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For my grandparents, both librarians, who loved books and never knew I would write one. I wish you could have read this. Minus a few pages in the middle.
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IN TENNIS, LOVE MEANS zero, and yeah, that sounds about right.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My stomach drops.

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

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

Bump, bump. Bump, bump.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He’s worried again.

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

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

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

“—Diego Cruz!”

Fuck.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I’m already the story.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And they don’t know I’m about to crush him back.
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TEN DAYS EARLIER

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

“Time.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It helps when you’re winning.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Because I’m a stupid piece of shit.

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

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

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

Let’s fucking go.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ryan, finally a compliment. So kind of you.

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

“Oh yeah?”

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

“Male player.”

“Right, that’s what I meant—”

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

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

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

“Is this something you’ve thought about?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My phone buzzes. Oh.

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

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

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

“Male player …”

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

“I’m not so special …”

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

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

Nope, not reading the comments today. Nope …

I tap the screen.

Oops—guess I am.


Go off king

Women have been carrying tennis forever thank you Austin

Very well said, this young man has a new fan



Okay, not too bad.


Who is this haha

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

Why is this news ??

Unfollow

They always look gay



I keep scrolling, looking for some positivity.


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

Going to start watching his matches!

Woww unfollow

Where can I watch the match free

Unfollow



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


This fagget lol



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

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

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

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

Look at that. Half a million views.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Austin!”

Someone, somewhere, shouts my name.

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

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

“Can we get a photo?”

“Okay, yeah, sure.”

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

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

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

“Guess so. That was weird.”

“Guess they saw the interview.”

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

“’Course.”

“You reactivated your lurking account?”

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

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

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

“Oh yeah? About what?”

“Espresso martinis.”

“For or against?”

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

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

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

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

“This is us,” Robbie says.

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

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

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

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

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

“Yep.”

“Whoa.”

“Are you gonna be able to contain yourself?”

“Shut up. I’m fine.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But you didn’t return it.”

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

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

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

“Yeah.”

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

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

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

“No, I feel fine.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It pops down, smack into the net. Fuck.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s going on?” Robbie asks.

“Nothing. Just hot,” I mumble.

“Let’s do water.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Unfollow



Go for it. No need to announce.


Just play tennis who cares who u fuk



Not the allyship you think it is, bro.


I’d care more if he was actually good



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Dash to the other side—make it.

Dash again—barely make it.

Dash—

No, no, no!

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

Why is this happening? I thought I was fine.

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

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

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

Power through it. It’ll pass.

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

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

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

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

Diego Cruz is kneeling beside me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I think he was,” Diego agrees.

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

“I’m Diego,” he says.

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

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

Oh my god, no. Please stop talking now.

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

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

“Let’s pack up,” Robbie says.

“We’ve got like thirty more minutes.”

“We’re gonna get you checked out.”

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

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

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

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

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

“YOU’RE LEFT-HANDED, RIGHT?”

I nod.

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

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

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

The nurse looks up at me blankly.

“Austin …” Robbie grumbles.

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

Robbie slouches in his chair.

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

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

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

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

“Okay … let’s go.”

All that buildup for nothing?

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

Well, the room feels extra quiet now.

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

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

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

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

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

I gather my things, I gather myself, and I open the door.




5

ROBBIE LOWERS HIS VOICE on the phone when I catch up to him down the hall. We push through glass doors to exit the building, and I duck my head, ready to squeeze through the crowd—then immediately stop.

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

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

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

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

“Being here is fun,” Mom says.

Robbie grunts.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So, this is an intervention,” I say.

No one responds. Suspicion confirmed.

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

“Here we go,” I say, rolling my eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t be a dick,” Robbie says.

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

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

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

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

“It wasn’t that bad.”

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

“And you pushed me anyway!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He leapt?” Char asks.

“Leapt.
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