his high.

But what if Thom was right, he thought, as he stopped at a traffic light on Kendall Drive. What if Leo’s business wasn’t as good as he bragged? Suppose the company tanked?

Well, then he wouldn’t be any worse off than he was, he thought. As long as he could keep his hand in at the gym for a while, he’d still have it as a fallback.








9 – In His Corner


Warren worked with Candy again that afternoon. She was wearing baby blue that day, from her top to her pompoms. “I did what you suggested,” she said. “On Saturday I went out to the backyard with my son, and we practiced those things together, the squats and the sprints and all.”

“How’d that work out?”

“He killed me,” she said, laughing. “But afterward he said it was the most fun he’d ever had. We’re going to keep doing it a couple of times a week. But here’s the thing, Warren. I can’t manage that and training with you too. I’m going to stop for a while.”

“No worries,” Warren said. “I got a new job, and I start Thursday, so I have to work things out with my clients.”

“You did! That’s great! What gym?”

“Not a gym. Come on, let’s walk around the track, and I’ll tell you about it.”

“You’re going to make me work, even after what I told you?” she protested, but Warren could tell she was kidding.

They climbed the stairs to the second floor and began the circuit. The big room reverberated with the sound of machines squeaking, people talking and laughing. Warren described Get Balled, and the job he was taking. “I’m nervous about it. I’ve never worked in a real office. Just, you know, in stores and gyms.”

“Make sure you get a good night’s sleep tonight,” she said. “And leave early for work, so you don’t get stressed if you run into traffic. Get yourself a little pocket notebook, and take notes—who you meet, what their names and jobs are. Otherwise it can all be pretty overwhelming.”

“That’s great, Candy. I’ll do that.”

“Don’t be afraid to ask questions. You’re the new guy; they’ll expect that. And make sure you really listen to the answers.”

Warren nodded. “Before I let you go, I’m going to write all this stuff down. How’d you learn all this?”

“I used to be in human resources, before I got knocked up.” Warren was startled, and she said, “Don’t worry, it was all planned. My husband and I both agreed that the most important job I could have while the kids were little was being there to raise them. I’ll be in your shoes in another year or two, looking for a job, starting over.”

How many times did you have to start over in one life, Warren wondered, after Candy had gone home. When you’re a kid, you think every new school year is a whole new start—new teachers, new classes. Then you get to college and you think you can settle down for four years.

But every year he had to fight for his place on the team, and then came the NFL draft, and walking into the locker room in Jacksonville on his first day. Sure, he’d known he wasn’t going to last, but it had still been hard to come back to Miami and start over.

“Come on in, Warren,” his boss said. “I’m glad to see you’re back to your old self.”

“Not quite,” Warren said. “Listen, the thing is, I got offered this job.” He explained about it. “But I’m not sure it’s going to last, so I was hoping I could keep some clients here, nights and weekends.”

“If the clients are willing to work with your schedule,” his boss said. “And you can’t do this forever. I need trainers who are committed. Say three months?”

Warren nodded. That would give him until January. If things hadn’t taken off with Leo’s company by then, he’d come back to work full-time.

When he got home, he called Victor, but got his voice mail and had to leave a message. He was as nervous as a cat at the dog pound, as his mamaw used to say. He kept pacing around the house, trying to remember all the things Candy had told him. He found a note pad he could carry in his pocket, and he went to the Get Balled website to write down the names of people he might meet and get more familiar with their products.

It was hard to concentrate because his stomach was churning, and his head started to hurt. Finally he broke down and called Thom. “Can you look at this website with me?” he asked, hating the whiny tone in his voice. “I start the day after tomorrow, and it’s all starting to swim around in my head.”

“Sure. You want to come over here?”

“I feel kind of sick. You think you could come here?”

“My gas tank is low, and I have to wait until I get paid on Friday to fill it up,” Thom said. “Can we do this over the phone?”

Warren agreed, and on his end Thom brought up the Get Balled website and started to look through it. “I’m impressed,” Thom said, after a couple of minutes. “They’ve got some sophisticated software behind all this.”

“How do you know?”

“I took a couple of programming classes at FU,” Thom said. “I can do some basic coding myself, and I can recognize when somebody knows their shit. Whoever put this site together does.”

They looked through some screens, practiced placing orders and after an hour Warren realized he wasn’t feeling so sick anymore. “I really appreciate this, dude,” he said to Thom after they finished reading all the FAQs together. “I feel a lot better about starting.”

“Cool beans,” Thom said. “We should get together this weekend and celebrate. Saturday night?”
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