Best Gay Swimmers Who Helped Each Other Come Out: A Pride Pioneer Story
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Shoppers are turning to stories of friendship and survival , this is the tale of two college swimmers who came out to each other and built a lifeline. Axel Reed and Josh Velasquez found one another through sport, texts and late-night calls, and their bond helped both find confidence and, at times, survival.
Essential Takeaways
Two college swimmers: Axel Reed and Josh Velasquez met through club swimming and became close friends before college. Their shared sport created an instant connection.
Mutual coming out: Axel texted Josh first , a simple, honest message that led both to admit they were gay and to become each other’s primary support.
Emotional lifeline: Axel helped Josh through severe depression tied to childhood trauma; Josh’s confidence modelled a more outward, self-assured life for Axel.
Public storytelling: Their story was shared in 2017 as part of Outsports’ Pride Pioneer series and has since been picked up by outlets reflecting on LGBTQ athletes.
Where they are now: As of a 2026 update, Josh works as a commercial pilot in Alaska and Axel works in real estate in Nashville.
How a simple message changed two lives
A little directness, “I’m gay, Josh. Are you?”, did something that a thousand speeches might not have: it opened a door. That blunt first text set the tone for an honest friendship, and you can almost feel the relief bubbling off the page when both admitted the truth. According to Outsports, that moment was the start of a deep, practical support system when both needed it most. It’s a reminder that sometimes the quiet, ordinary acts of honesty are the ones that matter most.
Swimming as a shared language and cover
Swimming offered more than exercise; it was a social world and, in both their lives, a way to hide. Axel writes about growing up in a religious environment in Orange County and using training as an excuse not to date. Josh, from Corona, similarly used dating girls and the status of being a good swimmer as camouflage. Their sport brought them together at meets and gave them a shorthand that made confiding easier. If you’re supporting someone trying to come out, finding that shared routine, training, rehearsals, shifts, can create the low-pressure moments where truth slips out.
When friendship becomes lifesaving support
The pair’s relationship wasn’t just camaraderie; it became crisis support. Josh battled heavy depression in college tied to childhood sexual abuse, and Axel’s steady calls, FaceTimes and texts pulled him through dark moments. Outsports covered how Axel was there “every day,” a real-time example of how peer support can be more immediate and personal than formal services for some people. If you’re worried about someone’s mental health, don’t underestimate regular check-ins and showing up , they matter.
How they pulled strengths from each other
The friendship was reciprocal. Josh’s visible confidence, even while still processing his own trauma, pushed Axel to take small risks: owning his identity on campus, dating openly and feeling braver in social situations. Axel’s earlier coming out experience gave him a roadmap to guide Josh through telling family and dealing with judgement. When people share strategies , how to tell parents, when to come out to a team, what to expect , it shortens the learning curve and makes the path less lonely.
The story’s wider ripple and public conversations
Their piece first appeared on Outsports in 2017 as part of the Pride Pioneer run and has since been republished and referenced by outlets such as Attitude and the Star Observer. The story also tied into later coverage: in 2017, Outsports followed up around a fundraising response after Josh’s struggles, and the duo were included in year-end roundups of out athletes. Public personal stories like this help normalise coming out in sport and remind institutions , teams, colleges, coaches , that teammates’ mental health and identity matter.
It's a small change that can make every friendship a safer place to land.
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