

Chapter One

Have you ever thought about what it’d be like to just be sure of yourself? To be able to look ahead at your life and think, ‘yeah, I like where this is headed’.

My name is Caleb Weaver and I should really be further ahead in life by now. I graduated college two years ago with an English degree that I’ve done absolutely nothing with. All it means is that I’m pretty good at reading and writing. But what use is that? It doesn’t translate into a career. No employers are out there clamoring for hot takes on a centuries-old Charles Dickens novel.

The only thing I’ve found even sort of enjoyable is coaching volleyball. Though I’m a mostly skill-less person, the one thing I’m surprisingly decent at is getting the most out of other people’s potential. And that’s what coaching is all about: here’s a rock, now make a diamond.

So that’s why I’m still coaching two years out of college. As a 25-year old living on his own in the sleepy town of Batavia, Illinois, it’s hard to get motivated. My family doesn’t live nearby. I don’t have a ton of friends. I don’t have a lot of prospects in the dating world being a thin, fair-skinned man with straight-ish, long blonde hair. My nickname in college was ‘Rail-Thin Thor’ and shockingly, that wasn’t something the ladies flocked to.

But despite not always loving my job, when the evenings and the weekends come, I get just a little bit of that much-needed inspiration. And that’s especially true today.

You see, I work for one of the most successful youth volleyball clubs in the nation. Yes, the nation. And that club is called Fiery Force Volleyball Club, or FFVC for short.

FFVC is an enormous, well-oiled machine. Hundreds of kids fill the rosters of more than five dozen volleyball teams ranging from ages 7 to 18. The club owns two practice facilities where they organize daily practices and host weekly tournaments and events. Each team has an adult coach who instructs, mentors and, depending on the age, babysits.

I’ve bounced around team assignments over the last few years, but currently my team is ‘Boys 12 Silver’ — meaning the max age is 12 years old, and the ‘Silver’ referring to the second best team at that age level. Now, before you get impressed, there are only two boys teams at that age group. So if you wanna be cynical about it, we’re the worst of our age.

And don’t get me wrong, I really like most of the kids as people, but they’re not good at the sport. Some of that is no fault of their own since the gender norms insist that boys at that age play every sport except volleyball. Every year, we lose our most athletic kids to basketball or football. Usually by the time they get to the 18’s age group, the number of boys still playing can barely fill a (half decent) team.

So that means it’s really the girls program that shines. Typically there are four to six teams per age group for the girls, and the Gold team is always stellar. In fact, by the time they graduate high school (and finish their 18’s year), every single Gold girl has accepted a scholarship at a nationally-ranked D1 volleyball program. Stanford, Texas, Wisconsin, Penn State, you name it. Sometimes even the Silver girls get into these programs.

But let me tell you why today of all days is uniquely motivating. Boys’ club season ends at the start of the calendar year, which means we start the girls’ club season in February, after January tryouts. The past few seasons, since I’m younger, I’ve been given coaching assignments to the 8’s, 9’s and 10’s, as well as helping run training camps (either for boys and girls who are trying to move up teams, or just trying to make a roster). But this season I’ve been assigned assistant coach for ‘Girls 16 Gold’!

YES! This team of girls is genuinely special. Last year they placed 12th at Nationals and won several local and regional tournaments.

The only problem is that the 15 Gold team last year was heavily reliant on this girl named Meredith Goro, who was unfortunately poached by another local club. So we had our work cut out for us. But maybe, just maybe, being the assistant coach of a possibly top-tier team will be the jumpstart to self-motivation and direction in my life. Things could finally be turning around!

◆◆◆

“Blondie!” I heard someone yell from across the gym. I arrived 30 minutes early for my first practice. Seemed like a smart idea, since clearly some people didn’t know my name.

The source turned out to be Dottie Klein. I knew her. She was one of the most senior coaches at FFVC, and with a name like ‘Dottie’, you knew she was old. In her late 60’s at least.

“Normally the girls will get the nets set up, but since you decided to show up a half hour early and beat ‘em all here, you might as well get started,” she grumbled.

“Sure,” I complied, “but just so you know, my name’s Caleb. In case you…uh…forgot.”

Dottie paused, as if she were deciding whether or not to honor my request to be called by my own name. “Caleb. Okay. Your hair’s just so shiny it was blinding me from across the gym.”

I managed to eke out a laugh, assuming she was kidding. But just to be safe, I put my past-shoulder-length, ‘shiny’ blonde hair up into a bun. I wouldn’t want to ‘blind’ anyone else…

Per Dottie’s request, I retrieved the poles, nets, and antennae and got the majority of it set up before the first few girls trickled in and took over.

The practice was held in our ‘North Facility’ in Naperville, Illinois. It’s 20 minutes from where I live, and a lot more vibrant and interesting suburb than Batavia – one of the many reasons I found it invigorating to work here.

Within 10 minutes, almost every team had arrived. Each of the eight courts filled with coaches, players, and the incessant sound of bouncing volleyballs. Dottie blew her whistle and called in the girls and myself to start practice.

“Good to see you girls again,” she said, lightening her tone almost immediately with them. “Remember what I said at registration? How do I want to start every practice?”

Dottie pointed at the first girl, Macy, who spoke immediately. “Uhh…hmmm… today I learned about y=mx+b slope-intercept form in Algebra class.”

“You stole mine!!” shouted Kelsey, the girl next to her. The two girls laughed and shoved each other.

“Two of you can have the same thing, but no more,” Dottie shouted over the mess.

“Yes!” Kelsey fist pumped. “Then I also learned y=mx+b.”

This was totally unlike anything I would’ve expected from a Gold team. They were kicking things off by talking about what they learned in school? No hard drilling or anything like that right from the beginning? Especially with Dottie’s personality…

They continued around the circle, with a few hiccups, but eventually got through the school recap. It was a refreshing way to get introduced to the girls. Strangely, Dottie saved her introduction of me until after the school talk.

“And Gold,” she began. Dottie often referred to them collectively as ‘Gold’. “This is Coach Caleb. He’s going to be our assistant coach for the season.”

“Hi guys,” I said with a confident wave.

I was returned with a sampling of half-interested ‘Hi’s’ and ‘Hey’s’. Cold shoulder much? But there wasn’t time to further introduce myself, apparently, because Dottie got right into practice.

A typical warmup of tossing, hitting, then ‘pepper’ (essentially two-person volleyball), hitting lines, and a ladder drill took up most of the first 45 minutes. As assistant coach, my job was to be an extra set of hands, though I’d critique and correct form and strategy when needed.

But my notes weren’t immediately welcomed. Though the girls didn’t have a significant prior relationship with Dottie (as she didn’t coach them last year), they respected and worked hard for her. I suppose that’s understandable. Maybe I just needed to earn their respect.

Regardless, it was a tricky first day. I didn’t love not being immediately welcomed by Dottie or the girls. Was it because I was young? Or because I’m a man? Or maybe… I’m just so unqualified and unworthy to coach such a top-tier team. Was this all such a waste of time?

Dottie called in a final meeting before ending practice, recapping our drills and encouraging the girls to stick to it. “Good first practice. Great first practice. You all worked hard,” Dottie complimented. “ Listen, I understand the dynamic has shifted from last season. Meredith leaving is… tough. She was a rockstar and a great girl, and I’m she’ll do well with her new squad. But hey, without her leaving we wouldn’t have the addition of the wonderful Remi Leung.”

Dottie gestured to Remi, a tall brunette girl that plays Middle Blocker. I guess she’s got big shoes to fill with this Meredith girl gone… as well as fitting in with the new team.

I wasn’t expecting Dottie to reference me or ask for my opinion in the breakdown. So, while she was still talking to the girl, I took my hair out of my bun to re-tie it.

…and to my absolute shock, I got the attention I never thought I’d get. All eight girls whipped their heads around to me and stared at my head in awe.

“No way!” Harley said.

“So pretty!” Meghan jumped in.

It felt like a bombardment of compliments as the girls noticed the length and maintenance of my blonde hair for the first time.

Dottie smirked. “You girls like that? Coach Caleb’s hair nearly blinded me walking in today.”

I laughed quietly in agreement at each of the statements. “Well, uh, what can I say? I take good care of my hair.”

“It’s gorgeous! And so full!” Macy exclaimed. “What salon do you go to? I have to try it.”

“Oh, nowhere special. I just… well, I use oils and conditioners is all…”

I couldn’t believe the attention this was getting. Yeah, I have a unique appearance. It’s not like nobody’s pointed it out to me before. I’m a thin, 5’10” guy with long blonde hair usually seen on women.

Though I’d be lying if I said nobody’s ever pointed out my, umm… feminine qualities before. In college I used to get roasted for having a nighttime skincare routine. Same for shaving my underarms… a habit I kept up after doing a year of swim team in high school. And sometimes guys would give me shit for having a ‘girly butt’. But that was only because my workouts heavily featured squats, needed for jumping in volleyball.

After a few more questions about my hair, Dottie put a stop to the distractions and officially ended practice. But it was an undoubtedly odd way to wrap up my first day. Zero attention due to merit… all due to my hair.


Chapter Two

The 16 Gold team practices four days a week — every weekday except Wednesdays. That gives the girls an opportunity to still expand their personal horizons and try other clubs and activities in the evenings, in addition to homework. It’s a healthy, important thing for anyone at any age to do.

My own free time was often spent exercising, reading, or playing video games. Not that I was completely without friends, but having practices in the evenings and tournaments on the weekends, it wasn’t ideal for a social schedule. So I mostly kept to myself.

The first week of practice was going…fine. Sure, I was mostly ignored and sometimes felt like a pack mule doing all the physical parts of running drills, hitting down-balls, and anything else Dottie needed for the team. The money, fortunately, was good. And with the low cost of living way outside of the Chicago area, I didn’t need to get a second job (just sometimes picking up extra shifts for training camps, working the concessions at our tournaments, and whatnot).

Socially, I’d somewhat befriended a handful of coaches, but now that I was coaching the girls instead of the boys, my sphere of familiarity was different. Sure, some coaches had teams of both genders, but most picked one and stuck there.

A full week of running girls' practices was starting to remind me how outnumbered I was as a man in this gym. 8 to 10 girls per team, each with a female head coach (and sometimes an assistant for the top teams, but also always female). Outside of the maintenance staff that came in, I was the only guy in the entire facility.

The one person I’d known a little bit from coaching boys was the 15 Bronze coach, Maddie Russell. She was a few years older than me with a sharp wit, fun personality, and incredibly beautiful. Maddie was one of those people who was so bubbly it was impossible not to like her. I was extremely thankful that her team practiced the same night and time slot as mine.

“Having fun so far?” Maddie ran up to me before Friday’s practice.

“It’s okay. Super different. It’s just been a hell of a week.”

“Yeah, the girls' practices are a lot more intense than the boys’, huh?” Maddie chuckled. “I always feel like a babysitter for the boys – even the high school ones.”

“Totally. But they both have perks. I’m just having some trouble getting these girls to like me.”

Maddie waved her hand, dismissively. “Ohhh they’ll come around. And as their coach, you don’t need them to like you. It’s not like you have to be friends with them. They just need to respect you as a mentor. Like a kind of big sister. Or for you, big brother.”

Maddie had a good point. It’s not like I was trying to enter a 16 year-old girl friend group. I didn’t need to be up to date on their slang and interests. After all, I’m nine years older and at a completely different stage of my life.

Dottie blew her whistle and called the girls in for the pre-practice meeting. They went through the school recap routine, had a few laughs, and practice began.

Soraya (the best of two setters on the team, just barely beating out her twin sister, Eshal) kept asking Dottie if we’d be scrimmaging after practice. “But it’s Friday! Can we please?”

“Depends on what 16 Silver wants. They’re their own team, so if they feel ready to scrimmage, we’ll be ready.”

Dottie’s response was good enough to keep the girls focused on a Friday evening. We wouldn’t start doing weekend tournaments for a few more weeks anyway, so it’s not like we needed Friday to chill.

But unfortunately for Gold, Silver was not ready to scrimmage. Their coach, a woman named Rebecca, was not pleased with the practice they had and therefore were not prepared to scrimmage.

“Noooo! So we’re just running drills for the last half hour?” Meghan whined.

Dottie sighed. I could tell she wanted to scrimmage Silver, and wasn’t in the mood to run drills for another half hour either. “We can play Fours,” she declared.

The girls cheered, celebrating that they got to do a 4v4 self-scrimmage instead of getting further critiqued on their hitting form.

Eve looked side to side and quickly realized an issue. “Coach Dottie, Kelsey’s not here though. So we can’t do Fours. We only have seven.”

“Well, maybe Coach Caleb can join in. Caleb?” Dottie looked over at me. Frankly, I was shocked to be addressed at all, much less by name.

“Oh, uh, well, I would. But…” I gestured to what I had on. Usually what I wore to practice was some sort of light athletic jacket and athletic pants. But today for some reason, I wore these inflexible jeans. I regretted it the second I got to the facility and though it didn’t affect my ability to coach, it’d severely hinder my ability to play.

The girls knew this, and immediately got bummed knowing it’d be uneven teams for the remainder of practice.

“Yeah, I’m sorry guys. Really.” I tried to apologize, but there was no quickness to forgive. I turned to Dottie. “Wait, let me just borrow some shorts from the supply closet.”

“They wouldn’t be in there. The boys are out of season, so they’ve boxed up all the extra uniforms and are packed away at South Facility.”

I was losing the girls. And I was clearly annoying Dottie. Everybody wanted a fun, 4v4 scrimmage to close out the week and I was letting them down.

“Unless…” I began. “Do we have any extra spandex shorts?”

Dottie did a double take, then whispered as if I accidentally said that out loud. “Spandex shorts? As in the women’s ones? You totally don’t need to do that.”

I couldn’t believe I was actually offering to wear tight, form-fitting women’s volleyball shorts, just to participate in a half hour scrimmage game. But here I was.

“Ha! No way! Coach Caleb’s gonna wear girls shorts?” Macy exclaimed.

“Ah! You totally should Coach Caleb!” Meghan joined in. Though the girls thought it was silly, they seemed to agree it was the best way to go.

“Hey, I’ve got nothing to lose. I want you girls to scrimmage, so spandex it is for me!”

I ran off to the storage closet to find my size and change into the tight, women’s spandex shorts. The closet itself was quite organized (I’d know, I helped organize it last year), so I knew exactly where to find the shorts in my size. You’d think that it’d be impossible for a 5’10” man to find a pair of women’s shorts in his size, but you’d be wrong. Remember, even the female volleyball players are tall — many taller than me!

Fortunately, I exclusively wear tighter-fitting briefs underwear, so the spandex shorts actually fit quite comfortably. I took off my jacket and kept my athletic t-shirt on. I’d never worn spandex before, so it was unreal how much of a difference these made on my legs. I already had slender, hairless legs, of which I was suddenly revealing a lot more of. If someone took a picture of only my legs, there’s a strong possibility you’d never know they belonged to a man.

Where the illusion definitely broke was with my bulge in the front. My t-shirt was on the longer side, so it mostly hid it, but that would be jarring to anyone watching a slow pan bottom-to-top of my body.

I ran back to practice to ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ from the girls. They couldn’t get enough of my new look. We were all laughing together, and it wasn’t in ridicule. We all just recognized the silliness of the situation: a male coach willingly changed into girls’ practice spandex.

“Gotta say, Coach Caleb, your butt looks pretty good too,” Dottie even chimed in. The girls giggled at that comment and when I whipped around to take a look, she was absolutely right. I had a serious dump truck going on.

I turned bright red with embarrassment, and Dottie quickly apologized for saying that in front of the girls. She whispered to me “next time, I’ll keep those thoughts to myself, Blondie.” Next time?

“Coach Caleb should also wear his hair in a ponytail to match us!” Macy suggested.

I had no issue with that, so I let my long hair down from the bun and retied it into a high ponytail to match the girls. They got a big kick out of it.

Finally, we split into teams and scrimmaged for the remainder of practice. Dottie kept score and made adjustments to both teams’ form, technique, and strategy. I did the same for the girls on my own team. But despite being a 25-year old man, I wasn’t that much better a player than these girls. Remember, they’re the best of the best in the country for their age group. By the time they’re 18, I’m sure they’ll be kicking my butt.

We had a productive, fun match, and notably the team of myself, Eshal, Harley, and the new girl, Remi, took the win! Running, jumping, and diving all over the floor felt so different in my spandex shorts. There’s a much greater chance for floor burn when your shorts only go as low as your butt.

Practice wrapped and Eshal, our team captain, led the outgoing cheer. As the girls packed up their things and disassembled the nets, Dottie wanted to speak with me.

“You made nice strides today with the girls,” she said, practicing her classic no-eye-contact conversation. Nevertheless, I appreciate the compliment.

“Thank you. That means a lot.” I replied, thinking that’d be the end of it.

“You’ll come to know this year… but these girls are already stellar. Sure, there’s room to improve, new techniques to learn, yada yada. And that’s one reason why we’re here.”

I nodded along as she looked off at the sea of eager players across the giant, converted warehouse.

“But coaching teenagers, especially at this high level, is a lot less about the actual instruction, and more about the trust and motivation you can inspire in them. Keep that in mind, Caleb.”

And with that, she walked away, leaving me alone in my spandex shorts, t-shirt, and high ponytail. I released the high ponytail and retied my bun.

Despite this peculiar, feminine episode, today seemed like a step in the right direction.


Chapter Three

My typical weekend of reading, some video games, and working concessions at one of the FFVC smaller tournaments felt like a return to normalcy. It was the same old Caleb doing the same old things. No coaching girls, no high ponytails, and especially no spandex shorts.

But I’d be foolish to think my practice weeks would completely return to normal. After some difficulties gaining traction with my new team, I had a brief window of acceptance when I ‘saved’ the day by putting my pride aside to wear a women’s garment so the girls could complete a 4v4 scrimmage.

Monday and Tuesday had no need for any of that, however. Kelsey was back at practice and the full squad of eight was present. I continued chipping volleyballs, tweaking defensive passing platforms, and doing Dottie’s grunt work.

After Dottie’s ‘What Did You Learn’ on Thursday, I received a new, non-physical task from her.

“Caleb, I need you to run up to the main office and ask Yulan for any tournament registration forms. Bring ‘whatever’s there down to me please.”

There was a small office space in the North FFVC facility where the Director of Operations for the club, Yulan, worked. The South facility was where the main office space was and the club’s owner and a few other administrative people had their desks. But today, it seemed like Yulan was here.

I walked into the office space and found her hard at work on her desktop. With all the money the club had, it’s unsurprising that our office was updated with the newest tech, even if we didn’t need it.

“Hey Caleb,” she said as I walked in. “What’s up?”

“Dottie wanted me to grab the tournament slips for our 16 Gold girls. Got ‘em?”

Yulan shuffled through some papers and eventually found a folder containing the to-be-signed Tournament slips.

“I hear you guys are pretty good this year, even without Meredith Goro,” she said. “Looking like you can still qualify for Nationals?”

“Hope so! Might be too new to judge fairly though,” I added. “I know it’s not the qualifier, but I can’t believe St. Louis is so soon.”

“Yeah, these Gold and Silver teams jump right into the travel tournaments. Anyway, here.”

Yulan handed me the folder. I opened it up to make sure we had everything, but only found one piece of paper inside.

I was confused. “Wait, there’s only one unsigned slip. Shouldn’t there be eight?”

Yulan was already back to work on her computer. “Nope, just the one.”

These were parent chaperone sign-up / tournament waivers needed for the girls to attend our away tournament in St. Louis. I gave it a quick read and found it was for Remi.

“Wait, the parents of everyone else already signed their slips?” I asked. This was unlike anything I’d seen for the boys.

“Ohh, that’s right. You’re new,” Yulan relaxed from her work and sat back in her chair to explain. “For whatever reason, this group of girls... how do I say this… none of their parents give a shit.”

“What? Why?”

“It’s weird, right? Every one of their parents is…” Yulan looked both ways to check for eavesdroppers. Even though the cramped office was empty. “…a rich asshole who doesn't care.”

This was totally new territory for me. “So what does that mean for the girls?”

“The parents pre-signed waivers a few years ago, declining all chaperone volunteer chances. Literally every single girl on that team goes without a chaperone. We always have to double up with parents of the other teams. It’s annoying, but we make do.”

Having coached boys for a couple years before, it wasn’t totally strange for one parent to have nothing to do with the team. FFVC parents were usually well-off, which meant they valued their careers more than their families and put their kids in volleyball more as daycare than anything else. But all eight? That was new.

“So why is Remi’s slip in here?” I asked.

“Because she’s new to Gold. In fact, she’s new to the club completely. I know you weren’t working tryouts because of wrapping up the boys' season, but her family just moved here from Hong Kong.”

I had zero clue about any of this. These girls were neglected by their parents — maybe not abusively, but taking zero interest in their hobbies definitely seemed problematic. And Remi! I knew she was new to the team, but I assume she was called up or something. I had no idea she’d moved from Hong Kong…

I thanked Yulan for her help and stepped out of her office with a small pit in my stomach. These girls, despite being at the top of their game and in an objectively wealthy, successful club, were missing that much needed parental support.

◆◆◆

Friday’s practice remained a little uncomfortable for me, now knowing what I did about the girls’ family situations. Not that I had the closest relationship with my parents either, but at least I wasn’t currently in high school.

Regardless, the girls seemed to stay upbeat most of the time. They listened during drills, had fun in practice, and joked around a reasonable amount while still getting their work done. I just couldn’t help but feel bad about their situations.

Remi, who I’d given the permission slip to after practice and not in front of the other girls, returned it to me before practice today.

“Hey Coach Caleb, here’s that signed form,” she said, handing it over.

I feared what it would say. Was it going to be another signed paper with a checked box, deferring all chaperoning duties to another team’s parent? Well, not exactly…

Under the ‘Chaperone’ section, there was indeed an offer to chaperone. But it wasn’t a parent. It was signed, “Blaine Leung, Brother”.

Her brother was taking on the responsibility? That’s crazy! Why should some sibling be held responsible for the care of this girl? I like to think that if I ever run into one of these parents, I’ll be tempted to give them a piece of my mind. But I simply thanked Remi and submitted the form back to Yulan.

Just like last week, the girls were clamoring throughout the entire practice to scrimmage the Silver team. However, this time it was Dottie who wasn’t pleased with how the practice had been going. She thought the defense was sloppy all evening and saw too many unforced errors in drills.

“I hold you girls to a very high standard,” Dottie barked after calling them into a huddle after a very sloppy drill. “We have our first local tournament in Palos Heights just two weeks away.”

Eshal, who I was beginning to understand was the team leader, raised her hand with a comment. “Coach Dottie, respectfully, I think a scrimmage against Silver could be good for us. I think we need to be motivated by an opponent to really see the effects of our practice.”

Dottie furrowed her brow. “We should really be seeing the effects of our practice in practice, no?”

The girls had no response, but it seemed Eshal had successfully tipped the scale for Dottie. “Very well. I’ll tell Rebecca we’ll scrimmage them for the last 20 minutes. But as a deal, If I’m not happy with your effort, I’ll have you staying late to run sprints, understood?”

“Yes Coach Dottie!” the girls said in unison. Dottie released them for water break.

Not that I was against making my players sprint — I had the boys do it all the time — but my soft spot had been obviously triggered this week after the reveal of their family lives.

I stopped for water too, and overheard the girls talking, seemingly unaffected.

“Are we doing red?” Macy asked the group, all sipping from their water bottles.

“I’m thinking blue. I know it messes with the uniforms, but it’ll be off by the tournament anyway.” Kelsey said.

I leaned in. “What are you guys talking about? Are you trying to change uniforms?”

“No, nothing like that. It’s just something we’ve done in the past with our nails,” she explained.

Meghan chimed in. “Yeah, we all paint our nails matching colors. Just a little team building thing. Gives us an identity, I guess.”

That warmed my heart. There really was a sisterhood-type bond that these girls had. I guess playing together for multiple years, you develop these kinds of traditions.

“Does Dottie join in?” I asked.

“Not sure,” Kelsey said. “She’s never been our coach before. But she doesn’t strike me as the type. None of our coaches ever did it with us.”

That fact suddenly made me sad. Maybe it was a generational gap thing, but the coaches never wanted to share a tradition like this with the players? It felt wrong. But then I had an idea…

“How about this proposal…” I said, getting the attention of the girls. “If you beat Silver in the scrimmage — and I’m not talking a close 25-23 game, but like a 25-15 dominating win — I’ll paint my nails with you.”

The girls’ eyes lit up. “What! No way. You paint your nails?”

“Well, I never have before. But I would if you win. And it’d be the first time your coach does something like that, right?”

The girls all nodded, but adored my idea. Their mood perked up and they got straight to it.

When the scrimmage against Silver started, Gold got off to a commanding lead. So much so, it was actually pissing off Rebecca, the Silver coach. Whatever progress she thought her team had made during practice definitely wasn’t showing.

Our Gold girls were up 17-3, totally commanding the game. Dottie couldn’t believe it.

“Jeez. Eshal was right. Maybe we did need a scrimmage.” she whispered to me, a little embarrassed by her earlier reluctance.

“Yeah, they look super cohesive,” I added. “Could be the sprints, too.”

The connection between Eshal, the top setter, and Remi, our new girl and Middle Hitter seemed unstoppable. Perfect passes, perfect reads of the other side of the court, and taking full advantage of Silver’s sloppy blocking form.

When the game wrapped up, Gold won 25-9. We didn’t just win. We beat the crap out of them.

Dottie called in the team to finish up practice and admitted her fault. “You guys were on fire. Of course, there’s always room for improvement, and I saw a few things I want to work on next week, but excellent, excellent work.”

“You can thank Coach Caleb for that!” Eshal said. “Now he’s gotta paint his nails with us!”

Dottie looked confused. “Paint his nails?”

I turned bright red. I guess this had to come out at some point, like when I arrived Monday to practice with matching blue nails, but I explained my challenge to Dottie.

She shrugged, not quite understanding why I’d make that offer, but nonetheless she liked my attempts to push the team further.

We did our ending cheer to wrap up the practice and head off into the weekend, but this time instead of my ‘typical Caleb weekend’, I’d be spending some of that time painting my nails.


Chapter Four

No, I don’t regret offering that incentive for the girls to win. Did I particularly want to paint my nails? Not really. I’ve never done it before, so I assume there’s a reason that I wouldn’t like it. But overall it seemed harmless.

I was told after Friday practice what specific shade of blue they’d all be painting their nails and where I could pick it up – which was any CVS.

It was nice to be included in a tradition these girls had, especially since no other coach had done the same in the past. Granted, most coaches at the highest level are in their 30s and later, and since I’m only 25, maybe there was a generational aspect that made a difference.

So my Saturday morning activity was driving to my local Batavia CVS to pick up ‘Do You Sea What I Sea?’, a stupid little pun assigned to this shade of ‘blue’. I felt a little silly in the store perusing the nail polish aisle as a man. Though maybe with my head down and my soft, long blonde hair, nobody would really notice. Soon enough I found the shade and took it to the self-checkout to purchase. No need to spook any of the cashiers.

I took the nail polish home, knowing I’d only need it in time for Monday’s practice, but… what was the harm in putting it on now? The only problem was, well, I had no idea how.

I mean, duh, I know there’s a little brush you use to stroke your nails. But besides that, what’s the best technique? I’m sure the girls all prided themselves in having nice, clean nails. Why should I stand out with ones that looked shitty?

As it just so happened, Maddie was texting me about the very same incentive I gave to the girls on Friday.

‘I heard you said you’d paint your nails with them. That’s so cuteeeee!’

I wasn’t exactly trying to be cute, but nevertheless I told her: ‘Yeah, it’s just I have no clue what I’m doing.’

‘Oh, come on, it’s not hard. Wait, let me FaceTime you.’ She sent back.

I was playing video games as she texted me, nowhere near ‘FaceTime ready’ as the call was already coming in, so I scrambled to my couch and touched up my hair.

“Hey! Need some girl help?” she asked, now speaking with her on FaceTime.

“Yeah… I guess. So what’s the deal?” I said, holding up the polish bottle.

“Well, first of all, show me your nails.”

I put my nails closer to the camera and her eyes grew big.

“My GOD, Caleb! Your nails are so long!” Maddie practically screamed.

“Yeah, yeah, they are. Calm down,” I said back. I tended to keep my nails long for some reason. I never shaped or filed them, but I always preferred keeping them neat but grown-out.

“Well, they’ll look stellar painted then. Here let me walk you through.”

And so Maddie, over FaceTime, walked me through the best strategies to paint my nails: properly covering the full nail, being quick with a tissue to clean up mistakes, applying multiple coats, and providing ample dry time.

“Are you going to do your toes too?” Maddie asked. I hadn’t thought about the toes. All the girls said was ‘nails’, which I assumed only meant fingers. But maybe they meant toes as well.

“I’m not sure…but I suppose we can do my toes too. It’s not like anyone will see them anyway.”

Maddie celebrated. “Woo! Painted tooooes!”

And so we went through the same steps. By now, I was already better at it and knew what to do. In fact, the toenails being bigger made it feel like I was on easy mode. Plus I got to use my dominant hand the entire time.

It was nice to have someone to chat with on a Saturday afternoon. I always liked Maddie even though we never had one-on-one hang out time before. Frankly ,I’m surprised that nail painting was our first activity… but such is life.

As my nails dried we continued chatting and gossiping about our teams. She thought it was so sweet of me to wear the spandex shorts at practice and really respected that a male coach would set aside his pride to help his female athletes.

“All part of the job, I guess…” I managed to admit.

“So what did you end up doing with the spandex?” she asked. “You couldn’t have put them back dirty in the storage closet.”

“Of course not. I took them home and washed ‘em. But… I ripped the tags and labels off, so it feels weird to put them back now.”

“Well, I guess you’re now the owner of women’s spandex shorts!” she said. We shared a laugh. I guess I was. My first and only item of women’s clothing in my life, and it was free spandex shorts. Go figure.

◆◆◆

I didn’t go out much that weekend, so the real painted nail reveal was at Monday’s practice. I wondered if the girls even remembered that I would be joining them, but it was immediately obvious that was the first thing on their minds.

“Ooh! Come look at Coach Caleb’s nails!” Macy shouted, and the girls all rushed over. They were used to having painted nails, so no second thought was given to looking at each other’s. All the attention was on me.

“They’re so long! Wow!” Soraya said, grabbing my hand and feeling the quality of my polish. “Damn, you did a good job.”

I laughed. “You can thank Coach Maddie for that. I had to FaceTime her for help.”

All the girls thought it was adorable. Even Remi, the quietest of all the girls couldn’t help but muster an ‘awwww’.

Dottie broke up what she called our ‘nail-fest’ and got the practice started. Even though we crushed Silver last week, that didn’t mean Dottie was pleased. She was never fully pleased, which makes a good coach.

In between drills, Dottie came up to me. “Good on you for sticking to your word,” she gestured at my hands.

“Yeah, well, they earned it.”

“I was skeptical how quickly they’d embrace you, being a guy and all. But so far you’re gaining their trust.”

I nodded, but somewhat disagreed. “Well, maybe in certain ways. I don’t think they fully trust my coaching strategy and critique yet. I know I’m qualified.”

“You are, you are. They’ll come around. It just takes time to get to these girls. As you know, this is one of those weird teams where almost no parents come to games.”

“What? None? So are the stands empty at the tournaments?”

Dottie shook her head. “No, not empty. Just filled with the opposition’s parents. It’s like every game they play is an away game. That’s why I’m glad you’re here. It’s good to have another adult in their corner.”

That might have been the first nice thing Dottie ever said to me.

“Even if it’s someone who never wore nail polish til they’re 26.”

“Actually, I'm still 25. I turn 26 on Friday.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Do you now…” She walked away and blew her whistle to summon the girls.

◆◆◆

I didn’t end up asking the girls if they painted their toenails. For one, I was too nervous, but also I barely remembered to do so since everyone’s always wearing shoes. However, that didn’t stop me from being constantly reminded at home of my blue fingers and toes. Waking up, going to bed, lounging around, showering… all these moments being barefoot always shot a little twinkle of blue my way.

A few days in, I was already getting used to having blue fingernails. So much so, that the occasional errands I’d run or times I went to get food didn’t bother me. My previous hesitancy at the CVS felt like ages ago. So when Friday’s practice came around, I felt more than comfortable showing up to the facility as I was.

Today was my birthday, and aside from the couple of texts or calls I’d get from old college friends and some family, I didn’t really do much to celebrate. I was happy to simply attend practice and treat it like a normal day. I was never a big ‘birthday guy’ anyway. I don’t like all the attention being put on me for something as insignificant as marking another year around the sun. Especially for such an insignificant age as 26.

Today’s practice had a lot of hype heading in, pending a potential re-match scrimmage against Silver. You know, it’s strange. From what I understand, the girls on Silver and Gold actually get along quite well. But when they talk about a scrimmage, it’s like they’re mortal enemies. I guess in the absence of a real rival, they need to pick the next-closest thing.

Dottie hadn’t been pleased with our middle blockers all week long — meaning Remi and Eve. For a job that requires loud and incessant communication to call out where the opponents are setting the ball, Remi and Eve are the two quietest girls on the team. So we did a drill that required them to scream wherever they thought the setter was setting the ball. If they got it wrong, the entire team did one pushup. If they weren’t loud and got it wrong, the entire team did three pushups. Multiply this by dozens of wrong guesses throughout the entire drill, and you get some exhausted players.

But the girls persevered. Dottie was content enough with their efforts that she allowed a rematch scrimmage against Silver. Rebecca agreed. But before any of that went down, during a water break, Dottie called everyone in.

“We all know it’s a big day today — and no, I’m not talking about the Silver rematch,” Dottie explained, the slightest of smiles creeping on her face. “It’s also Coach Caleb’s birthday today.”

The girls all cheered. They knew what was coming. The whole team sang a loud, enthusiastic ‘Happy Birthday’ to me. Right on the spot. It genuinely warmed my heart.

“Aww, thank you, guys. Thank you. That’s very sweet.”

“We also have something for you!” Eshal said, pulling out a very tiny wrapped present.

“You do? Oh my god you totally didn’t have to…” I said, while simultaneously being gestured to quickly open the package.

I opened the small, flat present and found it was a gift card. A gift card to Lululemon. A gift card to Lululemon… for $500.00.

I couldn’t believe it. “Oh my god… you guys seriously shouldn’t have.” I felt a sincere discomfort at the size of the gift.

“Don’t give it a second thought,” Dottie said. “It’s from all of us.” Then she leaned in so none of the girls could hear. “Trust me, they can afford it.”

I gave the girls my sincerest thanks. “You’re all the best. I’ve never shopped there before, but I’ll be sure to buy some great new stuff.”

“There’s so much cute stuff there. Good for practice and the gym.” Macy noted.

Cute stuff… huh? I mean, they do have men’s stuff, right? But I decided not to ask that question.


Chapter Five

Friday’s practice wrapped up nicely. Though it wasn’t the dominant victory like last week, Gold took down Silver 25-19.

I had a few FFVC tournaments to help with over the weekend. The first one on Saturday was for the littlest kids. The games require ‘referees’, but I use that term in the loosest sense. We’re mostly just there to remind the parent coach/chaperones of the rules. It’s a great gig for coaches looking for a few extra bucks on the weekend.

But a few extra bucks felt a little less significant this time around, thanks to my gift card. Five hundred dollars is a lot. I still felt a little guilty accepting a gift of that size, but hey, I’ll take the win. So that evening I drove to the mall for a few errands, including breaking into my Lululemon gift card.

After returning some items I bought at Target, I found my way to the mall’s Lululemon store. I’d never bought anything there, much less been inside one. But it was roughly as expected: your typical clothing retailer but with a heavy emphasis on athletic and leisure wear.

As they tend to do, a nice sales lady approached me and asked if I needed help. I declined and wandered the store, checking out the clothes. Just feeling the fabric gave me an immediate sense of the quality. Lululemon was up there — far better than what I’d normally get at the local Old Navy or Target.

I grabbed a few pairs of joggers, shorts, shirts, and other items off the rack. Upon trying them on, I liked the feel. They were loose-fitting with a soft touch. But the clothes motivated me to relax and do nothing as much as they did to work out. Funny how that works. Athletic clothes are the best for lounging in. I settled on one pair of joggers and two shirts that looked and felt good.

I’d never really been on a ‘shopping spree’ before. Yeah, the clothes were pricey, but my total was only up to $200. I still had $300 left on this damn gift card.

I must have looked like a deer in headlights because the same saleslady offered her help again. This time I accepted.

“These shirts and joggers are solid… anything else you think would be good?” I asked her.

“Oh, we have plenty here,” she offered. “Can I show you around?”

“This $500 won’t spend itself!” I replied. Maybe it’s not the wisest move, offering that up. Salespeople can be like sharks with this stuff.

She showed me some jackets, windbreakers, bags, socks, and other accessories. Everything, really. Some of it caught my eye, but no single item truly grabbed me.

We passed by some hair ties. “Oh, I’ll need a couple of these.” I grabbed a pack off of the hanger.

“Oh — and I’m supposed to inform our customers of this — but those do belong to the women’s collection, FYI,” the lady informed me.

I almost instinctively placed them back on the rack, but quickly realized, who cares? They’re black hair ties. Who cares if they belong to women?

“All good, I need more anyway. I always lose them at practice.”

“You play a sport?”

“I coach volleyball, yeah. But sometimes I gotta jump in and play.”

“Oh you do! That’s so cool. We have a lot of good clothes for volleyball, if you’re interested.”

I lit up. “Excellent! That’s exactly what I came here for anyway. The card was a gift from my players.”

She raised her eyebrow. “Generous kids, huh? My name’s Mia, by the way.”

“Caleb.”

Mia led me over to what she claimed was the volleyball section. She started pulling items off the rack after I told her my sizes. About 7 or 8 items she had in her hands.

“I think any of these would be good. Wanna try them on?”

I nodded, but I noticed that her supposed ‘volleyball section’ wasn’t really volleyball at all. It was more general athletic/workout gear. And all from the women’s section…

“These are all from the women’s section?” I confirmed.

“Oh, yes, they are. But, uh, I figured… the hair bands…”

It was obvious she was uncomfortable. I don’t know what she thought about me, but maybe I’d given off the conclusion I was here for women’s clothing. I suppose my nails were still painted blue from earlier (even if mostly chipped).

But no, obviously I wasn’t here for women’s clothing. Still, most of the clothes looked unisex. Rather than further the awkwardness, I told her to forget it and took the clothes into the changing room.

My second bout in the changing room was totally different. I hung up and examined the garments for the first time. I must not have noticed when she actually grabbed them off the rack, but these items were a lot more colorful and flashy than the men’s items I picked out. Pink, purple, green, yellow — almost everything visually popped, sometimes with a fun pattern.

The first thing I tried on was a loose-fitting cotton long sleeve shirt. It was a dark green and the material felt heavenly to say the least. I even liked how it looked in the mirror. But these clothes weren’t meant to be worn with jeans.

And so I grabbed what was labeled a ‘high-rise pant’. These were the opposite feel to the shirt — tighter and hugged all parts of my body. Much like the spandex shorts I wore at practice a couple weeks ago, my tight briefs fit okay under these leggings and didn’t really show through. Though I did have a bit of a peeking bulge.

Mia had kindly offered to be my personal shopper today and take a look at the fit of my clothes. I definitely didn’t want to embarrass myself or her by having to point out my bulge. So I tried, uh, pushing it back…

After a minute or so of moving things around, I managed to create a much flatter look in front. This is maybe the first time in my life I was happy to not be particularly well-endowed.

I stepped out and Mia liked my look. She thought each item paired well together. I was told to go back in and try on the other items. They were similar in nature — another couple pairs of leggings (both of which made my butt pop like the spandex shorts) and a couple loose fitting shirts alongside some tighter ones (looser at the hips, tighter around the waist with short sleeves). Mia approved of them all and picked out a few items that’d pair nicely for practice.

“Hey, if you don’t mind, I got one more thing that might look good on you,” Mia offered, running off to fetch it.

But when she returned, I was shocked.

“How about this?” Mia proposed, holding up a red skirt.

I literally laughed out loud. “That’s a skirt, you know.”

But she was serious. “Yes, it is. Do you not like it?”

“It’s not that.. I mean, I don’t want to insult your clothing…” I couldn’t spit out anything of sense. Was this store associate seriously offering up a skirt for me to buy?

“I’m not saying you should buy it. You haven’t bought anything yet,” she said plainly. “Have you ever worn a skirt before?”

“No…”

“Then you don’t know if you’d look good in one. Simple as that.” She pointed to my tight black women’s shirt I’d previously settled on. “Pair it with that.”

I was herded back into the changing room for a third time. I put the black shirt back on and held what was labeled a ‘court rival high-rise tennis skirt’. What had looked like a normal skirt in Mia’s hands was actually totally different. I discovered women’s athletic skirts actually have shorts underneath. It’s assumed you’ll be actively moving, so the shorts prevent that accidental flash of underwear to any onlookers.

Immediately I felt better. These were no different than the women’s spandex shorts I wore for practice. It just had a red, flowy skirt material on top. So what? They were still shorts underneath.

I slid the skirt up my legs and tucked under the tight black workout shirt. The look was complete, and it matched my demeanor quite well. I was a tall, thin, sporty guy and this shirt/skirt combo looked nice. Granted, this was a short skirt. My long, hairless legs would be on full display.

Bravely, I stepped out of the changing room to show Mia how I looked in the skirt. Maybe it was true or maybe it was just the salesman in her, but she legitimately applauded.

“Caleb, you look stellar!” she exclaimed. “I’m actually a little surprised.”

“Hey, you told me to try it on!” I made sure to remind her.

“Give me a little twirl. Come on,” she pleaded. I obliged, but felt silly doing so. Sure, a lot of the things I tried on today were unisex-looking, but twirling in a short red skirt was about the girliest thing I could be doing.

“Well I think that’s it. That’ll be your last item.”

I laughed. “Heh heh… you’re kidding. I’m not gonna buy this.”

“But you look good in it. And you feel good?”

“Well, sort of.” If I’m being completely honest, I didn’t hate the way the skirt felt. The tight under-shorts were comfortable and the swooshing while I walked was kinda fun.

“How about this,” she said, after looking side-to-side. “You don’t have to buy it. You’re already spending $500 on other clothes. That’s a lot of money. Let me throw it in for free. I’m sure we can maneuver it into some sort of ‘sale’,” Mia said, winking at me.

I looked down at my skirt. “Well, if it’s free… Who am I to turn down free clothes?”

I changed back into the clothes I arrived in and checked out at the register. I walked away with brand new joggers, shirts, leggings, and even a skirt.

Getting back home that evening, I wasn’t sure how to feel. I liked my new clothes and was happy with each of my purchases. But owning a skirt still felt strange. What was I supposed to do with it?

Not wishing to deal with that question now, I put the skirt away in my drawer along with my other new clothes. Perhaps opportunity would strike down the road. I’m sure there’s some reason a guy would want to own a skirt. Ya know, just in case?


Chapter Six

My birthday weekend was incredibly low key, but nice. If anything, I was glad it was over because that meant the attention would be off of me. I always hated being the center of attention, and a birthday felt like a dumb reason to be getting any.

But the gift I received from my team warmed my heart and stuck with me. Each of the girls (or likely via their parents) all chipped in for $500 to Lululemon, of which I’m now the proud owner of some of their clothing. No more Walmart for me! (at least for now).

I knew the first thing the girls would ask me when I arrived at practice was about my shopping spree. So instead of burying the lede, I chose to actually wear a few of the items to practice. They’d be a nice comfortable change too.

Turns out I was right on both fronts. The loose fitting, long athletic shirt felt like a cloud, and the high-rise pants were tight but cozy. Already, I was way more comfy than ever before at practice.

I even threw the girls a bone by putting my hair into a high ponytail just like them, using the new hair bands I purchased.

“I love your outfit, Coach Caleb!” Harley shouted from across the gym while doing her warm-up stretches. Many of the girls agreed. So did Dottie, who nodded approvingly at the fit and apparent comfort.

Dottie and I led the girls through a standard practice, focusing on a few defensive loose ends we saw lacking in Friday’s scrimmage. I could tell the girls were picking up the pace, knowing there’s a local tournament this weekend. The stakes would be relatively low at this one (not nearly as important as the St. Louis one), but you don’t belong on 16 Gold if you don’t treat each tournament with the highest level of respect.

Post-practice was different, however, as the girls insisted on hearing about each item I bought at LuluLemon.

“Just a few pants, some shirts, these hairbands…” I said, tugging at my high ponytail. “Nothing that crazy.”

Of course, I was lying. There was no need to tell the girls that I got talked into getting a red, flowy, tennis skirt. If I thought they were interested in my purchases now, it’d become unbearable if they knew I had a skirt.

“I really respect your confidence,” Eshal noted. “Not a lot of guys would buy those.”

“What are you talking about?” I looked down at my clothes.

“Well, they’re girl clothes. You do know that, right?” Macy explained.

“Yeah, I know.” I said, faking some confidence. Sure, I knew that they were from the women’s section. I willingly bought them. But I didn’t expect it to be so obvious to everyone. To me, they looked pretty androgynous. “I like the fit. That’s all.”

“And that’s great,” Dottie said, coming in for the save. “Now you girls go home, get your homework done and rest up. We desperately need you to not be sore come Saturday.”

I left with a little bit of a bad taste in my mouth, not sure how to feel about wearing such unexpectedly obvious girls clothing.

◆◆◆

Nevertheless, Monday’s comments didn’t stop me from wearing my other Lululemon items to practice that week. But to shake things up, I did wear the ones from the men’s section on Tuesday.

The girls continued working hard that Tuesday and Thursday as well. But now it was Friday, and while most players look forward to two straight days off on a weekend, they instead had to be extra focused with two straight tournament days.

It made sense that Dottie didn’t want them working too hard today. The worst possible thing would be that the girls practiced so hard, someone got injured and couldn’t play the entire weekend. So it was a day of light drills and stretching.

I sometimes found myself joining the girls in their stretching circles, as I took practice time as an opportunity to simultaneously focus on my own health and fitness.

“So what color are we doing this week?” Meghan said. “Mine’s already chipping.”

“I dunno,” Eshal said. “Macy, you wanna pick?”

“Well that depends. Is Coach Caleb joining us again?” she asked.

I knew they were talking about painting nails, but was kind of hoping I’d stay out of this one. Nope. They immediately reeled me in.

“Uhh, oh, for nail painting? Not so sure you girls need me along this time.”

“Awww, why?” Meghan whined.

“Why? Well, you didn’t earn anything,” I replied. “Last time I only did this because you guys creamed Silver.”

Kelsey looked skeptical. “Sure… but you also kept the polish on this whole time. You clearly didn’t hate it that much.”

She was definitely right. I didn’t hate my nail polish. I actually kind of enjoyed the pretty flash of blue. Even sockless.

“I guess you’re right. Though it’s chipped a lot worse on my hands than it did on my toes,” I added.

The girls’ eyes widened. “Wait, you did your toes too??” Macy immediately interrogated me.

CRAP. I never told them I painted my toes. Mostly out of fear of exactly this. So of course, they immediately had me taking off my shoes to show them my work. The girls got a big kick out of seeing their male coach with pretty blue toenails.

“Alright, alright, calm down,” I told them, quickly putting my socks and shoes back on. “Fine, I’ll join you in painting nails… but I’ll have to pick up some remover to get it gone for good.”

The girls shouted out a brand to get, and got right to talking about the new color.

Yellow was debated and so was pink, but they eventually settled on red, since this was the first time they’d be wearing their FFVC red and black uniforms. With a club name like ‘Fiery Force Volleyball Club’, you gotta have red in there somewhere.

Meghan seemed to know a lot about this stuff, so she picked out one called ‘Not Red-y For Bed’ that we’d all wear. Another silly pun, of course.

She showed it around to everyone on her phone. I made a note of it on mine so I’d be prepared to get the right brand. Everything was going well. I was feeling more and more comfortable with the team. They respected my coaching prowess and leadership, but also included me in traditions like this.

All of it was going so well... until…

“The color’s good with me,” I laughed to myself. “Even matches the skirt I got.”

SHIT. I thought they thought I misspoke. But not enough to ditch a follow up question.

“Wait…” Kelsey clarified, “Did you say a skirt you bought?”

I turned bright red. I couldn’t believe I just let that fact slip out. I didn’t even answer their question.

“Coach Caleb, did you buy a skirt at Lululemon? Holy shit!” Meghan exclaimed.

I was so embarrassed. How could I let that detail out? Jeez! I didn’t even want the damn thing and now I’m letting my players know.

I hushed them first, though not like others could hear from across the gym. “Yes, okay? I stupidly got talked into getting it from the saleslady. I didn’t even pay for it! She had me try it on…”

“You tried it on?” Macy’s mouth was still agape.

“Yes. I did. I don’t know why I did – she thought it’d look good!”

Soraya smiled. “I’m sure it did! The spandex certainly did after all.”

Some of the girls were giggling, but not in a mocking way. They just found it funny how embarrassed I was.

“Look, you guys can’t go around blabbing about this, okay? Honestly, if any of you want a skirt, you can have it. I didn’t even take the tag off.”

Each of them intensely shook their heads. It was obvious that they all wanted me to keep the skirt. They seemed to like that I owned one.

After briefly and quietly describing the tennis skirt, I was finally let be. It was a frustrating way to end practice, but I managed to not let Dottie hear about it. Hey, maybe this would somehow lighten their collective stress and allow for better play. Maybe —  somehow —  I’m helping.


Chapter Seven

Volleyball tournaments are held in all sorts of venues. We, as FFVC, host a lot and often. And we do a pretty good job with them. There’s also another genre of tournaments where a random school or church gym is rented out and it’s a chaotic mess.

The one we were headed to was a lot closer to the FFVC side of things, thankfully. This tournament was hosted in Palos Heights in Chicago. 24 teams, 6 courts, but somehow still very cramped.

But teams don’t participate in it for crisp, clean facilities with tons of room. Palos is known as the chief opener tournament that sets the stage for the remainder of the season. It doesn't hold any national qualifying merit to it, but dictates who the top teams to beat are. And dammit, we want one to be us.

The tournament was to be held over two days: Saturday with a pool play round, and then single elimination on Sunday. FFVC has an excellent reputation regionally — especially at the Gold level — so we received a top seed in our pool.

I arrived at the Palos Heights facility at 7:45 in the morning — early, like I tend to be – before the girls and before even Dottie. Though the first games started at 8, our team wasn’t playing til 9.

It’s always enlightening to scout other teams and hang around the facility. Though notably, this was the first time I’d done so wearing women’s Lululemon clothing and red nail polish.

Oh right, the nail polish... I’m proud to admit I did the whole thing by myself last night: removal, reapplication, and cleanup / drying. And they look quite good. Maddie didn’t even need to help, though I sent her a picture of my nails for approval. She was impressed.

I looked forward to showing my nails to the girls, but was hesitant for others to see. I’d been to Palos dozens of times for boys tournaments before, but this was an entirely new crop of coaches and staff. Though it was almost entirely women at the facility. Maybe people wouldn’t question why a man is wearing red nail polish.

The team eventually met up by the court with fresh and focused faces. The girls all had on their uniforms: a red and black flame-filled long sleeve top with short black spandex shorts. The girls then had their choice of black or white knee pads, as well as black or white volleyball court shoes.

…And of course, red nails. I proved to the girls that I’d painted my nails as promised. And though I did also paint my toenails, they politely didn’t require proof this time.

I of course adorned my FFVC quarter zip that all coaches are given. And thankfully, it didn’t clash with the plain black women’s pants I had on.

After an inspiring pep talk from Dottie and a brief scouting report of the other team (ranked third of four in our pool), the girls took the court to warm up.

In-game, it’s usually unnecessary to have two coaches, but Dottie insisted I be vocal, encouraging, and assist her with picking up strategic opportunities. “I don’t have a million eyes, after all,” she said.

The first match went well. Tournament volleyball matches are played best 2 out of 3 ‘sets’, and the hope is always to finish off the opponent in 2 sets. Fortunately we kicked enough ass to take down the first team solidly: 25-12, 25-18.

Our second match was even better. Our opponent was the worst in our pool, which I initially feared. One of the problems I used to face with my boys teams was a loss of focus against a team clearly worse than us. You don’t take them seriously, they out-grind you, and all of a sudden you’ve lost a match you have no business losing.

But not these girls. I was continually blown away by their focus. Another  2-set sweep: 25-7, 25-7.

Snack bars are typical at tournaments (FFVC’s tournaments included), so the girls took a break for a light lunch and refuel, while I got a moment to catch up with Dottie.

“Wow, you weren’t kidding about the fans, huh,” I noted. “Unless some of those people in the bleachers were their parents?”

She shook her head. “Nope. None. It’s sad, but that’s always been the case with this team.”

This reality bummed me out. “Do you think it bothers the girls that nobody ever comes? Like not even a nanny comes to watch? Or a grandparent?”

Dottie turned to me, more serious this time. “Look, I don’t really care to mess around in their personal businesses. They all arrive on time, they all play hard. As a coach, there’s a ceiling on how much impact you can actually have.”

I didn’t initially want to agree with Dottie’s philosophy on coaching. I always thought that coaches had the ability to go above and beyond to connect with their players. After all, we’re just people, right? And in this case, they’re young people in their formative years, clearly missing a crucial familial element.

But then again, Dottie’s been doing this for decades. Maybe she knows better. Plus, I’m not one to be touting solid family connections, considering I’ve grown apart from my own.

The club we faced next was the silver-equivalent of another top club in the area, called ‘Blitz’. Blitz’s gold-equivalent team — ‘Blitz One’ — was pretty unstoppable, but thankfully they were tucked away safely in another pool. That didn’t mean we were automatically safe from these Blitz Two girls.

Dottie gathered the team, as always, with a gritty ‘Ra-Ra’ message before the match. “Alright Gold, the key to this team is their weak middles. Coach Caleb and I have been studying their last few matches. Both middles have soft hands and sloppy blocking. Eve, Remi, this is gonna be a heavy game for you two.”

Both girls nodded. Eve and Remi had a lot in common. Both were tall, highly skilled, and the quietest girls on the team. They got along well with the other girls, but when chatting one-on-one with someone else, they’d do only 5% of the talking. Right now was their moment to get inspired.

But Gold was down almost immediately from the get-go. For whatever reason, Blitz Two’s middle hitters had miraculously gotten their shit together. We needed to adjust.

After giving up a run of 7 straight points, I called out a play to hopefully side-out and shake up the action. A clever attack from the back row by Macy did the trick.

I was starting to feel good about my quick impact, and Dottie knew it too. But suddenly, with our team down in the first set 14-22, I heard a loud cheer from the bleachers.

“Go Remi!! Kick some ass!!”

Not many people paid attention to it, but I noticed it was coming from some man in the stands. We were on the opposite side of the court so it was hard to see, but it looked like he was wearing red and black FFVC colors. Do we have a fan?

Remi, who rarely emotes, managed to eke out a smile. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to carry the girls and they lost the first set 17-25.

Dottie called in the girls for a strategy adjustment between sets. However, she failed to mention anything about our one fan in the stands. Who was he? Clearly he knew Remi. I hesitated to pry and mess up anyone’s focus.

Though obviously off in the first set, our scouting report came through in the second set where the opposing middle hitter’s hands got sloppier and sloppier. Remi and Eve were drilling ricochets off their hands and out of bounds. Points on points on points. We won 25-19.

The third set in volleyball tournaments are first to 15 points, switching sides at 8 points. With some smart strategy from Dottie, tough defense from the girls, and more exuberant clapping from our one fan, we took home the win 15-12.

Despite going 3-0 in our pool and taking a high seed going into single elimination tomorrow, the girls were only moderately happy. The sentiment seemed to be, ‘if we can only barely beat Blitz Two, how are we ever going to compete with Blitz One?’

But with day one over, the girls gathered up their things and headed out. Since most of them were 16, they were able to drive to tournaments (like how they drive to practice). Those who weren’t, carpooled. It was a solid little system they had.

Remi, however, seemed to be getting a ride from the man in the stands. They hugged, but it definitely wasn’t a romantic thing. He was definitely older — in his late 20s at least. And like Remi, was Asian. Plus, he was tall like Remi. 6’4” or 6’5”. Wait, was this…

“Hey, Coach Caleb. Coach Dottie. This is my brother, Blaine,” Remi said, shepherding her brother over to us.

Dottie creaked out a smile from her stern face. “Very nice to meet you. We always appreciate enthusiasm in the stands.”

Blaine smirked. “Well, I played volleyball in high school, so I’m familiar — I was never as good as Remi though. And hi, Caleb, is it?”

I shook his hand. He looked down at my hands, clearly and obviously looking at the red nail polish. But he smiled.

“Matching the girls?” he asked. “I always liked when coaches have traditions with their players.” Blaine quickly realized he excluded Dottie. “No offense, of course.”

Dottie shook her head. “Not my speed.”

“Well, we’ll see you guys tomorrow, right? Bracket play!”

The two Leung siblings walked away. It was nice to see another guy in the gym. Though there were a few other dads, grandparents and male facility employees around, I liked that I had a contemporary present. And a friendly, very outgoing one, no less.


Chapter Eight

I think everyone felt a little uneasy going into the second day of the tournament. While our first two matches were solid, dominating wins, the final one was closer than everyone would have liked.

Based on match results, the tournament split into three, 8-team single elimination brackets. Thanks to our 3-0 record, we were automatically placed in the top bracket.

Due to tiebreakers, Blitz Two failed to make the top bracket. So we certainly wouldn’t see them again… but Blitz One was waiting on the other side of our bracket.

It wasn’t until today that I learned Meredith Goro — the girl who left this team last year — was playing for Blitz One. And apparently she was lighting it up there. But none of that should be our focus right now. We were the 2nd seed heading into our first match of the day.

The girls were wearing their alternate uniforms for Day 2 — essentially a white-based version of yesterday’s black and red flame covered uniforms.

Right as the first match was starting, I couldn’t help but notice we had zero fans in the stands. Again. Not even Blaine this time.

But that didn’t hurt the girls. They took care of business going 25-21, 25-22.

The next match, however, was a lot more challenging. Our defense was weak, and their most dominant hitter was taking full advantage of our lazy blocking form. Our opponents took the first set. Nevertheless, we pulled from behind in the second set, and barely got there in the third. Our girls were gassed, but we officially made the tournament finals.

I expected exuberance, but the girls were simply too exhausted to express any real cheer in the half hour break between this match and the finals. I expressed my concerns to Dottie.

“I checked out the other court. Looks like it’ll be Blitz One in the finals,” I said.

“Crap,” Dottie, though rarely phased by anything, actually let a little bit of frustration creep through. I could tell she didn’t want to face them.

“The girls are gassed,” she went on to say. “If there’s one thing I know about Blitz, it’s that they condition the crap out of those girls. Even their 4th-tier team is like a bunch of marathon runners.”

We commiserated over our slim chances while observing our girls – half of them collapsed on the floor, resting.

“Hey hey!” a voice shouted from behind me. It was Blaine. He’d finally showed up.

The girls nonchalantly waved or barely managed a smile.

“Can’t wait to watch you all kill it in the finals. Good luck!” he exclaimed, way peppier than anyone else present. “Remi, what are you slouching like that for? You’re gonna cramp up!”

Remi rolled her eyes and Blaine started walking away. Clearly his upbeat presence didn’t kick them into gear. But I wanted to get a private word in before he left.

“Hey, why so late today? Gotta work on a weekend?” I asked.

He sighed. “Unfortunately, yeah. Had a project that was due for a client. Everybody told me working in Finance would be like this. Clearly I should’ve listened.” We shared a laugh. “How were the first two matches otherwise?”

I gestured to the girls. “We won, but look at ‘em now. Does that look like a team who’s ready for another hour of volleyball?”

“Ehhh I wouldn’t count ‘em out just yet. Sometimes you just gotta find the right encouragement, ya know?” Blaine wished us luck and got an early seat in the bleachers.

Peppiness wasn’t doing it, and Dottie thought solid strategy wouldn’t be enough either.. They needed something else to play for.

I took a seat in the circle with the exhausted girls. “Seriously, is everyone feeling okay?” I asked.

I got a bunch of nods but not much said back to me. Everyone was so wiped.

“Anyone remember a few weeks ago when you were scrimmaging Silver? I gave you guys a little extra incentive. I’m… I’m thinking I might do that again.”

That got their attention. Meghan sat right up. “What kind of incentive?”

“Well…” I began, starting to wing it. Not sure where I was going with any of this. “Winning the tournament should be enough incentive. But… how about if you win, I’ll paint my nails again. And you can pick the color.”

Eshal didn’t buy it. “But you already painted your nails this time. You even offered to.”

“That’s true…” I realized. “You know what, never mind. Beating Meredith Goro and winning this tournament should be enou—“

“How about if we win, you join us in practice again!” Macy cut me off.

“…uh, sure. I’d love to practice again with you guys.” I was surprised. That sounded easy.

“But you have to wear your skirt to practice!” she added.

My face immediately turned as red as my nails. “You…you want me to wear the skirt to practice?”

“That’d be so fun!” someone chimed in.

“It’s such a cute skirt!” another added.

I’d worn girls' spandex shorts to practice. I’m okay putting my hair up to match theirs. I painted my nails for god’s sake! It’s just that this request felt so foreign to me. They weren’t wrong — it is a cute skirt. And it’s just gonna sit in my drawer indefinitely if I don’t do anything with it. I suppose it won’t kill me…

“Fine. Let’s do it. I’ll bring my skirt to practice IF you guys win the match.”

Immediately, I felt a sense of vigor from the girls that wasn’t there a few minutes ago. Dottie walked over and felt the same thing.

“What’s going on…” she pulled me aside, suspicious.

“I made them another little…offer.” I said, blushing.

Dottie rolled her eyes, but ultimately accepted the situation. “Whatever gets ‘em up and ready, I guess.”

Soon enough, it was time to take the court. The girls looked great in warmups, but Blitz One looked even better. It was unreal how huge and athletic the Blitz girls were. 6 foot 3, 6 foot 4, 6 foot 2… 6 foot 7 even! And that 6 foot 7 girl, I found out, was Meredith Goro.

Meredith Goro looked unstoppable. No wonder our team missed her dearly. Not only was she a giant, but she could jump out of the gym and was fast as a bullet. Oh, and if anyone’s wondering if the college recruiters were on to her? She’d already committed to Stanford — last year… as a freshman.

I wish it weren’t true, but my gut feeling that we’d be crushed was correct. Meredith Goro walked all over Remi and Eve, cleverly avoiding their blocks and crushing the ball to our side of the court without even being touched. Blaine could cheer for Remi all he wanted, but it’s hard to motivate anyone to effectively neutralize the most skilled girl in the state.

Though it was a team effort, Meredith carried Blitz to a 25-18, 25-14 victory. We finished the tournament with a collection of silver medals, but ultimately a depressing outlook.

◆◆◆

I felt awful that evening, knowing the girls had gotten so far in the tournament only to be stymied at the end by Goliath. Everything felt peaceful between the teams — many of them even caught up with Meredith after the game — but the sense of dread knowing there was an unstoppable force out there was draining.

And maybe I’m just too much of a sensitive soul, but I felt even worse that these girls would go home to (presumably) parentless households, where nobody could console them. It just broke my heart.

Though this was far, far down my list of concerns, I’d actually won our little skirt bet. The girls didn’t win the tournament, so I wouldn’t have to wear my red tennis skirt to practice.

I shuffled to my bedroom and pulled it out of the drawer for the first time since buying it. I held it up in front of me. Man, was this thing ever short!

The tag was still on it — not that it mattered, since the store associate gave it to me for free — and it made me think about whether or not I’d ever wear this damn thing. It didn’t look bad on me in the store. With my long, shaved legs, it actually looked kinda good.

In a moment of pure boredom, I decided to try the skirt on. I stripped off my pants, shirt, and socks, just down to my briefs. My hair was newly blow-dried, as I’d planned to run errands later that day and wanted it to look presentable. Obviously, I’ve seen myself standing naked or near-naked a million times in front of a mirror. But something about holding a little red skirt made me look a lot more feminine. I’m certain the 20 painted-red nails didn’t help either.

I slipped the skirt up my legs and over my briefs. They had spandex athletic under-shorts that were designed for tennis play but unless you lifted it up, you’d never know. I also put on the tight, black women’s tee that I bought from Lululemon too. Together, they created a strangely fitting FFVC outfit — red and black.

After a few moments of appreciating the outfit, I quickly disrobed again. Part of me was a little bummed they didn’t win their match. I feel like the girls would’ve enjoyed my look.


Chapter Nine

Monday’s practice was a little bit of a bummer for everybody. Not only did we lose in the finals of the top bracket, but Silver lost in the finals of their bracket too. Even Bronze lost in their finals. Lots of closeness, no cigars.

But these ever-resilient girls weren’t about to let one crushing defeat define their season. Both Dottie and I took careful notes of what could be improved based on the final game. It’s impossible to completely neutralize an opponent like Meredith Goro, but there are always steps that can be taken to mitigate. So we worked on those.

Tuesday and Thursday were similar. We worked on skills, ran a few 4v4 drills, all with the eye on improving for our first away tournament of the year.

At the conclusion of Thursday’s practice, Dottie called everybody in.

“Great work today. Lots of hustle, lots of improvement. Now I know everybody’s looking forward to St. Louis next weekend. I talked things over with Coach Caleb, and even though he’s an assistant coach, he’ll be joining us as well.”

The girls didn’t say anything, but their expressions gave me the sense it was good news. It felt really nice to be wanted.

Dottie carried on. “So tomorrow and all of next week will be more gameplay and strategy-focused than other practices. While it’s not a National Qualifier, it’s a HUGE opportunity to prove yourselves and contribute to the qualifier seeding. Excited to get at it.”

Macy led the cheer and the girls began breaking down the nets as usual. Dottie pulled me aside.

“Really, I’m glad you’re coming to the tournament. Thanks for doing it.”

“Don’t mention it. I’m just glad the club is expensing travel for an assistant. I know we don’t typically do that.”

She shrugged. “Well, we needed a hand with some chaperoning too. Works out for everyone.”

Thankfully ‘chaperoning’ isn’t as bad as it sounds. It pretty much means taking the girls to dinner, helping them check in and out of the hotel, and securing transportation to and from the tournament space. If that gets me a free hotel and travel to St. Louis, then count me in!

“I also wanted to invite you to one more thing,” Dottie carried on. “Karen is having her big ‘Spring Soiree’ at her home in Hinsdale. She does it every year for all the girls coaches. I think she forgot to add you to the list this year.”

“Oh, seriously? I’d love to go.” I said. This was a totally new development. Karen was the owner of Fiery Force and, unsurprisingly, absolutely loaded. I’d heard stories from girls coaches about her famous Spring Soirees, but because I’d only ever coached boys. Therefore, I was never invited.

Sure enough, that evening I received a chain email inviting me to the Spring Soiree. FFVC was a massive club, so tons of coaches were going. As I scrolled the CC’s on the email, I was surprised how few names I recognized. The girls program felt so separate from the boys.

◆◆◆

A solid Friday practice led into an exciting weekend. I wasn’t working any FFVC-hosted tournaments. My only plans were to attend the Saturday Soiree.

Of all the names on the list, Maddie was the person I knew best that’d be going. The dress code, she said, is always ‘Garden Party’. I wasn’t really sure what that meant, but the weather was supposed to be impressively mild for early March in Chicago. However, it was a largely indoor affair.

‘Is there anything specific I should wear?’ I texted Maddie. ‘I’ve never attended a garden party before.’

‘LOL.’ she sent back. ‘This is what I’m wearing:’

Maddie followed up with a picture of a light blue floral maxi dress.

‘I’m pairing this with tan wedges and a cute gold necklace.’

Her reply still didn’t help me. Who cares if she’s wearing a dress? It’s not like I’d be wearing one too. How was that helpful?

We kept texting back and forth for a few minutes until I got a straight answer out of her. We settled on me wearing the one blue button-down I owned, paired with khaki pants and tan boat shoes. She also told me to wear my hair down because it ‘looks prettier that way’. I guess a garden party is all about ‘pretty’.

Though I agreed to keep my hair down, I felt it wise — for first impression purposes — to not show up with red painted nails. I used the nail polish remover on my fingernails. The toes, however, I let be. Nobody would be seeing them anyway.

◆◆◆

I didn’t exactly live close to Karen’s house – Hinsdale was a good 35-minute drive from Batavia. When I pulled up, I felt like I was in another world.

Not only was Karen’s house a mansion… she practically lived in Mansion City U.S.A.! Each house on the block had a massive plot of land with a gorgeous, meticulously-landscaped front yard. These weren’t houses. They were estates.

It was also apparent which house was Karen’s, considering all the cars parked out front either filling up the what-felt-like-miles-long driveway or on the side streets. I parked my dinky car and walked in the front door.

The house was filled with, well, ladies. Almost entirely women, in fact. Probably 70-80 guests in total were scattered throughout Karen’s beautiful, modern home. Clearly FFVC was more lucrative than I thought!

I searched throughout the crowd for a familiar face. Unsurprisingly, I attracted a bit of notice, briefly pulling the attention from conversation groups as I walked by. Not because I was doing anything inappropriate, I was just the only one not wearing a dress.

Each woman leaned heavily into the garden party theme – floral dresses as far as the eye could see! Did they all coordinate with Maddie? Why was everyone dressed so similarly?

I knew there were a couple male coaches in the girls volleyball program, but they definitely weren’t here. I would’ve seen them. In fact, the only other men present were a few of the caterers. But they were wearing all black and not really socializing with the guests.

“Caleb!” I heard a voice shout from across the room. It was Maddie, wearing exactly what she sent me in the text. “Did you make it here okay?”

“Yeah, thanks,” I said, still taking in the ambiance. “Jesus… I still can’t get over the scale of this house…”

She laughed. “It’s incredible, right? I’ve been coming for years and it never gets old. Always something new to discover.”

I looked around a little more, and leaned in for a whisper. “Don’t you think it’s weird though?”

“What’s weird?” she asked.

“That I’m, like, the only guy here.”

“Well, uh, not really. To be honest,” Maddie said, very matter-of-fact. “You’re the only guy at practice too, and I don’t think that’s weird.”

She had a point. “Sure,” I said. “But something about today feels different.”

“Probably because everybody’s wearing a dress and you aren’t!” Maddie stated plainly. “Feel like you’re missing out?”

“What? No!” I said, getting strangely red in the face. I still hadn’t told her about the skirt that I was gifted at Lululemon. “I think this looks okay anyway.”

“You look great. Here, let me introduce you to a few other coaches.”

Maddie ushered me around the house for a bit, introducing me to a bunch of new people. I pretty much gave each one the same spiel: “I coached the boys for a few years, then was given the assignment with the girls. That’s why you’ve never seen me.”

Everyone I met was super nice, but damn did I get a lot of comments on my hair. It was like these ladies had never seen a boy with long, blonde hair before. Did they really care that much? Or did they just have nothing in common with me and defaulted to the most obvious physical trait of mine.

Eventually I found Dottie talking to a group of older coaches. And to my complete and utter disbelief, even Dottie was wearing a floral dress. I barely recognized her! I was so used to her makeup-less, tracksuit appearance that it totally caught me off guard.

“You look like you almost got hit by a truck. You okay Caleb?” Dottie said. Ever the charmer, she was…

“Yeah, I’m just… never mind.”

Dottie went on to introduce me to the other coaches. A server came around and offered us fancy finger foods and glasses of wine. Dottie and the ladies grabbed white and I grabbed the one red. I never felt so classy!

The ladies and I chatted about our teams, our upcoming tournaments, and general life stuff.

“Caleb,” another woman said, coming from behind me. “Glad you could make it.” It was Karen.

I definitely wasn’t starstruck by Karen — there was no reason to be — but it wasn’t every day that I got to chat with the owner Fiery Force. I quickly got a little nervous, choking on my wine.

“Excuse me,” I managed to say through a cough. “How are you Karen? Thank you so much for having me.”

Karen was a tall, slender woman with long blonde hair. She was definitely in her 60s, but looked like she could be 45. Women in the wealthy Hinsdale area always looked like this. Maybe it’s something in the water… or the botox.

“I apologize for not initially including you in the email list. Sometimes things get lost in the shuffle when coaches switch around.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it. Your house is beautiful by the way.” I said.

Karen smiled. “Would you like the tour?”

“Do we have an hour?” I said, joking about the size of her house. She chuckled.

“Come, come.”

So Karen led me around the many rooms of her house. I even got to chatting with her more in depth. She explained that she created FFVC 25 years ago and has grown it every year. She and her husband never had children, so she found it hard to be plugged into the youthful side of the community. FFVC was her way to add value.

Karen showed me the multiple living rooms (each with a different decor theme), the expansive, finished basement complete with a golf simulator, and the gorgeous kitchen which was practically the size of my apartment.

“My husband still works in private equity, but has severely cut down his hours and has fallen in love with solo travel,” she said with a hint of sadness. “But thankfully, I threw myself fully into the club and it’s the most rewarding job in the world.”

“That’s so wonderful,” I meant, genuinely. As someone who was looking for their own purpose in life, it was inspiring to see someone really live for what they do. “If it’s not too much trouble… Do you have any advice for a young coach like myself?”

She pondered it for a moment. “Well, the best part of this job isn’t the money. It’s not even the championships or the national relevance. It’s the fact that we’ve built a community of people who care about each other. It’s cliché to say it, I know, but this feels like a family.” Karen looked at me with her kind eyes. “So my advice is this: Do what you can to connect with your family. The more trust and companionship you can build, the better life you’ll have.”

I nodded. She was a wise woman. Not that I was fully in on her personal relationship with her husband, but he feels kind of absent. So instead of drowning in her own self-loathing, Karen made the most of it and created a tight-knit family.

“Every day I feel more connected with you guys,” I began to say, leaning up against the doorway to the kitchen.

But as I started my next sentence and turned toward the kitchen door, I slammed right into a server holding nearly a dozen wine glasses. Both of us nearly fell over as the wine glasses crashed onto the floor.

“I’m so sorry!” the server quickly said, staring at the mess we’d created together.

“No, seriously, it’s on me. I wasn’t looking!” I quickly corrected him. I was beyond embarrassed. Here I was, starting to connect on a real level to the owner of our club and I immediately created a mess.

A few other servers quickly came over to clean up the glass as Karen instructed everyone not to step in the area. Thankfully, she didn’t seem too mad.

“Oh, you poor thing,” she said, examining me for wounds. “Are you okay?”

Nobody had any injuries from the shattered glass. But my blue shirt and khakis were covered in a mix of red and white wine. Somehow, the server didn’t get any liquid on him, but I was soaked.

“Ugh, I probably smell like an alcoholic,” I joked, getting a laugh from Karen.

“Yeah, don’t get pulled over wearing this!” she said. “Come, let’s check my husband’s closet for something dry.”

Obviously, the bedroom quarters were not included in the initial part of the tour but thanks to wine spillage, it now was.

“Wait here,” she said, entering the closet space. “I’ll find something from my husband’s closet.”

Karen was taking several minutes. I heard the occasional ‘ugh!’ from the back. What was taking her so long?

“Everything okay?” I shouted back.

Karen walked out, visibly frustrated. “He frustrates me. Why can’t the man have anything fun?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused.

She sighed. “Everyone in private equity has the most bland clothing. Not that he’d have any interest in my garden parties, but if he did, he’d have nothing to wear.”

I quickly felt like I was becoming an inconvenience. “Look, that’s fine. I can just get going if there’s nothing appropriate for me to change into.”

“What? Don’t be silly. I don’t want you to leave. There are so many ladies for you to still meet.”

“Sure, but if your husband doesn’t have anything suitable for your party…”

Her eyes quickly lit up. “You… no, never mind.”

She looked like she had a solution. “No, tell me.”

Her eyebrow raised. “You wouldn’t care to… wear one of my dresses, would you?”


Chapter Ten

Did I hear her right? Her dresses? I was stunned.

“Uh… I… uh…” I stammered.

She violently shook her head. “I’m sorry for even asking. That’s so ridiculous of me.”

“No, no, it’s not. You’re just trying to help.” I wasn’t about to make my boss feel like a fool. “It’s a reasonable suggestion.”

“Is it?” she asked. “I just figured since we’re the same size and build…”

My God… she actually wanted me to wear this thing. This was a crazy situation. On the one hand, it’s absurd to think I’d wear a dress in front of all those people. But on the other hand, it is my boss making the suggestion.

“How about this: Go into the bathroom and change out of those clothes. There’s no way I’m letting you walk around in alcohol-soaked clothes regardless.”

I was led into the beautiful master bathroom — also the size of my apartment — and undressed around the corner. I could hear Karen shuffling through her closet, pulling things out.

“Is your underwear soaked?” she yelled around the corner. God, that’d be a crazy question out of context…

“It’s, uh, yeah. A little. But it’s fine.”

“Hmm,” she murmured. I could barely hear her.

I felt unbelievably awkward. I was waiting in my boss’s bathroom standing with nothing but my briefs on, waiting to put on a dress. What kind of man gets himself into this situation?

But soon enough, she told me to come into the closet to fetch the clothes. She ducked back into the bedroom to give me privacy. The closet was enormous too, like everything in this house. Shirts, pants, dresses, shoes, and any other type of clothing you could imagine was in here. But on a rack next to the three-section angled mirror hung two dresses.

I touched the fabric of each and they even felt expensive. The first dress was an orange floral maxi dress with a ruffle trim around the shoulders. The other was a backless, pink floral midi dress with puff sleeves.

I felt beyond screwed. Each dress was outrageously feminine! Why would she pick two of the girliest dresses known to man? Or rather, woman.

“Uhh, is this all that works?” I asked, yelling out to Karen, still in the bedroom.

“Those two will fit you nicely. Just pick one!”

I grabbed the orange maxi dress because it was the less feminine option — but only barely.

“Don’t forget the underwear too! Wouldn’t want wine stains to get on either of my dresses.”

I had no choice. The panties she’d laid out for me were thankfully a plain and simple white cotton — not that anybody would see them. And I definitely didn’t want to protest and potentially get even girlier ones. So I took my wine-stained briefs off and slipped on the panties.

As strange as the situation itself was, the comfort of the panties was a nice surprise. They felt snug around my package, and though there was a definite bulge in the front, I knew that it’d be covered up by the dress.

I slipped the dress on over my head and let the soft, dainty fabric cascade over my body. Honestly? The fabric felt lovely. I did a little twirl in the dress and watched the fabric swing out in a circle around my body. Slowly, the dress floated back toward my red-painted toes… WAIT.

Crap! My toes! I intentionally removed the polish from my fingernails before leaving, but never imagined a world where I’d need to take my shoes off and reveal my toes.

“All changed?” Karen said, knocking on the wall outside the massive closet.

“Uhh, yeah,” I stammered. I guess she’d find out sooner or later.

As Karen walked in, her face absolutely lit up. “You look gorgeous, Caleb!”

“I…I do?”

“Oh my goodness, completely so! How come you’ve never worn a dress before?”

I think that was a rhetorical question. I was definitely not going down that road.

Karen grabbed two options of shoes for me to choose from. The first were tan wedge heels — similar to Maddie’s. The second were flat, open-toed sandals.

Since I’m sure I’d be tripping all over the place in heels, I opted for the sandal. As Karen helped me put them on, she noticed the toenails.

“You paint your toes?” she asked.

“Uh… it was a little team building thing I did with the girls,” I explained. There was no point in lying.

She placed her hand on her heart. “That’s so sweet. See, that right there — and this — is how you connect with a family.”

I failed to see how putting on a girly, floral maxi dress was ‘connecting with a family’, but I just smiled and moved on.

“Glad we got you cleaned up. Are you ready to head back to the party?”

Wearing spandex shorts in front of my team was one thing. Painting my nails was another. But going downstairs to a party of 70-80 women in a floral gown was an entirely different animal. I had no choice but to put on a brave face.

As we reentered the crowd, I drew double-takes aplenty. I’d already been introduced to many of these people, so it’s not like I was some new arrival. It was obvious that people had been talking about the wine glass crash and the subsequent trip to Karen’s closet.

But to my astonishment, I wasn’t immediately laughed at, lambasted, or ridiculed. Most of the reactions I was getting were… positive.

“Oh my goodness, Caleb, what a cute choice!” said one woman.

“I love that on you!” another said.

And the compliments kept coming. All I could do was blush and say thank you. My initial humiliation was starting to fade away. I felt so accepted all of a sudden.

I then made eye contact with Maddie from across the room. Her expression was a mix of joy and disbelief.

“CALEB. What is this???” She ran up to me. “Look at you!”

By now, Karen had left my side to mingle with others. “I’m… it’s been a weird day.”

We both laughed. Maddie wanted to examine the dress I was wearing. “Well I see you kept your toes painted.”

“Heh heh… yeah. I guess I forgot those.”

Maddie then lifted up my arm. “And you shave your underarms too?”

“I’ve been doing that for a while, yeah. I dunno why.”

She raised an eyebrow and looked at me. “Pretty blonde hair, painted nails, shaved legs and underarms, and now a dress. You’re one feminine dude, you know that?”

We shared another laugh. I’d spent long enough away from the party, so Maddie and I returned for some non-spilt wine and hors d’oeuvres. We gathered with a few younger coaches and chatted about all sorts of things — but only briefly touching on the absurdity of my situation.

How was it that I, a man, could ruin an outfit, change into a dress of all things, and barely bat an eye amongst 70+ women? Regardless, I took full advantage of this strange, strange opportunity to create connections with other coaches. For some reason, the dress subconsciously opened me up a little more. The previously shy, hesitant Caleb began to come out of his shell. This Caleb was confident. This Caleb was making connections…friends…family.


Chapter Eleven

The rest of the party was actually pretty fun. But all good things have to come to an end.

Of all the funny and interesting reactions I got for my outfit, the strangest was definitely Dottie. She walked up to me, silently scanned my outfit, and gave one, simple nod. No words, no nothing. She then returned to her conversation.

I was also thrilled the wine spillage didn’t inconvenience Karen too badly. She told me she’d have her people wash my clothes and will have them dropped off at the practice facility next week. She was even so impressed with my maturity and flexibility that I was told to keep the dress. I tried my absolute hardest to deny her offer, but Karen insisted. “It suits you much better than me,” she explained.

Oh great… Now I’m the owner of a skirt, dress, women’s sandals… and even a pair of panties!

As much as I feel like luck was not on my side that day, I was able to drive home without any hiccups. I even got into my apartment without anyone noticing me in a dress. Maybe I was due for a little bit of luck.

◆◆◆

Despite the intrigue of Saturday’s antics, there were a lot more important things to be focusing on this week. This coming weekend, the team would be driving down to St. Louis for our first big-time tournament of the year. So that meant it’d be all business, all day at practice. However, that didn’t stop me from wondering if word would get out about me wearing a dress at the coaches’ party. And when I arrived early on Monday, that was the first thing I asked Dottie.

She cracked a smirk. “Oh, please. You’re fine. Coaches generally don’t gab on about the goings-on at Karen’s,” Dottie explained. “So you’ll be fine. Unless of course, you shoot yourself in the foot again with another bet.”

The only thing that concerned me a bit was Rebecca’s reaction. I didn’t chat with her at the party, but I noticed her obvious, disapproving glares from across the room. Some of that judgment carried over to practice, I felt, as I was shot occasional grimaces from the 16 Silver court. But of course, I shouldn’t preoccupy myself with one naysayer.

Dottie and I both agreed that in practice this week, our number one focus would be blocking. Powerful hitters took advantage of us in every match of our previous tournament.

One of the drills we did involved me standing on a box and hitting the ball as hard as I could into the hands of the girls. It was imperative that they firmly pushed over the net and didn’t let their hands waver. If successful, the opponent’s attack would be blocked straight to the ground.

Defense and blocking remained our focus throughout the week, though come Thursday, we made sure to have a casual, light practice. Games began Saturday morning and we didn’t want our girls to be too tired.

Thursday was also our last practice of the week since everybody would be traveling to St. Louis after school on Friday. St. Louis was such a big tournament that FFVC had a total of 12 teams attending: two each from six different age groups.

With such a significant number of FFVC players going, I examined the chaperone list thinking maybe one of my girls’ parents had last-second decided to tag along?

But nope. No such luck. According to the travel itinerary, most of the 16 Gold girls were traveling with the parents of 16 Silver or 15 Gold. I mean, at least they’re arriving safely.

However, there was one family representative from 16 Gold: Blaine Leung, Remi’s brother. Reading his name on the master document actually warmed my heart. Despite a busy schedule, despite a hectic career in finance, and despite not even being her parent, Blaine is offering up his time to support his sister and her friends.

But knowing him the little bit that I do, I had to mentally prepare myself for an ever-upbeat attitude and slightly annoying cheering from the bench. But it’s not like I needed to spend an exorbitant amount of time with him.

At the end of Thursday’s practice, Dottie called the girls in for a final pump-up speech in her own inimitable style. She reiterated how proud she’s been of this team, placing 2nd at the Palos tournament, achieving a high seed going into St. Louis, and most of all, the chemistry, growth, and friendship she’s witnessed.

Before the final cheer, however, the girls insisted on a new team nail color for the tournament. Not much discussion. Everyone was feeling pink. I didn’t even try to get out of joining this time. I guess it was set in stone that ‘Coach Caleb will be painting his nails whenever the girls do!’

◆◆◆

This wasn’t my first out-of-town tournament, but it was the first one where I had any real chance of winning. Look, I really loved my boys teams. But simply put, they couldn’t compete. Finishing in the top half of teams was considered a victory for them. It was a wonderfully exciting headspace to be in, mentally preparing for the possibility to win the whole thing.

As I packed my things for the nearly 5 hour drive down to St. Louis, I reveled in the anticipation of what was to come. The championship brackets on Day 2 stream their games online. The event organizers bring in extra referees to call the line boundaries, signifying these games’ importance. We’d even get to play on a professional-looking stadium-like court. Not just a few sets of tiny benches for the parents, no. But four massive bleachers would surround the court like a coliseum. I shouldn’t get too ahead of myself though…

After picking up the agreed-upon pink nail polish and applying it to both my fingers and toes, I left at 1:30 PM looking to beat the traffic down to St. Louis. However, nearly five whole hours of letting my thoughts fester maybe wasn't what I needed right now. Beside Rebecca, there were no issues or mentions of my Garden Party dress-wearing at this week’s practices. I feared that being around a bunch of the same coaches in a weekend environment would reignite those stories. Sure, Dottie claimed that none of the stories got out, but could she guarantee it? Maybe it was foolish to wear such a feminine outfit in front of so many people after all.

But I couldn’t let that fear distract me from a fun weekend. When I finally got to the hotel just before 6:30, I found that I was added to a group chat of all the coaches attending the event. I also was in a strictly team-business group chat with the players and Dottie where I learned they all wouldn’t be arriving for another few hours. Same with most of the other coaches. I guess people had busy Friday afternoons and couldn’t afford to beat the traffic.

I checked into my room and unpacked my things. As much as I wanted this to be a chill night in and go straight into my nighttime routine, I still had the responsibility of helping all of the girls check in once they arrived… in several hours. Ugh.

I’d stopped on the way here for a quick bite, so I wasn’t hungry. I flipped through the hotel movie channels looking for something to settle on for the next few hours, when suddenly I heard a knock on the door.

Confused as to who it could be, I opened the door and it was… Blaine?

“Caleb, hey!” he said with a friendly smile.

I wanted to mirror his cheery attitude but was so thrown off by his presence. “Blaine? What’re you— how did you find my room?”

He looked embarrassed. “Oh, I’m sorry. Kinda stalker-y of me, ha ha. I’m staying next door and saw you walk in right as I was leaving to pick up some ice.”

“Oh… uh, yeah, that’s fine,” I paused awkwardly. “So what’s up?”

“I was just heading down to the bar for a bite and a drink. The girls aren’t getting in for a few hours, so I figured I have some time to kill.”

“Remi didn’t drive with you? Or anyone?”

Blaine shook his head. “Nah, I’m here solo. I took the day off work and everyone was already assigned to a 16 Silver car… so no responsibility here! …other than, you know, the chaperoning.”

I found it pretty entertaining how goofy Blaine was. It was like he was nervous around me. It can’t be easy knocking on someone’s door if you don’t know ‘em that well. Even confident-looking, 6-foot-5 men have moments of weakness, I guess.

“So you interested?” he asked again.

“Uhh… sure. Let me just throw on some shoes.” As much as I was looking forward to a few hours to relax and watch a movie, I had just spent the previous five hours alone. So I guess a little socialization wouldn’t hurt.

◆◆◆

The hotel bar was nothing special. Most of the people present were probably on solo business trips anyway. Though I’m sure they had no idea that within a few hours it’d be packed with teenage volleyball players. Maybe they were taking in the serenity.

Blaine and I took a seat at the bar, right in front of a TV showing an NBA game. Bulls vs Mavericks.

I pointed to the TV. “Are you a fan?” I asked.

“Of basketball? Pfft, not really. I always sucked at it,” he laughed.

“What? No way. Look at you! What 6’5” guy sucks at basketball?”

He playfully rolled his eyes. “You’re what, 5’10”? What’s your excuse?”

“Fair enough,” I conceded. “Crazy how many of us get into this sport because we suck at basketball.”

Blaine ordered a grilled chicken sandwich while I settled on some fries, just so I had something to snack on while he ate.

“Anything to drink?” the bartender asked.

“Vodka soda please,” Blaine said.

The bartender nodded. “And for the lady?”

Lady? I immediately turned red. Blaine quickly stiffened up, looking like he was gonna call out the bartender. But I answered first. “Uh, the same, please. Thank you.”

The bartender noticed Blaine nearly say something, and stepped away quickly, not sure what he did.

The moment he got out of earshot, Blaine turned to me. “You… you weren’t gonna say anything?”

I sighed. “Look, sometimes it’s just easier not to say anything. Why make people feel awkward?”

I’m not sure he completely agreed with me, but recognized it’s not really his place to comment.

“Usually they find out eventually,” I clarified.

Despite the early bump, Blaine and I ended up having a really nice time hanging out. I’ll admit, I had my reservations. Blaine seemed like an overly upbeat — perhaps even a little obnoxious — person, and sometimes that’s a little ‘too much’ for me. But I found when we spoke one-on-one, we actually had a lot in common.

“So I see you’re on, what, round three of painting your nails with the girls?” he said after ordering our next drinks.

“Ha, yeah. I wasn’t so sure how much I’d like it at first either. But it’s not that bad. In fact, it’s kinda fun to have a little bit of color pop on your hands.”

Blaine smiled. “I’m guessing that kind of thing never came up when coaching boys then.”

I emphatically shook my head. “Definitely not. This is really my first time spending extended time around girls. Outside of college, I guess.”

“Did you ever date?” he asked.

Well that question kinda came out of nowhere. But I guess if the conversation was leaning more personal…

“Honestly. No. Kinda sad, right?” I quickly tried to change the awkwardness by laughing at myself.”

But Blaine didn’t join in my laughter. “No, not sad at all. Look, I didn’t date until my mid 20’s either.”

“Wait, what? YOU didn’t date?” I was completely shocked.

He shrugged, then smiled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, I mean…” I gestured to him. “Aren’t girls supposed to love tall guys?”

“You tell me,” he said. I noticed the bartender was right next to us. I think he was just playing along with the whole ‘fake girl’ thing.

I wanted to play along with the bit so I replied. “All of us ladies love a tall, strong man.”

Blaine tried to keep in a laugh. I’m not even sure if the bartender noticed or cared, but we were having fun.

We kept on talking for another hour or so, getting just enough drinks in to loosen us up, but not to harm our chaperoning responsibilities. The conversation stayed somewhat personal. He shared what it was like growing up in both the U.S. and Hong Kong, having interracial/international parents, and the challenge to live up to expectations and keep a consistent social life.

I shared my own history with him too, along with some of my own insecurities about my current job and career prospects. But man, he had a way more interesting life than my own. I honestly preferred listening to him talk.

The hour flew by. But we were definitely not keeping an eye on our phones, because the next person to interrupt us was Remi.

“Blaine, did you bring my extra shoes?” Remi said, then shyly turned to me. “Hey Coach Caleb.”

“Oh, hey Remi,” I turned to her and noticed the entire team standing behind us in the bar as well. How long had they been there? Regardless, a few of them had smirks on their faces. I didn’t have the time or interest to figure out why.

I thanked the 16 Silver mom for helping drive them in, and started directing the girls. “Here, let me get you all settled in your rooms. One sec, I gotta close out.”

“No need,” Blaine said. He turned to the bartender. “Put everything on my tab, please.” The bartender nodded.

“Oh, uh, well, thank you.”

“I appreciate the good company,” Blaine said with a warm smile.

I thanked him again and ushered the girls out of the bar and towards the elevators. Every single one of them was giving me a coy ‘what’s-going-on-here?’ look. But I wasn’t going to entertain that silliness. It’s like they actually thought something was going on between Blaine and I. Ridiculous…


Chapter Twelve

The girls got to their rooms without any trouble last night. I even ran into Dottie and a few other coaches in the hallway before getting to bed. Though the time spent with Blaine was light and fun, I could tell each of the coaches was ready to get down to business.

It turned out that being a chaperone for the girls is even easier for these girls than it ever was for my boys teams. I knocked on the door of each room at 7 AM, expecting an additional ’15 more minutes please!’, but nope. Every single team member was up, dressed, and ready to compete. I drove half the team and Blaine took the other half.

Much like the Palos tournament, Day #1 was all about organized pool play, except this time we had pools of five teams, not four. So that meant we’d be playing four matches total.

The team settled on the white FFVC jerseys for day one. Dottie and I offset that with our black quarter zips. Though I’d already witnessed many weeks of practice and a full tournament already, I can’t express how thoroughly impressed I was with the work ethic of these girls. Even with the first game at 8 AM, they jumped out of the gate.

We were the number #1 seed in the pool and our first two matches were against the #5 and #3 seeds. While Palos was mostly local teams from Northern Chicago or Southern Wisconsin, the St. Louis tournament drew teams from all over the nation. In fact, every other team in our pool was from an out-of-state club.

But that didn’t stop them. The girls won the opening match against the #5 seed 25-12, 25-10. They then proceeded to crush the #3 seed 25-7, 25-9. The wins were so dominant that even Blaine held back his loud cheering out of respect for the other team’s fans.

We had a break in between our matches and took the opportunity to scout some of the other top teams around the facility. This tournament, unlike Palos, was held in a truly massive space. In fact, it’s called ‘The Dome’ and it’s where the (formerly) St. Louis Rams used to play. And the tournament needed every bit of that space with six age groups competing simultaneously.

First on our list was finding 16 Silver who, as #2 seed in their pool, had already upset the #1 seed. Some team from Florida. They were riding high.

It also didn’t take long to find Blitz One. Word had already spread of their Meredith Goro acquisition, and fans and players alike gathered around their court, soaking in the sheer dominance of their giant, athletic players. Though we observed a bit, I concluded it was best not to watch ‘em too intensely. Best for them to not get in our heads this early.

Our third match of the day was against the surprisingly frisky #4 seed in our pool. They were a brand new, untested club from Kentucky. Because of that, the tournament organizers had no idea how to seed them. And it quickly became apparent they were seeded far too low.

The Kentucky team took an early lead against us in the first set, thanks mostly to their absurdly scrappy defense. It’s almost like it didn’t matter how hard we hit the ball or where we hit it. Some girl was always there, diving and keeping the rally alive. Anyone who’s played volleyball knows how draining that can be mentally. Therefore, it led to many mistakes on our end. Dottie called a timeout with our team down 21-15.

She was pretty pissed, but kept her cool. “Look at this team. Are they doing anything special?”

The girls said ‘no’.

“Are they doing anything that’s forcing us to make mistakes?”

The girls shouted ‘no’.

“So stop being so fancy and play OUR game,” she raised her voice, sending the girls back on the court.

Thankfully, her pep talk once again did the trick. We slowed the pace down, played consistent, and squeaked out a 25-23 win in the first set. Once we had their style figured out, we took the second set with less resistance, winning 25-19.

Despite being 3-0 on the day, nobody felt great after that last game. Dottie was starting to lose her voice. Even Blaine was holding back some of his loud cheers out of exhaustion fears.

Our final match was against a Nashville club with very athletic but very raw, not overly skilled players. Much like the Kentucky team, they were scrappy and practically everywhere on defense. I noticed a key defender of theirs was slowly shifting her body to the middle of the court, so when Dottie called a timeout, I instructed Macy to go hard down the line. Thankfully, the defenders never recovered. We won the match 25-18, 25-20.

The girls put together a perfect 4-0 Day One record, meaning we’d be in the Gold Bracket tomorrow, with an opportunity to play for the championship. Later that evening, tournament officials would be sending out the finalized seeding and schedules.

Though our team was physically wiped, every one of the girls was mentally ready for the fun evening. Typically, teams will pick a restaurant that’s not at the hotel and the coaches, parents, and players will all attend in one big group.

However, as we know, 16 Gold has no parents attending. With Dottie expressing her regrets not to join for dinner due to a sore hip, it became up to the chaperones (me and Blaine) to handle transportation and dinner. Between Blaine and I, we had just enough room in our cars for the entire team.

“We’ll be back at the hotel by 5 o’clock. How does a half hour sound for everyone to shower and get ready for dinner?” I said to the group.

The girls were quick to disagree. “A half hour? We’ll need way more time.” Kelsey said. “Especially if we’re doing Ramón’s.”

“I’m sorry, nobody told me you picked a place… but that’s fine. What’s ‘Ramón’s’?”

Macy perked up. “It’s this super nice Italian restaurant. We’ve gone there the last couple years. Remi, Coach Caleb, you guys are really gonna like it.”

Well this was definitely a departure. Every time I’d gone to an away tournament with my boys teams, we’d always pick the most casual joint. Usually a burger or pizza place. Clearly I was wrong to assume the same with the girls.

“Is something wrong, Coach Caleb?” Eve asked.

“Oh, uh, no. Wherever you girls want. I just… well, I didn’t prepare an outfit for a fancy restaurant. Did you all?”

Each one nodded. Somehow I missed this whole restaurant decision.

Blaine and I drove the team back to the hotel and the girls requested until 7:15 to get ready. Someone had already made a 7:30 reservation.

Now, here’s the difference between guys and girls. Even though I take pride in keeping my hair in pristine condition, it never takes longer than, what, 30 minutes for me to get ready? Girls on the other hand have so many factors to consider. Hairstyling, makeup, multiple outfit changes. It’s so much easier on my end.

The only problem was my lack of even remotely fancy clothing. But can you blame me? We’re attending a volleyball tournament. Athletic pants, sweat-wicking shirts and shoes, and quarter-zip jackets are the standard.

So that’s what I chose to wear. I was ready to go for a 7:30 reservation…by 5:30. With some time to kill, I knocked on Blaine’s door, assuming he’d be ready like me.

“Just a second!” he shouted from inside.

“It’s Caleb. No rush!” I replied.

But prompt as ever, Blaine opened the door. However, he wasn’t ready like me.

“Sorry, Caleb. Just got out of the shower. Come on in.” Blaine said… wearing nothing but a towel.

I quickly averted my eyes, assuming he’d somehow forgotten what he was wearing.

“Oh, stop. Don’t be a prude,” he joked. “Come in, I’m just finishing up.”

I trepidatiously followed him in. I thought of offering to come back later, but I guess Blaine is just one of those uber-comfortable guys. Nothing wrong with that.

“So what’s up? Why no fancy outfit?” he jeered.

“You know why. They threw Ramón’s at me last-second. Did Remi give you any heads up?”

“Yeah. That’s why I brought this,” Blaine reached in the closet and held up a freshly laundered light gray suit. “Here, hang out with me. I could use the company after sitting on those cold bleachers all day, cheering at players who probably don’t even hear me.”

I wanted to joke ‘oh, they definitely hear you’ but instead just agreed to stick around and chat.

“Working in finance, you have to wear suits to work every day. Which is a little annoying.” he said, gesturing for me to turn around while he dropped his towel. I did as asked. “But hey, a nice side effect is always being ready for a fancy event. Okay, you’re good.”

I turned back around, but was surprised when he only had his underwear on, in the middle of putting on his socks. He played it off as it was nothing, so I did the same.

I did, however, notice how ridiculously in-shape Blaine was. Not that I was an unfit person myself, but he had the objective ideal of a male body. Tight abs, toned quads and calves, and large, muscular arms that led up to his broad, manly shoulders.

“So… what do you think?” he said. I must’ve been zoning out for a second, because I missed his previous question.

“Oh, uh, sorry! I totally spaced.” I said, blushing.

I was a little embarrassed that staring at this man’s body caused me to space out, even if completely innocent.

Blaine just laughed. “I said, do you think we should look into a nicer outfit for you? We have the time after all.”

“Oh. Uh, I mean what are you thinking? Do you have a spare?” I asked.

Blaine chuckled. “Are you planning to grow 7 inches?”

I stopped in my tracks. “What?”

“Seven inches taller. I’m, like, way bigger than you. I don’t think you’ll fit into one of my suits.” He explained.

“Ohhh! Yes, you’re right.” For a second there, I thought he meant something completely different… “Maybe we just look for a Men’s Wearhouse and find a cheap button-down.”

“A pink one, though, right? To match your nails?”

We shared a laugh. “Sure.”

Blaine took another 5-10 minutes to get his suit on. I hung out on the in-room couch while he finished putting product in his hair and applying cologne.

“How’s this?” he asked, emerging from the bathroom. Blaine had me stand up, and moved his neck six inches from my face to smell the cologne.

“Really…nice,” I said, a little overwhelmed. I don’t think I’ve ever had a man stand this close to me. Especially asking me to smell him.

I lingered close to his neck for a few more seconds, absorbing his masculine scent.

“Glad you like it. If you want it later you can have it.”

“What?”

He raised an eyebrow, not sure why I was acting weird. “The cologne… you can borrow some later if you want.”

What was happening to me? Why was I suddenly acting so awkward around Blaine? This isn’t normally like me…

Suddenly, a knock came on the door and Blaine opened it up. It was Remi and Macy. They each had their outfits for the evening on, but still with drying hair and no makeup.

“There he is!” Macy said, nudging Remi. She then lowered her voice a bit. “See, I told you he might be in here.”

“What’s up, guys?” Blaine asked.

Remi sighed, and reluctantly began to speak. “Macy and some of the other girls had an idea for Coach Caleb.”

“What’s that?” I asked, stepping toward the door.

Remi looked like she didn’t want to say the next few words, but Macy nudged her again.

“Okay, fine.” she grunted at Macy. “Since you said you don’t have anything nice enough to wear for Ramón’s, we wanted to help out.”

A little confusing, but I think I knew what she meant. “Blaine and I were already on it. I was gonna run to a Men’s Wearhouse or something to grab a button-down. And no, I will not accept another gift card from you girls. You’ve been generous enough.”

“Oh…” Remi said, “That’s not what I was gonna say.”

Macy spoke up instead. “We just figured, Coach Caleb, that since you and Remi are the same size, that you could borrow her extra dress for tonight!”


Chapter Thirteen

I froze right in my tracks. Was I seriously being offered a dress — the most feminine item in a woman’s wardrobe — for the second time in a week?

“Uh, I, uh…” I stammered. I mean, what was I supposed to say?

For as embarrassed as I felt, Remi looked just as much, turning angrily to Macy. “See? I told you he’d never say yes. I’m so sorry, Coach Caleb.”

My immediate instinct, however, was to console her. “No, no, that’s not too much to ask. I… I’m just a little caught off guard.”

“Is it pink?” Blaine asked, breaking the awkwardness. “It’d at least match your nails.”

Remi paused, but then nodded. “I mean…yes. It’s pink.”

“Well I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt to try it on, right Caleb? Saves you a trip to the store.”

I suppose he had a point. I’m not the richest guy in the world, and why on Earth would I spend my hard-earned money on a shirt, just to comply with a restaurant’s dress code?

“Uh…I guess I’ll try it on. Sure.” I told them.

Remi gave a soft smile, but Macy squealed with joy. “Yess!! Caleb, let’s go to our room. The other girls are getting ready in Eshal and Soraya’s anyway. You’ll have your privacy.”

Macy grabbed my hand and led me down the hallway and away from Blaine, still standing at his door in the suit. It felt like I was being dragged away from him and into a girlier dimension.

The first thing I noticed about Macy and Remi’s room was how tidy it was. Really? I thought teenage girls were supposed to be just as messy as boys. Yet another impressive mark. Remi snagged the dress from the closet and handed it to me.

“You can change in the bathroom. Macy and I will be doing our makeup in the mirror out here if you need us.”

I didn’t even get a chance to properly look at the dress before being shepherded into the bathroom, locking it behind me.

Finally, I got the chance to take a deep breath before walking down this path. I’d worn a dress once before. How bad could this be?

But holding up the dress, it was quickly apparent how different this one was. While the one I wore at Karen’s house was a loose-fitting, conservative maxi dress, this one was the complete opposite. Remi had given me a pink, sequin, minidress to wear. It looked like something a woman my age would wear on New Year’s Eve!

But beggars can’t be choosers. I’m here to get dressed for dinner. I disrobed down to my briefs — no panties this time (not like there’s any chance I’d seek out borrowing some.)

Now look, I’ve been told that I have a girly butt in the past — it even came up when I wore the spandex shorts — but nothing could’ve prepared me for how my hips and butt looked in this dress. I totally looked like a woman! I don’t have any semblance of boobs, obviously, but even despite that, for the first time in my life, I had noticeable curves from my girlish hips and butt.

I adjusted the dress straps on my shoulders and gave myself one last glance from different angles. This dress looked shockingly good on me.

I stepped out of the bathroom and nearly made the girls mess up their makeup.

“Holy shit…” Remi said, emotionless. “Coach Caleb…”

“I know, I know. It looks so weird on me,” I said, pressing my knees together and clasping my hands in a gesture that could only be described as ‘bashful femininity’.

“No, you’re wearing the hell out of that thing! Are you kidding me?”

But the reality of the situation was catching up to me. “No, what am I doing? I can’t wear this thing out…”

“Stop!” Remi said. “No, I want you to. I mean, someone should wear it.” She paused, then hung her head. “I don’t really have the guts to.”

I sensed some serious insecurity from her. “You don’t? Hmm… that’s why the tag was still on it, wasn’t it?”

Remi nodded her head. “I bought it a couple days ago and just…I dunno…I could never pull it off.”

I felt awful for her. But for a group of girls that are always so put together and confident, it was a little humanizing to see some vulnerability. Sometimes I forget that these are regular teenage girls with normal, everyday insecurities.

“Well, if it’ll help you feel better, I’ll show you that anyone can rock it. Watch me. I’ll wear this dress with confidence and prove to you that’s all it takes, okay?”

She managed to smile just a little bit. Very sweetly.

Someone knocked on the door. Macy grabbed it and in walked Kelsey, Eve, and Meghan. As expected, their jaws dropped when they saw me.

“Oh my God Coach Caleb, you did it???” Meghan shrieked, needing space to pace off her exuberance.

“Doesn’t he look incredible??” Macy asked.

Despite objectively feeling awkward in a very short, very feminine sequin dress in front of my players, I put on a confident face for Remi. I’ll do my best to put aside any insecurities for her sake.

Kelsey examined how the dress hugged my hips. “This is insane. Coach Caleb, I had no idea the figure you had…”

I blushed. “I guess a dress can really bring that out in a guy.”

Meghan agreed. “But you need heels to really complete the look. I think I have extras in my room!” She shot off down the hall to fetch them.

We still had plenty of time before the reservation, but it seemed like the girls were either completely ready or close to ready.

“Have you ever worn makeup before, Coach Caleb?” Kelsey asked.

“Oh, uh, no.” I answered.

“…would you like to try?” Kelsey asked. “We’re essentially the same skin tone. You’re happy to borrow mine.”

Macy loved the idea. “Yes! Let’s do his makeup!”

It seemed like the decision had been made for me. Again, I feared that if I didn’t put on a brave face, I’d be putting on a bad example for Remi.

“Sure, why not. But just a little bit, okay? We’re not going overboard.”

Just as Kelsey left to grab her makeup, Meghan returned with the heels. She described them as ‘black Mary Jane platform heels’. Sure, the heels hid my pink painted toenails, but I immediately noticed how much longer they made my legs appear. I took a few steps to test them out and was surprisingly competent. The girls called me a natural.

Kelsey returned with the makeup, as well as with the rest of the team of girls. They were just as blown away and ecstatic as everyone else.

I sat down on a stool in front of one of the mirrors with Kelsey next to me. She applied a little bit of concealer and foundation to my face to start. And to look a little ‘flirtier’ (her words, not mine) I was given mascara for my lashes and a soft pink gloss for my lips. And somehow, that was pretty much it. “You already have very feminine features,” Kelsey explained. “There’s not much contouring even needed.”

“Coach Caleb, we have one last request,” I heard Eshal say from behind me. I turned around and she was holding a curling iron that she must have brought from her room.

I’d never had it curled before, and didn’t feel like I ever needed to experience it that way. I’ve enjoyed my hair the way it was for 26 straight years. But this wasn’t a typical day, and one look at Remi made me give way. “Sure girls, let’s do it.”

Eshal swapped places with Kelsey after my makeup was finished and started portioning out my hair to curl it. It’s a repetitive, tedious process, so we chatted away about all sorts of girly nonsense while she worked.

When she finally completed my hair transformation, I was led to a full length mirror to examine her work. I looked unbelievable. I was a tall, thin-but-curvy, sultry, sexy blonde woman in her 20s. Any remaining bit of manhood was completely overwhelmed by the dress, makeup, and hair.

The girls gave me a little round of applause as I admired myself in the mirror.

“I look beautiful…” I finally muttered, thinking nobody heard me.

“Yes, Coach Caleb. You do.” Remi said.

“Wait!” Meghan yelled. “That feels silly. We can’t be calling him ‘Caleb’ when looking like this.”

“Huh? But Caleb’s my name. What else would you call me?” I asked.

“Well, have you ever thought of what you’d call yourself if you were a girl?”

I thought about it hard. Honestly, despite being mistaken for a girl often over my lifetime, I’d never actually been given a name.

“Hmmm… how about Chelsea?” I suggested, immediately liking the sound of it. It was a cute name that started with the same letter. Made sense to me.

The girls loved it too. “Yessss! Welcome, Chelsea!” They collectively cheered.

All the commotion must’ve disturbed a neighbor, since we got a very loud lock on the door. Macy hushed everybody and slowly opened it up.

But it was Blaine. And I mean to tell you, the look he gave me was one for the AGES.

“Holy shit…” Blaine said, looking utterly enamored. “Caleb, is that you? You look incredible!”

Though the last hour was full of me getting compliments from the girls, the one that made me blush the most came right now from Blaine.

But Kelsey was quick to correct him. “We’re actually calling her Chelsea tonight, okay?”

Blaine chuckled, but didn’t miss a beat. “I’m sorry, Chelsea. You look incredible.”

Rather than continue fishing for compliments, I mentioned the time and said we should get going for dinner. With everyone dressed and ready to go, we split into our separate cars and made our way to Ramón’s.

◆◆◆

You’d assume that going out to dinner while dressed as a woman from head to toe would be terrifying. I mean, what if someone noticed you’re a man? What would they think? What would they do?

All of those thoughts ran through my mind at first. But one thing stuck in my head while getting out of the car at the valet spot: Who the hell could ever tell I was a man? A pink dress, curled hair, makeup, curvy figure, high heels, painted nails, and even a nice feminine scent that Macy spritzed on me as we were leaving. Unless he had an x-ray, even Sherlock Holmes couldn’t tell that I was actually a man.

But still, my mannerisms, vocal inflection, and overall demeanor weren’t perfect, so I avoided talking to strangers whenever possible. We had made it to our 10-person table without any trouble.

And from then on, the night was nothing but magical. Delicious food, upscale but traditional atmosphere, and excellent service combined for a perfect dining experience. The girls treated me as one of their own, too. Nobody had trouble remembering to refer to me as ‘Chelsea’ and referred to me as ‘she’ and ‘her’ whenever relevant.

Blaine, I noticed, upped his game too. While he’d always been polite and kind to me, he was particularly gentlemanly around me tonight. He held out my chair, insisted that I ordered before him, and gave me plenty of compliments about my outfit.

The chemistry we’d developed last night at the bar carried straight into tonight. We shared plenty of stories, laughs, and genuine moments of connection. Sometimes we’d even get caught just talking as the two of us, and the girls had to remind us that we were part of a group.

The vibe felt similar, sure. But something was… new… about tonight. Blaine looked at me a little differently, and I him. The glances lingered a little longer than normal. The smiles were that much more heartfelt. When he spoke, my complete and undivided attention was on him.

I was so thrilled that everyone was having such a great time at dinner, but I was still a coach and needed to refocus my girls a bit. I stood up to propose a toast.

“I want to take a moment to recognize the incredible effort and success we’ve achieved as a team so far. Today was tough, but tomorrow will be tougher. We’re not out of the woods yet.” I pulled out my phone and referenced the tournament schedule. “Tomorrow’s first match will be at 9 AM sharp: ‘Tallahassee Attack 1’s’. That’s a formidable club that puts together a great team every year. So I’ll need the best out of each and every one of you.”

With that, I lifted my glass and we toasted to ‘success’.

“So tell me,” Meghan began. “Will we be seeing Coach Caleb or Coach Chelsea tomorrow?”

I chuckled. “You’ll be seeing Coach Caleb tomorrow.”

The girls playfully booed. “I know, I know,” I said, cutting them off. “Tonight was fun, but my coaching duties are prioritized above all.”

I could tell the girls understood, but were certainly disappointed. I had an idea.

“How about this…” I proposed. “You’re automatically in the top 16. One win gets you to the top 8. Two wins top 4, three for the finals and four for the championship. For each game you win…you’ll get a week of Coach Chelsea at practice.”

That garnered ‘ooohs’ and ‘aaahs’ from the girls. Not that these girls needed that much more motivation than they already have, but it seems like they were having a lot of fun with Coach Chelsea. Frankly, I didn’t hate it either.

With the challenge in place, we called it a night. Exercising extraordinary generosity, Blaine picked up the entire tab for the team! Much like our elongated glances, this generous gesture also gave me a flutter. Something was different about him tonight, I’m telling you.

It was imperative that the girls got to bed before 10pm. So Blaine and I promptly returned them to the hotel and everyone got settled for bed. Not that we needed to, but we dropped each of the girls off at their rooms.

And then it remained just Blaine and I. We stood outside his room, chatting just a little bit longer.

He was leaning up against his door, but I could tell he enjoyed our talks too much to go to bed right away.

“I hope you don’t need to call the bank or anything,” I told him.

“What? Why?”

“With that massive bill you picked up?” I said. “It was really sweet.”

Blaine chuckled. “Yeah… I mean finance pays well, but not like I can pull that wild gesture crap off every night.” He let a little humility and vulnerability peek through. “I just like doing nice things for people.”

“It’s a nice quality for a man to have.”

Blaine looked a little nervous, but shrugged. I think he was a little uncomfortable being complimented.

“I really like this side of you,” he said sweetly. “So open-minded and… I dunno, you just really shine.”

Maybe the compliments were a bit too much for me too. I could feel myself blushing through my concealer and foundation.

A silent moment struck us. The connection we’d developed last night was rapidly speeding ahead. We were clicking. We were vibing. There were these unavoidable feelings and urges I was having for this man. What was happening…

“Well, anyway, goodnight...Chelsea. I’ll see Caleb tomorrow,” Blaine whispered.

He went back inside his room and shut the door. I was left standing in the hallway, alone. A girl. For the rest of the night only.

I took off the dress, removed the makeup, and put my male pajamas back on. For all intents and purposes, I was lying in this bed as Caleb.

But even without the makeup — even without the dress, the heels, the perfume — thoughts about Blaine persisted. I fell asleep, dreaming of him, and dreaming of my night as Chelsea.


Chapter Fourteen

This was it! This was the big day! Today was an absolute inflection point in our season. Would we prove that we’re a team to be reckoned with on the national stage? Or would we fade into obscurity with hundreds of other girls volleyball teams?

Last night was…an experience. I was more glammed up than ever, presented as a woman, and — you know what? I’ll admit it — confirmed a little, tiny crush on Blaine.

I’m okay admitting that too. To myself anyway. I respect the team dynamic too much to do anything about it. Look, I like Blaine as a person, and maybe my presentation as Chelsea got a little carried away. And through that experiment, I felt a few more heart flutters for Blaine that I otherwise normally would.

I gathered my group and we left for the facility. I didn’t yet see Blaine or Dottie at the hotel.

One of the things I made clear to the girls before we sent them to bed last night was that I’d be back to being Caleb today. I reiterated that this morning. As fun as the night was, my brief venture into womanhood should be the last thing on our minds today.

◆◆◆

Dottie was raring to go when I met up with her at the court.

“Have a fun night last night?” she said, stoically.

Did she know? “Uh… yes. We did. Just a nice trip to a restaurant.”

She smirked a bit, like she knew something. “Good. I’m glad.”

I think she knew. Somehow. Dottie knows all. People talk. But that was it for the dinner talk for a while.

Our first match of the day was against Tallahassee Attack 1’s — the club’s top team. No longer were we fighting flawed teams. From here on out, every team was as talented or more than we were.

The Tallahassee outside hitter was the obvious star. Whether they were in a bind or in control, she was their go-to. At least 75% of the sets were going to her, and she was attacking from lots of different spots.

In the beginning, Eve and Macy were having trouble pressing their blocks correctly. A hard enough hit would smack their hands and fly out of bounds, handing the point to Tallahassee. Dottie attempted to fix this with a time out and some recalibration, but that girl was totally having her way with us. We lost the first set 18-25.

However, in the second set, I noticed a defensive covering weakness where Eshal and Soraya could skip the hitter and dump their sets directly over the net. We collected many points that way and alongside much-improved blocking, took the second set 25-20.

Set #3 got off to a solid start for us too. Remi suddenly came out of the woodwork and went on an offensive tear. Our passing was good enough to keep our middle hitters active and Remi dominated just long enough to take set #3 15-11, securing the match. We were in the top 8.

Dottie gathered the girls together for a breakdown and analysis of the previous match. We strived to be more strategic with our off-speed hits and mixing up our attacks in the coming one, which was against a team from Hawaii.

Now if there’s one thing I know about the Hawaiian teams it’s that they are the sharpest defensive teams out there. What they may lack in height at the net, they more than compensate with quickness, agility, and the best scrappy defensive play in the nation.

But as it turns out, that was a perfect matchup for us. In particular, Eve, Remi, and Eshal out of the front row more than had their way with the opposing hitters. We put up such forceful blocks from the beginning, that we scared ‘em. They were practically forced to switch to weak, predictable tips and roll shots.

Blaine, as always, held his own in the bleachers, cheering loudly for our 16 Gold girls and visibly annoying the other parents. But as frustrated as the parents were, the girls on the court were even more so. Our players got into the opponents’ heads and didn’t leave. We won the match 25-16, 25-18.

We were now in the semi-finals. The four remaining teams were a Cincinnati team, an Upstate New York team (on a Cinderella run), FFVC 16 Gold, and…

Crap. Meredith Goro and Blitz One.

Fortunately for us, it’d take both of us winning our next match to face off in the finals, but it’s a scary thought knowing the team that humiliated you in the last tournament was waiting again in the wings. But for now, we had to take care of the Cincinnati team.

Being in the final four, we were now given the opportunity to play on the championship court in all its stadium-like glory. Bleachers on all four sides, player announcements at the beginning, extra officiating… the whole shebang.

When the time came, Dottie gave her typical measured-but-inspiring pep talk and we brought it in for a team cheer. It was super cool hearing all the girls’ names announced over the loudspeaker. I even got to hear my own – ‘Caleb’, of course. Although if we keep winning, it’s not going to be much Caleb going forward…

Since we were so deep in the tournament, not only had we garnered the usual team parents and friends in the stands, but random other players and fans who’d been eliminated from the tournament. The stakes felt high, and they were.

As the game started, it seemed like we were actually living up to the moment. Led by an awesome defense and smart hitting, we took the first set in a close 25-22. But we struggled mightily, unable to fully neutralize the opponent’s red-hot outside hitter, and lost the second set 25-20.

Dottie called us in and offered some tweaks for the team. I even chimed in with notes on the opposing defense, and which players seemed to be slow to the ball.

Exercising all of our might, and with solid coaching, we took the third set 15-13.

The girls went bananas in celebration, unlike anything I’d seen them do yet. It was that tense of a game that they just needed a celebratory release.

We hung around and watched the other semifinal game, hoping to remain loose and active. One more win and we’ll take the crown.

However, I noticed Harley looked a little off. She was wincing while stretching her calf muscle. “Everything okay?” I asked.

Through gritted teeth she explained that she thinks she pulled it in the third set. I and a few of the girls helped her get up and walk off the apparent injury.

If Harley couldn’t play at full strength, we’d be in very rough shape. As libero, she’s our strongest passer and the foundation of our entire defense. But through the wincing, she promised to give it a shot.

“I really really want this to happen, Coach Caleb,” she said.

Her passion warmed my heart. “Envisioning holding that trophy?” I asked.

Harley nodded. “That, and so much else. Seeing all our hard work come together, the recruiting opportunities of course… we’d even get to see Coach Chelsea at the Qualifier.”

Harley walked off to stretch further, but that last part made me think. I promised that each win would be a week of Chelsea. That was currently up to three, but the tournament meant it’d be a fourth week. Was I ready to commit to being Chelsea in my actual job…?

◆◆◆

As expected, Blitz One won their match against the New York team — in dominating fashion, I might add. In fact, Blitz One hadn’t lost a single set the entire year. Every match, 2-0 sweep.

So we had reason to believe this would be an uphill battle. After player announcements and lineups were submitted to the officials, we were ready to start the game. I took a second to just live in the moment and recognize how crazy my life was right now.

However, things looked rough on the court from the get-go. Though we managed to neutralize Meredith Goro better than our previous match, we had immense trouble getting our offense going. Every time we tried anything — tricky or simple — we’d get blocked right in our faces. Hard to win any points when you can barely get the ball over the net.

Our team’s tiredness, frustration, and Harley’s partial injury severely hindered our chances at taking down Blitz One. Mid-match adjustments didn’t help much either. We were doomed from the start. Blitz finally took us down 25-15, 25-19.

In the interest of sportsmanship, we stuck around to watch Blitz One receive the trophy. Our girls still got silver medals for a still-impressive 2nd place finish. When Dottie brought us in, she was anything but critical. “Gold, you just took 2nd place in a major, National tournament. You should be unbelievably proud of yourselves.”

Her words summoned smiles from the disappointed girls, even though the loss stung.

“You’ve earned a good rest,” she reiterated. “We’ll take Monday practice off. But Caleb and I will be seeing you on Tuesday, ready to get back at it.”

“Ehem…” Kelsey said. “Coach Dottie, I don’t know if you heard, but we won’t be seeing Caleb for a little while.”

The girls started to chuckle. Though we successfully managed to avoid any serious Chelsea talk the entire day, competitive play was over.

Dottie looked at me, confused. “Caleb… what did you agree to this time…”


Chapter Fifteen

I was proud of the girls. No, really, I was! Not just any group of 15 and 16 year-olds could come into a tournament with over a hundred teams and place second. Did they lose again to the arch-rival Blitz team? Sure, but leaving with silver medals is nothing to scoff at.

What I’m a little less happy about is these impending Chelsea weeks. Three straight weeks of going to practice as a woman. All because they made the finals. Now, I wasn’t necessarily upset that I’d have to be Chelsea — I certainly had fun that one night and felt a strange degree of comfort acting and presenting femininely — but I only have so many women’s clothing that are textbook ‘female’. I figured I’d just need to do laundry that much more.

At Tuesday’s practice, I wore a black pair of leggings paired with one of the women’s tops I purchased at Lululemon. There’s going to be a lot of Lululemon in the coming weeks. But other than that, what was there to wear to practice that was athletically appropriate and fully feminine? But that’s when the panties came to mind. I still had Karen’s panties that she let me keep after the garden party fiasco. I slid those on and wore them beneath the leggings.

The girls were fully ready to refer to me as Chelsea at Tuesday’s practice, which was fortunate because I wasn’t looking forward to reminding everyone of this three week challenge.

“Hey Coach Chelsea!” Harley yelled out, looking a lot less injured than the last time I saw her.

I felt a lot better about this whole thing knowing I had the support of my girls. Dottie, despite her occasional sarcastic remarks and eye rolls, supported the challenge as well. But offered me a warning at first.

She pulled me aside after the first drill. “Look, I think it’s great that you want to mess around with the pronouns and the gender, okay? It’s fun to connect with the girls. Just know… some of the other coaches and parents might not be as on board.”

I dropped my grin. She was right. Life isn’t always this perfect, accepting place. Rebecca was the perfect example. And believe me, the last thing I wanted to do was hurt this team.

“I understand,” I told her. “I have no intentions of taking this outside our little team bubble.”

“There are some close-minded people out there,” Dottie said, ominously. “I just want you to be safe.” She blew her whistle and brought in the girls.

By the end of practice, we felt we’d made a healthy amount of progress. As the girls were taking down the nets and putting away the balls, Rebecca, the 16 Silver Coach approached me. She didn’t look especially thrilled, but then again, she never did.

“Hey, Rebecca. I saw the results of St. Louis…. 17th isn’t bad!” I said with some forced enthusiasm. I was hoping she’d agree.

“Yeah. Whatever. We can do better.” It seemed she had no interest in talking about tournament stuff. She paused, then looked at me head to toe.

“So what’s this I’m hearing about you being a woman now, or something?”

“Uh, well, no. Not really. It’s just a little bet we made as a team. Harmless, really,” I explained, sensing her hostility and attempting to downplay it.

She furrowed her brow. “I understood covering for your missing girls. But the dress at Karen’s I thought was a lot. And now you’re presenting as a woman for a whole week? This isn’t normal behavior, Caleb…”

She walked away, not giving time for a response. Jesus… Was Dottie’s prediction already coming true?

But right behind her was Maddie. Ah, yes. An ally.

“How was your first practice, Chelsea,” she said, smiling.

“Ha, it was fine. And you can call me Caleb now, since it’s after practice.”

“Awww, alright. Chelsea’s just such a cute name. Your outfit is cute by the way. Excited to see what you’ve got in store over the next three weeks.”

Maddie started to walk away too, but I figured I couldn’t miss this opportunity. “Hey, uh, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure!”

“Uhh… what do you, uh, wear… underwear-wise…? For practice.”

By the look on her face, she clearly wasn’t expecting this question. “Oh! Ha ha, well, anyone else asking me that would be… very strange. But as a new girl, I’m happy to help.”

She looked around for a private spot to give me a run down, but then paused with a better idea. “How about I show you instead. What’re you doing tomorrow afternoon? Let’s do a little girls' mall trip…”

◆◆◆

Maddie and I decided to meet at the same mall where I initially bought my Lululemon clothes. God, it felt like years since I’d been here, but it hasn’t really been that long! Who would’ve thought that just a little bit ago I was your typical man with a typical coaching job, only to be thrown into this life.

She texted me with instructions to meet at Jamba Juice. She was finishing up a smoothie when I arrived, and giddy as always, nearly choked on that smoothie when yelling out my name.

“Chelsea! Hey!” Maddie yelled. She ran up to me and gave her a hug. “Wow, it’s been ages since I’ve been to this mall. I really needed this.”

I looked around, curious if anyone heard her mistake. “Should you really be calling me Chelsea? I’m wearing guys' clothes. I just don’t want anyone freaking out about this like Rebecca did.”

Maddie brushed it off. “You look plenty femme. Rebecca’s just being a jerk. Anyway, today isn’t about that. We both know what you’re here for.”

I honestly wasn’t sure. “Underwear, right? You were being all cryptic about this.”

“Well, we’ll be doing some underwear shopping, yes. But I have a proposal… How about I show you around a couple stores, and if you find something you like, I’ll buy it for you!”

“What? Really? You’d just… buy me clothes?” I asked, hesitantly.

“Yes… but there’d be one little string attached. If I buy you the outfit, you have to go out with me next weekend — as friends, of course.”

“Out in public…” I muttered. Sure, I went out with my team to that one dinner, but that was in St. Louis. And it was totally a spur of the moment thing out of dress code necessity. What Maddie is suggesting was a planned, intentional outing as a girl in my home city. Was I ready for that?

“Hmm… I’m not so sure…” I told her.

“Okay, let’s play it by ear. If you see something you like, try it on. Maybe you’ll even want to buy it.”

And with those final thoughts, we hit the stores. The most helpful store was Athleta, where there were tons of underwear options. I felt uncomfortable perusing the packs of underwear and discussing it out loud with Maddie, but she helped ease my nerves.

“Nobody here cares,” she insisted. “Look around. Is anyone staring?”

She was right. It was as if the general public had just assumed I was a woman, despite my jeans and men’s hoodie. The long hair, nails, and general feminine appearance was enough.

Maddie picked up a 3-pack and showed it to me. “These are called boyshorts. Not for boys, but most similar to the kind of briefs you might wear. I recommend a pack of these.”

She tossed them in our shopping basket, and I turned around. They were plain, black, and relatively normal looking. Though a different material, they looked similar to the white panties I got from Karen.

Thinking we were done, I started to walk away. But Maddie insisted we get a few more. “What if you don’t like the feel?” she asked. So Maddie showed me a different style of underwear: bikini cut.

“These bikini cut hug your butt just the right amount. It’s also great for mobility. You should have a pack of these too.”

I reluctantly let her toss the 3-pack of variously-colored underwear into the basket. “I guess in case I play with the girls again… Now can we be done?”

But Maddie was too busy browsing the wide selection of underwear to listen to me. “Ooh! One last one,” she said, tossing a third 3-pack of panties into the basket.

I read the packaging. “Woah, what? Thong?”

“Oh, it’s not like anyone’s gonna see it. It’s just a different cut of underwear. Some people think it’s more comfortable. Plus you can avoid a panty line with certain outfits.”

This one was the toughest sell, but I very reluctantly let her keep those as well. I sighed, looking at the underwear we’d collected. “Do I really need nine pairs of panties?”

“If you’re gonna be Chelsea for 3 weeks, then yes, you will,” Maddie insisted.

I felt confused. Part of me agreed with Maddie that I should wear panties for the coming weeks. But another real, significant part of me was afraid I’m taking things too far. I mean, it’s not like anyone’s gonna check. Nobody would punish me if I didn’t follow through with this Chelsea stuff down to my underwear.

After browsing a few more shops, we stopped for lunch at Sweetgreen. Maddie tried making small talk but sensed something was up.

“Chelsea, are you—“

“Hold on,” I cut her off. “Can we cool it with the Chelsea stuff for a second? I feel off.”

Maddie looked embarrassed. “…sure, Caleb. Sorry.”

“Does any of this seem weird to you?” I asked. “We’re at a mall buying women’s underwear for me — a man — and we’re just supposed to treat it like it’s normal?”

Maddie shrugged. “I suppose it’s not normal.”

“And St. Louis. You know all about what happened there, right? I literally let my players do my hair, makeup — they put me in a dress and heels for god’s sake! And we went out to dinner… like it was all normal. And I actually liked it.”

Any rational person would have to admit this wasn’t normal behavior. Maddie being part of that group. I could tell by her face that she wasn’t disagreeing with me.

“And Remi’s brother, Blaine…” I began, “Maddie, I felt something. For him. Like, an actual attraction.”

“Well that’s not bad, right?”

“It’s certainly not normal! A man presenting as a woman and developing a crush on some guy he barely knows? Not that I was ever a ‘strong libido’ kind of guy, but I’d certainly never thought about a man in that way before.”

Maddie smiled sweetly, but sensed I was still under a lot of duress. “Catching feelings is normal. That’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I know, I know. It’s just… I’m afraid. I’m afraid that if I keep going down this path — wearing dresses, makeup, presenting as a woman, crushing on a man… that I’ll never be the same Caleb again.”

Maddie grabbed my hands and looked me dead in the eye. “People change,” she said. “People grow. Just because you’re 26 doesn’t mean you’re fully grown! Hell, I’m 29 and I still feel like I’m a kid sometimes!”

I chuckled. “Yeah, same here.”

“That’s a good thing! It’s healthy to be growing and adapting. Think about how boring it’d be to be the same person for an entire lifetime, always stagnant??”

Her perspective was making me feel a little better. I shouldn’t view this as irreparably changing for the worse. I was growing.

“Maybe the healthy thing would be to dive further into this, then. Just for these three weeks,” I proposed. “I’ll be Chelsea at practice, sure. But I’ll also be Chelsea at home. And out and about. Maybe that leap of faith will give me a bit more clarity on who I really want to be.”

“I think that sounds lovely,” Maddie said with a warm smile.

For the first time in a while, I actually felt like I had a plan. Finally, some direction.

I looked at Maddie confidently. “Well, what’re we waiting for? You’re my liaison to girlhood, right? Show me the ropes.”


Chapter Sixteen

My Wednesday afternoon mall trip with Maddie was exactly what I needed. Was I 100% sure that I wanted to present as a woman named Chelsea for a full three weeks? Of course not, but I needed to make a decision. I couldn’t stand living this ‘female-but-also-kinda-male’ persona. I took that needed leap of faith, even if it’s just for three weeks.

I also bought a lot more than just nine pairs of panties. Maddie took me to at least a dozen stores, buying anything and everything girly — not just for volleyball practice, but for every occasion. For the day-to-day, I picked up women’s jeans, tops, skirts and dresses of various styles. I purchased my first pair of women’s workout shoes, as well as a simple pair of black heels that Maddie claimed “go with everything”. We also picked up a few more athletic items for use at practice (including a few sports bras), and some comfortable loungewear for nights at home.

Because I’d already been introduced to makeup and enjoyed how I looked and felt with it on, we ventured to Sephora where Maddie fully explained the makeup buying and applying process. I was taught which products I should get depending on the vibe I want to go for: casual, subtle makeup for everyday use, and more prominent, sexy products for evenings and special occasions.

Lastly, Maddie insisted every lady should have at least a couple sets of sexy lingerie.

“But it’s not like I’m dating anybody…” I said, “Why do I need it?”

“It’s for you and you alone,” she said. “Guys always think that women wear sexy things to impress them, when really in reality, it’s to feel confident in your own womanhood.”

Her explanation was good enough for me. At the end of the day, we’d left the mall with shopping bags aplenty, carrying dresses, skirts, bras, panties, shoes, makeup, hair products, simple jewelry… and one frightening credit card statement, I’m sure.

◆◆◆

Though I strived to keep my personal life out of the team business, I felt it was important to address the girls and Dottie with my new plan. I simply told them that I came to the decision to try out Chelsea not only at practice these next few weeks, but full time. As expected, the girls rejoiced. They loved the idea of having a second female coach. Dottie was supportive as well, but I could tell she was still a little concerned with what others would think.

But we kept on pushing on with increased skill building, cardio, and strategy implementation with our eye on the National Qualifier prize. Only 3 teams at each National Qualifier get a bid to attend the National Championship in the summer, so we didn’t have much room to waver.

Over the weekend I put in some solo practice while getting more and more used to presenting as a woman. I’d put on makeup in the morning, do my hair, select a comfortable bra and panties underneath a new outfit to show the world.

Neighbors in my apartment building gave me some uncomfortable stares, unsure why ‘the guy in 2C suddenly looked so girly’. But part of my feminine experiment was to drown out the noise, no matter how difficult.

Errands and other trips out, however, were much easier. I came to realize how blessed I was to already have feminine features, long blonde hair, and a slender body with a plump butt . Few people suspected I was a man presenting as a woman.

Take for example my Saturday outfit: I wore a blue and white midi sundress with thick shoulder straps and a skirt that reached just to my knees. I paired the dress with strappy, white sandals that showed off my freshly painted blue toenails. Accessories-wise, I wore a simple gold colored necklace and jangly gold bracelets on my left wrist. My makeup was simple, as I hadn’t gotten too good on my own yet – though Maddie’s advice and the Youtube tutorials were helping me improve. For now, just concealer, mascara, and a little bit of work on my eyebrows. Oh, and I’ve become a total sucker for flavored lip gloss.

So with an outfit like this, not only did I feel fun, flirty, and confident… but I also started attracting the attention of men. Everywhere I went, I noticed turning heads, friendly smiles, and occasionally catcalls. The catcalls I could do without, but the looks and attention were admittedly flattering and encouraging.

Part of me wondered what Blaine would think of my outfit. Would he give me the same sly little smile I saw when he saw me in the pink dress that night? Did he even know I’ve gone full Chelsea over for three weeks? Still, I wasn’t about to introduce that conflict of interest into my life. I couldn’t do that to the team.

◆◆◆

Sunday came and Sunday went. Monday and Tuesday too. Another day, another chance to present myself as Chelsea and decide if this was the life I wanted.

A week in, and things were going fairly well with the team. Morale was good, the girls were motivated, and I’d seamlessly integrated as Chelsea. Neither Dottie nor the girls had any trouble forgetting to call me Chelsea or referring to me as ‘she’ or ‘her’. Things looked good.

I was also slowly developing my own clothing preferences. Though I’d bought a mountain of clothes to try an abundance of styles, I was starting to realize my taste for women’s clothing leaned hard into femininity. I much preferred dresses and skirts as opposed to pants and shorts, and I took great pride in maintaining my nails and makeup. I liked dainty, dangly jewelry as opposed to the more intense kind of studs or spikes. And though I was early on in learning to properly do my hair, I enjoyed seeing it curled or in a high, girly ponytail. The girls even noticed the new perfume that I bought during my shopping spree with Maddie, and a few of them asked for the name so they could pick it up as well.

On Thursday, I even did the unthinkable: I wore my first skirt to practice… and it was the red one I was given at Lululemon! The girls got a big kick out of seeing me in it, and though Dottie said she’d never wear anything that short, she did admit it looked cute on me.

And finally came Friday – the last Friday leading into a free weekend. AKA the last carefree Friday before the National Qualifier held at McCormick Place in downtown Chicago next weekend.

Dottie and I thought it’d be a good idea to give the girls a competitive outlet by scrimmaging 16 Silver. So while Dottie rounded up the girls and gave them notes in between a drill, she had me go over to Rebecca to request the scrimmage.

Immediately as I walked over, she rolled her eyes. “What do you want?” I asked.

Though I clearly noticed her disdain, I chose to ignore it. “Rebecca, Dottie and I were hoping we'd scrimmage. How’s 30 minutes sound?”

She pondered for a moment, then shook her head. “No. We’re not scrimmaging. In fact, I don’t want you around my team. Like, at all.”

“Excuse me?”

“Like everyone else, I thought it was funny when you wore spandex and played with the girls. And I held my tongue at Karen’s when you somehow agreed to wear a dress in front of your colleagues. You told me last week that this was just a little bet, but here you are wearing short little red skirts to practice? Jewelry? Makeup??”

I stayed stoic, waiting for her to finish. Not that she deserves my respect.

“You’re confusing my girls. They’re saying things like: ‘Why is Coach Caleb acting like such a sissy?’,  ‘Does that mean my boyfriend’s gonna start turning into a woman too? He plays volleyball.’ You’re screwing up the minds of kids with this bullshit. And I’d like you to stay away from my team.”

Rebecca walked off. I was fuming, but more so deeply hurt. Were her girls really saying that? Did she actually think those terrible things?

I was too shaken to chase after her. I didn’t really want to either. Somehow, me just going through my life was negatively affecting hers.

But the last thing I wanted to do was return to Dottie and the girls empty-handed, so I simply moved on and asked 16 Bronze if they wanted to scrimmage. Their coach, Jasmine, was surprised by the request, but agreed.

I don’t think anybody knew exactly what had happened between Rebecca and I, but Dottie sensed something was up. But always reluctant to get too close in anyone’s business, she refrained from asking.

To nobody’s surprise, we crushed 16 Bronze in the scrimmage. But while the girls were enjoying a win over an easy opponent heading into the final free weekend, I still couldn’t stop thinking about Rebecca.

How dare she say something like that? What had been stinging for nearly an hour was turning into anger. Why did she get to dictate how I live my life and how it affects the balance of FFVC?

As practice wrapped up, Maddie must have noticed me from across the gym. “Are you okay…?” she asked delicately. “You look, like, way off…”

I didn’t want to actively invite more drama into my life. What good would telling Maddie about Rebecca’s aggressive comments do? Stir things up more and make them worse?

“Nothing,” I said. “Just… a little in my own head is all.”

Maddie didn’t believe me, and it was obvious. But I think she could tell I wasn’t ready to discuss it, whatever it was.

“Hey, listen,” I began, “We talked about, like, a night out after our shopping spree. Any chance that’s still on the table?”

Maddie smiled, happy I brought it up. “Yes, totally. Let’s get a little night out before next week’s crazy stressful weekend. And I’m not gonna pry, but maybe this’ll help you, as you put it, ‘get out of your own head.’”


Chapter Seventeen

Saturday was a big day for me. As anticipated, Rebecca’s comments continued to bother me throughout the weekend and made me both angry and self-conscious. A night out with Maddie was exactly what I needed.

Though I live in the small town of Batavia, the large downtown people tend to go to is not Chicago, but the much-closer town of Naperville. There’s a beautiful riverwalk with restaurants, shops, and gorgeous springtime scenery. Maddie picked out a new Mexican restaurant for us to check out, have some drinks, and chat the night away.

Out of my own desire and partly out of spite to Rebecca, I wanted to dress up extra girly tonight. One of the purchases I made last week was a short, green silk shift dress that was backless and super sexy. It was a tiny little thing and showed off a ton of my smooth, shaved body to anyone that wanted a look. But I didn’t care. I was out to have a fun night.

This dress didn’t call for a bra, though I took this opportunity to wear my lacy green Victoria’s Secret g-string for the first time. My panties barely covered anything and I was all here for it. I’d gotten better at tucking my boy parts away to create a smooth front, and with that achieved, the dress looked stellar.

White, strappy spool heels, a silver necklace, and the heaviest makeup look I’d done so far completed my look. I even put my hair up in a flirty high ponytail to take full advantage of my backless dress. I was ready to go.

◆◆◆

Since we planned to have a few drinks, I decided to uber to Naperville. Maddie got there earlier and snagged us a table. But when I arrived at the restaurant, I was surprised to see that her boyfriend was there as well…

“Oh… hey, Maddie!” I shouted from across the restaurant, waving. She jumped up from her seat and motioned me over.

“Chelsea! You look adorable! That’s the dress we bought, right?” Maddie said enthusiastically.

I nodded, still eyeing her boyfriend and sort of wondering why he’s here.

“Oh, I’m so rude. Chelsea, this is my boyfriend, Henry.”

Henry reached out and shook my hand. But Henry read the look on my face.

“Chelsea, Maddie didn’t tell you I was coming, did she…”

“Oh. Uh, honestly, no.” I replied. “But it’s still very nice to meet you!”

“I’m so sorry, I thought I gave you a heads up that he’d be joining. But hey, I’m so glad you two are finally able to meet,” Maddie said.

Henry smiled. “Totally! Maddie’s told me so much about you.”

“Gosh, I hope not any bad things,” I replied. “But seriously, she’s been an awesome friend over these last couple months.”

I then kind of tried to signal to Maddie and, with my eyes only, ask her if Henry was up to date on… my gender ‘experiments’. But she broke the ice. “Henry knows everything,” she said. “He’s all filled in.”

Well that’s good. I didn’t want to have to dance around the fact that I’m actually a man the entire night. I could be open, girly, and unencumbered!

And so the night kicked off with margaritas, chips, salsa, tacos — the whole lot! We were having a really great time. Henry was such a sweet guy and I could tell how much he cared about Maddie. They made for a perfect couple.

But I was out on the town for an emotional release, so of course the gossip started flowing. Maddie, having been at FFVC for a lot longer than me — especially in the girls organization — was ripe with fun, interesting facts and drama about nearly every coach: who’s nice, who’s a bitch, who the players like and who the players hate.

“Wow, crazy that, like, none of the boys coaches knew much about each other.”  I pointed out. “We were so… separate.”

Maddie playfully bragged. “Another reason why being a girl is so much better.” Henry rolled his eyes.

As we kept talking, we kept drinking. A couple hours in and we’d each had at least 4 drinks. And I could tell the bartender was pouring ‘em strong.

Henry spilled some tea on his own work drama. He was a lawyer at some small firm with a ton of interesting characters. Who knew the law profession — one that seems so dry from the outside — would be full of weird, crazy people?

“So tell me,” Henry began. “You’re almost two weeks into this ‘Chelsea trial’. Have you noticed any real changes? Is there anything else you feel you gotta try out?”

“Ohh…. I dunnoooo,” I rambled, definitely feeling a little drunker.

Maddie jumped in. “She’s into one of her player’s brothers.”

My eyes widened. “MADDIE!” I yelled. “You can’t just share that stuff!”

But she burst out laughing. So did I, frankly. Henry wanted ALL the info. Well, I guess that’s where the night was headed…

“Alright, fine. But it’s not that interesting. So, he’s like the one family member who comes to any of the games… he’s in his late 20s, he’s like 6’4” or 6’5”…”

“A taller man…” Henry joked, playing along. “You ladies tend to like that,” he added, winking at Maddie. Henry was like 6’2” or so himself.

“Oh shut up! I dunno, he’s just, like, really cute. That’s it…” But I kept going. “And we vibe. And I kinda got the feeling he thinks I’m cute too. But it’s impossible to tell with men. Ugh.”

Maddie couldn’t help but giggle at how smitten I was. “You’re totally head over heels! Why don’t you just text the guy?”

“What? Oh no no no no no…” That sounded like a huge mistake. “I can’t betray the trust of my players. And going after Remi’s older brother… what would she think of me?”

Both of them shrugged. “I mean, you never know unless you try.”

“Should… should I just text him?” I said, slightly slurring my words. “Wait, I need another margarita if I want the confidence.”

Maddie held my hand down as I tried to signal a server. “You text. I’ll order at the bar.”

I pulled up Blaine’s contact and started writing a text. I wasn’t really thinking too carefully, and sort of just… spilled out some words. Whatever I felt, I kinda just wrote.

Henry had stepped away to use the restroom and with Maddie at the bar, I was alone at the table to craft my text. By the time they’d both returned, we clinked glasses, toasting to a fun night and ‘to courage’.

Maddie tried to reach for my phone to see what I was writing. I sipped my margarita and pulled the phone away. “Hey, some things can be private, yeah?”

“Boooo!” Henry jabbed. “Don’t you at least want a guy’s perspective on this?”

I playfully swatted them away. “I got this. Come on!” I held up my margarita again for another drunken toast: “To doing whatever the hell feels right!”

And then I hit send. I wasn’t even so sure what the message said, but it felt good while writing it.

The two of them looked at each other a little concerned but quickly moved on. We stuck around the cantina for another 30 minutes to finish up the drinks and settle the tab. But it had gotten late and we were all quite drunk, so we called our respective Ubers.

“Thanks so much for doing this,” I said in the midst of giving Maddie the biggest hug. “I really needed this tonight.”

“Anything for you, girlie,” she replied. “Love ya!”

“You’re a really cool girl,” Henry told me. We hugged too.

“Hold on to him!” I whispered-yelled to Maddie, jokingly. Hey.. He’s definitely a catch…

It was a solid night overall and I nearly fell asleep on the Uber ride home, thinking of all the stories and laughs we shared.

When I got home, I quickly disrobed, did an abbreviated nighttime routine, and fell asleep in nothing but my green panties.

◆◆◆

Waking up was a lot worse. Ughhhhh. I could already tell this was going to be a nasty hangover.

You know that feeling you get when, despite having fun on a drunken night, that maybe you said some stuff you shouldn’t have? Maybe you share just a bit too much, or share an opinion that’s a bit too controversial.

Those normal feelings were hitting me… but then the major drop in my stomach. I noticed there wasn’t a reply from Blaine yet. I was in such a stream of consciousness, that I hardly even remembered what I texted him! Did I just… screw everything up?

Because when I read last night’s text, my heart sank.


Chapter Eighteen

‘BLAAAAAAINE! Why haven’t we hung out since St. Louis?! You were like crazy, CRAZY sweet to me at the bar. And you looked SO good in that suit when we all went out. Almost as good as I looked in that little pink dress of mine… but you knew that. Anyway, we should like, go on a date right??? I think we’d have a good time :)’

Just reading my text to him made me want to gag. How the hell could I have been so stupid to send something that cringey? Ugh!! And the worst part? He hasn’t even replied to it.

The pain of the hangover coupled with the pain of the cringiest, most intrusive drunk text I’ve ever sent made me feel like I wanted to curl up in a ball and die. I literally told myself I wouldn’t go after Blaine, regardless of how I felt about him. Yet here I was, the second I get a little bit of alcohol in me, sending thirsty, drunk texts his way. I’ve hit a new level of unprofessionalism. I have to do some damage control. So I texted him.

‘Heyyyy… I don’t know what got over me last night. Went out for drinks with some friends hahaha. Please disregard!’

And so the rest of the day was a mix of sipping stomach-calming ginger ale, lounging in my pajamas, and praying that I receive an understanding text back from Blaine. But despite wishing my absolute hardest, the text back never came.

I texted Maddie about it, freaking out, but she wasn’t much help.

‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll be okay!’ she insisted. ‘If he’s really into you, he won’t mind.’

But that’s the thing… I’m not sure if he was that into me beforehand… but after last night’s text, who the hell would be interested in someone as reckless and unhinged as myself?

◆◆◆

It took all of my courage to actually attend practice on Monday. Not that Blaine would be there, but I was at a complete low point in my life. I spiraled the entire day Monday — so much so that I didn’t even feel like dressing up like Chelsea. Why should I feel like her, after all? What has this little experiment brought me? It’s brought me tension at work with Rebecca. It’s brought me strife in my personal life and unprofessional romantic interest with a player’s brother. I didn’t deserve to be Chelsea.

And so I arrived at practice, but looking different. No fun, flirty outfit. No makeup. My hair was in a lifeless, low ponytail. I even stripped the nail polish off my fingers and toes.

Dottie looked at me in shock. So did the entire team. Professional as she is, Dottie started practice with her typical school questions, but every few seconds someone glanced over at me, concerned. The typical fun, invigorating atmosphere of our 16 Gold practices was nowhere to be seen.

While the girls warmed up, Dottie checked on me. “Chelsea, you look like an absolute mess. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Just… don’t call me Chelsea, okay?” I snapped at her forcefully. “I’m Caleb. My name is Caleb.” Dottie sensed this was a terrible time to talk to me and backed away.

I did my typical assistant coaching duties, participating in drills and such, but was a total shell of myself. Normally, I’d go above and beyond to compliment or critique the girls and squeeze out every bit of effort. But not today.

Things were especially awkward around Remi. I wonder how much she knew? Would Blaine have even shared a detail like that, knowing I was her coach? That possibility lingered with me throughout the entire practice and eventually it drove me nuts not knowing the answer.

“Hey, Remi,” I addressed her, to her surprise. “Got a sec?”

“Yeah, totally…” she said, mid-sip of her water. “Are you okay?”

“Don’t worry about me. I need to know something, and I don’t want any follow-up questions.” I took a deep breath, ready to take another unprofessional leap, but one that was essential to me not going insane. “Did your brother… mention a text? Like, from me?”

Remi hung her head. “Well, uh… I didn’t talk to him much about it… but yeah. He’s been pretty off lately..”

That’s it. I’m doomed. He knows about the text, he’s sharing it with people, and still not responding. I’m absolutely screwed.

She tried to say something else, but I didn’t want her pity or to hear even worse news. “Enough. Okay. Thank you, Remi.”

I remained a recluse for the rest of practice and when the team broke with its final cheer, I left right away. Even worse, I caught Rebecca’s eye on the way out. She must have noticed how masculine I looked. I saw her crack a smile.

Yep, Rebecca. You got me…

◆◆◆

As bad as I felt on Monday, I felt even more defeated Tuesday. For the first time in these joyous last few weeks, I straight up sobbed, alone on my couch.

When it hit 1 PM, I knew I should get dressed for the day. The regular joy that I got from browsing through my new closet of girly clothing didn’t strike me. In fact, it was the opposite. Staring at the makeup, clothes, underwear, and jewelry just gave me rage and disappointment.

I picked up the curling iron I’d only used a couple times. I was getting so good at it. I found so much euphoria in experimenting with styles. But now it looked like a medieval torture tool. I screamed out and threw it at the wall, making a dent. I just couldn’t take it.

I was in no condition to go to practice tonight. I didn’t want to see my girls, or Dottie, or that smug face of Rebecca’s. I texted Dottie and told her I was sick. Thankfully, I got no pushback.

Tuesday passed and Wednesday passed. Other than one text from Maddie to check in on me, I heard from nobody. What could I say? That my gender experiment was a colossal failure? That I came to the realization that I was selfish about my own growth that it messed up my relationships at job and personal life?

During the day on Thursday, I started sorting my clothes by gender, looking to return whatever I hadn’t already ripped the tag off and hadn’t worn. Maybe I could salvage a little bit of that giant waste of money.

So I drove back to the mall with bags of women’s clothing in my hands but an undeniably male look to me: baseball cap, t-shirt, baggy jeans, old sneakers, and not that anyone could see, but I was back to my old, male briefs.

I must’ve gotten some strange looks from the store associates, returning such feminine items. ‘Why is this guy here?’ they probably thought. ‘Maybe he’s returning these for his girlfriend.’ It took a couple hours, but I had successfully purged over half the girls' clothes I owned.

It felt right and necessary to dump off the clothes, but when I got back home, I didn’t feel much better. In fact, I cried. A lot. I felt like a complete and utter loser.

And so I texted Dottie again, saying I won’t be attending practice.

‘And the tournament?’ she replied.

‘I don’t know.’ I told her. ‘I’m just in no condition to do anything.’

No response from her after that. This led to another lonely night.

◆◆◆

When Friday came along, I felt no better. I wanted to — I really did! But it was like a thousand pounds of guilt pressed upon me. Anxiety begets anxiety. The worse I felt about my situation, the more work I missed. The more work I missed, the worse I felt about myself. If I went, I’d let the team down with my attitude. If I stayed home, I’d let the team down by not being present. It was a lose-lose.

But a few hours before practice, I may have gotten the kick in the butt I needed: Dottie. She wasn’t texting me though. I was getting a call.

“Hello?” I answered.

“Now listen up and you listen good,” she began without a greeting. “All this shit going on in your personal life is your business, and I respect that. I’ve done everything in my own power to be restrained during your absence. But Chelsea — er, uh, Caleb — whatever you want to be called —  you are not sick. Our National Qualifier is tomorrow and I need you present. The girls miss you. And… I miss you too.”

I stayed silent on the phone throughout Dottie’s rant, but despite not seeing her face, I felt her raw emotion. She meant what she was saying.

“Well, what if I just screw everything up? I haven’t told you this, but Rebecca—“

She cut me off. “I know about Rebecca. She tried ranting about you to me. She’s a cunt.”

Woah! Not the language I expected from Dottie!

“At the end of practice yesterday I had a private meeting with her. Let’s just say… I didn’t change her mind about things, but she’s gonna shut up from here on out.”

Her little story made me smile for the first time all week.

“Look, Blondie… I need ya. Come to practice today, please. All I ask is that you do your best.”

I was still high off of Dottie telling off Rebecca. Man, what I would’ve paid to see that!

“Fine… I’ll try,” I said reluctantly.

“Thank you,” she said in earnest. But before Dottie hung up she added one last thing. “And I can tell you this… Maybe if you stay for the whole practice, you’ll get a sweet little surprise at the end.”


Chapter Nineteen

Dottie had done it. She’d successfully convinced me to come back to practice. But don’t get me wrong, she didn’t cure me. I still held a deep, sincere belief that my gender experimentation was more selfish and problematic than worth my trouble. But nevertheless, I suited up in my male athletic clothing and drove off to practice in the early evening.

I got a few uncomfortable stares walking in the building. Facility employees and other coaches had gotten used to me dressing en femme, and it must have been such a stark contrast seeing me present male. No leggings or skirts, just male sweatpants. No makeup, just my typical clean-shaven male face.

But I got the warmest welcome from the girls. I didn’t feel the need to go deeply in depth on my personal issues, but with absence, my change in presentation, and insistence to be called Caleb certainly signaled something was wrong.

I gave a little address before starting practice. “Thanks for the welcome back. I wanted to let you know that I’m still feeling a little…off. But Dottie and I talked and we are both ready to give our full coaching effort in this weekend’s qualifier.” I then led our team in a cheer and we got started with practice.

Admittedly, it felt good to be back after missing a few days. Gender presentation aside, I deeply cared about coaching this team of girls and getting the most out of them. They were becoming younger sisters to be, and it was a pleasure to see them grow.

In the interest of my mental health, I avoided bringing anything up to Remi. I obviously scared Blaine off and ruined whatever relationship with him I was building. After all, why should I let someone who was ghosting me take up that much mental real estate? The team was my focus now.

Friday was always set to be a light practice. As always with the Friday before a tournament, we wanted to keep the girls fresh, focused, and not drained before an anticipated championship run. That included not scrimmaging 16 Silver — which I’d normally loathe having to confront Rebecca’s bigotry, but now I actually wish we did. It would’ve been a treat to see her act all afraid after getting chewed out by Dottie.

At the end of practice, Dottie brought everyone in to go over a couple housekeeping things involving the tournament tomorrow. It will be the same structure as the St. Louis tournament: 5-team pools on Saturday, then a bracket for the championship on Sunday. Thanks to our 2nd place finish in St. Louis, we’d be put in an especially easy Day One pool. And being held in Chicago, there were no hotels or difficult travel restrictions we had to deal with – other than being ready to go at the facility at 8 AM for our first game, of course.

The girls were breaking down the courts at the end of practice, but Dottie called me and Remi over for a final word.

“Caleb, I really appreciate you pushing through and coming to practice. Remi and myself can speak for the team with how happy we are to have you back,” Dottie said.

Remi nodded along. “Look, I know it’s generally best to keep personal things out of practice, but I think I have something you’ll really like.”

Remi grabbed my hand and led me away while Dottie watched. She led me away from the courts and down the hallway near the facility entrance.

“What’re we doing?” I asked. “I know you’re upset. I get it.”

“Relax. I’m not gonna beat you up,” she said. “Even though I totally could.”

I laughed at her joke but my smile dropped right as we turned a corner. Standing right in front of me…was Blaine.

“I’ll leave you two to it,” Remi said.

Remi stepped away, leaving Blaine and I in private. I couldn’t believe it, after a week of ghosting my uncomfortably forward text, now he shows up?

“Hey, Chelsea,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”

I didn’t even know how to respond. “What do you want?”

“I got your text,” he said.

“Oh, did you now?” Just him bringing that up made me a little upset. While I initially felt awful about sending such a forward text, I was growing to realize that I wasn’t the problem. I mean what kind of man leaves someone hanging for a whole week?

Blaine looked embarrassed, however. “When you sent that text… I.. I wasn’t sure what to say.”

“I was drunk when I sent that, Blaine! I understand that it was forward, and I’m sorry if it scared you a bit. It’d scare me too.” This was already dragging stress back into my life. “But look, the fact that you didn’t respond, and the fact that I pissed off some coaches with all this… girl stuff… just proves I’ve been way too reckless the last few weeks.”

Blaine started to nod. “I understand. That must be so stressful.”

“But you’re part of that, man! You didn’t respond to me! Do you have any idea how shitty that made me feel?”

“I.. I was scared. After that night in St. Louis, I started having confusing feelings about you. I’ve, like, never been into someone like you before.”

“A freak,” I reiterated. “Way ahead of you, Blaine. Maybe I should be happy that you ignored me for a week. That let it sink in that this whole Chelsea nonsense is nothing but trouble.”

Blaine was starting to get a little frustrated. “Hey, I came here to apologize. Seriously, I feel bad about not responding. I’d… I’d like to take you out on a proper date, Chelsea.”

“Are you not seeing this?” I gestured maniacally to my body. “This ain’t Chelsea! I’m wearing boy clothes! I’m NOT wearing a dress. I’m NOT wearing makeup. What part of your thick skull can’t tell you that Chelsea’s gone?”

Blaine stepped back, for some reason surprised at my anger. “I’m just saying what I see. And the person I see is Chelsea. Deep down.”

“Maybe you should lay off defining who I am, hmm?”

I’d had enough of his crap. I didn’t care if he was sorry. Even if Chelsea was in there somewhere, she wouldn’t want to be with someone so willing to ignore her.

“I want things to be cordial at the tournament tomorrow. But I don’t want to talk to you there, okay?” I said, pointing my finger in his face. “So do your little cheers, support your sister and the team, whatever. But this thing with us? It’s done. Because Chelsea is done.”

I stormed off and went straight to my car. If I needed anything for the tournament tomorrow, it was a good night’s sleep.


Chapter Twenty

Any concerns that I wouldn’t be completely jazzed going into this tournament day were stripped away the moment I arrived at McCormick Place in downtown Chicago. There’s truly nothing like a tournament atmosphere. It never gets old. And that’s even truer for a National Qualifier tournament.

Teams were flying in from all over the country to compete in this tournament to earn a bid to Nationals. This was the first Qualifier of the season, and though there would be opportunities to earn bids at later tournaments too, it’s always best to punch your ticket earlier rather than later. Fiery Force Volleyball Club 16 Gold was ready to do so.

Our eight players arrived healthy and eager to start the pool. One bit of drama that I happened to miss yesterday was that FFVC 16 Copper was in our pool as the 4th seed. ’16 Copper ‘was our 4th ranked team in the 16’s age division within our own club. So they were worse than both Silver and Bronze (but still better than ’16 Sapphire’, the 5th ranked team who FFVC didn’t even send to Qualifiers).

They were our first match of the day and we were raring to start off by making a statement with a team kill.

“You ready to go, Caleb?” Dottie asked in her most serious tone. “I want to make sure you’re mentally with it.”

I nodded. “Never been better.” Of course, that was a lie. But I was at least starting to feel a little stability after starting to accept Chelsea (and by association, Blaine) wouldn’t be a concern going forward. “Let’s make a statement.”

And a statement is exactly what we made. Though we’d never even scrimmaged with 16 Copper before, we were able to read them like a book. Their girls got almost zero offense going and only really scored when we got a little too fancy with our plays. Dottie reset the expectations of the girls going into the second set, and we destroyed them by even more. 25-10, 25-7.

The 16 Copper coach came up to us after the match. “You guys are absolutely killer. Dottie, you coach a hell of a team.”

“I appreciate that,” she said back. “But Caleb over here is equally valuable. He’s got a real knack for analyzing opponent flaws. I have a strong feeling he’ll take over this team some day.”

I smiled at Dottie, and she smiled back. That’s exactly the kind of support I need now.

“Well, I’m excited to see you in the girls program,” the coach said.

We rode our momentum into match #2 against the 3rd seed — a Trenton, New Jersey team that flew in with high hopes of qualifying — only to put them in their place with a 25-15, 25-15 dominating victory.

We were totally feeling it. Blaine — who arrived during the second match, and I was doing my best to avoid eye contact — wasn’t the only one applauding our efforts. Even some parents from the opposing team couldn’t help but applaud and recognize the sheer athleticism and talent when any of our girls obliterated a spike on the opponent’s 10-foot line.

There was a very similar result in our match against the 5th seed of the pool. Just utter dominance offensively and defensively. 25-9, 25-6 against a tiny, brand-new, club from nearby Wilmette, Illinois.

The last match of the day was against the #2 seed in our pool. Being from Minnesota, it made sense we wouldn’t run into them often, but it took us very little time to figure out their style. They were a classic, top-heavy ‘rely-on-one-player’ type of team. Once we realized this, shifted our focus to neutralizing her, we were rolling.

But something was off. Dottie was starting to fade. She wasn’t shouting out plays or corrections like she’d been doing earlier in the day.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

She took an extra second to answer me. “What? Oh, uh, yes. I’m fine.”

But only a few rallies later, she was already looking worse. I think even the referee noticed. I took the initiative to call a timeout on her behalf to check on her. The players were confused, since we were up 20-10 in the first game and on a serving streak, but it was evident Dottie wasn’t herself.

“Just stay loose, guys,” I told the team, then turned my attention to Dottie. “Tell me, are you feeling okay?”

“I’m… I’m okay,” she muttered. It was crazy how quickly she was losing steam. I grabbed a water bottle from the bench and forced it on her. Her forehead felt hot.

“You’re burning,” I explained. “Dottie, did you feel sick this morning?”

“A little,” she said, still woozy. “But I took some meds and powered through. This is too important.”

“No no no. You’re sick. You need to be in bed.”

By now, the referees noticed what was going on and called an official timeout. One of the parents from the stands said he was a doctor, and came over to check on Dottie. He asked her a few questions and after observing a few things said she had a high fever and was severely dehydrated. Though she was probably able to walk, they still called over a few medical trainers to put the extremely woozy Dottie in a wheelchair and take her out to the medical tent. Since we still needed each player, and I needed to coach, Blaine volunteered to accompany Dottie. We all watched her get wheeled off down one of the massive McCormick Place corridors away to get some much needed help.

I don’t think any of us anticipated this kind of adversity and drama today. Understandably, it shook up a few of the players. With the Dottie situation temporarily resolved, the referees insisted we continue the game.

I called in my girls for a quick word. As acting head coach, I needed to say something inspiring, after all.

“I appreciate you all caring for Dottie, and I know she appreciates it too,” I started off. “It’s never easy watching a loved one go through a medical scare. The doctor that checked on her said she’ll be fine, but still jarring.”

After a pause and a look at the rattled faces of my girls, I knew this wasn’t going to be easy. “But I need you all to be strong. A win right now gives us a spot in the top bracket. We’d be competing for a bid to Nationals!”

I brought in everyone for a somewhat reluctant cheer as the girls took the court.

The Minnesota team must’ve sensed some weakness, because they came out harder than ever. And on top of that, our girls were shaky. Despite leading the set 20-10, we’d let that lead slip to 22-20. I called our final timeout to recenter the girls, and Macy in particular who was about to be serving.

I grabbed her by the shoulders. “Focus is all we need right now. Get the ball over the net, and our natural skill and hard work will take over from there. One serve at a time.”

Macy nodded, and thankfully did as I asked. We won the point. Then another. And finally, took the first set 25-20. But between games, it was obvious where the girls’ heads were at. They knew deep down that Dottie was gonna be okay, but the image of her being taken out in a wheelchair by medical trainers must be burned in their minds.

I did my best to call only simple, conservative plays and keep the girls’ heads straight, but we were unable to break away with a lead like we did in the first game. The opposing team’s ringer was having her way with us. Meghan’s block was getting abused and Harley was shanking balls that’d normally be perfect passes.

Another timeout helped refocus the girls on playing simple, secure volleyball. Treat it like a drill. “Do the individual things right and the whole game will come together,” I said.

Not that those words unleashed the kraken, but that mindset did just enough to inspire the girls to squeak their way to a 25-23 victory in the second set. Thankfully, avoiding a do-or-die third set. We shook hands with the opponents and stepped off to the side, knowing we’d gone 4-0 to win our pool and earn a spot in the Gold bracket.

But it certainly didn’t feel like a moment of celebration. After the game, we all went straight to the medical area to check on Dottie. She was resting on a patient bed — conscious, but resting. Blaine explained that the doctor said she was dangerously dehydrated and had a serious fever. Due to her spotty medical history, they thought it best to send her to the emergency room for examination, just to be safe.

Obviously, this news didn’t help the girls feel any better. Kelsey was particularly distraught. Maybe a good night’s rest was all the girls needed. I was admittedly overwhelmed too. The tournament, all of my personal drama, and now this?

◆◆◆

We sent off the girls with as much hope as possible. Though I strived to keep my distance from him, it was impossible not to interact with Blaine considering he was so crucial in helping out Dottie. He drove her to the ER, where I understand she’s spending the night in the hospital for observation. Dottie’s symptoms, combined with some of her other health conditions and medications, made it a no-brainer for her to be sidelined for a bit.

And so, I was texting Blaine throughout the afternoon and evening, making sure Dottie was being cared for and kept up-to-speed. Apparently the thing she was most curious about was whether or not the team won, and who we’d be playing tomorrow. Such a trooper.

Thoughts ran through my head the entire night about a million different subjects. Was Dottie going to be okay? How would the girls bounce back tomorrow? How would I handle being the head coach for such a crucial stretch of the tournament?

I tried relaxing and watching TV, which helped a little, but I knew the only way out of this stress was to lean into it.

But as I was getting ready for bed around 9:00 PM, my phone rang with a call… from Dottie.

Shocked, I answered it. “Dottie? Are you okay? Do you need help?”

She laughed on the other side of the phone at my urgent concern. “I’m okay, Blondie. Don’t sound so uptight!”

I didn’t love how cavalier she was, but carried on. She explained to me that the doctors were indeed keeping her overnight for observation, and that she would not be coming to the tournament tomorrow. “I’ll be fine, trust me,” she insisted. “But I’m out for tomorrow.”

“Jesus…” I mumbled.

“Hey, why are you concerned? You’re a killer coach. And you won that last stretch of the game without me there.”

I scoffed. “Well, yeah, but barely. And that was against a worse team. How do you think we’ll fare against the top 16?”

“You might surprise yourself,” she said, then taking a break to cough away from the phone. “Listen, I’m sorry about springing Blaine on you. Didn’t look like it went so well. I thought it’d be what you want.”

“It’s okay… I’m just not in the headspace for him now, I guess.”

“You know, he’s a really sweet man. God, he was so cute over the phone calling me and asking if it was ‘within practice protocol’ to ask out a coach. Adorable.”

I blushed over the phone. “He… he said that?”

“Yeah. Then he told me he really fucked up by not responding to you and getting all scared. Then after not replying for a few days, he thought it was too late to say anything at all… yada yada. I kinda stopped listening to him.”

I giggled. “He’s really something, isn’t he?”

“And what kind of guy drives his sister’s coach to the hospital? I mean, talk about a stud.”

“Alright, alright, I get it! You like him!”

“Fine, I’ll stop jabbing you,” Dottie said over the phone, taking another break to cough. “Look, I promise this is my last intrusion into your personal life, but I have one piece of advice.”

“Heh, sure. Go ahead.”

“You’re an excellent coach. But you coach best when you’re happiest. And believe me when I say this: you’re happiest as Chelsea. Everybody knows this. So give her one last shot. I wanna see ‘Head Coach Chelsea’ tomorrow.”

There was no sarcasm, snark, or insincerity in her voice. Dottie sounded as genuine as she ever had… And I think she was right. For the first time in what felt like forever, I turned my head to the part of the closet that held the remainder of my women’s clothing.

Tomorrow, I'll be Chelsea.


Chapter Twenty-One

My mind was made up, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t terrified to be making the biggest mistake of my life. My earlier decision to introduce Chelsea to the world fell flat on its face, bringing me joy at moments, but also very real grief. Was I making a huge error?

A Sunday morning drive from Batavia to Chicago would take a hair over an hour, so I got up super early to make sure I’d be ready for the 9 AM game. And immediately, I was tasked with the ultimate girl question: What to wear?

Probably the most common coaching look is a casual, androgynous outfit like leggings, a quarter-zip, and athletic shoes. Some even choose to go formal with a pantsuit for big games, but I unfortunately didn’t own one. And then there are coaches like Maddie: feminine, outspoken, feisty Maddie. She always dresses super cute for tournaments: dress, low heels, and full-on makeup. As my go-to ‘girl instructor’, I decided to mirror her.

So after putting on my sports bra and bikini-cut panties, I picked a simple, off-white A-line dress and some low, white heels. Continuing the all-white theme, I quickly painted my finger and toenails white, since that was the color the team had decided on earlier in the week. They’d also be wearing their white FFVC jerseys today, so it’d be a perfect match!

Makeup-wise, I kinda went all out. Even though I hadn’t worn any all week, it felt like I never stopped. Concealer, foundation, blush, eyeliner, mascara, eye shadow, lip-liner, lipstick, and a fruity-tasting lip gloss to complete my fresh, girly look.

I washed, blow-dried, and curled my hair into a super cute, ultra-feminine style. I loved the way  my soft curls bounced off my shoulders and back as I walked. Hey, if I’m gonna coach as Chelsea, I’m not gonna slack…

◆◆◆

Tensions had fortunately calmed down from yesterday, as Dottie was sweet enough to send a thoughtful text to the team ensuring that she’d be alright and that they were in good hands with me.

And wow did I get a reaction from the girls when I arrived. I was completely swarmed! They were so thrilled to hear that Chelsea would be coaching — not that they didn’t like Caleb, but they knew I had a different energy when I presented as Chelsea. I received compliments galore on my hair, my makeup, my outfit… honestly everything. But it was the fact I even showed up as Chelsea that excited them most.

Unlike the St. Louis tournament, the 16-team gold bracket games weren’t held in some cool, stadium-like mega court — though they did offer the extra officiating. Each game was held on a normal-size court with 2 or 3 benches for the parents. But that didn’t change the hype around the games. Instead, players who’d been eliminated or weren’t actively in a game flocked to the top courts to watch the top talent compete. I personally found it just as exhilarating.

Our first match was against a team from New York City — the Bronx Bombers, they were called (borrowing from the Yankees, clearly). I’d heard about them before. In fact, I remember Dottie pointing them out to me in St. Louis. They were dealing with injuries and weren’t at their full potential. But this time, they were at full strength.

After warmups and submitting my starting lineup, I called the girls in for an initial strategy meeting.

“The right-side has a hammer for an arm, but can’t hit down the line. She didn’t do it once in warmups. Macy, Meghan, cheat your block inside and we’ll control her, no problem.”

Though I often gave strategy notes as an assistant, there’s a different level of importance when coming from the head coach. I could feel it. So could the girls.

And thankfully, my note was spot-on. When their right-side hitter was front row, she was totally neutralized. I think it psyched out the other team knowing their top option was gone, and crippled the team from there. Alongside strong, focused defense. We seamlessly took the first match 25-17, 25-17.

All we needed to do was place the top 3 of the tournament to earn our bid to Nationals. So that meant 2 more games, and we were guaranteed in.

I found myself pacing rapidly around the Gold bracket courts, thinking of new strategies, taking mental notes, and anxiously awaiting our next challenge. Clearly in my own little bubble, I bumped right into someone walking by.

“I’m sorry!” I yelped. But when I looked up, I noticed it was Karen.

“Well isn’t this quite the surprise,” she said with a sly grin.

I quickly turned red with embarrassment. Was Karen witnessing me in a dress for the second time in roughly a month? At a work setting nonetheless?

“I take it you didn’t take two dresses from my closet, now did you?”

“No, ma’am,” I squeaked. “This one I bought for myself.”

She chuckled kindly. “Don’t worry, I’ve heard about this. Dottie kept me in the loop.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. The last thing I wanted today was to be yelled at by the top dog at FFVC for presenting as another gender. Even though she kinda started the whole thing.

“Look, I don’t want to distract you. I know it’s been a wild 24 hours with Dottie going to the hospital and all. But we’re monitoring the situation and I’ve talked with her several times already. She and I are both very proud of you, Chelsea.”

Chelsea… she used my girl name… without me even asking. It warmed my heart. Amazing how such a small gesture can indicate acceptance.

“Thanks, Karen,” I said, holding back some emotions. “My girls and I won’t let you down.”

◆◆◆

The quarterfinals match went similarly to the previous one. The girls were playing their hearts out and I was coaching out of my mind. Each adjustment I made and each note I gave paid off immediately and handsomely. Against a feisty Indianapolis team, we secured a 25-21, 25-19 win. We’d guaranteed a spot in the top four!!

It was a massive achievement. Nobody could deny that. But top four wasn’t necessarily top three.

In fact, there was still something nagging at all of us. Looking at the bracket final four, it was FFVC 16 Gold vs Coastal Cannon 16-1 (a SoCal team) on one side. That’s us. The other side had Swift NYC 16A (another New York City team) versus…. you guessed it: Blitz One.

But I think the girls knew the situation as well as I did. We actually didn’t need to beat Blitz One to qualify for Nationals. We just have to beat Coastal Cannon. And even if we lose, we get one more shot in the third place game. We were cautiously optimistic.

The girls wanted to run to the snack bar and take advantage of the hour break before the next round. I joined them. But the vibe was weird. We all existed in this strange, anticipatory phase before something very stressful was about to happen with possibly wonderful results.

Honestly, it made me think back to that time at Karen’s after I got wine spilled all over me: Karen leading me up to her bedroom and insisting I wear her dress. It was scary as hell, but strangely thrilling. The stress of having no choice but to wear women’s clothes and debut myself to the other coaches wasn’t debilitating, but exhilarating… And so was this upcoming match.

An hour later, we were back on the court, warming up for the game. It wasn’t even the championship yet, and the court was already packed. Tons of girls who were on already-eliminated teams surrounded the court, excited to watch the best of the best. Blaine was there. Karen was there. Maddie even came to the game to support my efforts. And without even talking to her, I could tell she loved my outfit choice.

And then the game kicked off. Coastal Cannon was filled with all-around studs. Each girl was tall, strong, athletic, and highly skilled. But instead of a single ringer like many teams had, Coastal Cannon had diversified threats — much like us. In fact, their style of play was very similar, down to the same type of offense they ran. They even had a young, blonde head coach (though she wasn’t wearing a dress like me).

However, our opponents managed to consistently eke out little victories. They battled hard during long, impressive rallies, only to end up winning the point seemingly every time. It was getting frustrating.

Not that it broke the mental fortitude of our girls, but you can only be so effective against a team that well-rounded. Despite playing quite well, we lost the first set 22-25. It was our first lost set of the tournament.

I gave the girls my notes, a few new strategies, and things to keep in mind. I did all I could, but I’m not on the floor. It’d be up to them to take this game.

To our dismay, Coastal Cannon came out even stronger in the second set. They correctly identified Eve’s weak block and used it to their advantage. Harley played her heart out, but again, she can only do so much covering a wickedly smart offense. As the game progressed, things were looking bad. I felt nervous. The girls looked stressed. I checked out the bench and even Blaine and Karen appeared hopeless. Failing to side-out against Coastal Cannon’s top server, we gave up a huge string of points, ultimately losing the second set 18-25.

What else could we do but admit defeat? After the Coastal Cannon girls were done celebrating their clinched bid to Nationals, they graciously shook hands and exited the floor. But our girls looked utterly defeated.

I felt completely embarrassed, but had to keep my head up. We still had the third place match to try earning our bid. And it’d likely be against Swift NYC once they lose to Blitz One.

I took the girls to a secluded spot in the hallway to recap our game. I tried to reset the team and ensure that this was a minor setback. “Sometimes great teams lose. But the best teams bounce back like nothing happened in the next match,” I told them.

“They just, like, didn’t make mistakes…” Harley vented. “How the hell were they able to keep up that pace?”

“I can’t answer that. But listen, Coastal Cannon can’t be our focus. We have Swift NYC up next. I know we haven’t played them before, but I watched one of their games earlier and took some notes. They have holes in their team that we can exploit. I think if we play hard and smart—“

But in the middle of my rallying speech, I was interrupted. It was Blaine who found us in the hallway alcove. “Uh, excuse me, guys.”

I shot him a frustrated look. “Blaine, not now. This is a team meeting.”

“I just thought you should know something. The other match just finished. It went to a third set. Swift beat Blitz. You guys are playing Blitz…again.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

“What?” I shot back at him. “No way Blitz lost. They were up like 10 in the second set!”

Blaine shrugged. “They blew the lead. Look, don’t shoot the messenger. I just thought you should know.”

The room suddenly got a whole lot more tense. We’d already played Meredith Goro and the Blitz One girls twice and got creamed both times. At least against Swift, we might’ve had a chance. But we were about to face a team that totally had us by the throat.

I let out a huge sigh. “Jesus… Look, girls, I need you to stay loose. Go to an open court and get warm. We got a tough game ahead of us.”

The girls retreated away, chatting nervously amongst themselves about the jarring update.

I slouched against the wall. “We’re fucked.”

“Don’t say that.” Blaine said kindly.

“No, no. We’re fucked. I don’t care if Blitz just lost. They’re too frickin’ talented to lose twice in a row… I mean, we couldn’t even beat them with Dottie coaching!”

“Well, this is a new variable. Now you’re the head coach. I’d personally take my chances with Chelsea over Dottie.”

I shook my head. “Well, you don’t know this team like I do.”

Blaine shrugged. “Maybe so. But haven’t I come to every tournament? I think I might have a different perspective.”

Another huge sigh. I knew I needed to put on a brave face for these girls. They needed me to. But considering my string of bad luck, I wouldn’t bet on myself.

Blaine came up to me closer. “I know life’s been a rollercoaster these last few days. Hell, these last few months, right?”

I nodded.

“But aren’t you still standing? Look at the life you carved out for yourself!” Blaine, impressed, cracked a smile. “You took a freakin’ team to the semifinals at a National Qualifier! That’s insane!”

“I mean… yeah…” I muttered.

“You’re a special woman,” Blaine said.

I noticed Blaine step a little closer to me. I finally looked up.

“What’re you doing…”

He stepped a little closer still. “I’m trying to tell you how special you are.”

I tried to avoid eye contact. But each time I looked up at him, his bright green eyes were looking down at me.

“I’m not that special. I’m a fucked-up person.” I said, a little quieter.

“That’s not what I see,” he insisted. “I see a strong-willed coach.” He took another step toward me to the point he was a foot from me at most. “I see a genuinely kind, sweet, smart person.”

I blushed. I peered up the tiniest bit, just enough that his strong jawline was in view.

Blaine gently placed his hand on my hip. I let out a little gasp — the good kind.

“I see an adorable, funny, and very sexy girl.” Blaine took his other hand and tucked a few blonde locks around my ear and out of my face.

I could tell his forehead was nearly touching mine. I was leaning up against the wall with nowhere to go. But I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

“It… it’s nice to have the support of a kind, handsome man.” I finally stared into those wanting green eyes, just inches from my face.

“Then how about I give you just a little encouragement,” Blaine whispered. He leaned in for a soft, gentle kiss.

He tried to pull back after one, but I was already hooked. I took my hand and clutched the back of his head, pulling him back in for a deeper, more passionate kiss. Was I really doing this? Was I actually kissing this man?

I could tell he liked what I was doing since he gripped my hip even harder. I opened my mouth a little to let his tongue dance with mine.

This strong, 6’5” man made me feel so dainty and petite. His soft lips were addicting. He pushed me up against the wall gently, but firmly enough to make it clear how badly he wanted me. Blaine’s hands caressed my soft, hairless legs. Moving up and up, further beneath my dress and ever-closer to the maddening stirring tucked beneath my panties. It didn’t help that I could feel his own hard-on under his jeans, doing every bit its part to pin me up against this wall.

“This is what I’ve been thinking about all weekend,” he whispered in my ear, ending it with a tiny nibble.

The next few moments were pure bliss, but we suddenly came to the same conclusion: I had a very serious game to coach. As difficult as it was, we had to put our little session on hold.

“But I am not done with you…” I flirtatiously poked him in the chest.

As euphoric as this was, my girls needed Coach Chelsea. If I weren’t at a tournament with a job to do… Well, let’s just say I’d have let him do anything he wanted to me.

“Give ‘em hell,” Blaine whispered in my ear, ending it with a tiny kiss. God did I ever want that man right now…

◆◆◆

Somehow, I was able to compose myself, gather the girls, and confidently return to the court for a third place showdown.

The official reconfirmed the rules, noting whoever won this match would receive the third and final bid to Nationals offered at this qualifier. I shook hands with the opposing coach. By now, we’d run into each other a few times. An older woman of roughly Dottie’s age, she was definitely confused by my appearance, probably caught off guard that I was wearing a dress and makeup this time around. I also shook hands with their assistant coach, a man in his 20s. Wow, an older woman head coach with a young male assistant. To think, just a few months ago that was me. It truly put into perspective how far I’d come.

“I heard about Dottie,” the Blitz head coach said. “Send her my best… uh…”

“Chelsea,” I finished her sentence. “And thank you for the kind words. I’ll pass them along.”

And so our girls lined up to take the court — intimidated, sure, as it’s hard to ignore Meredith Goro’s terrifying 6’7” frame — but the girls put on their bravest faces nonetheless. I fed off their determination. It was game time.

Blitz got off to an early lead by, you guessed it, feeling Meredith the ball. The plan since the very first match was to neutralize her the best we could. Not that Dottie had many faults as a coach, but one area I usually disagreed with her on was assuming perfection from the opponent. I didn’t coach that way. All of us are human — even the opponent. They are as prone to error and mental mistakes as much as we were. Neutralizing Meredith just let the other talented Blitz players walk all over us. So I decided to allow Meredith a few more points than usual, and made sure the rest of the team knew we were paying them mind.

Down 10-12, I noticed a key detail that hadn’t yet come up: the opposing setter had a tell. Her head tilted a certain way based on the direction she was going to set the ball. How has nobody noticed this yet? I quickly called a timeout and informed the team. Eve and Remi thought it was a brilliant catch, and accepted the responsibility to call it out on the floor.

It made an immediate difference! Suddenly, we had a much better idea where the set was going and our block could adjust accordingly. It wasn’t an enormous advantage, but just enough to squeak out a win in the first set 25-23. One down.

The girls were showering me with praise in between sets for the key catch. But I told them Blitz was too talented of a team to not recognize our shift and make adjustments. And sure enough, by the start of the second set, their setter’s tell had disappeared.

Blitz must’ve really started feeling the pressure, because they totally kicked it into overdrive in the second set. Their size and athleticism advantage really started to show. Sometimes it doesn’t matter how smart you are… a 6’7” girl with a 26-inch vertical is just gonna drill the ball down your throat. On the back of Meredith and the entire team stepping up their game, we lost the second set 19-25.

By now, the court was completely surrounded with observers, at least 3-4 rows deep. There must have been hundreds of players, parents, and fans smooshed around our court to catch a glimpse of this epic match.

The third set, as always, would be played to 15 points. I thought to myself… I need to recreate the magic of the first set. And the only way I did that was finding a strategic advantage, because there’s no way we can outmuscle Blitz. We just can’t.

I wracked my brain for patterns or tendencies I may have noticed on Blitz’s end that we could capitalize on. And then it hit me: as strong as Meredith was, she always hit one of two spots on the court: 10-foot line left, or 10-foot line right. She loved flexing her power, so as long as we had a player planted exactly where she was gonna hit the ball, we may be able to survive these rallies a little longer.

The girls were a little hesitant — mostly Harley and the two setters, since they’d be the ones digging these bullets.

“Just trust your skills. Hold your platform strong and hope you don’t get drilled in the face.” I said. That warning didn’t calm ‘em, but the girls nodded, trusting their head coach’s instinct.

So that’s exactly what we tried. We gave Meredith more leeway in the interest of neutralizing the other hitters on the team. I think the Blitz coaches were confused by my strategy. Why would this Chelsea lady willingly give our best player more room to hit?

Just as I predicted, the setter kept feeding Meredith. With a nearly wide open net and a perfect set… BOOM! She pounded the ball to our side of the court...

…but planted right in our predicted spot was Harley. The ball soared in the air! Not a perfect pass by any means, but it was better than immediately losing the point. This led to some long rallies. Some we won, some we didn’t. But Meredith was getting tired… and frustrated. For as giant and athletic as she was, she didn’t quite yet have the ability to hit it anywhere other than these two spots. And each time, Harley, Soraya, or Eshal were exactly there.

The score was 10-10 – now it's a game to 5. The hype around the court was real… and loud. I’d say about 80% of the audience was on our side, wishing to see an upset of the mighty Blitz One girls. Blaine was shouting louder than anyone. “Go Fiery Force!!!! GO REMI!!!”

We traded points back and forth. 11-10. 11-11. 11-12. 12-12. 12-13. 13-13. 14-13…

Here we were. One point away from earning the bid to Nationals and dethroning our arch rival. I called a timeout before Meghan delivered another serve.

“Meghan, I want you to be as aggressive as you can on this serve. Target the libero. She’s been struggling,” I instructed confidently.

“Really? I tend to miss when I’m overly aggressive…” she noted.

“Look. Blitz is maybe the best team we’ve ever faced. If there’s one thing I’ve learned over these crazy, crazy months with you girls…”

I started to trail off. I looked down at my heels. I looked at the hem of my dress. I felt the soft, bouncy curls of my hair. I tasted my lipgloss – or what remained of it after kissing Blaine – then  glanced over at the man I was definitely gonna let have his way with me once the tournament was over. And maybe most importantly, I watched Karen look on proudly at our whole team…

Suddenly, I snapped back in. “Sometimes you have to say… ‘fuck it’, and go for it.”

Meghan nodded, and took the court. Blitz clearly had a special play they were going to run. Their serve-receive formation was different than before. But I didn’t want to give them a chance.

Meghan spun the ball and delivered a hard, fast, hyper-aggressive jump serve right at the other team’s libero. The crazy top-spin sunk the ball like a rock and hit the floor smack-dab in front of her. 15-13. We fucking won!

The girls exploded with chaotic joy. I even ran out onto the court to join in the celebration. Blaine was going nuts on the bench. Karen kept her cool, but sat proudly on the bench, knowing we’d overcome immense odds to win this match.

And the crowd was loving it! The big, bad Blitz One team had lost not once, but now twice in a row, officially getting knocked out of the tournament. It’s never a good policy to root for others’ detriment, but screw it. Who doesn’t love a good underdog story?

The players shook hands and so did the coaches.

“Really smart coaching,” the Blitz head coach told me, genuinely. “I’m sure Dottie’s proud. You got a real future coaching these girls, Chelsea.” I was on Cloud Nine. It simply didn’t get better than this.

I gave one last little celebratory speech to the girls before turning our attention to the medal ceremony. Blaine, Karen, and other FFVC players and coaches joined us as we received our bronze medals and ceremonial ‘ticket’ to the National Qualifiers this summer. These girls earned every bit of that.

The bittersweet moment, however, was noticing, yet again, the presence of zero parents of these girls. Are you freaking serious? Your daughters are competing their hearts out at the highest level, and you don’t even have the decency to show your faces in support?

But of course, Blaine had sort of become the de facto ‘family representative’ for the team. He had a huge smile on his face as he ran up to me. A few yards away, he ran into a sprint and grabbed my legs, hoisting me in the air and spinning me around.

“Ahh! Hey hey!” I couldn’t stop laughing. “Put me down you crazy weirdo!”

He gently put me back down and I gave him a huge hug. “I’m so proud of you,” he whispered. “I’d like to think I can take a little bit of credit…”

I playfully scoffed. “Oh, so you think you can just kiss the coach and all of a sudden that translates into good volleyball, huh?”

He smiled and shrugged. “Okay, maybe not. But maybe if I keep kissing the coach, I can earn a little bit of credit.”

I was totally blushing. I think this was his clever little way of asking me out. “Hmmm… I’ll have to think about it. I’m really only into guys who don’t use such corny lines…”

I winked at him. “But then again, I do believe we have some unfinished business from earlier.”

Soon after, I noticed Karen out of the corner of my eye waving me over to her. “Chelsea, that was some stellar coaching,” she said. “I’m so unbelievably proud of you and the girls.”

“That means the world to me,” I replied. “But look, Dottie’s the real winner here. She coached this team up and molded ‘em into the players they are. Aren’t they freaking studs out on the court??”

She nodded. “On the court, there’s no question. But you played an equally big part. As you noticed, a lot of these teams have trouble getting their families involved. It’s very sad. But Chelsea, in so many ways, you filled that void for them.”

“Hmm… can you elaborate?”

“Well, every good player needs a coach to teach form, strategy, and responsibility. But every person could benefit from a kind, thoughtful, engaged older sister. You gave them that gift, Chelsea.”

Karen was warming my heart. And I think she was right. I did give them that gift. But they gave it right back to me. These girls helped me realize how natural and euphoric it was to be a woman. From the subtle things like painting my nails to welcoming the opportunity for me to present fully as Chelsea…? Those are the things sisters are best at.

And damn, I got some really freakin’ awesome sisters.


Chapter Twenty-Three

The next six months were a whirlwind of glory, challenge, joy, self-discovery, and… well, so much more.

It wasn’t healthy to rest on our laurels after finishing 3rd at the tournament. After all, it wasn’t like we won the damn thing, so we still had plenty of room for growth.

Dottie returned to the team the very next week and finished the season as head coach. We continued playing well at tournaments, winning some and getting all too close in others.

Blaine very much kept his promise and took me out on a date – a date which picked up right where we left off from earlier, I might add…

In fact, he took me out on so many dates that after a month, he asked me to be his girlfriend. I gladly accepted. We made for a really cute, happy couple. Just two goofy people, figuring themselves out.

And yes, I said girlfriend. To approximately nobody’s surprise, I went right back to being Chelsea full time after the tournament. Maddie helped me rebuild my wardrobe after the purge and we grew even closer over the next several months, including double dates with Henry and Blaine. It’s so funny watching guys ‘bro out’ with each other, this time from the other side. Every once in a while Maddie and I have to look at each other and think ‘how did we get such crazy hot men to agree to date us?’

But all of the good times didn’t mean there weren’t struggles. I’m blessed to have a naturally feminine face, body, and already-long hair. But even still, I wasn’t safe from the occasional stares, name-calling, and negative judgment of being a transgender woman. As Blaine always reminds me, “You’re never going to stomp out all the haters. You win by living your life the way you want to.”

Our volleyball season capped off with a much anticipated trip to Nationals in the summer. Thirty-two teams in total qualified, including Blitz One, who quickly got back on their game and earned a bid at the next qualifier they attended. But Blitz was just one of the many teams we encountered again at Nationals. Several of our foes from the past reemerged, back with a vengeance. Many we took down again, but unfortunately we couldn’t win them all. When all was said and done, we ended up placing 11th in the nation. One spot higher than what they did last year with Meredith Goro, mind you.

As for my ‘little sisters’, many of them got what they wanted in the form of Division I scholarship offers. Of the eight girls, four of them had committed by the start of the high school season in the fall: Meghan to LSU, Eshal to UCLA, Soraya to Wisconsin, and Remi staying local, committing to Northwestern. The rest of the girls were still fielding offers, and it’s only a matter of time before they sign their own commitment letters.

Oh, and how about me? Volleyball is still very much a part of my life — even more than before! After the 16 Gold season wrapped, Karen sat me down to discuss my future. Though I expected an offer to assistant coach a different girls team or head coach a younger crew, she proposed that I follow the 16 Gold the girls into their 17’s season. Karen really liked the duo of myself and Dottie, and though it’s not typical for coaches to follow specific teams through their years, she viewed us as an exception. “I don’t want to break up the family,” Karen explained. Dottie and I were thrilled with the news.

And my wish to get further involved in the club came true. In my time not coaching, Karen has been giving me hours working alongside Yulan on the Operations side, learning the ins and outs of what it takes to run one of the top clubs in the country. I’ve become really passionate about the business world and the power that organizations have to create families for those who otherwise don’t have them.

But overall, I’m just…well, happy. Maybe I’ll climb the coaching ladder further, learning from Dottie and taking over for her after she retires. Or perhaps I’ll apply to business school to earn my M.B.A., using my newfound knowledge to grow my own organization. Whatever path I choose, I know I’ll have friends, colleagues, and all the sisters a girl could ask for.

The End.
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