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      People will tell you you need a degree to prove you learned something. I couldn’t disagree more. And that’s coming from someone spending way too much money in hopes of receiving a little piece of paper that’ll read “Master’s in Sociology”.

      What kind of ‘learning’ am I talking about? Well, for starters, I’ve grown a ton as a person in the two months since returning for graduate school at Elkhorn University in Elkhorn, Illinois, home of the – you guessed it – Horned Elks.

      Squeezed into an old wooden desk in one of the dusty basement classrooms of Marcus Hall, I found myself staring ahead at the sole other person in the room: Lilith Kendall, our trusty academic advisor and professor. Slouched and leaning back in her seat, Kendall had her feet kick up on the desk, scrolling her phone, mindlessly waiting.

      Don’t be fooled by her relaxed posture and relatively harmless appearance. Professor Kendall can be quite the hard-ass. She’s a tough grader, a fiery lecturer, and endlessly pushes her students to be at the top of their game. This thin, dark-haired, 40-something professor is an unexpected force to be reckoned with.

      “Taylor,” she called out without lifting her head. “Any idea where the others are?”

      I shrugged. “How should I know?” I answered, even if I may have had a slight idea where the other five members of my cohort were.

      “Hmm…” Kendall muttered suspiciously. Her piercing eyes are quite good at spotting lies – just not this time.

      Whatever the reason, Kendall does not appreciate her students being late, even if she falls victim to punctuality herself from time to time. She pointed to the clock that read five past ten.

      “You know what I think?” She got up and started pacing the room. “I think those girls are secretly afraid of the mid-semester project. Soooo emblematic of your generation to avoid talking to people in person. God forbid I assign you a real-life project with real-life people who–”

      Suddenly, the classroom door burst open. In came five cheery young ladies, led by the bubbly, red-headed Emily Luna… holding a cake.

      “Haaaappy biiiirthday tooo youuuuu...” sang the chorus of girls. I, of course, joined in as well.

      She’s a tough nut to crack, but even Professor Kendall couldn’t stop smiling at her cohort of six students, surprising her with a cake and a song on her 44th birthday.

      “You shifty, shifty kids…” She shook her head and leaned back in her chair as we finished her song with applause. “I don’t deserve you, do I?”

      “Nope!” Julia, our resident east-coaster, quipped. “And you’re stuck with us!”

      Meghan, the sweet, farm-raised girl from Kansas, nodded happily. “We don’t deserve you, Professor.”

      Maryam Agarwal, the whip-smart Pakistani transplant, was tasked with cutting the cake as Emily gathered plates and forks. Kendall, of course, took the first bite of her bulbous chocolate cake and unleashed a moan of delight.

      “Good lord, this is rich,” Kendall exclaimed. “But I wouldn’t want it any other way. Okay, tell me, who’s the mastermind behind all this?”

      That’s when my eyes drifted to Ella Harris: my co-conspirator and best friend in the cohort and on campus.

      “Well, it was a team effort,” Ella said, shrugging it off. “It was Taylor’s idea to look up your birthday in the files.”

      I shrugged and gestured to my friend. “But it was Ella’s plan to get the cake and have me come early to distract you.”

      “Well, you’re all little sneaks,” our professor declared. “But sneaks whom I appreciate very much.”

      Our attempts to soften up Kendall must’ve worked, because she was no longer in any kind of rush to get back to class. We took our time, picking away at her cake and shooting the shit like coworkers at the water cooler.

      This calm, friendly vibe has been the dynamic in class this past month. Happy students, happy professors, problem-free teaching assistant assignments – things have been pretty damn perfect. But the recent string of positives makes it easy to forget how brutal the start of my year was.

      Peering around the classroom, you’d notice something a little… off about the layout. It’s our typical meeting room for the cohort: one large desk for the teacher upfront and seven – not six – smaller desks for students.

      Emily, struck with an idea, tossed her cake plate aside. “Ooh! I have an impression. I wanna see who can guess it.”

      She shuffled to the unclaimed desk and, with uncharacteristically good posture, sat up and raised her hand. Then, in a nasally, smug voice uttered, “Uh, professor, I’m actually an expert in baking sciences! Your cake is invalid, so I refuse to participate!”

      The girls hooted and hollered at Emily’s little performance. She was, of course, imitating the reason for that empty desk: Nate Chen, the genius student who dropped out of the program due to… well, let’s just say ‘differences in philosophy’.

      “Ugh! Don’t remind me!” Kendall grunted. Then, realizing she may have slipped out of her professionalism, “Not that I speak ill of former students.”

      Long story short, it’s Nate who was the main reason for my rocky start. Not that he went unassisted. There was a healthy amount of shooting myself in the foot, too.

      In fact, it all started in this very classroom. As introductions were made, Nate thought it would be oh-so funny to joke about how my long, brunette hair made me look like a girl. What started as a joke turned into a bet, and before I knew it, I was roped into this hairbrained saga exploring femininity in a way more public arena than I ever intended – up to and including letting the girls doll me up and take me to a bar where I accidentally kissed Jack Ashbourne – the literal son of our Dean. All of which was fodder in Nate’s cruel attempt to embarrass me in front of the entire lecture hall.

      But somehow I escaped the worst of it. Nate is gone, Jack’s identity remains secret, and I walked away with nothing but figurative scratches.

      By now, everyone had finished eating but seemed reluctant to jump into actual schoolwork. Even Professor Kendall distracted herself by flipping through the staff directory.

      “Aha!” she shouted, pointing at a page. “So that’s how you found my birthday. It’s literally in the directory!”

      Julia leaned over her shoulder and glanced at the page. “God bless our invasions of privacy.”

      “Ooh! Ooh!” Emily, seeing the directory had been pulled out, scooted quickly over to Kendall and snatched it out of her hands. “I don’t think I’ve actually seen one printed yet!”

      Maryam rolled her eyes. “Gawking at your own photo? How classy.”

      Emily, devilishly smirking, shook her head. “Nuh-uh…” She flipped several pages in the booklet to find what she really wanted. Emily’s cheeks reddened and her face beamed with pride as her eyes drifted off the book and toward me.

      Yeah, so turns out those ‘figurative scratches’ I walked away with came in the form of me being immortalized in the staff directory and future yearbook… dressed as a girl.

      “Aww! Look at you, Taylor!” Emily beamed. “You look so good!”

      “Hey! I haven’t seen it either!” Meghan shoved her way to Emily to get her first look at her long-haired, dress-wearing male friend smiling in printed color. A pretty yellow dress with a matching bow in his hair.

      Obviously, I blushed – embarrassed just a tad. But I didn’t shut it down. You see, putting on that dress and getting photographed as a girl? That was my choice. I did it to make things right between us after irrationally cursing them out post-Nate’s grand reveal. But as Kendall once told me, you give and you take. Putting on that dress was my way of giving to the girls who were nothing but supportive. And I have zero regrets.

      “God, I miss Tay…” Julia mulled.

      By now, every one of the girls had crowded around the booklet to memorialize ‘Tay’ – the name given to my girl alter ego. The day of the Graduate Brunch with the photographer. It was the last ‘Tay’ was – and ever will be – seen.

      From my blushing cheeks and the sudden fawning, Professor Kendall sensed it was time to refocus her class, snatching back her directory and calling for all to take their seats. We still had learning to do, after all.

      And learn we did – though in an abridged format. Most time was spent rehashing our most recent exam. Question by question, thinking critically about why certain answers were right or wrong. It’s an exercise Kendall does with both her undergrads and graduate students, and everyone I’ve talked to finds it useful for helping the information stick. Another feather in our award-winning teacher’s cap.

      Still, there was a looming sense of distraction in the room over what we really wanted to learn today.

      Kendall peered at the clock in the back of the room, noticing only a few minutes remained.

      “Hmm…” she began, then smirked. “So you guys wanna know?”

      All six heads emphatically nodded.

      So far this year, the entirety of our curriculum has been classroom-based. But today, Kendall would be announcing the pairings for our big ‘field project’ this semester… along with the actual assignments themselves.

      Our professor reached into her satchel and summoned a crisp sheet of paper.

      “Well, what do you want first? Pairings or assignments?”

      “Pairings!” Meghan shouted. She was particularly eager today.

      “As you wish,” Kendall said as she adjusted her glasses. “Pairings for your field projects will be the following…”

      I shut my eyes tight and crossed my fingers. Look, I love all the girls in my cohort, but there’s one person in particular I wanted to work with.

      “The first pairing is Meghan and Emily.”

      The two girls, already next to each other, smiled and high-fived. They seemed quite happy.

      “The second pairing will be… Julia and Maryam!”

      Julia and Maryam, the two most physically opposite girls in class, had nevertheless developed an unlikely friendship. Though they come from wildly different upbringings, it’s their similarly dry senses of humor and headstrong attitudes that make for an impressively perfect pairing. So, all that to say…

      “And lastly,” Kendall read from the paper, “Taylor and Ella!”

      BOO-YAH!… was what I wanted to scream. But I played it cool.

      Of course I wanted to work with my best friend in class, and stealing a glance her way, Ella seemed equally pumped. She’s smart, funny, beautiful, and we just really connect. We’ve hung out more and more outside of class, and I honestly can’t think of anyone I’d rather be in the fieldwork trenches with than Ella Harris.

      But there was still more to reveal.

      “And now your biiig, baaad assignments,” Kendall began, at first playing up the drama, but decided to walk it back. “Eh… We’re low on time. I’ll just tell you. Meghan and Emily, you’ll be tackling the cafeterias and campus food service, devising a thesis from your observations.”

      Hmm. An interesting enough assignment. The kitchen staff at Elkhorn always seemed super cool, but I’ve wondered what things are like behind the scenes.

      “Julia and Maryam, I have you guys tackling the medical clinic. Same deal with your thesis. Talk to doctors, nurses, staffers… You get the picture.”

      The two girls nodded. Which leaves…

      “Taylor and Ella, I’ve got a juicy one for you. One I didn’t think would get approved by Dean Ashbourne, but I guess he pulled some strings.”

      Ella raised her eyebrow. As did I.

      I cautiously raised my hand. “The admissions office?”

      Kendall shook her head. “Way more fun. You guys will quite literally do work in the field. Or should I say on the field?”

      Ella, for a moment, looked intrigued. Almost thirsty.

      Kendall continued. “Because… for your mid-semester field project… I’ve got you two observing the football team!”
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      Football? Are you kidding me? I couldn’t have sunk further into my seat if I tried.

      Having hit the top of the hour, Kendall needed to head out, along with the rest of the class.

      “I’ll send each of you full write-ups later this afternoon. Principal contacts, access passes, all the stuff you’ll need to make headway on the observation phase. Just check your emails.”

      I should probably note that, despite my gender, football and nearly everything sports-related have evaded my interest my entire life. Pee-wee soccer? Hated it. My couple years of T-ball? I couldn’t even make contact with a motionless ball! The closest I ever came to anything athletic was swimming for lifeguarding. But beyond that? Any game with a ball can screw right off.

      Ella, much to my surprise, had the opposite reaction.

      “Taylor! You hear that? We got the best one!!”

      “Glad you think so,” I grunted. “Let me guess, you love the idea of getting up close and personal with some beefy footballers?”

      She chuckled and shook her head. “First of all, they’re football players… And no. Well, unless I click with one of ‘em…”

      I rolled my eyes watching her geek out like a teenage fangirl.

      “But seriously,” she continued, “I’m a biiig NFL girlie. Vikings all the way, baby!”

      Ella rambled on about her interest in the sport, how both of her brothers had played in high school, and particularly how she and her dad used to watch Vikings games together in her Minnesota hometown.

      Look, I’m happy she found a personal connection to our assignment. I really am. But think of it this way: Take tax law – a boring, uninteresting subject that no one likes. Now imagine you have to take a class on tax law for half a semester. But not just that! You have to study tax law and live and breathe tax law to the point where you’re forced to not only care about it, but have deeply held convictions about it. That’d be horrible, right?

      Well, football is my tax law.

      “Oh, come on,” Ella said, gently placing her hand on my shoulder. “Maybe with all the exposure you’ll end up liking it, huh? It’s the most popular sport for a reason.” Then, with her thin, dainty fingers, she curled a strand of my hair into her hand. “Plus, maybe you’ll enjoy being away from us girls for once. You know, around other actual men?”

      I hung my head, remembering how quick my classmates were to revel in the whole ‘Tay’ saga. But that’s the girls for you. Alllllways teasing.

      “Yeah. Maybe,” I admitted before finally standing up. “Maybe it’s just the challenge I’ve been looking for.”
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      Ella and I met several times outside class over the next few days to discuss particulars. Though there was a healthy amount of back and forth over the exact direction of our study, we agreed that examining the athletic vs academic responsibilities of a student-athlete was especially interesting. How do they manage their schedules? How do they interact with other ‘normal’ students? Is a student-athlete lifestyle a net positive on someone’s future in society, or a detriment?

      Being naturally curious, brainstorming questions for a project has always been the fun part. But I had to keep reminding myself that acquiring this information would require a ton of logistical bullshit and supplementary sport details I couldn’t have cared less about. Things like learning the team’s calendar, practice schedules, and… good lord… the rules of the game. Thankfully, Ella was happy to teach me so I wouldn’t have to learn it from some meathead jock.

      For example, I learned the season consisted of 12 games – four of which have already been played. And the Horned Elks are already 4-0. Hey, good for them, I guess.

      More pertinently, I learned that the team plays games on Fridays or Saturdays (often traveling on weekends) while practicing throughout the week at Elkhorn Field just off campus. There are around seventy players on the roster with a dozen or so coaches. But it’s so much more than that. There are assistants, athletic trainers, and a whole bunch of ancillary workers – most of whom I can’t begin to tell you what they do. Turns out football is a whole production that, in my humble opinion, is given far too much importance in our society.

      Today, however, I set my cynicism aside. Because today we officially begin our project.

      Ella swung by my apartment at 7:00 A.M. – bright and early to ‘beat the heat’. Only a 5-10 minute drive from campus, the commute to the field isn’t terrible. But going anywhere that early in the morning is bound to feel like a chore.

      We pulled up around ten after to a giant parking lot already containing several dozen cars. And looming beyond the lot was the behemoth that is Elkhorn Field.

      Well, maybe ‘behemoth’ is a little strong, particularly compared to some powerhouse school’s football team. Still, Elkhorn Field is a large, fenced-in, fully operational football field with a double-decker grandstand on the east-facing side. By the look of it, capable of fitting well over a thousand fans. Also inside the fenced-in area and on the opposite side lived a two-story limestone structure, likely housing the locker rooms, coaches’ offices, and however much equipment storage their little hearts desired. Like the grandstand, the building stretched the length of the field and loomed large.

      “Ahhh!” Ella bubbled over, stretching her arms as we stepped out of the car. “Aren’t you excited!? New project? New things to learn!?”

      I sighed. “Was there really no part of you that wanted the med clinic assignment?”

      “Nope!” Ella answered as she strutted toward the field, chanting, “Foot-ball! Foot-ball!”

      One cool thing about this field is though it’s in a relatively low-traffic, secluded part of Elkhorn, it’s not like the practices are private by any means. Anyone and their grandma had the right to show up to the field to watch from afar, from the parking lot, or up close from the chain link fence. Not that I’m aware of any Horned Elk super fans, but I’m sure they’re out there.

      Easy as it was to get here, getting onto the field is a different story. Just before the main building on the west side lived a gated entrance for players, staff, or anyone involved with the team. A gated entrance with a security guard, I might add. And from what I’ve heard, unless you’re on ‘the list’, entrance is no bueno.

      Thankfully, Ella and I did the legwork to acquire the appropriate badges and access for the team. Valerie, a lovely woman in the athletics department office, was a godsend in getting us set up. And according to her, all we need to do is show up and ‘it’s all fun from there on out!’. Yeah, maybe if you like football.

      I must admit, I did find a little charm in the aura of an early morning football practice. The dewy grass and low, rising sun. The stillness of the morning, broken up by the occasional piercing whistle, the yell of a coach, or the sound of pads colliding. It’s got a wholesome, Americana feel that you don’t get in everyday life.

      Ella, like a kid in a candy store, eagerly pointed out drills, players’ positions, and dropped football terminology as we approached the gate. I was just happy one of us had some basic knowledge starting out. Had I been paired with Julia or Maryam, we might’ve been doomed from the start.

      Since practice was already in swing, there weren’t many folks coming and going. Just a lone guard seated at a table with a computer and a collection of notepads and clipboards.

      “Hi!” Ella said cheerily, somewhat startling him.

      “Good morning,” the man replied. “Identification, please.”

      “Oh, we’re the two sociology students Valerie cleared. We’re doing a project on the–”

      “Identification, please,” the man repeated. Ella’s cheeriness apparently wasn’t good for skipping any steps.

      “He wants the badges,” I said to her.

      She looked back at me. “So give them to him.”

      I raised my eyebrow. “You give them. You picked them up yesterday, didn’t you? At the athletics office?”

      She slapped her forehead. “Taylor! I thought you were going!”

      Jesus Christ. It’s day one of our project, and we’re already fucking up. Ella and I bickered back and forth for a while as the guard apathetically watched. No badge, no entry. That was the standard.

      “I’ll just call Valerie then,” Ella said as she pulled out her phone.

      “It’s seven in the morning. She’s not gonna answer,” I tried telling her. I was right. No answer.

      “The office isn’t open either,” I reminded. “Not until practice is done.”

      Whether it was for her own academic integrity or just the impatience to watch some football, Ella was growing pretty peeved.

      “Come on, man!” she pleaded to the guard. “Our name’s not on a list?”

      Again, he shrugged. “No badge, no entry.”

      “Ughhhh!” Ella stormed away angrily as the guard went back on his phone.

      What else could we do? Without a badge, there was no way we were getting onto that field. And with no access, that’s one fewer day of talking to players, and a much later start to our data collection process. In other words: bad news.

      For a while, Ella and I just roamed the perimeter of the field trying to think of a way out of our predicament. My initial thoughts were mostly positive: Hey, it’s not the end of the world if we miss a day of work. It’s not like we’d fail the class or anything.

      But then I remembered Hawaii.

      That’s right. Hawaii: the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity proposed to us by Professor Kendall on the first day of the semester. In short, Elkhorn is participating in a transfer program with a university in Maui, Hawaii. One senior faculty member and two recent graduate students would be given a three-year opportunity to live, work, and learn in one of the most beautiful places on Earth. But the catch? Only two of the six cohort members will be selected – a joint decision made by Professor Kendall and Dean Ashbourne at the end of the year. The rest of us will be ‘doomed’ to enter the open job market, saddled with a year’s worth of school debt and the terrifying uncertainty that we might never find a good quality job.

      Would failing right here, right now, set us back irreparably? I shivered just thinking about it.

      “So, what then?” Ella said, pouting and sitting on the ground. “Just drive home and give up?”

      “No, no…” I said, peering around the grounds. “There’s gotta be another way in, right?”

      And then, a glimmer of hope.

      Back at the south end of the field, we noticed a slew of new cars pulling up to the parking lot. Like seven or eight cars, each pulling up within two minutes of each other. At first, I wondered if it was a bunch of stragglers for practice, about to be verbally crucified by the coach for being late. But it pretty clearly wasn’t any players. Why? Cause it wasn’t a bunch of young, strapping men. It was exclusively girls.

      “Look over there.” I pointed to the cars and the gaggle of girls. “Maybe they can help.”

      Ella craned her neck to get a good look. “Huh… You think?”

      “Who knows? It can’t hurt.”

      Ella shrugged. “Worth a shot.”

      Circling the field the opposite way this time (so as not to walk by the guard), we returned to the parking lot, sweaty and out of breath but just in time to catch the more than a dozen girls before they left the lot.

      I didn’t notice it from afar, but as we approached them, it became abundantly clear these weren’t just any random group. In fact, they were all dressed in identical uniforms. Cheerleader uniforms.

      “Oh…” I muttered as I stopped short of the lot. “I didn’t realize–”

      “That they’re cheerleaders?” Ella asked. “I figured as much. Why else would fifteen girls show up to the field this early?”

      For some reason, I had a bad feeling about asking these girls for anything. Though I’m not entirely sure why. Maybe an underlying fear they’d rat on us to the guard or something.

      “Maybe we should ask someone else.”

      “What? Why? Scared to talk to pretty girls?” Ella kidded.

      I mean, not no…

      But she clutched my hand and pulled me along. “Come on, you!”

      Under protest, Ella yanked me toward the cheerleaders as she put on her friendliest face and tone.

      “Hey guys! Morning!” she said, waving. Several cheerleaders turned their heads, a little confused by a random girl dragging along her scrawny male friend. Ella continued, “I was wondering if you could help us out this morning.”

      She went on to explain our predicament to the few girls who would listen – how we were Sociology graduate students doing a project on the team and how we forgot our badges, leaving us helpless to get past the guard.

      Ella did all the talking. Not because she asked to – I could’ve helped her – but for some reason, I found myself fixated on these beautiful women standing in front of me. Fit, athletic ladies dressed in short skirts and tight tops, adorning the blue and gold Elkhorn color scheme and logo. Each of their hairstyles matched, tied up in cute, flirty ponytails with pretty gold scrunchies. It was a similar style to the one I gave myself that day I got my picture taken for the directory.

      They were here for cheer practice, obviously. Their plan today was to rehearse on real grass and in their real uniforms to best mimic conditions for the next game. A game where they’ll debut a whole new set of routines and dances. But all of that hardly mattered.

      “Yikes!” one of the girls exclaimed. “Tough break!”

      Another shook her head. “Yeah, I’m so sorry.”

      “For real,” Ella hung her head. “You don’t happen to know another way in, right? Like, not past that guard?”

      The girls looked at each other for a minute, then back at Ella. “Unfortunately, I don’t think so,” the first one answered.

      “Shiiiiiiit,” Ella groaned. “God, this field’s like Guantanamo.”

      But the second girl’s eyes lit up. Like I said before, this whole time I hadn’t uttered a single word. In fact, the girls hadn’t even addressed me. Why would they? To most women, I’m basically invisible anyway.

      “Wait…” she muttered. “We almost never get our badges checked by the guard. I mean, dressed like this, why would he? He just smiles and nods at us as we walk by.”

      The girl’s eyes shot to me. Then, followed by a smirk on two other girls’ faces, they did the same.

      Another cheerleader giggled. “Wait, so you’re thinking…”

      At first, it was only the cheerleaders. But soon enough, Ella got wind without anyone ever saying it. A smirk emerged on her face as well.

      “I mean, we’ve got a few extras in the car,” the first cheerleader said, digging through a box and holding up a pair of skirts.

      “Works for me,” Ella answered, giggling. Then, turning to me, asked the question I knew was coming.

      “What do you say, Taylor? Ever wanted to be a cheerleader?”
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      The answer to Ella’s exact question was a big, fat, flat-out NO.

      No, I’ve never wanted to be a cheerleader. Not now, and not ever. A ridiculous premise to begin with.

      But that wasn’t the question she should’ve asked. What she should’ve asked is: ‘Will you do whatever it takes for our project?’ And crazily enough, the answer to that question might just be yes.

      It took a few minutes of convincing, but soon enough, Ella and these three random cheerleaders had talked me into dressing up like one of them. A personal first, to say the least.

      The plan was simple. Wait for a few more of their squad members to show up – who will also be in uniform – and move as a pack through the gate, hoping we go unnoticed.

      The three cheerleaders – whose names were Evelyn, Marissa, and Dominique – couldn’t have been more generous with their time. Why, I’m not entirely sure. Perhaps they’re just that naturally kind to strangers in need. But I got the sense they took one look at me and saw a fun little challenge. The chance to dress up a boy and make him pass as a girl? I mean, how often does that opportunity come along?

      Of course, Ella was participating in the ruse as well, handed a medium-sized set from Dominique and instructed to change.

      “Two mediums, actually,” Ella asked. “Taylor and I are the same size.”

      I couldn’t help but blush as Dominique handed me the skirt, top, and shoes – a little embarrassed by how quickly we knew my size in women’s clothing. But as I remembered from my one night as Tay, Ella and I have remarkably similar body shapes.

      With our uniforms in hand, Marissa offered up her SUV as a private space to change, rather than doing so out in the open. And so, squeezed into the backseat of Marissa’s car, I stripped off my boy clothes and awkwardly shimmied into the blue and gold Elkhorn cheer squad uniform.

      “Come on out!” Evelyn knocked on the door. “We gotta make sure it fits!”

      Before moving a muscle, I sat there and took a long, deep breath. Ladies’ shoes. A short, frilly cheer skirt and top. My long, soft brunette hair brushing my shoulders. Was I really letting this happen again so easily?

      I bravely exited the car and, in the middle of the parking lot with three strangers and Ella as witnesses, Tay made her reintroduction to the world.

      The sight of me dressed this way prompted squeals, cheers, and tons of giggles. All of which made me turn as red as a beet. Redder than a beet. But the one thing the girls couldn’t say was that I looked bad. In fact, thanks to my natural androgyny, I looked almost as genuinely feminine as the rest of them. Though there are a few reasons for that.

      Ella, still yet to change, had her eyes fixated not on my uniform, but on my legs.

      “Uh, Taylor…” she began, “Have you been keeping up with shaving?”

      Okay, okay, I have something to confess. While I’ve pretty much abandoned the feminine presentation of Tay, I’ve actually continued to shave my legs. Well, not just my legs, but my underarms too. NOT because it’s a ‘girl thing’. Not at all. I guess I just enjoy the way my body feels when it's hairless. It’s purely a comfort thing, I promise! However, at a time like this – wearing a short skirt, a sleeveless top, and being forced to pretend to be a girl – it’s an extremely fortunate choice.

      “Yeah, yeah…” I quickly brushed off her question. But that didn’t mean the gawking was over. Evelyn, Marissa, and Dominique couldn’t get enough of their new, smooth-bodied, long-haired male friend. While Ella changed in the car, I was pestered with requests to twirl, curtsy, and even pose for them with pom-poms in hand for their enjoyment. A little embarrassing, yes, but they were doing us a huge favor here. Who am I to say no?

      Right as Ella finished changing, a few more cars arrived, also full of cheerleaders. Another seven or eight girls, all of whom were called over by Dominique and given the quick run-down of our situation. Several times I gave my spiel on how we needed to sneak into the facility to get our player interviews and research done, and how, despite what their eyes were telling them, that, yes, I was a boy. Each time my reveal was received either with utter delight or with shock, followed by utter delight. Who knew the briefest return of Tay would bring such a rush of joy to so many?

      But enough putzing around. We had a job to do. And so, in a group of ten or eleven, Ella and I made our way from the parking lot to the gate for the second time. This time with more optimism… but also much more terror.

      All of the same feelings I had venturing out to Tommy’s bar with my cohort a while back came rushing in. Hyper awareness of my surroundings. Brutal anxiety that someone might clock me as male. And of course, that grumbly, odd feeling in my stomach, wondering how on Earth I keep finding myself in this situation.

      A few things were different this time around, though. First and foremost, I’d done it before. I’d successfully passed as female to dozens, if not hundreds, of folks in public. My long, natural brunette hair lent itself wonderfully to a feminine image. As did my short stature, petite figure, and the delicate movements I’d practiced from my last time. I’ve never been one to sport facial hair, and now that I have no body hair either? I’m about as well-positioned as possible.

      Still, as we got closer and closer to the guard, I did my best to hide behind the cheerleaders out of fear that the guard would recognize us. Fifty yards away. Then thirty. Then ten.

      “Morning!” Dominique said cheerily to the guard. Unsurprisingly, the sight of a dozen attractive cheerleaders made him perk up.

      “Ladies, how are we?” he asked with way more interest than he did for Ella and me.

      “Fantastic, fantastic,” another one answered.

      Just as the girls predicted, not a single person was asked for identification. One by one, we passed by his table, each of us greeted with a smile – and perhaps a little up-and-down look for his own entertainment. But hey, what can you do?

      Out of an abundance of caution, Ella and I stuck close to two or three other girls as we walked by the man. Neither of us made eye contact with him. And before we knew it, we’d made it past his table and through the gate onto the practice field.

      “Have a good one, ladies!” he called out.

      As if nothing shady had occurred, the guard returned to his seat and went back to browsing his phone. We’d done it! We actually got away with it!

      “Holy shit!!” Ella whisper-screamed to me as she clutched my arm and shook it. “We did it, Tay!!”

      Wait… Did she just say Tay?

      I wanted to celebrate with her. I really did. But something about her saying ‘Tay’ and not Taylor – regardless of how I was dressed – threw me off. And clumsy old me, having the coordination of a baby giraffe, lost my footing on the dewy grass and went tumbling to the ground.

      *THUD*

      I wasn’t injured, but I did release a little yelp as my bookbag flew forward.

      “Taylor!” Ella said, rushing to my aid.

      All of this commotion made the cheerleaders turn. Which was totally fine. But the problem wasn’t them. It was the guard.

      He turned his head to see what the matter was. However, he wasn’t looking at us with empathy. For a moment, he just stared, piecing together everything in his head. Then, in a fit of anger, he stood up from his chair.

      “YOU TWO! HEY!”

      Shit shit shit! I wanted nothing more than to bury my head in the ground to get my face all muddy, hoping that might obscure my identity. Ella, I’m sure, felt the same. But it was too late. We were cooked.

      “Both of you! Here! NOW!” the guard said angrily.

      What other choice did we have? We took one last look at the cheerleaders who were standing stunned and speechless. All they could do was watch.

      Terrified, Ella and I walked back to the furious guard who was already digging through his stack of papers for something.

      “Trespassing is bad enough. But disguises? Trying to make me a fool? Where do you two get off?”

      Ella tried pleading. “I’m sorry, sir, but we really had no choice!”

      I nodded anxiously. “I promise, we’re just with the Sociology department! We’re here for class!”

      “We swear,” Ella said.

      But the man wasn’t buying it. We’d made a fool of him, and he wanted payback. An unequivocal backfire.

      “Here’s what’s gonna happen. I’m gonna get campus police on the phone. You’ll wait here until they arrive and pick you up, where they’ll then report you to the campus disciplinary board. That’s assuming you weren’t also lying about being students…”

      Each additional word felt like a knife being driven further and further into my chest. Fuck… Why did we try this? Forget Hawaii, will I even be able to graduate?

      All of this talk was making Ella cry. “We’ll never do it again! We promise!” she pleaded.

      The guard slyly shook his head. “I wish I could believe you.”

      But then, a voice from our left.

      “It’s alright, Morris. They’re good on their word.”

      All three of our heads swiveled to the right in response to the mysterious voice. One that, sure enough, came from a trusted source.

      “Jack?” I blurted out instinctively.

      Yep. Jack Ashbourne.

      Dressed in leisure wear and with a gym bag slung over his shoulder, he calmly approached the guard, who, to my complete surprise, smiled at the sight of him.

      “Jack! What’s good, man?”

      Without even addressing Ella or me, the smiley son of Dean Ashbourne approached the guard and dapped him up. Despite one being 50 and the other in his 20s, the two looked and acted like old college buddies.

      “Uh…” Ella whispered quietly to me. “What’s going on?”

      The two men chatted for a moment before, ultimately, Jack turned his attention back to the under-fire faux cheerleaders.

      “Morris, I know these two. They’re here for a project. You have my word.”

      The guard, still raw from almost getting tricked, sneered at us. “You know them?”

      “Sure do,” he said confidently. “They’re Professor Kendall’s goons from Sociology. That’s Ella, and the clumsy one covered in mud is Taylor.”

      Again, Ella tugged at my arm. “What the… how does he–”

      I shook her off. “Just let him talk.”

      It took a minute, but the charismatic Jack skillfully talked down the angry guard not just to the point where he was no longer pissed, but to where he was actually letting us off the hook!

      “You have my word, Morris,” Jack said, shaking the man’s hand again. “They’ll have their badges next time. Right, guys?”

      We nodded eagerly.

      “And if they forget next time, cuff ‘em, report ‘em, do whatever you need to do. They’re hardly my problem.”

      My eyes thinned, not exactly loving his tone.

      “See? Everyone’s gonna behave,” Jack said, dusting off his hands before checking his watch. “If it’s good by you, I gotta hustle in. I’m sure there’s like a dozen ankles to tape.”

      “For sure. Later, Jack,” Morris said. Then, with decidedly less enthusiasm, added, “And you two will have ID next time.”

      “Of course, sir! Thank you, sir!” Ella said obsequiously.

      Without another word to jeopardize our huge break, we followed Jack closely through the gate. Once we were finally far enough away, Ella exploded into apologies and thank-yous for our surprise savior.

      “It’s nothing,” Jack said, not even stopping to talk. “But you two were playing with fire, you know that? Morris doesn’t fuck around.”

      “Clearly,” Ella said back. “Also, uh… who are–”

      “Jack Ashbourne,” he said. “I’m a PT doctoral student, but also a trainer for the team. Oh, and I’m your Dean’s son. That’s why I know your names. Well, Taylor and I have met before…”

      I suddenly turned red. Was he gonna–

      “…back in your office at Marcus Hall. I was dropping off papers for my dad.”

      A sigh of relief. I should’ve figured he wasn’t gonna blab about our kiss. Why blow it all up?

      “Well, thank you, Jack,” Ella said. “Seriously. You’re a fucking lifesaver.”

      Jack politely nodded at Ella before smugly raising his eyebrow at me. As if I wasn’t being ‘gracious’ enough. Ella nudged my arm.

      “Oh, uh… Thanks, Jack,” I added. Then, with a little snark in my voice. “You’re the best!”

      Jack shrugged coyly. “Glad you think so.”

      Eager to move on from the annoyance that was our fake cheerleading fiasco, he hustled off to the practice field where the team was busy busting their asses and, presumably, in need of his actual talents.

      We watched him run off and, as soon as he was out of sight, Ella turned to me. “Taylor! Holy shit, right?? We’re fucking lucky!”

      Perhaps in the short term, yes. This was helpful. But I’m not sure ‘lucky’ is the word I’d use right now. If all goes to plan, Ella and I will be spending quite a bit of time at this field and around the team. And having the man I once drunkenly forced myself upon at a bar always hanging around – someone who’s evidently a magnet for my most embarrassing moments – might be the worst thing possible.

      But Ella knew about none of that. And if I have anything to say about it, she never will.

      “Yeah…” I muttered quietly. “Soooo lucky.”
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        * * *

      

      As shaken up as we were from the security guard fiasco, we achieved miraculously smooth sailing from then on out. Like good, proper sociologists, we were able to refocus and formally start our project. Well, you know, once we changed out of those ridiculous cheerleader uniforms.

      Other than making sure Ella and I had our badges, Valerie did just about everything to make sure our experience at the practice facility was problem-free. In the building west of the field – where the locker rooms, conference rooms, and everything football lived – were two spare offices in which to set up camp. Computers, notes, recording devices – everything we needed to properly interview players and gather data. We were even given a convenient list of all the players who’d already agreed to be subjects in our study! Valerie, you’re a superstar.

      Eighteen in total, it turned out, had agreed to meet with us. Way more than either Ella or I had hoped. Who knew football players would be so accommodating to mortals like us?

      Of course, not all of them would be available to talk with us today, meaning we’d have to return to the facility several more times to complete each interview, as well as perform follow-ups to nail down everything about their experiences as student-athletes.

      About an hour after setting up, our first subjects arrived.

      I’ll admit, I had a pretty sour opinion of meathead jocks heading into this. And while many of the stereotypes about football players were true – overly bro-ey, a little ‘slow’, and whatnot – it’s not like the guys were unpleasant. In fact, the first couple of guys I spoke with were perfectly polite creatures – some of them 300-pound polite creatures who could tear my limbs off if they wanted to, but polite nonetheless.

      Like this one guy, Andrew, an offensive lineman. At 335 pounds, he’s the biggest and strongest guy on the team, tasked with protecting the quarterback and holding off blitzing defenders (all terms I learned from Ella in the past few days). For Andrew to be successful, he must be fierce and intimidating on the field. And yet, sitting down with me, he was calm, focused, and an open book about his life. In fact, he even shared with me one of his secret hobbies outside of football – bird watching.

      Yeah! A literal giant who travels to forests and jungles in search of tiny little birds. How quaint!

      However, for Andrew and the rest of them, the conversation always came back to their obsession with football – a violent sport that tends to attract a certain type of guy. Someone who, at the end of the day, I knew I’d never actually be able to relate to. And maybe that’s okay.

      *KNOCK KNOCK*

      Ella was at my door, having just completed her third sit-down interview of the day. She entered my office carrying sheets and sheets of notes.

      “Six down, twelve to go!” she said, waving her papers excitedly.

      I laughed and invited her in. We chatted for a while about our results, some of the characters we met, and how, despite our turbulent start, day one of our field project came together quite perfectly.

      “Football isn’t so bad, is it?” she asked.

      Ugh. You know, as much as I hate to admit it… Being here today wasn’t as bad as I thought. But I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

      “Jury’s still out,” I said. Then, smiling, I added, “But thank you for pushing me in the right direction.”

      “For football? I mean, shit, I didn’t have a say–”

      “No. Getting in here today. You know, with the cheerleader stuff?”

      “Ohh…” Ella started to giggle, probably remembering how silly I looked in a tiny little skirt. “I mean, I guess we had guardian angels looking out for us.”

      “Yeah. I guess we did.”

      *KNOCK KNOCK*

      Huh?

      Ella and I turned our heads to each other. I don’t think we were expecting any more interviews. At least not scheduled for today.

      “Uh…” I began. “Come in?”

      The door behind us creaked open, and in walked a man. Not Jack Ashbourne – thank God – but someone entirely different. Someone I failed to recognize. But he definitely looked like a football player.

      “Hi, excuse me,” the man began. “You’re the ones running the study, right?”

      “Yes, we are,” I answered plainly. “And you are–”

      To my surprise, it was Ella who answered, “Colston Webb…”

      My head whipped back to her. Who?

      “Yeah, uh… That’s right,” he answered sheepishly. “I heard from the guys you were doing this, and I was wondering if you needed more subjects?”

      Again, I was first to react. “Oh, uh, we’re actually–”

      But again, Ella interrupted me. “The more the merrier!” she answered cheerily.

      I shot Ella a look as if to say, ‘Are you trying to create more work for us?’ But before I could utter a thing, a memory leapt into my mind.

      Wait… I do know who this guy is. Ella mentioned his name in our prep on the team. Colston isn’t just any run-of-the-mill football player. He’s the goddamn quarterback.

      Now it made sense why Ella was so quick to invite him in. He’s the leader of the team and arguably its best player. You see, Elkhorn’s football program, while a solid school, isn’t exactly a breeding ground for NFL talent. That is, except for Colston Webb. If a professional scout came to practice, he was here for Colston. If a reporter needed a post-game quote, it was Colston they wanted. He’s the cream of the crop for the Elks. And here he is, standing at our door.

      “Oh, well, that’s fantastic,” Colston said, pulling up a chair to my desk. “Do you need anything from me? Documents to sign, or whatever?”

      “What you have is fine,” Ella said. “Just your smiling face and a positive attitude!”

      Colston did have quite the smile. And objectively, he was a pretty good-looking guy. Six foot five, muscular, athletic, hazel eyes, and sporting a taper-fade haircut that was still a bit damp from the shower. I can’t say for sure, but I imagine when girls think ‘dreamy football player’, it’s Colston Webb.

      I watched Ella reach for her phone, open it, and grimace. “Ah… shit! I have a meeting I gotta get to.”

      No way. She’s not leaving me with him, is she?

      “Colston, you wouldn’t mind if Taylor did your interview, would you? You’re not busy, are you?”

      I shot her a little sneer. “Well, you are my ride...”

      “Oh, I can drive you home,” Colston quickly answered. “You know, once we’re finished?”

      Ella clapped her hands. “Perfect! Then I’m gonna split. See you!”

      I couldn’t believe she was doing this to me! Giving me extra work and reneging on my ride home? If she hadn’t left so quickly, I would’ve put up a real fight. But just moments later, the door shut behind her, leaving us alone in the room. The QB and I, sitting across from each other.

      Colston picked at the wooden armchair, waiting for me to say something. I guess I should just make peace with this and move on.

      “Sure,” I said in a huff, reopening my laptop, notebook, and pulling back out all of my devices. “Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      Okay, okay… Perhaps I was a little quick to judge. Colston, to my genuine surprise, is a really interesting dude.

      He might look like a douchebag jock, but at least in the twenty minutes we spent together, he couldn’t have been more down-to-earth. Hell, he didn’t even sign up for this. He was a walk-in for Christ’s sake! I didn’t even know we were doing those!

      And yet Colston, more than any of the others I’d talked to today, was by far the most interesting subject. Like I said, most of our players don’t go on to play professionally. But Colston – at least from a student-athlete perspective – is a unique specimen. He’s actively getting his degree, yes, but with an eye toward the big-bucks future of professional football.

      Even beyond that, I found him to be extremely charming. He’s funny. He’s smart. He’s engaging and present, which is an attribute I find so rarely these days. And yes, he’s younger than me – by just two years, but still – and a huge guy. Nearly a foot taller and probably a hundred pounds heavier. Nevertheless, we were clicking like nobody’s business.

      “Taylor, seriously? You haven’t heard any Coach Wade stories!”

      “Hey, that doesn’t make me a bad Elk, does it?” I asked jokingly. “I only got here junior year!”

      “Doesn’t matter!” Colston, laughing, waved his hand. “I hereby declare you a horrible Elk. The worst kind!”

      We laughed and laughed and laughed. So much so that I feared I might’ve come off as unprofessional. I mean, I’m here in an academic capacity after all, and yet the way we were giggling and joking felt like we’d known each other the entirety of college.

      After about an hour of sitting together – half of it focused and the other half distracted – I’d gathered pretty much all I needed for our session. More than I needed, even. I wonder what Ella would’ve said about me spending all this time with a football player without a gun to my head.

      After laughing for nearly two minutes straight, I finally closed my laptop and began packing up my things. “I gotta say… You are not at all what I expected.”

      Colston squinted as he laughed – a funny tick I picked up in him. “Well, I don’t know anything about sociology nerds, so I can’t really say the same. You guys have, like, no stereotypes.”

      “Neurotic,” I answered. “But very attentive. And critical thinkers.”

      He shook his head, smirking. “Sooo nerdy…”

      I checked my phone for the time. By now, I’m sure, the building had cleared out. Plus, I had office hours to get to.

      “That ride, you mentioned… Is it still on the table?” I asked.

      “Totally!” he said, quickly grabbing his keys. “I’ll take you wherever you need to be.”

      Colston very kindly helped me pack up the rest of my things as we walked out the facility door and across the field toward the exit gate.

      Talk about a weird fucking day. What I thought would be simple and boring was anything but that. The drama of denied entry, nearly getting reported to the police, and now enjoying spending time with the team’s quarterback? I mean, who is this new Taylor?

      As we approached the gate, I noticed something off about the grass before remembering the smudged, muddy spot was the exact place I slipped earlier – my elbow dent still there. Covered in mud and dressed as a cheerleader… Yikes! Normally, that’s something I’d hope as few people as possible knew about. Like, literal need-to-know basis. And yet…

      “Do you uh… Do you wanna hear something really embarrassing?” I said, already regretting opening my mouth. But fuck it, for some reason, I felt comfortable around Colston. “So earlier today…”

      “You tried to sneak in with the cheerleaders?” he answered.

      What? My breathing suddenly stopped. “How did you–”

      But Colston just started laughing. “Because I saw it, Taylor!” He gestured a hundred or so yards down to the field. “It was all in view.”

      “But I– I thought you were running drills?”

      “My backup was in. I was on the sideline and caught a glimpse. It was pretty funny… until it suddenly wasn’t. But you’re here, so I assume things are cool?”

      Uh… why was Colston being so chill about this? The way he spoke now was no different than earlier. He didn’t seem upset or scared or anything. Nor was he mocking me. And yet I felt the need to defend myself.

      “I’m– I’m not weird, okay? I’m very much a guy, and I’m very much not a cheerleader. We just needed to sneak in and our badges–”

      “Taylor,” he interrupted me. “You’re, like, so okay. Nobody’s judging you! Especially not me, alright?”

      Holy fuck… The fact that I’m not curling into a ball right now with embarrassment is a testament to Colston and his chill attitude. Crazily enough, he just wanted the story. My perspective. I guess he’s earnest like that. The fact I was a boy with a skirt on, or had long hair, or shaved arms and legs, or anything – all of that was immaterial.

      However, that didn’t mean I was fully at ease. The entire walk to his car and the drive back to campus I was sweaty, awkward, and nervous. It felt like confessing to a crime without a lawyer present. But Colston just sat and listened. In fact, because he sensed I was embarrassed, he was even more kind and attentive than before.

      Regardless, Marcus Hall couldn’t have come soon enough. He gently brought his black Jeep to a stop and looked at me, smiling.

      “Seriously, don’t feel embarrassed. It’s just a funny story.”

      I shook and hung my head. “You’re, like, way chiller than you have any business being. You know that?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve gotten that before.”

      “I mean… caught by the football team’s quarterback… dressed like that… Not a good first impression.”

      “Oh, come on… It was cute. And trust me, I’ve seen worse,” he added.

      A few moments of awkward silence.

      “Well, listen,” I said. “Thanks for the ride. Oh! And thanks for spending like an hour with me on my project. You didn’t have to be that nice.”

      “I like helping people,” he said earnestly. “Plus, you know… Maybe we can do it again sometime.”

      “Oh, a follow-up? Yeah, either me or Ella will reach out if–”

      “Oh, no,” he quickly clarified. “I mean, yes. I’m happy to do a follow-up or whatever you need… But I meant, like, us two. Hanging out.”

      Wait… What?

      Colston then reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He unlocked it and, without hesitation, pulled up a blank contact screen.

      “Wanna give me your number?” he asked. “I’d love to see you again.”
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      “No, no, no, no, no! None of you have it right!”

      I was starting to get frustrated. Not with myself, with the girls.

      “Then explain it better!” Julia yelled back. “So he hands you his phone, and you do… What?”

      “I type in my number and leave. That’s it. That’s literally it.”

      Meghan and Emily must have squealed for the fiftieth time already. A little annoying, considering I was giving this recap in the Department Nook. At any moment, a student could come by and witness this insanity. Or worse, Kendall. But hey, it’s lunchtime. We should be allowed to gab in peace.

      At this point, I was only a couple of days removed from all this weirdness. Ella, of course, already got my breakdown – and she’s been kicking herself ever since for leaving early and not witnessing this. But this was the first time the others were hearing it. For a while, I thought I should just bury this story and let it pass as just a weird anomaly of life: ‘Taylor’s 90 Minutes with the Football Star’.

      But it was Ella who alerted the girls because, in her words, “It’s too juicy not to share!”

      “But there’s nothing to share!” I insisted. “We’ve texted, like, twice since.”

      Maryam jabbed her finger in my face. “So you have been texting! Aha!”

      “Yeah, but like… not about anything important.”

      Ella, to my right, smirked and shook her head. “Tell the truth, Taylor…”

      My face reddened. “I am telling the truth!”

      “The whole truth? And nothing but the truth?”

      Annoyed by her pestering, I let out a huge sigh. “Alright… He suggested we see a movie this weekend.”

      Yep. More squeals from the girls.

      Emily was practically exploding. “A movie??? Are you serious, Taylor???”

      Julia smirked. “Yeah, how do you say no to a date like that?”

      Ella, hearing my trigger word, braced for impact.

      “WOAH WOAH WOAH!” I shouted. “This is not a date! NOT NOT NOT! This is a ‘hang’. Nothing more than that.”

      Regardless of how much I pouted and sneered, I couldn’t seem to fully convince the girls otherwise. Not that I could do much. They’re gonna think what they’re gonna think.

      By now, I was so charged up I couldn’t help but stand. “The one thing you’re all forgetting, though… I’m not into men! Alright?”

      The girls looked at me, blinking for a moment before ultimately muttering a collection of ‘yeahs’ and ‘we knows’. Again, I wasn’t entirely sure they were convinced. After all, I had been caught kissing a guy before. But that was a stupid, drunken mistake. And it was Jack Ashbourne of all people. Not that they know that.

      “Date or not, you have a crucial decision,” Meghan said. “Are you going or not?”

      I mean, she’s not wrong. Colston had texted me this morning about the movie – an action movie that looked good but whose name I can’t remember for the life of me.

      “Well… I’m leaning yes.”

      Ella pushed in again. “Taylor and I thought getting close to Colston might be beneficial for our project as well. Most of the players we talk to are the same. Getting close to Colston – as someone who’s a real prospect for the pros – gives us more diverse data.

      I pointed to Ella. “Exactly. See? It’s for science.”

      It was for science. Well, mostly. The truth is, I got a really good vibe from Colston, and I liked being around him. Sue me! What, guys aren’t allowed to feel good around male friends? Even if those male friends refer to their mistakes as ‘cute,’ which I insist must have been an accident. Football players don’t speak that way to other guys. They just don’t.

      Ella got up from her seat and placed her hands on the table before me. “Call your hang with Colston whatever you want. But what it mostly is is important. And anything important requires a group’s worth of effort.”

      “So what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying…” she continued, looking at each of the girls, “we should be with you when you get ready for this hang. You know, critique your outfit, prep you for questions you might want to ask him, and so on. What time did you say the movie was?”

      “Saturday at six. A few hours after his game ends.”

      From the corner of my eye, I caught Meghan nudge Maryam. “Saturday night? Damn!”

      Ella nodded. “And he’s picking you up?”

      Another squeal from Emily, which she quickly suppressed after I shot her a dirty look.

      “Yeah. He’s picking me up.”

      “Well, have him pick you up from mine. All the girls are invited for a chill pre-hang. Saturday at four, we help Taylor get ready for his big night!”
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      “Our guest of honor has arrived!” Ella announced as I stepped through her apartment door.

      By now, I’ve gotten quite used to the size and elegance of Ella’s building and apartment. Already, we were spending a lot of time together studying or just plain ‘ol hanging out, but now with this project, I see Ella constantly – usually on campus, but when one of us needs to host, it’s Ella 95% of the time. And with how dumpy and cramped my apartment is, that’s more than a fair split..

      Maryam, on the couch with the other girls scrolling their phones, was the first to say anything. “Catch the game?” she asked.

      “The game?”

      “The football game! The Horned Elks!”

      “Yeah, they won it in the fourth quarter,” Julia added. “Crazy comeback.”

      “You went to the game?”

      I couldn’t believe it. Julia and Maryam – at least to my knowledge – had even less interest in football than I did. Yet here they were, eager to discuss today’s apparent win.

      Well, it turns out they didn’t go, but they did watch a bit on TV. And not because they actually cared about the team. Just one player in particular, whom they observed with great interest.

      “We gotta have a baseline understanding of Colston, yeah?” Meghan said.

      Ella extended her arms and gestured to the four other lounging ladies in her living room. “Which is why we’re all here for you, Taylor. To make sure everything goes as smoothly as possible.”

      Already, I was getting the sense that whatever was about to go down wouldn’t be ‘chill’ like she promised. Five women, all here to ‘prepare’ me for the night. It was starting to feel a lot like the night we went to Tommy’s.

      “We’ve already got five outfit options for you. You’re gonna love it!”

      Immediately, I held up my hand in protest. “Woah woah woah. First of all, you’re not dressing me. You wanna run through things for Colston, that’s fine. But why does my outfit matter?”

      Ella came up behind me and clutched my shoulders as she led me to the couch. “Because clothes set the tone. They make a proper introduction – the one that’s right for you.”

      “And that would be…?”

      Ella blinked. “Well, we’re not sure yet. Which is why we have choices! Come on!”

      I cautiously followed my cohort to Ella’s bedroom, where a variety of outfits were already laid out for me. Now, to her credit, there were actually some solid options here – at least at first glance. But I know the kinds of things Ella has in her closet, and not a single garment she owns is actually for men.

      “Uhh…” I began, staring at what looked like a department store’s worth of choices on her comforter. “Can someone explain to me why I can’t just wear what I’m wearing?”

      My current outfit consisted of a light green sweater and some black jeans with white sneakers. I’d brushed my hair so it was soft, straight, and neat. Maybe I didn’t look ‘manly’, but I was undoubtedly dressed like a man.

      Ella, a little sick of my protesting, let out a deep sigh. “Okay, listen… I know this isn’t a date. And we all get that. But it takes two to tango, right?”

      I wasn’t following.

      She continued. “Colston saw something in you that he likes. And Taylor, you have a lovely personality. You’re smart, you’re funny, you’re the ultimate good company…”

      Julia must not have cared for Ella’s beating around the bush, so she bluntly interjected.

      “Colston said your outfit was cute, right? That means he’s into you. Guys don’t say that if they’re not flirting.”

      Okay. Very blunt.

      “So, what then?” I asked. I was getting a little annoyed. “Because he said my outfit was cute, that means I have to dress like a girl? How is that fair?”

      Ella shook her head. “Not like a girl. Like you. Somewhere in between. We’re not bringing back Tay or anything – as much as we do miss her. We just want to see your night go well.”

      It seemed to me that I had two options. Option one: Meet up with Colston dressed as a boy. If the girls’ instincts are right, he might be more closed off. Because, yes, this is still mostly a ‘research mission’ and I need him to be in a good mood.

      Option two, of course, was to roll the dice with a more feminine outfit. That way, Colston opens up a bit more, and our project benefits. It’s the equivalent of a waitress wearing a low-cut shirt to get more tips. She doesn’t plan on doing anything about it, just a little tease to up the mood of her patrons. The same goes for me. I have zero interest in anything ‘date-related’ with Colston. But I do like him as a person, and getting to know him better seems to be good for everyone.

      I took one last look at the outfits laid out on Ella’s bed. Then, with a swipe of my hand, I pushed them all off to the side to create a space for me to sit.

      Ella huffed. “So you’re rejecting our plan?”

      “It’s not about whose plan, Ella,” I answered bluntly. “But this is my night, not all of yours. My life, and my body. Got it?”

      Ella stood there for a second, a little caught off guard by my brazen declaration. In fact, in just the span of a couple seconds, I noticed her face soften, removing herself from her stylist trance. Like she’d done once before, she got a bit too caught up in the ‘Tay’ excitement.

      “Oh… Yes. Duh,” she replied.

      “If I wear something feminine, it’s on my terms.”

      “Understood,” she answered, urging the others to nod along with her. “I’m sorry, Taylor.”

      “It’s okay,” I replied, now feeling like I might’ve been a bit too strong myself. But there wasn’t time for that. The girls were right. I could use a new outfit.

      “Consider yourself consultants,” I said. “Fashion consultants of the finest degree.”

      Ella smiled politely. “Then consultants we shall be!”

      I never like calling out my friends – in fact, it was doing exactly that that almost ruined our friendship before it ever started. But a recalibration was necessary, no matter how awkward. I mean, hey, they still get to dress up their friend, right? But this time, I’m the one driving the bus.

      And it's a bus I fully intend to keep straight.
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      “He’s here! He’s here!!!”

      Emily pointed emphatically through Ella’s living room window. She’d been keeping close watch for a black Jeep ever since 6 o’clock rolled around.

      Ella nodded and, with the candor of a professor, declared, “Thus concludes our preparatory session!” She then turned to me, standing in the kitchen with a Diet Coke in hand and trying my best not to seem nervous. “What do we think, boss?”

      Alright, so a few things went my way and a few didn’t.

      First and foremost, I managed to put together an outfit all by myself. A triumph in its own right, considering I hardly knew a thing about women’s fashion. But I did understand my personal style, and thought that the ‘feminine’ version of what I was already wearing – sweater, jeans, and sneakers – was the smart call. Thankfully, Ella had all of that in her closet. Instead of my light green men’s sweater, I found a seafoam green women’s cardigan that I layered over a camisole. Black jeans are still black jeans, but I settled on a women’s cut that ‘gave me more of a figure’ – Julia’s words. And for shoes, I borrowed a very similar pair of white sneakers from Ella. All of that was of my own design.

      Where things didn’t exactly go my way was the underwear decision. Yes, I know… I got talked into wearing panties. Again. But the way the clothes fit on my body, panties made more sense than men’s underwear. The only thing that didn’t totally add up was why they had to be lacy and pink.

      No matter how many times I asked, I kept getting vague non-answers from the girls. Eventually, I just gave up. My assumption is they just wanted to see if I enjoyed the feel of them. Which, embarrassingly, I kinda did.

      I was also introduced to a few other feminine accessories I later decided to use. Some clips in my hair, a pretty pendant necklace, and some jangly silver bracelets that paired nicely with the rest of my outfit.

      Did I look feminine? Maybe a little. But at the end of the day, I wasn’t ‘dressed as a girl’. Which was the whole point. No makeup, no heels, no dresses – nothing obscenely flamboyant. Just some down-to-earth, wholesome clothing and accessory choices. Well, except for the panties, but nobody can see ‘em anyway.

      I took one last sip of my Diet Coke and shakily placed it on the table. “I shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

      “No, you shouldn’t,” Ella agreed. “Anything else you need from us? Last-second tips or questions?”

      “I think I’m good,” I answered. “You girls enjoy the night. I’ll be fine.”

      I managed to say that with as much confidence as I could muster. Hopefully, they bought it because, on the inside, I was getting more nervous by the second.

      “Off you go then!” Ella added. She held open the apartment door, which I promptly stepped through. I felt like a baby bird leaving the nest.

      “Wait!!” Emily called out, rushing to the door. She had something in her hand. “One last thing.”

      Without even asking, she took the small item she was holding, a bottle, and spritzed me twice – once on the neck and once on my wrist. It was perfume.

      Though I had a minor coughing fit thanks to Emily’s poor aim, I thanked her nonetheless. I also noticed it was the same perfume I wore my night as Tay. Hopefully not a bad omen.

      I’d kept Colston waiting long enough, so I bid farewell to my helpers and hustled downstairs and outside, bee-lining toward the black Jeep and the man waiting for me inside.
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      “Hmm…” Colston muttered as he attempted to peer over the long line ahead of us. Even for someone his height, seeing over all those people wasn’t easy. “Maybe we’ll get lucky?”

      In the shock of the century, the demand for tickets to see Drive Force was enormous. Sure, it’s opening weekend, but who could’ve expected a line around the block for a mindless action movie?

      “Apparently, the critics love it,” he added, leaving an awkward pause at the end. One of many.

      To Colston’s credit, the awkward pauses weren’t his fault, but mine. Ever since getting into his car, I’ve felt a little off. It’s not like the ride didn’t go well – he was cheerful and engaging during the 30-minute drive to the small, old-timey theater where Drive Force was showing. He was even complimentary of my outfit choice, saying I ‘looked amazing’ the moment I got in the car.

      “Would you like my jacket?” he asked. “It’s a little chilly.”

      I politely shook my head. “No thanks.” He’d offered a couple of times already.

      See, I think that’s the problem. Ever since the girls first called it a ‘date,’ I’ve been spiraling in my head endlessly, wondering if that’s what Colston thinks this is. I mean, I dressed up for him. I put on perfume. I’m letting him pay. And now he’s offering me his jacket? What I had to keep reminding myself is that a date is only a date if both parties want it to be.

      When Colston called my outfit ‘cute’, sure, maybe he was flirting. But it’s not like I flirted back. Even if I took the compliment, I refused to let it influence my opinion of him.

      After 15 minutes of glacial pace in line, we eventually started moving. However, when we finally reached the box office for tickets, our worst fears were realized.

      “Sold out?” Colston asked. “Aww, seriously?”

      The ticket booth attendant nodded. “What can I say? People love Drive Force.”

      I could tell Colston was bummed we couldn’t get in. I was a little more okay with it. Action movies aren’t really my thing anyway. But it was something to do and a chance to get to know Colston a little better.

      “Any chance there’s a second showing?” Colston asked.

      Lucky for us, there was a second movie playing. But only one other. Not only is this the kind of old-timey theater that still uses an outdoor ticket booth (with no reservations), but it houses just two screens.

      “So what is it?” I asked.

      “Love Me Forever,” the attendant answered. He checked his watch. “And it starts in four minutes.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t Love Me Forever that gooey romance–”

      “We’ll take it!” Colston said, slamming down his credit card for the attendant. Before I knew it, we were in possession of two stubs – not to a fun, manly action movie that’d be perfect for two platonic male friends, but for a mushy, lovey-dovey romance film. Perfect for nostalgic older ladies, avid romance readers… or a young couple on their first date.
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      If you thought I had reservations about this being a date before, well, things were only getting worse.

      I should clarify: When I say “worse,” I don’t mean I’m having a bad time. In fact, Colston was as engaging, funny, and admittedly charming as ever. But every few minutes, he’d do something that, best I can tell, male friends don’t do for each other. Complimenting my hair, holding open the door, paying for the movie and the snacks.

      Things got even more confusing when we took our seats in the theater among a literal sea of couples. Well, couples and a handful of girl groups. Zero men seated together, that’s for sure. Except for Colston and me.

      Our conversation was minimal throughout the previews. When the lights finally dimmed, I noticed the dozens of couples inching closer together in anticipation of a warm, cuddly film experience. To my left and my right, men and women snuggled up – a few of them planting a sweet kiss before 90 minutes of silent viewing.

      Okay, STOP. This is NOT what I signed up for! How the hell did my action movie, guys’ night out, turn into this? Am I just a major sucker who got tricked? Or maybe I’m the weakest person on the planet who refused to put a stop to what is clearly materializing into something that resembles a date? Either could be the case. But there is a third option.

      Could it be that I’m allowing it because something inside me is actually curious about what might happen? The attention I get from Colston. The laughter and fun we had back at Elkhorn Field and in his car. All the texting we’ve done. My willingness to put on more feminine clothing for him. And how… wanted I feel when I’m around him.

      I let these terrifying thoughts spiral through my head for the better part of a half hour. Intrusive and distracting enough to cause me to miss 95% of the movie’s plot. Okay, so maybe that’s one upside.

      I must have looked a mess because Colston, ever the attentive one, kept checking in, offering his popcorn or asking if I needed to step outside.

      “Are you sure, Taylor?” he kept asking, without realizing that he himself was the problem. Being here with him was the problem. And it’s entirely my fault.

      “I… I…” I stuttered, trying to keep quiet to not disturb the sea of loving couples – all of whom probably saw me with annoyance or disgust, thinking, ‘What on earth is this girly guy freaking out about?’. That is, if I even looked like a guy to them at all. My soft hair, women’s outfit, and sweet perfume were doing me no favors.

      Colston was right – I probably should step outside. Step outside and never come back. Because this right here is a date. A date with a man. Plain and simple. And I fucking let myself do it.

      But then something interesting happened. Colston, who had been ‘raising the stakes all night’, reached over to me. And with grace I didn’t think was possible in a man of his size or toughness, he clutched my hand. Holding it. Extraordinarily gently, I might add.

      “Just let me know,” he whispered softly. Then, as if what he’d just done wasn’t a massive deal, his eyes returned to the screen.

      I was speechless. This man just grabbed my hand. He wanted to grab my hand. He wanted to comfort me. And what was I doing to stop him? Nothing. Not a damn thing. Because for the first time all evening, I actually felt at ease.

      Sure, I needed a few deep breaths to steady myself, but something about holding Colston’s hand flipped a switch in my mind. Not just that I’m clearly on a date, but that dates can and should feel nice. This is how you’re supposed to feel on one. Embrace the nerves!

      My heart still raced, but now for an entirely different reason. Excitement instead of fear. I found myself stealing glances at him as he attentively watched the screen, all the while keeping his fingers interlocked with mine. His big, strong hand holding my dainty one. Suddenly, in a room full of cuddling couples, I didn’t feel so alone.

      ========

      The best thing about romance movies is that, usually, they’re quite short. A tight 90-100 minutes and you’re out of there. Not like some of those sci-fi or fantasy flicks that last over three hours and put you to sleep.

      Because we finished so early, Colston proposed continuing our night at a nearby bar – an idea I wholeheartedly endorsed. Before long, we were seated at an outdoor, street-facing high-top a block from the theater. The soft light of string lights illuminated the space while the dampened sound of a band playing indoors added to the noise of this moderately crowded gastropub.

      Our conversation from the theater to the bar mostly revolved around the cheesy mess of a movie we just watched. The writing was bad and the acting was worse, but like much of the genre, it’s the warm, cozy feelings you’re after. And in that regard, the film succeeded.

      One thing we didn’t discuss, however, was our roughly ten minutes of hand-holding in the middle of it all. In fact, it seemed that both of us were doing everything we could to avoid bringing it up. Why? Because it’s awkward, that’s why!

      None of that prevented us from having a good time, however, as Colston ordered a beer from the server while I sprung for a seltzer.

      “Glad to see there’s no strict in-season diet,” I said. “Popcorn, beer… you’re like the rest of us mortals.”

      Colston chuckled. “Coach is definitely not a fan… but he gets it. A lot of those guys are big partiers anyway.”

      “Anyone I’d know?”

      He listed a few names we’d brought up before, including one person I’m actually interviewing for the project.

      “Ah shit!” Colston blushed and shook his head. “Probably shouldn’t have said him, then…”

      We shared a laugh and continued chatting. Interestingly enough, our hand-holding hadn’t changed the dynamic at all. I’m still me, and he’s still him. We smiled, laughed, and vibed just as before.

      A few minutes later, our server returned with the drinks.

      “The blonde ale for you, sir…” he said, handing Colston the beer, “…and a seltzer for the lady.”

      The lady. Immediately, Colston and I looked at each other.

      For a moment, no one said a thing. Until, crazily enough, I broke the silence.

      “Thank you,” I said back to the man, softening my pitch a tiny bit, but hardly altering my voice.

      The server didn’t think the wiser. He smiled, said to call for him if we wanted another round, and walked away, leaving the two of us in our first genuinely uncomfortable silence of the night.

      Colston twiddled his thumbs. “Shit… Should I have corrected him? Sorry, I kinda just froze–”

      “No, not at all. There’s nothing to be sorry for.” I gently tugged at my sweater and gestured to my hair. “He’s not the first one to think it.”

      “Ah,” he answered. “Gotcha.”

      I’m sure I could’ve dropped it there – you know, return to our normal, light conversation. But with all the awkward stops and starts, and my piercing curiosity and mental dissonance, I took a leap of faith.

      “I’m wondering, uh… What do you think this is? Tonight. The two of us.”

      He shot me a funny look. “Like, the movie? And drinks?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Like… Are we on a date?”

      Colston considered my question for a moment. He surprised me with his reply.

      “Would that be okay?” he asked.

      “Okay… that it’s a date?”

      “Yeah.”

      I honestly wasn’t expecting him to ask that. Guy versus girl. Date versus hang.

      “Sure. I think I’m okay with that.”

      Colston’s hazel eyes glimmered as I answered, and a sweet, earnest smile formed from his full lips.

      “That’s… That’s good,” he said, stumbling over his words. “Because when I first grabbed your hand, I was like, ‘shit, am I fucking this up?’”

      “Me too!” I exclaimed back. “I was like, ‘what’s he doing?’ and ‘what am I doing’, and I got really nervous and–”

      Then, just like he did in the theater, he reached forward and grabbed my hand. “You know, maybe we shouldn’t overthink this.”

      Here we are, two (mostly) grown adults bumbling through a conversation about our feelings. Though, to be fair, I did most of the bumbling.

      Colston took a sip of his beer and placed it back on the table. “I think it’s safe to say we’re both… trying out new things.”

      “You can say that again,” I said, joining him in a sip. “Regardless, I’m having a really nice time.”

      “Likewise,” he answered.

      With a little smirk, I held my seltzer in the air for a toast. “To trying new things.”

      Colston did the same with his drink and gazed into my eyes – captivating me. “To trying new things.”
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      The forecast for my upcoming week featured a heavy load of classwork and TA responsibilities. Papers to write, research to conduct, assignments to grade, meetings to be had – your classic grad student’s mid-semester schedule in full swing.

      And yet, the mental load of my piling responsibilities paled in comparison to one, nagging fact: I couldn’t get Colston off my mind.

      The end of our night was relatively uneventful. After the initial awkwardness of calling our night what it truly was – a date – the conversation returned to normal. It was the same loose, fun banter that made me want to spend time with him in the first place.

      There’s just one little hiccup. Though I myself had accepted that I’d just gone on a date with a man, saying it out loud to my friends was another thing.

      Predictably, as soon as I got home, I was bombarded with texts and questions from Ella and the girls about how it went. All of which I declined to answer until Monday, when, just before class started (and before grouchy, old Professor Smith entered the room), I gave them their long-awaited recap. The abridged, slightly dishonest recap.

      “It was, you know… Good. Just good,” I said. “There’s not much to say.”

      The five deeply unsatisfied faces in front of me said it all. These girls were starving for juicy gossip, and I was giving them nothing.

      I walked them through each part of my night, telling mostly the truth. He picked me up, we saw a movie, and finished with drinks. I ‘failed’ to mention which movie we saw, as well as the hand-holding and cards-on-the-table conversation about ‘trying something new’… but by the end of my spiel, the girls were pretty much up to speed.

      “Oh… Uh-huh,” Julia said, usually the worst at hiding her feelings. Then, adding sarcastically, “Sure was worth the wait, Taylor!”

      At least her comment broke up the tension and made us chuckle. Because the truth is, I did try something new. As did Colston. And what’s wrong with that? I don’t owe these girls every detail of my life, do I? I’m allowed some room to explore.

      A few minutes later, Professor Smith arrived and had us take our seats for class. My seat, of course, next to Ella’s. Ella, however, seemed to have one last thing to add.

      “Just… Do your thing,” she said, nodding subtly. “I trust you.”

      “Kids, chit-chat time over, please,” Professor Smith reminded us. I never loved how he called us ‘kids’, but he’s old enough to be our grandpa, so I suppose it’s fine.

      I didn’t know how to respond to what Ella said. Did she know more had gone on? Or did she just suspect it? Or maybe it was a blanket gesture of support to a clearly overwhelmed friend.

      Regardless, knowing Ella had my back put me at ease. I’d accomplished the daunting task of getting through my recap with the girls. In theory, I could move right along from Saturday’s date and dig into schoolwork. You know, the reason I’m here? But something tells me Colston isn’t entirely out of the picture. At least not yet.

      Not as long as I keep making trips to that football field.
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      Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to Graduate School hustle season!

      Most folks in academia know that, starting in October, things really kick into gear. The weather gets chillier, and summer starts to feel like a lovely but passing dream. Beach or lake trips (if you’re lucky enough to be near one) are replaced by trips to the library. Outdoor hangs in the quad get set aside till the spring in favor of apartment and dorm room study sessions. Everyone gets dialed in for the home stretch – and for no one is that more true than me, Ella, and the rest of the sociology program.

      While the other girls in our cohort dove further into their own projects – spending ample time at the medical center and campus dining halls, respectively – Ella and I have become regulars at the office of the registrar, collecting data on current and former students. Nearly every day for three weeks, Ella and I would set up camp in the enormous records room where we sifted through files on student-athletes – football and non-football – to see how their academic experiences compared to the wider student body. Through this, we unearthed a lot of interesting questions.

      Does the demanding student-athlete schedule hinder academic performance, or does the practiced discipline from their sport actually help grades? What professional fields do these folks later find themselves in? And how many keep up with their sport because they enjoy it, compared to those who are in it only for the scholarship?

      While digging through stacks of paper for weeks on end might sound like hell – and yes, I said paper, as the registrar’s office isn’t fully digitized – Ella and I found the positives outweighed the negatives. We’re both big data nerds and naturally curious people. We’re passionate about the field and are highly motivated to succeed. We’ll do whatever it takes.

      So, yeah, you could say we’ve been busy. But even with our seemingly endless workload, that didn’t mean our field project was my only focus.

      Okay, confession time. While we may have only needed two, maybe three more trips to Elkhorn Field to finish in-person player interviews, I’ve found myself visiting just a bit more than that. Like… double or triple what was needed. But I promise, for good reason!

      You see, October isn’t just a busy month for Ella and I; it’s crunch time for the football team. And with a stellar record – thanks largely in part to the impressive quarterback play of Colston Webb – the Horned Elks have a real shot at winning their conference. A feat never before achieved in the program’s 50+ years.

      Saying there’s pressure on Colston’s shoulders is an understatement. Which is probably why, just a few days after our ‘date’, he texted me that between practice, travel, and ‘general life stuff’, he might not be able to hang out again soon. Admittedly, a bit of a gut punch – that is, until I remembered: Why have him come to me, when I can just go to him?

      That’s where my trips to Elkhorn Field come in. Instead of interviewing several players per trip, I’d schedule just one. And just like that… Oh look! I’m done with my work right as Colston’s getting out of the locker room! Whoopsie-doo, how about that?

      So that’s exactly what I’ve done all month. Is it a little weird that I, a man, contort my own schedule just to spend 20-30 minutes with another man? Maybe. But so far, Ella hasn’t complained. I’ve taken up interviewing players while she tackled other parts of our project. In fact, Ella’s been the perfect partner in more ways than one.

      As I said before, when the weather gets colder, we’re spending more time inside than outside – meaning our amount of time at Ella’s working on our project, studying, or just killing time has increased dramatically. And often when I head to the field to catch a player after evening weight room or practice, it’s a little chilly. But poor old me didn’t bring a jacket.

      Well, what else to do but borrow a jacket from Ella? A girl’s jacket. Something warm, practical, and… oh yeah, cute enough to catch Colston’s eye.

      Now, have I also gotten occasional odd glances from coaches or players walking the halls? Yeah, I have. In fact, more than just the coaches and players. Jack Ashbourne, whom I run into weekly now that I’m around so often, has shot me similar glances. Nothing bad, just… noticing. Making sure that I know that he knows he sees me. It’s actually kind of annoying.

      But I try to brush off outside judgment in favor of living my life. I enjoy dressing this way. Colston enjoys it too. And the more I do, the more fun our conversations tend to be.

      So, yes. I’m a man willingly wearing women’s garments to a football field. Sue me! But the way I see it, it’s an itty-bitty reward for putting my head down and working so hard.

      And the fact that my reward comes in the form of a little male attention? Well… I try not to think too hard about that.
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      “Well, this is one for the record books,” Julia mentioned as she shook her head in disbelief, “Taylor Holmes – of all people – leading the charge for a football game!?”

      Hiding my instinctive blushing, I spat out a quick comeback, “And Julia Morris – Queen of New York City and all things’ artsy’ and ‘sick’ – agreeing to come.”

      Meghan, smooshed beside Julia in the back row of Maryam’s car, playfully nudged as we shared a laugh.

      “The things I do for my friends…”

      Teasing aside, Julia’s not wrong about it being a notable first. Somehow, despite all of my trips to Elkhorn Field for player interviews, I’ve never actually attended a game. Crazy, right? And yet, there’s an even crazier part about the particular game we’re attending.

      Emily twisted her body to scratch her elbow, inadvertently knocking the rest of us in the back seat. “Anyone else finding these itchy? I feel like they’re itchy.”

      “They’re cheap,” Julia said bluntly. “I’m not spending any more than $40 on a one-time costume.”

      “Agreed,” Ella echoed from the front seat. “Not even for Taylor.” Then, looking to the back row. “Sorry!”

      Tonight, of course, is October 31st – Halloween night. And since Halloween falls on a home game for the Horned Elks… well, you know fans will follow suit. Which is why the six sociology grad students are all dressed as… Ghost-bust-ers!

      Remember the Ghostbusters look? A khaki-colored, baggy flight suit with that iconic “No Ghost” logo patch on the arm, paired with black combat boots, black work gloves, and a shiny silver belt. No ‘proton pack’ backpack included, sadly, so we won’t be catching any ghosts today. But for $40 on Amazon, these aren’t terrible.

      “At least we’ll be warm,” Maryam added as she pulled to a spot in the parking lot. “Alright, eeeeeverybody out!”

      One thing I should mention is that since we had to buy in bulk, I’m technically in a women’s costume. You’d never know beyond it being slightly tighter in the waist and wider at the bust and hips, but part of the group’s agreement to wear this was that, yes, we’d have to sport matching hairstyles. A curled, high ponytail held up by a lime green scrunchie was what Emily decided.

      And so here I am at my first-ever football game – not in a football jersey with a squad of guys, but with flirty, curled hair and five other female Ghostbusters.
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      Maryam was absolutely right. On a night where the temperature dropped into the 40s, it was clutch that our costumes naturally insulated heat. Throughout the game’s entirety, not once did any of the squad of six complain about the cold. Sadly, that’s about all the girls and I had to cheer about because, much to the shock of all thousand or so fans present, Elkhorn was getting crushed.

      You’d think that makes for a shitty first game experience, but I was actually having a wonderful time. Our seats were decent, about halfway up the stands at the 40-yard line, and the mood of my immediate group was light and chipper. None of us took the game too seriously. Even Ella, the resident football fanatic, wasn’t bothered by the poor play. Plus, having her around to explain rules and happenings was a godsend.

      By the time the fourth quarter came around, Elkhorn was down 35-3. A complete blowout. Their opponent, the Morganville University Pirates, were utterly dominant on both sides of the ball. Explosive, untouched runs and some crazy long passes made their offense seem invincible. But it was nothing compared to their defense and the beating they handed to Elkhorn’s beloved Colston Webb.

      You’re probably wondering what it was like for me watching Colston in action for the first time. Well, beyond the fact that he and the rest of the team got their asses kicked for three straight quarters… It was pretty damn awesome.

      Until now, all I’d really seen of Colston was his friendly personality, sense of humor, and, yes, the memories of our date. But seeing him actually on the field calling plays, directing traffic, and taking hits like a man… It kind of awakened something in me. Something I’m, uh… not really quite sure of yet.

      Unfortunately, Colston’s time on the field came to a relatively abrupt end as, at the start of the fourth quarter, I noticed a bunch of different players taking the field.

      “Ach! They’re puttin’ the backups in,” Ella lamented. “Boooo!” she shouted, “Play our boys!”

      The way I understand it, when a team is down by so much, it’s a good long-term strategy to pull the starters and essentially concede the game. With no chance to win, it’s not worth risking an injury to your top guys.

      And it turns out Ella wasn’t the only one protesting the change. A few other fans behind us joined in booing the coaches, hoping for some heroics in the form of a late rally. But alas, with the stars out, it wasn’t to be.

      Still, Colston, the natural leader, made sure to appease the fans as he stood on the sidelines. While most players hung their heads, Colston held his high. Say what you will about today’s showing, win or lose, there’s a man who’s proud to play the game he loves. There’s something admirable in that.

      “You’re the man, Colston!” a guy shouted from behind our group. A few others added similar cheers.

      Having likely heard the cheers, Colston turned around and gave a thumbs-up in solidarity. But as he did so, I noticed someone else next to him. Jack Ashbourne.

      Jack, standing there in his Elkhorn team sweats – and a solid 4 or 5 inches shorter than Colston – couldn’t have looked more opposite. While the quarterback was at ease, the athletic trainer appeared busy and bothered. Colston stood tall and proud, like Superman. Whereas Jack, with his hands full of athletic tape and what looked like a tackle box, seemed more like the Riddler. And his wire-thin, round glasses weren’t doing him any favors.

      Ever since bailing Ella and I out in the cheerleader incident, I’ve had mixed feelings about Jack – and no, it has nothing to do with the fact that we kissed! It’s just that ever since that day, I feel like I’m constantly being judged. If not by him, by proxy of his father. Every time I screw up, it seems like Jack is right there to witness it. My accidental rudeness in Kendall’s office, the night at Tommy’s, and of course, nearly getting arrested for trespassing in a fucking skirt.

      Meghan, who had been next to me all night, nudged me and pointed to the sideline. “That’s your guy, right?”

      “My, uh– My guy?” I suddenly turned bright red. “No! I want nothing to do with–”

      Meghan shot me an odd look. “Woah, jeez! I’m just asking if that’s Colston. I’m sorry, I have a hard time keeping track of the players…”

      “Oh. Colston,” For a moment, I thought she was referring to Jack. “Yeah. He’s… Yeah. That’s him. Number 12.”

      I’ll admit that I am curious if Colston ever spotted me in the stands. And if he did, whether he noticed I curled my hair like the rest of the girls. He’s focused on the game, of course, but I can’t help but wonder if he had seen me – with a little feminine flair – whether that would’ve made a difference.

      Predictably, the back-ups weren’t faring much better than the starters in the final quarter, and once Morganville put their bench players in as well, it was only a matter of running out the clock until the game was over. A depressing, sour mood permeated the crowd, but those sour feelings were quickly righted by a reminder from Ella that, despite a loss here, all we needed was to win one of the next two games to capture that elusive conference title.

      All of this was echoed when the final whistle blew and Colston, who’d been standing on the sidelines, turned around once more and made a praying hand motion to the crowd. A sign of hope, if nothing else. And an undeniable thank you to the fans.

      The rowdy guys behind us shouted more pro-Colston cheers, which, this time, he acknowledged. But then there was a brief second where his gaze shifted the tiniest bit. We were far enough away that I couldn’t say for sure, but it seemed like Colston might’ve spotted me in the crowd. And as soon as he did, he flashed another smile and a wave.

      Whether or not it was real, it made my heart skip a beat. Recognized by the star QB in public – even if for a second – is pretty fucking cool.

      But then something weirder happened. Colston, who may or may not have actually spotted me, got yanked away. Yanked away by a feisty, ill-tempered athletic trainer and physical therapy student whom I unfortunately knew too well.

      At first, I figured it could’ve been for any reason – the team was gathering in the locker room, or maybe Jack needed to give him ice. But unlike Colston, who’d made just a quick look, Jack was straight-up glaring. Directly at me and my silly Halloween costume with my girly, curled hair.

      And not with glee like the quarterback. With disapproval and disdain.
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        * * *

      

      It’s official. Taylor Holmes is a football fan. Err, sort of.

      Look at it this way. The fact that I was able to attend an Elkhorn football game 1) in its entirety, 2) on a very chilly evening, and 3) on a night they got clobbered and still had a good time? Well, that’s gotta count for something.

      Out of everyone, Ella was simultaneously the most surprised and the most pleased by my admission. In the days following the game, I took great joy in reliving specific plays, asking deeper questions about the sport, and above all, expressing my interest in attending another game as soon as possible.

      Coming away from that night in good spirits and excited to return to Elkhorn Field was a fortuitous result, considering the brief but awkward gaze from Jack Ashbourne. Weird as it was, the more I thought about it, I probably just caught him at a bad time.

      I delighted in sharing my stories from the game with Colston over text, even if he was bummed and embarrassed by his poor performance. But as we texted throughout the week, I noticed his mood pick up as he grew more optimistic for this Saturday’s big home game at noon.

      And man, that’s a game I can’t freaking wait to watch in person.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, come on!” I shouted, grabbing Ella’s hand and dragging her across the parking lot. “We’re gonna be late!”

      Ella chuckled as her overly eager, spastic friend did the best he could with his poor grip strength to lead her along.

      “Kickoff doesn’t start for another 30 minutes!”

      I shot her an annoyed glare. “Yes, I know. But, like…” I paused, not entirely sure I was ready to say the quiet part out loud. “…I wanna be closer to the sideline.”

      That must’ve been the admission she was waiting for. Even if she didn’t say anything back.

      I should probably note a few things different about today’s game from the one a week ago. For one, it’s just me and Ella this time. I guess the other girls didn’t get bitten by the ‘football bug’ the same way I had. Secondly, it’s a day game, so it's a lot warmer. High 60s – extremely good weather for the first week of November in Northern Illinois. And with out-of-season weather comes the return of out-of-season clothing.

      A funny thing happened at Ella’s right before we left. By some crazy happenstance, I’d completely forgotten to bring shorts for the game. The sweats I’d worn in the morning simply wouldn’t do. And since I wanted to get to the field in time for the game, I found it easier to just, you know, borrow something from Ella instead.

      Well, that whole ‘borrow one item from Ella’ quickly devolved into building an entirely new outfit from scratch. A way girlier outfit than I’d planned on. Seriously, I promise! So, long story short, instead of showing up to the game very much as the boy I am, I’m sporting a white tank top, jean shorts that hang right at the knee, cute girls’ sneakers, and a, uh… french braid. Hey, I thought it might get windy at the game! Keep the hair out of my eyes, you know?

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist,” Ella teased as I kept yanking her hand. She gestured to an open row ahead of her. The second row up. “See? Plenty of seats.”

      Finally, in a prime viewing position, I could relax and enjoy the game. Not long after, the normal pre-game sequence was performed – the players running onto the field, the singing of the National Anthem, the ceremonial coin flip, and, of course, kickoff.

      “Go Elks!!” I cheered loudly. Ella looked at me, oddly proud. Was she happy I’d finally come around to embracing football?

      Unfortunately, my own cheers and those of the hundreds of other fans present didn’t help as much as we hoped. After the first quarter, our team was down 14-7. But I didn’t let it get me down.

      At the start of the second quarter, I loudly shouted out my favorite player.

      “Go get ‘em, Colston!!” I yelled as he ran back onto the field.

      Miraculously, Colston turned around and looked directly at me, prompting a big ‘ol grin. He even lingered a bit longer than appropriate, probably clocking my outfit. Hey, that’s what I get for sitting up close!

      Colston must have liked what he saw because each trip he made back to the sideline, I got a subtle look or wave or wink, just to make sure I knew he knew I was there. Talk about a special feeling.

      I wish I could say the same about the team’s performance.

      The game was technically within reach at halftime with the Horned Elks down only ten points, but the wheels really fell off in the second half as the offense sputtered. No points in the entire third quarter for our boys, and by the time the fourth quarter rolled around, they found themselves down 20 with little time to recover. Another disappointing homefield blowout.

      As the clock ran out, a strange, awkward hush fell over the stands. The ‘go get ‘em’ optimism after last week’s loss was no longer there, and while nobody would say it, the prospect of Elkhorn finishing the job and winning the conference now felt improbable. Something was clearly wrong with the team. The team and its star quarterback.

      “Yikes,” Ella noted as the players walked off the field. “Really limping to the finish line. They look like shit.”

      “Yeah…” I muttered, keeping my focus on Colston, who, more than ever, looked dejected and genuinely pissed off. No encouraging thumbs-up to the crowd this time around.

      Ella grabbed her purse and jacket and looked at the fast-emptying stands. “Well, shall we? Beat the traffic?”

      I mean, what else was there for me to do here? Unless…

      “Actually,” I said to Ella as she stepped into the aisle. “I’m gonna hang back for a minute.”

      For a moment, she looked like I was crazy. But without saying another word, I think she understood what I wanted to stick around for. Or rather, who I wanted to stick around for.

      “Uh… Yeah,” she said. “Do your thing. You’re okay to walk?”

      I nodded confidently and hugged Ella goodbye as she worked her way into the crowd without me.

      Look, I’m not trying to oversell my influence here. But if the sour look on Colston’s face had any legitimacy to it, I thought that maybe the person who made him smile all game long might be able to cheer him up.

      I had to move fast, though, so I maneuvered through the exiting fans and through an opening in the fence separating the field from the grandstand. A security guard (probably one of Morris’s guys), thankfully, wasn’t looking in my direction as I scampered onto the field where the players had gathered to collect their helmets, water bottles, and whatnot. In the center of all the player chaos was Colston – helmet off, brunette hair all sweaty from the game, and that badass, athlete eyeblack smudged on his cheeks.

      He didn’t look particularly pleased. And why would he? But I wasn’t here to change the outcome of the game. I just wanted to make him feel better. And in turn, maybe make myself feel a little important too. Nothing wrong with that, right?

      “Hey!” I called out, waving and trying to get his attention as I approached. I was too far away. “Colst–”

      But then, I felt the force of someone’s hand on my shoulder, firmly pulling me from my path.

      Shit! Security caught me. Or did they?

      I turned around and saw that it wasn’t security. It was Jack, towering over me in his Elkhorn training staff attire. His glasses perched on the bridge of his nose, enhancing his surprisingly… angry eyes.

      “Hey, what the hell?” I protested as he ushered me off the field.

      He said nothing until we had some space. Far enough away from anyone who might hear the insanity he was about to spew.

      “I know what’s going on,” he uttered firmly and directly.

      I shook my head. “What are you even talking about?”

      “This little fling of yours with Colston? You have to stop it, Taylor. Right. Now.”
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      I had no idea what to be angrier over: the fact that Jack had the audacity to pull me aside while I was minding my own business, or that he clearly had nothing better to do with his time than to go snooping around my personal life.

      “Don’t deny it,” Jack said before I could even attempt a comeback. “What, you don’t think I see you around the facility? Hanging out late, waiting to bring him into your ‘interview office’? I’ve counted at least four times.”

      Jesus Christ, the intrusion! “Whatever you think is happening– Whatever you think is going on… You just– You have literally no idea, alright?”

      I was hardly making sense. I knew that. But it’s not like there’s precedent for what Jack was doing either.

      The young physical therapist shook his head, disappointed. “You were brought here to do a job – an academic research project – and instead, you end up all gaga for the QB? Following him onto the field, holding him after practice–”

      “Jesus, man!” I snapped. “I’m not doing anything wrong!” I peeked over Jack’s shoulder, noticing the player presence had dwindled. Only a few remained, and Colston was already nearly back to the locker rooms. I’d missed my chance.

      I threw my arms up in frustration. “Now he’s gone! Great! I just wanted to talk to him, okay?”

      Jack gave me an up-and-down look, noticing my outfit. My objectively female outfit. French braid and all. For the first time all day, I felt a little silly dressed like this.

      Making sure there was no one within earshot, I leaned in closer and pointed my finger right in Jack’s face. “Just because our kiss was a mistake, doesn’t mean you gotta go around policing my life. Not that there’s anything to police.”

      Jack sighed. Then, after a moment, added, “Fine. Maybe you’re right. What you’ve got going on… personally… isn’t my business. But if you haven’t noticed, Colston’s got a ton at stake. Our team has a ton at stake. We’ve got one last shot to win Conference in two weeks, and if my quarterback can’t play because he’s distracted–”

      “Your quarterback? Our team?” I started to laugh. “You do realize you’re just a trainer, right? You don’t matter at all in this! Colston – he matters. He’s the one going for glory. You’re just an errand boy whose daddy happens to be a big shot.”

      Jack took my burn in stride and shook his head. “Whatever makes you feel better, Taylor. Just quit sticking your fingers where they don’t belong, alright? You’re only looking for trouble.”

      With that, Jack turned his back to me and returned to the locker room. Probably to put his dumb, grubby hands on some swollen ankles or shoulders.

      A stupid, meaningless job, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Rarely am I one to feel gratitude for a heavy workload. But following my Jack confrontation, it was nice to have an outlet where I could channel all this stress and energy. And in this case, that outlet was putting the final touches on my research project with Ella.

      It was all well and good. Mostly anyway. For nearly two months, Ella and I conducted research and scoured data, learning from current and former student-athletes alike to create a comprehensive analysis of their lives. And now, after all of this hard work, we see the light at the end of the tunnel.

      It’s a reality that should feel immaculate. And yet, I kept finding myself in this perpetual funk. A never-ending bad mood due to this invisible weight on my shoulders over how things went down at the field.

      Texting with Colston after the game helped a little – not that I dared to share any of what Jack said. The last thing I wanted was to stir the pot.

      But you see, that’s the problem. The reason why I can’t get out of this strange funk is that, deep down, I know Jack is right. Not only is he right about this little, err… fling I’m having with Colston – even if we haven’t done anything physical! – but he’s got a fair point about this all being bigger than me. I mean, think about it. All the Horned Elks needed was to win one of their final three games to lock up the conference title. And the two games I chose to attend are the ones where Colston underperforms. Am I really that toxic? Am I the problem?

      Sadly, I let these taxing thoughts leak into my everyday life. I’m now a week removed from the last game I attended, and I still can’t get it out of my head. Which is why, on a Saturday night of all nights, I found myself meeting up with Ella not to hang out as friends, but to practice our presentation. Channeling my energy in the most productive way.

      My project partner paced confidently in the open space beside her living room couch. Dressed professionally in a sleek navy pantsuit, she gestured to the laptop propped up behind her, stacked haphazardly on some empty cardboard boxes.

      “So what does this all mean? How should we as sociologists view the student-athlete experience?”

      Ella was talking to nobody in particular. Merely another rehearsal for our final presentation this Wednesday. A dress rehearsal, clearly, considering she’s head-to-toe in business-formal attire. I followed suit in my own, well, suit. A slim-fit, dark-brown one to be exact. I thought I looked pretty sharp.

      “Let’s dive into our research methods,” Ella continued, hitting a button on her clicker to change the slide. “Beginning with ethnography–”

      “Hold on,” I said, putting my hand on Ella’s shoulder to stop her. “Should we start with ethnography? Or save that for later?”

      Ella rolled her eyes. “Taylor…”

      “I know it’s the logical order, but it could throw off the flow.”

      “Taylor, I think we should–”

      “Shit… But wouldn’t that fuck up our whole ending?” I stepped over to the laptop, exited the presentation, and began editing a slide. “Then this part should be completely rewritten–”

      “Taylor!” Ella barked, stopping me in my tracks. I switched my attention to her.

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      She softened her voice. “Do you think maybe you’re acting a little neurotic? I mean, we’ve rehearsed this, what, twelve times now?”

      “Fifteen…” I muttered, only helping her point.

      “Our data is solid. The presentation is clean. Our thesis is original and thought-provoking.” Ella stared at her frazzled partner, huddled over the laptop. “It’s Saturday night. Don’t you think we could use a break?”

      “A… break?” For some reason, the idea of not working nonstop felt totally irrational.

      “Yes, a break.” Ella removed her suit jacket and tossed it on the back of the couch. She then did the same with mine, laying it on the back of another chair. “You’ve earned it. We’ve earned it.”

      I’d been in all-gas-no-brakes mode for so long, I hadn’t even considered stopping. Work is what’s been keeping me sane. Or was it making me insane?

      “Uh… alright. Sure,” I conceded. “What should we do?”

      Ella shrugged. “I dunno, something fun but chill? It’s Saturday night.”

      I shot her a blank stare. Strangely, having to come up with a night of plans was just as stress-inducing as practicing our presentation.

      “Pretend I didn’t come over tonight. What would you do?”

      “Me?” Ella shrugged, then peeked around her apartment for an idea, ultimately coming across a small, leather-brown bag. “Something self-care, probably. I haven’t painted my nails in a minute.”

      Just as she suggested, however, she froze. Ella, for months now, had largely held off on pressuring me to do anything girly.

      “Uh…” she continued awkwardly. “But you know, we totally don’t need to–”

      “Nails?” I repeated. “Why not? I’m game.”

      Ella’s eyes widened, a little surprised by how easily I came around.

      “Oh, uh… Wonderful! You pick the colors, I’ll pour the wine.”
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      Painting nails and sipping wine, I’ve come to appreciate, is the ultimate relaxation activity. That unforgettable smell of nail polish paired with a sweet rosé to sip on with a friend? Powerful, powerful stuff.

      I should note this isn’t the first time I’ve had my nails painted. The night I went out as Tay was my only other time, but so much else was occurring that night (and with so many other people) that I don’t think I fully appreciated the beautiful simplicity of two friends prettying up their nails together.

      In step with our school colors, I picked out a soft, neutral blue for the two of us. From there, Ella worked patiently with me, teaching me how to properly apply polish for maximum pop. A coat of polish here, a sip of wine there, and our Saturday night was off to a soothing, freeing start. Well, with one ground rule: No discussion of our project whatsoever. Just what the doctor ordered.

      Our activity really put things back into perspective. For so long, I’ve been treating Ella more like a colleague than a friend. Our regular hangs were replaced by study sessions, and almost all our time spent together was focused on either the project or, occasionally, attending football games.

      “Don’t touch anything for a few minutes, okay? Let ‘em dry, then we’ll do a second coat,” she instructed before running off to the bathroom. “Can I get you anything? Are you comfortable?”

      I looked at my hands and feet, each flashing five pretty blue nails, the color popping against my brown suit pants and black button-down.

      “Yeah, but uh…” I began.

      But Ella knew what I needed.

      “Maybe a change of clothes?” she said.

      I blushed, understandably. But I didn’t dispute it as, soon after, Ella returned with some shorts and a t-shirt for me. Girls’ clothes, of course. Little blue Soffe shorts to match my nails and a loose, cozy graphic tee for optimal lounging.

      Blue nails. Little shorts. A comfy-cozy girls’ tee. Each of these changes I noticed had an undeniable calming effect on me. I ceased all thought about our project or my ugly confrontation, instead focusing on how nice it felt to just, you know, relax.

      “This is nice,” I said to Ella after a while. “Thanks for suggesting it.”

      Ella coyly shrugged. “It’s almost like I know you, Taylor Holmes.” She giggled. “But, yes, of course.”

      With my nails mostly dry, I proposed pouring another glass of wine and diving into a board game. Funny enough, Ella had an old copy of Trouble. Remember Trouble? That game where you use a pop-o-matic dice container and race pegs around a board? Well, it’s more fun than it sounds.

      I just can’t understate how much I needed this. Ella, despite every effort to distance myself in favor of school – or embarrassingly enough, to text a guy – she never wavered in her support. Always steady, always consistent. She guides me in the right direction while also giving me space to be myself. The way a true friend should act.

      It was then that a new feeling started to weigh on me. My date with Colston – all this hanging out and texting we’d done – I never really let her in on it. Why? Well, partly because there really wasn’t much to share. I mean, there’s nothing defined between us, and beyond a bit of flirting and hand-holding, we haven’t done anything physical. So I figured, why share at all?

      Well, now I have my answer: It’s what real friends do. Real friends let each other in.

      “I… I think I owe you an apology,” I said about halfway into our third game of Trouble.

      “Me?” she said, a little surprised. “For what?”

      “I haven’t, err… I haven’t been entirely truthful.”

      “Yeah? In what way?”

      Already, I could feel my hands shaking from nerves. God dammit, why was it so difficult to say this kind of stuff out loud? But I needed to do this. I owed it to Ella. I took one last sip of wine to finish off my second glass.

      “You, uh… You know how I said I like girls, right? Like, romantically and stuff?”

      Ella looked at me with her kind eyes. She tucked a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. “Mmhmm. I know.”

      “Well…” I continued. “I’ve kinda been… like, thinking there’s more to that. Like, you know… with guys.”

      “With guys,” she repeated. Then, very calmly, added, “Okay.”

      “But I’m still into women!” I quickly added.

      She nodded along politely and patiently. “Of course. I totally understand. Girls… but also guys.” Then after another pause, “I… I appreciate you sharing this with me.”

      Fuck was my heart racing. I didn’t really have a plan for what to do next. No exit ramp or anything. Which is why what Ella said next was particularly shocking.

      “Any guys… in particular?” she asked.

      My face must’ve been bright red. Come on, Ella, really? It was hard enough saying I was interested in guys at all, much less any specific–

      “Like… a particular quarterback?”

      I froze. Ella was looking at me deadpan for what felt like five whole minutes, even if it was just a few seconds. Until, very slowly, her lips started to form a thin smile. Followed by a chuckle.

      “Uh… I–” I began, trying to hold my composure. This was serious business after all!

      Unless… It totally isn’t?

      I mean, this is what girl friends are for, right? Talking about crushes and gossiping about guys? Why shouldn’t I be doing this with Ella?

      It was a whirlwind of changed perspectives because, soon enough, I was giggling right along with Ella.

      “You knew, didn’t you?”

      My laughing friend nodded. “Taylor, please. That night out with him had ‘date’ written all over it! And don’t get me started on your ‘extra research sessions’. You don’t think I can’t figure out a pattern?”

      Clearly, I hadn’t been very sneaky with my courting of Colston. In fact, Ella looked about ready to burst with questions and theories about what the two of us had been up to. So I gave her the low-down. The night of our date, a recap of the texts and flirty things he’d sent to me or that I’d sent to him – everything except my Jack confrontation.

      But at this point, even that didn’t matter. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it just feels so good to, you know, come clean. Even if it’s to one close friend about one specific person… It felt like a thousand pounds had been taken off my shoulders.

      “Well goddamn, Taylor…” Ella said, kicking back and pouring herself a third glass of wine. “You know what I’m gonna ask you, right?”

      “What’s that?”

      She leaned in. “You’re into him… And he’s clearly into you. What are you gonna do about it?”

      As soon as Ella finished her thought, there was a loud, singular DING from my phone. Our eyes shot to each other, then back to my phone, where I promptly read the text.

      “Is it him?” she prodded. “It’s him, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” I squeaked. “And he wants to know what I’m doing tonight.”
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      It was an expression I hadn’t seen a ton from Ella these past few months, but one that I was all too familiar with. That coy, instigating smile that I just knew would bring nothing but trouble.

      “Well?” Ella asked. “I repeat: What are you gonna do about it?”

      Not to be a total stick in the mud, but I’m the kind of person who, once I’ve resigned myself to a night in, I don’t just get up and party (Again, the night I went out as Tay was an exception for Emily!) So it wasn’t too difficult to ward off Ella and tell her, No, I’m not meeting up with Colston tonight.

      As expected, I got some playful boos from my friend – as is fair. But it wound up not mattering because, incidentally, Colston wasn’t looking to meet up. He just wanted to chat while heading home from a night out with teammates – enjoying what would likely be their final night of fun before six straight days of hardcore practice in advance of this weekend’s high-stakes game.

      So I responded in kind. I told him I was having a nice night in with a friend. No specific details at first to keep the conversation light. Ella, however, disagreed.

      “He asked what you’re doing, right? So tell him!”

      I looked down at my glass of wine and board game in front of me. “Like…”

      Ella slapped her forehead. “Say, ‘I’m having a game night with Ella. Wine, Trouble, and nails!’”

      “You think…” I began cautiously. “You think I should mention the nails?”

      Ella smirked. “If everything you’ve said was true? Then I think he’ll eat that shit up.”

      Well, that’s all the encouragement I needed. In fact, I did her one better, because isn’t the old saying that a picture’s worth a thousand words?

      “Daaaamn!” Ella squealed as I flashed my bright blue toes (and a bit of my legs) for a quick pic. “He’s gonna be dreamin’ about those piggies!”

      I giggled at her over-the-top support. Funny enough, this wasn’t too out of the ordinary for our texting etiquette. Colston and I had a little running bit where we’d say ‘pics or it didn’t happen!’ to whatever we had going on, regardless of how mundane. Usually, this resulted in lots of ‘Taylor studying’ and ‘Colston at the gym’.

      His response didn’t take long. ‘Ooooh!’ he wrote back, adding a few ‘eyes’ emojis. ‘Looks like a good time!’

      I showed this to Ella, who immediately squealed. “Look at you, Tay!” she said before quickly correcting herself. “Taylor, I mean. I’m sorry–”

      “You know what?” I interrupted her, riding a wave of self-assuredness. “I’ve been thinking about that. Tay’s just a nickname, right? If it feels right, use it.”

      Ella was as surprised as she was pleased. “Tay-yes-Tay!” she said, saluting.

      With Colston in the mix, we’d officially entered a new phase of the night. Ella declared it time to ‘get even comfier’, gathering a half-dozen blankets from around her apartment, dimming the lights, and turning on something ‘dumb and fun’. In this case, a trashy 2000s rom-com I’d never heard of.

      “I feel like you should crash here tonight,” Ella said as she queued up the movie. “We’re drinking, we’re having fun– And I must consult you on the Colston pics!”

      It was a no-brainer. Our study session-turned-game-night-turned-slumber-party was in full force, and it was an immediate blast. Snuggled up in at least three blankets each, Ella and I had developed our rhythm. We’d watch a scene from the movie, pause it, and then read the latest text from Colston and decide what to send back. Often a picture, but always something just a little bit flirty.

      “Pose like this,” Ella instructed, placing one hand under her chin, tilting her head, and squinting with a kissy face.

      She looked ridiculous. “Ha! Why would I pose like that?”

      “Because it’s cute!! Trust me, try it.”

      I did as she asked, snapping the pic and sending it. I grimaced, listening to the little whoosh from my app and seeing the tiny ‘delivered’ confirmation pop up. But Colston quickly put any reservations to bed.

      ‘God do you ALWAYS look that cute?’

      More squealing from Ella as she clapped her hands and hugged me.

      “Girlie!! Yes!!”

      This whole damn night – the slumber party, the flirty texting, the nail painting, the undeniable lean into femininity – it all brought forth a tsunami of odd but wonderful feelings. Natural feelings. Joy and excitement and confidence and all of these things I didn’t feel I had permission to express for so long. Yet here I was, falling so seamlessly back into this headspace. The loose, carefree headspace of Tay.

      But the inevitable concerning thoughts arose. Not of embarrassment, but of guilt. I was happy. Colston was clearly happy. But was this right?

      At a beautiful time like this, Jack Ashbourne is the last person I wanted invading my mind. But his legitimate points from our on-field confrontation still stand. Colston has a big game in a week – the game of his life – and whenever I’m around him, the more he loses focus.

      Ella paused the movie, noticing the sudden loss of pep in my step. “You good, Tay?”

      The short answer was ‘yes’. But the longer, more accurate answer was something I couldn’t share with her. Because bringing up Jack to her would inevitably bring up my Tay night and the horrid truth that I accidentally forced myself on the son of our Dean. The ultimate conflict of interest and terrifying truth that, if it ever came to light, I might find myself with a similar fate to Nate. Not to mention losing out on the Hawaii job.

      But the status quo is also unsustainable. I’m having such a wonderful evening full of flirty texting with a boy and cozy fun with my friend. Why should Jack dictate who I am or what I do? Maybe, instead of playing it safe, I should go the complete opposite direction. Think less with my cool, rational, Taylor brain and instead satisfy Tay’s urges for once.

      “You know what? Yes,” I said, turning to Ella. “I’m actually more than good.”

      I shoved the collection of blankets off my lap and rose from the couch. “Keep watching the movie. I’ll be right back.”

      Ella raised her eyebrow. “Back from what?”

      “Your closet,” I said without missing a beat. “I’m gonna put on something sexy for Colston and nobody’s gonna stop me.”

      Like a busted engine, Ella started to sputter. “Wait! You– What? You’re gonna– Huh??”

      I wasn’t waiting for permission, even if it was the polite thing to do. Maybe it was my newfound confidence, the several glasses of wine, or just my sudden refusal to be held back by someone whose opinion didn’t matter. Cause damn it, tonight is my night to have fun and get a little frisky.

      “Woah, hold on!” Ella ran after me as I dug through her closet. With authority, she placed her hand on my shoulder and aggressively flipped me around so I was inches from her dead-serious face.

      “Taylor, I know this is a new thing for you, and I get that it’s exciting, but you can’t just bust into someone’s room and mess with their shit!”

      Silence. Ella wasn’t fucking around.

      “You can’t just do this – pick out bras, panties, and other intimates…” she continued, “…without my consultation.”

      My determined lips formed into a smile. God, I love this girl.

      I placed my hand on her shoulder just the same. “Then what are we waiting for, coach? Show me the playbook!”
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        * * *

      

      In a night already full of twists, turns, and exhilarating first times, this was certainly the most thrilling and unexpected. Sending a cute, natural selfie to Colston? Makes sense. But what Ella and I were cooking up was something beyond either of our wildest expectations. But above all, it felt right.

      To send a properly sexy pic, Ella explained, I’d need to show a little skin. And yes, that means being fully shaved. Something I’ve, to my credit, mostly kept up with. Mostly.

      “Careful applying that! Use only as much as you need,” Ella shouted through the bathroom door. “And if you have any nicks or cuts from shaving, it’s gonna sting like hell.”

      “No, no, I’ve got it,” I assured her, gently rubbing the cream around my private area as the warm shower water rushed beside me.

      Yep, that’s right. My first time using Nair. I’d been quite diligent shaving my legs and underarms these past few months – an aesthetic I’ve really grown to appreciate – but till now, I had no reason to be hairless in my ‘bikini region’.

      After ten or so minutes letting the cream sit, I took a warm, wet washcloth and, like magic, rubbed away my final remains of body hair. Legs, arms, and now privates, I was 100% soft, smooth, and hairless.

      Now you might be wondering: Why go completely hairless if I don’t intend on showing those parts in the pictures? Because, let’s be clear, I’m not sending nudes. But the way Ella explained it, the best sexy photos show as much as you can without showing everything. And according to Ella, she had the perfect outfit for that.

      Back in her bedroom, Ella presented me with my first bit of clothing for the evening. An item I’d never seen before, much less worn, but looked a hell of a lot like a bra.

      “It’s a bralette,” she explained. “Essentially a bra, but society considers it a top. And so tonight shall you!”

      The garment was undeniably beautiful, the body of which was made of nylon and accented with tons of cutesy lace details. And speaking of lace, my brand new bralette had a twin: a matching lace thong.

      Again, this wasn’t my first time in a women’s underwear, but pairing a dainty bralette with a lace thong made for easily my girliest look to date. And the fit of each on my body was immaculate. The bralette framed my chest and shoulders in all the right ways, and the delicate lace thong – though exceedingly cheeky – transformed my already androgynous figure into that of a straight-up woman. Well, as much as my anatomy would allow.

      “Lucky you’re so little,” Ella mentioned, gesturing to my package. Then, realizing she may have offended me, she quickly corrected, “I mean that as a compliment!”

      I blushed as expected, but took it in stride. I mean, I’m in a bra and panties after all. I’ve hardly got ground to stand on in the masculinity department.

      Ella still had more things for me to put on, but before we progressed, she pulled out my phone for a photo.

      “This is how we tease ‘em…” she said, asking me to step back and take a deliberately tight-angle picture of my shoulder in the bralette strap. “Now send him that with a flirty text.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle with excitement. I came up with a simple ‘trying on some outfits tn’ text, and hit send. Less than a minute later, Colston replied.

      ‘Wow… Uh, care to share more??’

      Ella placed her hand on my phone before I could reply. “Let that one simmer a bit,” she declared. “Moving on!”

      The next step in Ella’s ‘boot camp’ was a garment I had worn before, but nothing quite like this.

      “Put this on,” Ella said as she tossed a denim skirt at me.

      “Wow,” I muttered. “It’s…”

      “Yeah, it’s a little shorter than that cheerleader one, but trust me, it’s adorable!”

      Short is right. If I remember an old rule from high school correctly, to be ‘dress code appropriate’, a girl’s skirt could be no more than a credit card’s length above the knee. Using that standard, the denim skirt she’d given me wouldn’t just fail once, but roughly four times over. In fact, it was closer to a credit card’s length from my hip!

      But damn it if she wasn’t right. The skirt was cute, and while it covered my panties just enough (and concealed my bulge), it left little to the imagination. I guess that’s why we shave!

      “Time for another!” Ella said, ushering me this time toward her mirror, where she insisted a mirror selfie was the way to go. I was given a quick crash course on cute poses, snapping nearly two dozen photos before settling on just the right look.

      “Yesssss, girlie!” Ella squealed. “The camera loves you!”

      Ella was turning out to be an encouraging, loving coach for the evening. And I learned a lot about both dressing and acting cute. I discovered how much angles matter in taking cute pictures, and how, depending on the outfit, certain poses are better than others. Got a short skirt on? Make sure you extend that leg! Makeup on point? Time for your close-up!

      Speaking of makeup, I still hadn’t done a thing to my face – a fact that, after sending a couple mirror selfies to Colston, was about to change. Especially after I got his response.

      My eyes widened as I opened his text. “Woah!”

      Colston had responded with a picture of his own. And one that, well… upped the stakes a little bit: a shirtless pic of him lying down in bed.

      “Are those abs real? God damn!” Ella gushed, leaning over my phone.

      My face went bright red. “I mean, he’s sent me shirtless pics before… But only at the gym.”

      Ella took another sip of wine and declaratively clapped her hands. “Well, we’re not sending him anything like that, but I think we should finish this off by matching his energy.”

      The bar had been raised, and Ella was ready to help me meet it. No longer were outfit teases enough. Tonight was now a full-on makeover operation. Maybe not full-on glam, but enough to bring out Tay in her fullest.

      Ella gussied me up with a few new makeup products she’d acquired. Light foundation, some work around the eyes with concealer, mascara, and a touch of glitter for spice. But the feature presentation was what she called a “four-layer lip look”. Liner to define the shape, followed by a bold, bright red lipstick – really popping against my dark eyes and black bralette. But that’s not all, because layers three and four were two shimmery, juicy lip glosses working in tandem to make my lips look utterly irresistible.

      A quick brush and toss of my shoulder-length hair to finish off, and the fun, flirty, undeniably sexy transformation of Tay was complete.

      “Woah,” I muttered, standing in the mirror and taking in the sight of the beautiful woman who stood before me. Me, Taylor Holmes, a beautiful, feminine bombshell.

      “And that’s why you hire a consultant,” Ella said, planting a sweet kiss on my cheek. “Come on, let’s send that man to sleep dreaming of Tay.”

      Our final ‘shoot’ of the night. Ella, going for the full ‘sexy girl’ vibe, had me lie down or sit on her bed in a series of alluring, flirtatious photos. We did pretty much everything. Seated on the edge of the bed, crossing my legs so that my skirt barely covered the lace trim of my panties; Lying on my stomach, my head propped up on my hands and my legs kicking freely behind me; On my back with my hair spread out on the pillow, winking and making a kissy face.

      Ella captured it all, and I had an absolute ball leaning into this new enchantress version of Taylor. With almost a hundred pictures in my camera roll, it was now time to decide which select few Colston would be lucky enough to have.

      “That one,” I said, pointing to the kissy-lipped one on my back.

      Ella giggled. “Send that and he might wanna actually kiss you!”

      I shrugged. “And would that be the worst thing?”

      We shared another laugh and, after a few minutes crafting the text to go along with it, sent the flirtatious photo to Colston. It was in his hands now.

      But it was getting late. Ella, I could tell, was growing tired and had lost steam as soon as she snapped the final pics.

      “Not that I’m not having a wonderful time, but can we begin the ‘slumber’ part of our ‘slumber party?’”

      I nodded and smiled. “Yes, definitely.” Then, before she could say anything else, I added, “Thank you. For, uh… for everything tonight.”

      Ella smiled sweetly. “Of course, Tay.”

      I, too, found I’d hit a wall of tiredness – funny, considering how ready to hit the town I looked. But if I’m being totally honest, sending scantily clad texts to a guy was enough exhilaration for one night.

      “I’ll go put sheets on the couch, okay? Bathroom’s all yours. I’ve got makeup remover wipes in the top drawer and face wash with the soap.” She winked and nudged her head. “And if you need pajamas, I have some fuzzy pink ones I think you’ll adore in my closet.”

      All set for the night, I nodded excitedly. What a girl, huh?

      Ella shut the door and left me alone in her room to disrobe and wind down. A perfect end to a perfect night.

      *DING*

      Another text popped up on my phone. Finally, Colston had responded. I was expecting the usual heart eyes or flirtatious text – maybe even another sleepy shirtless pic. You know, like the ones I’d gotten before? But this was entirely new.

      ‘Mmmm… Fuuuuck, Taylor you look delicious.’

      ‘Colston!!’ I squealed quietly to myself. What kind of thirsty-ass text is that? To be fair, I did send him flirty, kissy faces in a bralette and a short skirt.

      Immediately, my heart started to pound, and my first thought was to run and show this to Ella.

      Or… Maybe it's time this baby bird takes a peek outside the nest.

      I mean, I haven’t gotten ready for bed yet. And I’m still wearing the same outfit he went ga-ga for just a few minutes ago. How ‘bout I tease him just a bit more?

      Remembering Ella’s notes on posing, I positioned myself properly for a mirror selfie, but this time made a video. Just something simple. Another cutesy blown kiss, but with a girlish, playful laugh at the end.

      Aaaaand… sent.

      Colston took almost no time to respond this time. ‘Holy fuck Taylor do u have any idea how hot u look??’

      Reading his words sent a wave of euphoria through my body. This guy really likes me. But no, he doesn’t just like me; he wants me.

      So I took another video in Ella’s mirror, this time playing with the hem of my skirt and slowly swinging my hips side-to-side.

      Sent!

      Again, a super thirsty response from Colston accompanied by another shirtless selfie. It’s late, and he’s in bed. But there was no way he’s falling asleep with this going on.

      Back and forth a couple more times before, ultimately, I found myself starting to get a little ‘impassioned’ as well. The texts, though flirtatious before, had reached another level. They were goddamn lustful.

      ‘Let me see what’s under that skirt,’ Colston said – a command that made me audibly gasp in the best way possible. This man – this strong, handsome, masculine quarterback – wants to see what’s under… my skirt? Me. A nerdy, awkward, slender boy?

      Hardly! Tonight I’m the furthest thing from that. I’m sexy, confident, and goddamn curvaceous! And I’ve got this man in the palm of my hand.

      ‘Happily,’ I replied, sending him a super-quick, giggle-filled video of me tugging up the thin lace of my thong so he could see it.

      ‘Aww, can’t I see more?’ he replied.

      I smirked, loving his insistence. ‘Maaaaaybe,’ I answered.

      I turned my back to the mirror and twisted my head for a view. Then, with my phone in one hand, I hit the ‘record’ button and filmed, wriggling out of my short denim skirt and letting it softly fall to the floor to reveal the thin, lace fabric of my thong, barely covering my pert little ass.

      ‘How’s this?’

      ‘Fuuuck I want you,’ he replied, followed by a picture. A picture of himself in bed, boxer shorts on, but with the very clear, very large outline of his cock.

      Immediate chills.

      Here I am, standing in my friend’s room, shaved, made-up, and dressed in a bralette and thong, teasing a man with pictures of my girly little body. And receiving pics back! Undeniable proof that I’m turning him on.

      Am I really fucking doing this?

      While it’s not where I wanted my mind to go, I again thought of Jack and his criticism. How deeply he disapproved of me doing anything with Colston and how livid he’d be if he ever found out about this. Me, a boy, sending sultry bedroom pics to his quarterback. And that quarterback being so turned on – ‘distracted’, as Jack might put it – that he wasted no time sending intimate photos of his own.

      I bet he’s disgusted. And you know what? Good.

      In full-on spite mode, I gazed back at Colston’s intimate photo and the outline of his girthy cock concealed by a thin layer of fabric. I let my mind run wild just thinking about it, reveling in how I was the cause of his excitement.

      ‘You want me, don’t you?’ I said. ‘You’re thinking about doing things to me.’

      ‘Yes baby,’ he replied.

      ‘Thinking about my thong?’ Then, ‘Thinking about what’s underneath?’

      ‘Fuck, if you don’t stop you’re gonna make me cum.’

      It was something I’d never dreamed a man would say to me. Or a woman, for that matter. But at that moment, knowing I was edging Colston was the hottest fucking thing in the world.

      Feeling my own hardness coming, I gently rubbed myself through the lace of my panties, only driving me crazier.

      ‘Do it,’ I sent back. ‘I will too.’

      I closed my eyes and rubbed myself faster, imagining Colston’s huge body doing… things… to me. Things I should probably feel ashamed of. Especially with a man. But imagining his big, hulking body gripping me from behind, and his strong hands on my smooth ass cheeks, teasing my tight–

      Fuck! I couldn’t take it any longer. I sprinted from the mirror to Ella’s bedside table, where I yanked down my panties, grabbed a handful of tissues, and promptly exploded into them. Hot cum pumping and pumping into the wad of tissues as I did everything in my power to keep my whimpers quiet. My girly, effeminate whimpers. And all from thinking about another man’s cock.

      Twenty seconds of pure euphoria followed by silence. Well, beyond the soft sounds of Ella out in the living room, cleaning up and getting my bedspread ready.

      Holy shit. Did that really just happen?

      Sure enough, my phone dinged again with a text from Colston. The text I was hoping for more than any other.

      ‘Fuck, Taylor. You got me there,’ followed by another ‘Fuuuuuck.’

      Depending on who you ask, what just conspired could be cause for humiliation or pride. But the smile on my face said it all. This isn’t just what I wanted, it’s what I needed.

      *KNOCK KNOCK*

      “Are you decent?” Ella asked through the door.

      “No!” I screeched. “Uhhh, just a sec!”

      I rushed to clean up the evidence of what transpired, quickly changing into the pajamas and meeting Ella back out in the living room.

      “Sorry…” I said awkwardly. “I was just a little distract–”

      “Did Colston like it?” she asked. “The third picture?”

      “Oh!” I began, “Yeah. He did, thanks. But, uh… I think I might wanna keep his text to myself. If that’s alright.”

      At first, Ella looked disappointed but ultimately came around. Again, she’s nothing if not supportive.

      “Of course,” she answered. Then, after the biggest yawn in the world and a stretch of her arms, she added, “Well, hey, I’m cooked. Bathroom’s all yours to finish getting ready. Let me know if you need any help, but I’m going to bed.”

      I nodded and bid Ella goodnight as she retired to her room. I appreciated her offer, but I knew for a fact I wouldn’t need any help. Not tonight, at least.

      Who needs help when you’re already on cloud nine?
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      In the field of Psychology – I know, not Sociology, but bear with me – there’s a concept called The Carryover Effect. An enormous amount of research has been conducted on the topic, but in short, the idea is this: Previous emotions and exposures have lasting impacts on their responses in later conditions.

      The comparison may not be apples to apples, but I genuinely can’t oversell how large an impact my slumber party night with Ella had on my mood, my confidence, and my productivity the following week.

      It turns out Ella was right. We really didn’t need to rehearse our presentation anymore. Our thesis was clear, and our research and data were sound. All we needed was assurance that mentally we were ready to rock and roll come Wednesday.

      On top of a seventeen-page write-up we had to submit the morning of – discussing our research methods, findings, and overall thesis – today’s main event was a thirty-minute presentation followed by a Q&A for a panel of four: Professors Kendall, Smith, and Hollowell (an emeritus professor in the Sociology department who’s rarely around), and of course, Dean Ashbourne – the man whose opinion matters most in which two of the six graduate students will be awarded the Hawaii appointment.

      It goes without saying that our presentation was a high-pressure event – one of just a few chances, along with our exams and TA work, to prove our competency. And best I could tell, we were off to a pretty good start.

      Ella was smart, charming, and, being a natural storyteller, she led the panel through our research journey and evidence-based conclusions on the student-athlete experience. I, meanwhile, leapt in with pertinent facts and anecdotes about specific players and their experiences to support the data. Data that, once filtered through our clever brains, formed some intriguing conclusions.

      Unfortunately, we won’t know until Friday what our grade will be. Though Ella and I felt we nailed it, it’s hard to make any assumptions based on Professor Smith’s famously gruff visage and our complete inability to read Hollowell. Dean Ashbourne, too, seemed overly quiet, and maybe a tad disinterested. Even Kendall showed barely any emotion, giving little more than a polite nod at the beginning and end.

      But much like I cast aside Jack’s opinions during my little, uh… back-and-forth with Colston, so too did I refuse to let his father’s opinions harm my mood.

      With the first semester of grad school coming to a close, I found that what had seemed like the unimaginable was actually occurring: I was trusting my instincts and (hopefully) seeing the benefits.

      I’ve done all the planting. Now let’s see if anything grew.

      ========

      “Come in!”

      Professor Kendall’s tone was dampened and focused as she welcomed me into her office at the back of the Department Nook. In typical Kendall fashion, she was immersed in some kind of work and surrounded by scattered papers. Yet, at the same time, she never seemed disorganized. Everything from the pile of loose paper clips on the far right corner of her desk to the messy stack of colored binders had its purpose.

      “How’s it going?” I asked warmly. “Busy?”

      “Not at all,” she answered. Though it was clearly not true, her frazzled head shot up from her laptop. “Sit, sit.”

      Every one-on-one with Kendall is, let’s just say, unique. It’s not like she’s menacing or scary – that’d be too strong – but Kendall has a way of acting just imposing enough so you never quite feel at ease. For an academic advisor tasked with training the next generation of leaders, I suppose that’s a positive.

      “Happy Friday, by the way,” I added, trying to break the ice. “Your week’s been good?”

      My professor peered at me over her glasses, the bridge of which had slid down to the tip of her nose.

      “Let’s keep the pleasantries short,” she said. “Are you ready to discuss your project?”

      “Oh, uh… Yeah,” I answered cautiously.

      I was a bit frightened by her inauspicious tone. Then again at this point, any tone would scare me. This meeting’s been all I could think of for the past 48 hours.

      Kendall leaned back in her seat and picked up one of the many papers lying on her desk. She repositioned her glasses higher up her nose and scanned the document, refreshing herself on its contents.

      “I have good news and bad news, Taylor. What would you like first?”

      Shit. There’s bad news? Not exactly promising.

      “Uh… I choose? I guess let’s start with the bad news?”

      Kendall tapped her pen on the table, thinking of how best to deliver what she wanted to say. “The bad news is that this subject matter was just not a good fit for you. Terrible, actually.”

      I stared at her blankly. “Excuse me?”

      But Kendall just held her stare.

      “I’m sorry,” I continued. “I’m confused.”

      “Taylor, I put you in a position to fail,” she said.

      Fail? What the hell is she talking about?

      With Kendall, you never quite know what you’re going to get – but certainly not my professor telling me I failed. As we sat there in silence for a few moments, I started retracing my thoughts and steps. Where did Ella and I go wrong? Should we have prepped more? Should we have taken a different angle or approach? Was our research–

      Kendall leaned in. Closer to me. Then, as if she were whispering a secret, said, “Ask me the good news.”

      “Huh?”

      A tiny smirk grew on her face as she egged me on.

      “Uh… What’s the good news?”

      “The good news,” she continued, “Is that none of that mattered. Your hatred for sports, your disinterest in the subject, your reluctance to even talk to a player… You overcame it all, Taylor.”

      “Wait… Really?”

      The professor nodded. “What did I tell you a few months ago? I see potential in people. And when I do, I squeeze out of them everything I can. It was a risk, for sure, putting you in such an unfamiliar setting. But Taylor… you nailed it. Ninety-eight out of a hundred. Top score in the class.”

      When I tell you my jaw dropped, I fucking mean it. A 98?? That’s almost a perfect score!! And for something I thought I’d dread. I mean… goddamn!

      “Professor…” I wheezed. “I… I can’t thank you enough–”

      Kendall chuckled as I tried to shower thanks upon her. “You have nothing to thank me for. Ella, probably. But not me.”

      I honestly don’t know what came over me, but I shot out of my seat, ran around to her side of the desk, and hugged her. Yeah, it might’ve been unprofessional, but I didn’t care a lick. Ella and I are top of the class, baby!!!

      Kendall’s news was the perfect end to a brutal, grindy, months-long saga. One with early mornings and long, exhausting nights. Weeks and weeks of scouring information – much of which ultimately led nowhere. But now we've done it. And God does it feel good.

      From there on out, our meeting was lighter and far more enjoyable. Kendall spilled a little bit of tea on the other girls’ performances as well, and though she wouldn’t share numbers, the others ended up with A’s or B’s as well.

      “Like I said, it’s a special cohort.” Kendall playfully dusted off her shoulder. “Clearly I know how to pick ‘em.”

      “All thanks to your leadership,” I offered, smiling.

      She chuckled dryly. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Speaking of which, as your benevolent leader – I mentioned to the girls before you and I’ll tell Ella later – I’d like to treat you all to a round of drinks tonight. Sociologists only! That’s the rule. What do you think?”

      A fun, celebratory night out with my friends and professor – and with free drinks? How could I say no?

      “I’d love–” I began, but with a pinched expression, remembered something. “Actually… And you’re gonna laugh at me for this, but tonight’s–”

      “The football game?” Kendall finished my thought with a little smirk. “Someone’s got the bug.”

      “I know, I know…” I held my hands up in embarrassment. “What can I say? I’m a football girlie–”

      I froze, and my skin reddened.

      “Guy,” I corrected, clearing my throat. “Football guy. Biiiig football guy.”

      Wow. Okay. Crazy slip of the tongue. One I don’t think Kendall noticed, thankfully.

      “Just pulling your leg,” Kendall said. “Go to the game. Have fun. I trust you know where you’re needed.”

      “Heh… Thanks,” I said, twirling a strand of hair in my finger. Hey, nobody ever said I’m smooth.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never been to the Super Bowl, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be so lucky, but damn it if tonight didn’t feel like the next closest thing. Why? Cause it’s the 9-2 Elkhorn Horned Elks versus the 9-2 Stevenson Raiders in a do-or-die, winner-take-all conference championship game, baby!!!

      And boy did the fans show up! By the look of it, at least two thousand students, locals, and college football superfans had come to support the team, many of whom were decked head-to-toe in their finest blue and gold Elkhorn attire. But it was the inescapable hype and energy that reigned above all. Everyone here was hungry for a win.

      Of course, not wanting to stick out, I made sure to piece together some school spirit of my own – one that’d make any diehard Elkhorn fan proud. As soon as my meeting with Kendall got out, I took a trip to the campus bookstore, where, among other things, Horned Elk merch is sold. Shirts, hats, hoodies, mugs, and anything you could imagine plastered with the Elkhorn logo, available for sale. I, however, had a very specific item in mind.

      You see, today marked two special occasions. For one, it was my first time buying school spirit gear. I just never felt inspired to do so in my junior and senior years here. But the second notable occasion? It was my first time ever purchasing women’s clothing.

      Yes, I’ve worn plenty of girls’ items before – hell, I even got dolled up in a dress for my staff directory photo. But never had I spent my own hard-earned cash on clothing specifically designed for a woman. And yeah, it felt kinda weird.

      But here’s the thing – the women’s sorority-style long-sleeve t-shirt I bought – it fit great on me. And I’m not just talking about the size. The cut, the shape, the presentation – all of it was exactly how I wanted to present like tonight. Cutesy but sporty, helped by my other women’s clothing purchase of the day: a simple pair of black leggings – plus a few other girl-ish accessorizing choices like pigtails held up by blue ribbon, a tiny amount of eye makeup, and a healthy bit of lip gloss I borrowed from Ella the other day. Oh, and I hope it goes without saying, but a couple spritzes of my favorite perfume, just in case I run into Colston at the game.

      The feeling of looking cute gave me a huge boost of confidence – one I could really benefit from, considering I’m showing up to a game alone for the first time. Though for good reason. The rest of my cohort still hadn’t fully hopped on the Elkhorn football train, and Ella, while she’s as much of a gamer herself, opted to join Kendall and the crew out for drinks tonight instead.

      Going stag to the game put no damper on my mood, however. How could it? I’m pulling up to the party of the century, and everyone’s here to dance. Music blasting as fans make their way to the seats, colorful lights flash in the night sky, and spontaneous chants breaking out every few minutes in support of the home team. The camaraderie among strangers was strong as well. Everyone I passed was eager to high-five, make conversation, or celebrate the fact that their team might make history in just a few short hours.

      I wisely took an Uber to the game, knowing full well how packed the parking lot might be – and it was. And due to my neurotic obsessing over my outfit (and how much makeup is too much), I arrived a touch later than desired.

      Like salmon in a stream, the arriving fans moved en masse across the lot and toward the front gate, where a security zone was constructed. Elkhorn games, like most colleges, are ticketed events. However, students can present a student ID and gain automatic entry. It’s a nice incentive for young, energetic fans.

      Usually, there are enough empty seats for everyone and their grandma. But tonight, admittance was far from guaranteed. Hence the rush.

      As I waited in line, I peered past the heads in front of me and spotted several open rows of seats still open in the student section, but they were dwindling fast.

      Things moved quickly and efficiently as three security guards scanned tickets and checked IDs. My old “friend”, Morris, was manning my line. Thankfully, we’d moved beyond our awkward first encounter and have since become cordial. Though I suspect he never entirely got over the fact that I almost pulled a fast one on him.

      “You’re good… Welcome… You’re good… Nice to see you…” The guards echoed as I slowly made my way to the front. When I finally did, I gave Morris my friendliest smile.

      “Morris, how are ya!” I said cheerily. Because of all the times I’d shown up to the field in feminine clothing, my outfit today wasn’t terribly shocking.

      “ID please,” he said bluntly, as if our dozen or so encounters meant nothing. But honestly, I couldn’t care less.

      “Here you go,” I said, sticking my ID under his scanner. But then…

      *BUZZ-BEEP-BUZZ*

      No way.

      “Try it again,” Morris said, repositioning his scanner. Same result.

      It probably wasn’t the most mature thing, but I let out a loud, annoyed sigh. “UGH! Did we seriously hit capacity right before me?”

      Morris shrugged, just as confused. By the looks of it, there were still plenty of seats.

      But wait. To my left, the guards were still scanning. One, two, three… ten people passed me by!

      What the hell is going on?

      Morris put a brief pause on his part of the line and stepped over to a laptop that was connected to the main system. He peered at the screen for a few moments and typed in a few commands as I waited idly. Then, with the issue seemingly solved, he stepped back over to me.

      “Good to go?” I asked, growing increasingly impatient to find a seat. In fact, I stepped forward as if I were good to go. But he stuck his arm out to halt me.

      “No, Taylor. You’re not,” Morris muttered gruffly.

      I shot him a deeply confused glare. “Uh… And why is that? There are plenty of spots–”

      “It’s not about capacity,” he continued. “You’re not allowed in.”

      “Oh, I’m… Wait, what?”

      But Morris calmly nodded. “There’s a team request that you be banned from the game.”
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      What. The actual. Fuck!

      “A team request?” I prodded Morris. “What’s that supposed to mean??”

      The guard shrugged. “That’s all it says.”

      I really didn’t need the details. I can put this together just fine. A ‘team request’ is just a cowardly way of saying ‘Jack doesn’t want you here.’

      I fought it with all my might. I really, really did. But with kickoff fast approaching and a long line of fans still waiting to get in behind me, I could only protest so much.

      It’s official: Jack Ashbourne put me on the banned list, and there’s not a thing I can do about it.

      To say this put me in a sour mood was an understatement. I was FURIOUS. So much so that I wanted to climb the fence, sprint into the locker room, shove aside whoever’s ankle he was taping, and smack Jack right in his stupid, smug face. Yeah, I was that pissed.

      This was just another chapter in a long saga of Jack’s seemingly never-ending revenge for accidentally drunkenly kissing him at the bar. One mistake that, somehow, I can never manage to pay off.

      And so I pouted, stomped, and raged beside the entrance line for a while, planning my next move. Do I plan another break-in? No, that might actually get me arrested. Oh! Maybe I text Colston and tell him about the bullshit Jack is putting me through. Eh, probably not. He needs to be focused on the game. Or, honestly, maybe I should just cut my losses and give up on the night? Show up to the cohort drinks with my tail between my legs?

      No. That’s not what I deserve. All semester long, I’ve been trying to live life on my own terms, not Jack’s. I wear what I want for myself. If I want to dress up and send flirty pics to a guy, that’s my choice. No deliberation from the random guy I once kissed.

      All that to say, my decision’s been made. I’m staying, and I’m gonna have a blast.

      Though I’m banned from entering the field, I’m apparently not barred from the premises – which is good because the perimeter chain link fence provides more than enough space to watch the game. And while my unique circumstance involved a ban, as kickoff drew near, folks started getting turned away from the gate for capacity reasons. A sold-out game, how about that? Likely a first for the Horned Elks, and it couldn’t have come at a better time.

      So where were the exiled fans to go? Spread around the outskirts of the field, of course! To the fans and players inside, it must’ve felt like they’d surrounded a jailyard as hundreds of equally hyper fans spread out along the perimeter. Being one of the first to do so, I had the pleasure of being right behind the north end zone with, all things considered, a pretty decent view. An older couple to my right and a group of undergrads donning face paint to my left. I may have arrived friendless, but I’m far from companionless.

      Let’s. Fucking. GO!
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        * * *

      

      I’ve gotta say, for as pissed as I was at Jack for his spinelessness, watching the game with the ‘Fence Fans’ (the name we chose for ourselves) was as fun – if not more fun – than watching it from within the stadium. Chips on our shoulders for not getting a spot only heightened the thrill. And even still, no one was cheering louder for the team – and yes, their quarterback – than yours truly.

      “GO COLSTON!!!” I screeched, rattling the fence in front of me. “YOU GOT THIS!!!”

      The fence rattling was almost nonstop throughout the entire first quarter. And I think it worked! Sure, our guys looked a little tight, but that’s understandable considering the stakes. The Stevenson Raiders offense looked just as tense, and by the time the first quarter was over, we had a low-scoring, battle of the defenses on our hands. Raiders 3, Horned Elks 3.

      At this point, while I wouldn’t trade my spot for anywhere else, selfishly, I wasn’t nearly close enough to the action (or to Elkhorn’s sideline) for Colston to catch a glimpse of me. For all I knew, he had no idea I was even here. I wonder if he’s looking for me.

      The second quarter continued similarly to the first, with tense offensive players and feisty, hungry defensive ones. Best I could tell, Colston was performing better than his previous two games but still not up to his potential. Though it’s hard to show any potential when your receivers have BUTTER all over their hands! Come on!!

      The scrappiness persisted, miraculously manifesting in a touchdown for each team. When halftime rolled around, the score was tied 10-10.

      Credit to the fans. They were as energetic and jazzed for a tie at halftime as they were at the start of the game. And that goes for the fans inside the stadium and circling the outer fence. Your support is here, boys. Now do something with it.

      One thing I noticed and appreciated about the Elkhorn sideline is that they are, without fail, the most encouraging part of every game. The bench players, staffers, and assistant coaches were the perfect hype men. Shouting out names, calling out defensive schemes – usually with fun, silly chants – they’re the much-needed fuel for the engine. Several of these guys I was lucky enough to meet through my player interviews and are every bit as genuine (and a little goofy) off the field as they are on it.

      Of course, the exception to that rule was one specific athletic trainer. One benefit of being so far away is that I didn’t have to stare at his mug all game. God, that got me upset, just thinking about his dumb little grin, probably so fucking pleased to wield what little power he had to keep me from the game. Well, mission not accomplished, Jacky boy. Because all you did was make me cheer for my man even harder.

      MY man? Wait, is it okay to say that? And does that feel kinda good?

      The players returned to the field for the second half and were met with glorious applause. Whatever speech the head coach gave must’ve worked because it seemed like each player had burning hot fire lit under his ass. Enough that on the opening drive of the half, Elkhorn marched right down the field for a touchdown. Elks 14, Raiders 7.

      “WOOOOOO!!!!” I screamed alongside my fence-lining compatriots. “GO, GO ELKS! GO-GO-GO ELKS!”

      Their momentum didn’t hold throughout the quarter, however, as the Raiders went tit-for-tat with a touchdown of their own in the form of a 70-yard punt return. Bleugh! 14-14 at the end of the third.

      The fourth quarter didn’t start off promising either, as the Stevenson Raiders managed a grindy, run-heavy 7-minute, 30-second-long, 71-yard drive down the field, resulting in a clutch red zone stop and holding the Raiders to a field goal (hey, look at me with the terminology!). Better than it could’ve been, but still not good. Raiders lead 17-14.

      The fans cheered as the Raiders kicked it back to the Elks, but as the offense took the field, something was off. The joy and effervescence of the fans inside and outside the stadium  – ever-present for the game’s first three quarters – felt muted. Not because we didn’t believe in our team, but because we were nervous. For the first time all game, the conference title felt in genuine  jeopardy.

      A quick three-and-out resulted in a punt back to the Raiders who, with the lead, needed only to kill time and run out the clock. As long as they could keep the ball for long enough.

      “Fuck…” the man next to me muttered. He’d been cheering his head off all game – besides me, probably the loudest guy along the fence – and even he felt demoralized.

      And his depression must have been contagious because as the Raiders worked to drain the clock, run play after run play, the fanbase grew painfully quiet. Ticketed fans and fence-dwelling onlookers, dejection was everywhere.

      The way close games tend to end is the leading team keeps running the ball, consuming the clock, and forcing the losing team to use their timeouts to stop the clock, hoping to get the ball back for one last drive. Sadly, that’s what the Raiders were doing to us – and with abundant success.

      But then, a break! With 50 seconds left on the clock, one of our linebackers caught the opposing running back at a weird angle and, with a perfectly placed punch, knocked the ball from his arms and sent it tumbling to the field.

      “FUMBLE!” the man next to me screamed. “LIVE BALL! LIVE BALL!!”

      Players for both teams caught on immediately and dove like hungry wolves for the ball. Referees blew their whistles, calling the play dead. It took them a minute to sort through the dogpile of seven or eight players all grasping for possession, but in a moment of intense drama, the head referee finally signaled with his arm. Elkhorn ball!!

      Like an adrenaline shot to the arm, the crowd erupted into cheers, all recognizing the same reality: We’re alive!

      But alive doesn’t mean ahead, as we were still down three with less than 40 seconds and no timeouts. To have any chance at winning, our boys’ll have to be crafty. And who better to lead that charge than the star quarterback, Colston Webb?

      The Elks started with a pass toward the sideline for a quick twelve yards. Just a few seconds passed and a fresh set of downs. Boo-yah! Then, after another pass play for seven, Colston quickly snapped the ball and found another receiver ten yards down the field for yet another completion.

      We were now at midfield and the crowd was screaming their heads off. Fifteen seconds left, fifty yards to go.

      “TEN-SETTTTT… FORTY-ONE MOTION! HIKE!” Colston called out as his players went scrambling. Colston steadied his feet, spotted a man about twenty yards downfield, let it rip, and… Incomplete!

      A sigh of disappointment from the fans.

      The man beside me slammed his hands against the fence. “Shit! They’re cooking, but this clock’s gonna dry up!”

      He wasn’t wrong. Though it was only 2nd down, the far bigger problem was the six seconds they had left.

      Normally, being only down three points, the smart move would be to kick a field goal to tie the score and send it to overtime. But with their current field position (and their kicker’s mediocre leg) a 65+ yard field goal is a pipe dream.

      “One more play…” another fan behind me muttered. “One more shot…”

      Slowly but surely, the fans came to accept the grim reality. If the Horned Elks were gonna win and walk away with their first-ever conference title, it would have to be on a Hail Mary.

      You could feel the tension in the air as Colston clapped his hands and broke the huddle, sending his players to the line of scrimmage. There wasn’t much sense in drawing up a play. For them, it was basically 1) get to the end zone, and 2) pray.

      “You got this, babe!!!” I yelled out.

      I’m not sure why I called Colston ‘babe’, but something about it felt right. Plus, who knows? Maybe in his subconscious, he heard me and thought of me – just enough to give him the confidence he needed for his final play of the season.

      “BLUE EIGHTY-NINE!” he grunted at the line of scrimmage, followed by a few more random cadences trying to draw the team offsides for just a few extra yards. But no dice. The Raiders were prepped for the Hail Mary, too. Then, finally, with the stadium quiet, Colston shouted, “HIKE!”

      The center snapped the ball, and the receivers sprinted downfield. The defense rushed, and the Elkhorn lineman did their best to give Colston a chance to avoid a sack.

      I gritted my teeth and gripped the chain link fence. “Just… a few more… seconds…”

      Colston scanned the field the best he could, but Hail Marys have a religious connotation for a reason – you'd better pray just to have a chance. With his men in the end zone, camped and waiting for the ball, Colston, with all his might, chucked an absolute bomb down the field.

      I thought the stadium was tense and silent before, but I’m telling you, while that ball was in the air, soaring in its high, looping arc, you could hear a pin drop. A catch, and the Elks win. An interception or a drop, and the Raiders take the title.

      The ten players  – five Raiders and five Elks – stood ready to pounce as the ball whizzed closer. Twenty yards away. Then ten. Then five! And…

      The group leapt in the air as a unit and tipped the ball up high. Gasps from every soul in the stadium. It looked about to drop. But then–

      Like a tiger leaping toward its prey, one of the Elkhorn receivers shoved through the pack and lunged toward the ball. His arm sprawled out. His fingers stretched to the max. And with full extension and just an inch above the ground… he caught it.

      OH MY GOD HE CAUGHT IT!!!

      The hero receiver lifted the ball high, proving his catch as the referee threw his arms up to signal ‘Touchdown’.

      And then, mayhem.

      Jubilation like no other rained down on Elkhorn Field. Teammates mobbed the player who caught the ball as the rest of the bench players and staff stormed the field to mob him in celebration. Fans, too, went berserk. People screamed, cried, and hugged each other with maniacal joy as their beloved Horned Elks rejoiced on the field, ending what seemed like an everlasting championship drought.

      I, too, joined in the rapture, high-fiving, hugging, and chanting along with my fellow fence folks. Who would’ve thought that a sport I cared so little about – and actively disliked – would bring me to tears just a few short months later.

      Watching the dancing Elks and the dejected Raiders, already sulking off the field and packing their things, I was filled with a small sense of pride. Not that I had anything to do with winning, obviously. But that someone I care about deeply and, admittedly, am ready to build more of a relationship with – whatever that might look like – is at the forefront of it all. Colston, with all his hard work, earned this shit.

      It was difficult to see his expression, but the way he was jumping up and down and celebrating with his boys, he looked happier and more at peace than ever.

      And quite frankly, so was I.
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        * * *

      

      While the tears, cheers, and party feels went on for a good while, eventually, fans started to disperse. But not to end their nights. No no no. There were parties to attend, bars to hit up, and a wild, crazy night of celebrations ahead of us.

      There seemed to be two camps. Ninety-five percent of folks wanted to go and get the party started elsewhere, including the majority of fence folks who shouted out names of bars and house parties. And they all sounded delightful.

      But there was another camp, roughly 5%, of fans who couldn’t leave Elkhorn Field behind quite yet. Superfans, you might call them, who wanted the tiniest taste of what the team was going through tonight in their celebrations. Sticking around on the off-chance you get to say hello or congrats to your favorite player.

      I, unsurprisingly, fell into this camp. But hold on, let me explain.

      As soon as the game ended, Ella texted me, saying that as soon as I was done at the field that I should join her and the rest of the cohort out for end-of-project celebratory drinks. The earlier, calmer portion of their evening with Kendall was over. And I don’t think either the students or their professor was really looking to ‘party’ with the other. Nevertheless, the girls wanted to keep the night going.

      ‘Maybe later?’ I texted Ella. ‘Just sticking around here a little longer to say hi!’

      Ella immediately replied with a bunch of kissy faces and winking emojis. She knew who I was talking about and was fully supportive. What friend wouldn’t want to see their friend finally kiss the game-winning QB?

      ‘Catch you later then’ she added. ‘I hope YOU make a game-winning catch too ;)’

      Now that the game was over and campus security had mostly left, there was a chance for anyone to enter the field. Yes, even those cruelly banned by cynical athletic trainers.

      Nearly a hundred or so people idled by the field building exit, where, every few minutes, a player would emerge to cheers from the fans. He’d find his handful of good friends who stuck around for him and, after thanking the rest – all smiles and a tad drunk from the team-only champagne celebration – would head out to continue his night.

      And so gradually, the crowd dwindled. What started as a hundred people became seventy. Then forty. And down to twenty.

      By now, I’d been standing there for nearly 45 minutes waiting for Colston. Being relatively underdressed and moving around so little, I got cold fast. So instead of camping by the door, I took a lap. Just around the field to get my blood flowing. If anything, it gave me a new appreciation and perspective on the team.

      Beneath the shining bright lights, I got a tiny taste of what Colston gets every week. He’s a star, that guy. And, if it’s alright saying it, he’s my star.

      Not only do I owe him so much for helping with my project and introducing me to football, but he also played a crucial role in helping me discover myself. Or, as we both put it on our first date, trying something new.

      Still, I wouldn’t mind if Colston tried something new, like, you know, hurrying the hell up?

      At this point, it’d been well over an hour of waiting in the cold, and the thought of surprising him with my presence was growing less and less appealing. The afterparties and bar crawls were in full force, and I was missing out on the fun. Hell, I could’ve been with my friends now if I wanted, sipping a foofy pink drink and celebrating my top-scoring project.

      Colston always lingered long in the locker room, but he’s never been this slow. Was he alright? Could he have slipped and fell in the shower? Could he be hurt?

      I’d resisted texting him for a while to keep my pop-in a surprise, but with my impatience and concern, I decided to finally pull the trigger. So I pulled out my phone and started to type.

      ‘Hi you :) Guess who’s waiting outside the–’

      And then, the loudest cheers yet. Only twenty or so people remained by the door, but it sounded like five hundred. Because exiting the facility – finally – was Colston Webb.

      I, however, was all the way across the field! A hundred yards away, and he didn’t see me. And so I ran. Fast approaching him, desperate and eager to get a look at my man with that clean-shaven face and hulking, 6’5” body. The body I’d been thinking and dreaming about all week long.

      But the closer I got, the more something seemed off. Colston hadn’t left the facility alone. Not all players had, to be fair. But they left with other players.

      “Thank you, thank you!” Colston said, waving to the crowd with his right hand. Standing from thirty yards out, however, I noticed what his left hand was doing.

      Not signing an autograph, not taking a selfie, not carrying a trophy.

      No. Colston was hand-in-hand with another person. A short, beautiful, blonde woman.

      It didn’t take me long to put two and two together. Because the way he looked at her made it obvious.

      Colston Webb has a girlfriend.
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      I stopped dead in my tracks right at the 50-yard line – dead center of the field with the stadium lights shining directly on me. Or maybe it just felt that way.

      There he stood, as I’ve always known him. Tall, strong, handsome, and the subject of my inescapable thoughts for well over a month. Beside him, one of the most gorgeous girls I’ve ever seen. Petite, proper, and put-together. Makeup, hair, and nails, all done to the nines. She’s the girl every guy wants but could never get. Not in a million years.

      Unless you’re the star quarterback.

      My genuine initial reaction was to note her beauty – how she was prettier by leaps and bounds than every other girl at Elkhorn. But she wasn’t only a beautiful girl… she was a real girl. Not someone like me. A fraud, prancing around in panties, leggings, and a woman’s shirt with goddamn ribbon-tied pigtails and stupid-fucking lip gloss. Beaten on every front.

      How could I ever compete?

      From fifty yards back, I watched them kiss, wave, and hold hands, greeting the fans. God, did he look handsome, like a rugged prince – and his princess even more regal.

      A wave of shame hit me. Shame followed by betrayal. Even if I never kissed the man, we shared intimate thoughts and even more intimate pictures. Things I would only share with someone whom I, idiotically, saw something more.

      I huffed quietly, staring ahead at the happy, oblivious couple. And that’s when the tears started to fall.

      No. I’m not going to cry. Not in public. Not in front of him.

      I slowly stepped in reverse, backing away from the crowd of Elkhorn fans, gushing over the celebrity couple. I tried my best to evade them, but poisonous thoughts have a way of seeping back in. From the brain, to the eyes, to the tear ducts. I shut my eyes tight, hoping to cut off the flow, but the tears still leaked through.

      Moments from our past replayed in my head. The movie date. Our late-night meetups. The second date that never came. All of which suddenly made more sense.

      Why did he pick a theater a half-hour away from campus? The same reason all of our meet-ups were long after his teammates had left. The smiles, the flirting, the touching – all of it hidden from his inner circle. Texts, too. Only late at night when home alone and hungry for his side piece. I shivered at the thought that those private photos of me now lived on the phone of a cheater.

      Everything Colston had done was in service of himself. Trying something new? What a sick fucking joke.

      Now I really knew I had to leave. But not just leave, escape. So instead of tiptoeing, I turned and ran. Fast and far, across the field and toward the security gate.

      And then it hit me. The final nail in the coffin. The ‘team request’ to keep me out tonight – it didn’t come from Jack to keep me from Colston; it came from Colston to keep me from himself.

      Jack is innocent. JACK IS–

      *CRRRRRRACK*

      A sharp, sudden pain shot through my ankle as my foot got jammed in a divot. My body went from full speed to an abrupt stop, twisting and launching me face-first to the ground. Mere feet from the exit.

      “AAAGGGGGHHHHH!!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as the searing pain flooded in.

      Predictably, my shrieks caught the attention of the crowd. Several folks rushed over to find my shrieking, hobbled mess of a body – gripping my ankle with a face full of tears from the physical and mental anguish alike. I couldn’t have looked like more of a mess.

      A group of seven or eight people had gathered around me.

      “Oh shit! What happened?” One of the men bent down to assist. “Someone get help!”

      It was the cherry on top of my embarrassment sundae. My klutziness came to a full head at the same time I realized all of my instincts and desires were wrong. I’m not Colston’s girl. I’m not even a girl at all. I’m a dumb, naive wannabe who can’t even run twenty yards without tripping and hurting myself.

      “Oh my gosh, you poor thing!”

      A voice had shouted from afar. The small group around me, a few of whom tried and failed to help me up, cleared the way as the woman of the hour approached me.

      “These stupid grass fields… They should really fill those holes!” she said, then, turning around to address her partner, “Babe, can you call someone about it?”

      Colston strode confidently up to the crowd, similarly eager to see what the matter was. “I’ll ask, but you know they–”

      He stopped in his tracks. His eyes met mine, and almost immediately his face went white. Precisely what he couldn’t let happen was happening.

      On a dime, his confident expression wilted. “I… I don’t…” he stammered. The cherished team leader quarterback was suddenly at a loss for words.

      I’d never seen him look worse. Sickly, almost. But it went deeper than that. Standing there, shaken – his girlfriend beside him and the person with whom he sent and received intimate texts, pictures, and videos, on the ground and in pain – Colston actually looked afraid.

      His girlfriend carried on like nothing was the matter. “Come on, you’re strong. Help her up.”

      Colston didn’t move.

      “Becca… I think…”

      Becca turned to him, an earnest smile on her face. Amazing how she lit up from just one glance at him. Kind of like how I used to. It’s painfully obvious she loves him. The poor girl.

      Colston’s eyes continued darting around. “There are– There are other people who can help.”

      Becca didn’t understand. “Baby, you’ve twisted your ankle before. Can’t you just take a look at it?” She rolled her eyes and addressed me again. “Is there anything we can do?”

      Her genuine kindness meant so much, but the gesture was tainted by the circumstance of our meeting. Her boyfriend squirmed behind her, working desperately not to tip his hand that he not only knew me, but knew me quite, quite well.

      The unrelenting throbbing from my ankle made it impossible to focus on her properly, but one thing was abundantly clear: I had the power to blow this all up. Right here, right now.

      Instead of accepting her help, I could pull out my phone, show her my texts, and tip her off to the cheating scoundrel she was dating. He used me, after all. He’d only be getting what he deserved.

      Chatter came from behind us as the sound of footsteps neared.

      “I got someone!” It was one of the men from earlier. “Some medical dude.”

      I craned my neck to see who it was. And, of course, like clockwork, following close behind the man was the one and only Jack Ashbourne – medical tackle box in hand, ready to witness me at my absolute worst once again.

      However, unlike Colston, Jack didn’t stare with fear or frustration. In fact, as soon as he realized it was me, Jack his level of urgency and concern actually rose.

      “My god, Taylor! Are you alright!?” he said, crouching down on a knee and having me reposition my leg. “Careful, now.”

      Colston, believing this was his ticket out, held out his hand, exasperated. “There, you see? Jack’s here. He’s a doctor. We should go–”

      “Well, I’m not a doctor. Yet,” Jack corrected, then, with a little smirk to me. “I’m more of an errand boy.”

      Ugh. Touché, Jack.

      Becca looked confused as all hell, but with things seemingly under control, she backed off and let the pro do his thing. Nevertheless, she checked in one last time.

      “Best of luck, girlie,” Becca added sweetly.

      I smiled back, though a smile more of pity than anything else. I wanted to shoot Colston one final look of disdain, but he’d already started walking. Clearly, he couldn’t escape me or his past fast enough. What a coward.

      Nevertheless, I took Becca’s words at face value. Maybe, in time, she’ll come to the same conclusions I did.

      “Same to you,” I said to her. “Same to you.”
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      “Ow-ow-ow-ow-OWWWWW!” I clawed at the stiff patient table my ass had the ‘pleasure’ of sitting on. “Don’t be so rough!”

      Jack, beside me as I squirmed, rolled his eyes.

      “I haven’t even touched your ankle yet,” he said dryly. “But phantom pain is never a good sign.”

      A Saturday night trip to the athletic training room was not on my bingo card. Nor was it on Jack’s, I’m certain. Honestly, the fact that he stuck around this late was a miracle in its own right.

      “I’m gonna press in a couple spots, okay? Tell me if you feel pain.”

      “Oh trust me. I will.”

      Propped up on the patient table with my leg dangling below, Jack leaned forward on his wheeled stool, medical gloves on and a few other gadgets nearby, and began the exam. With a gentle touch, he lifted my calf and tested a few pressure points around my severely swollen ankle.

      “Agh!” I blurted out in response to his initial touch. “Jesus Christ!”

      “You’re doing great,” Jack assured me. “Just a few more.”

      He did the same in a few other spots, producing similarly pained grunts – some worse than others, but none of them pleasant. I’m no doctor, but from the level of pain, even I could tell this isn’t your typical twisted ankle.

      Several pain-filled minutes later, the exam was complete. Jack removed his gloves and rose from the stool. “Well, the bad news is you’ve got a pretty clear-cut ankle sprain. Grade 1 at least, probably Grade 2.”

      I hung my head. “Yeah… Fucking hell.”

      “The good news,” he continued, “is from what I can tell, your ligament’s intact and no broken bones. But I suggest you get imaging just to be sure.”

      “How long till I can walk again?”

      “Let’s just focus on getting your swelling down and starting the healing process. Then you can worry about walking. But stuff like this? I’d say 4-6 weeks till you can return to physical activity.”

      “Oh,” I noted. “That’s it? That’s not too bad.”

      Jack picked up a pad and started writing down some notes. “Not at all. Cause from the way you were wailing, it sounded like we might need to amputate.”

      I pouted as he walked to the freezer on the far side of the room. From the top drawer, he shoveled several scoops of ice into a plastic bag, tied it shut, and handed it to me.

      “I need you icing multiple times a day this first week. Reducing swelling is critical post-injury.” Jack handed me a slip of paper with a name and phone number. “This is the ankle guy we use for the team. Tell his staff I sent you, and he’ll get you in in the next day or two.”

      I nodded and thanked him for the referral. The amount of care and effort Jack was putting into my injury was as comforting as it was surprising. I mean, Jack Ashbourne… helping me? Then again, sports medicine is his field. Still, I’d bet nowhere in his job description does it require staying overtime on a Saturday night after the season is over to help someone not on the team.

      It was already quite late and only getting later, but Jack insisted I do a full 20-minute ice session on my ankle before officially releasing me. And so I hung around patiently, my ankle numb and elevated as Jack kindly gathered some spare supplies for me to take home. Ankle wrap, plastic bags for ice, and crucially, crutches.

      “So you can move around – like the rest of us normal folk,” Jack added wryly.

      I smirked back. “Thank you, sir. I’m honored.”

      Jack’s joke was followed by a calm, quiet minute – one I hadn’t had all night long. Through the chaotic highs and lows of the football game, the humiliating reveal of Colston’s secret, and of course, the subsequent injury, it felt like my brain had made a cross-country journey and was running on fumes. But at last, a moment to breathe.

      I sighed as I shifted on the patient table, my leg still awkwardly perched on a stack of pillows. I noticed one of the ribbons on my pigtail had loosened, so I slipped it loose and retied it.

      “I don’t think I properly congratulated you on your win tonight,” I said. “You played a hell of a game.”

      Jack nodded before readjusting his glasses. “It was really something, yeah. Though I’d say the players deserve most of the credit.”

      “I dunno, I think the water boy had some real clutch moments too.”

      We both laughed. A rare, shared moment of levity.

      Things grew quiet again. With my ankle issue settled for now, the earlier events of my night started creeping back into my mind: the fury I had from my team-requested ban, and the chilling realization as to why. Not to mention whose call it ultimately was. So much of my rage focused on the wrong man.

      I could just let it be. I know that. Just move along and leave this whole, ugly football era in my past. But I felt Jack deserved an explanation.

      “So, uh… Look,” I began awkwardly. “Tonight, when I first showed up, there was a weird snag at–”

      “Colston put you on the list, didn’t he?”

      Hold on… What? He knows?

      My eyes thinned. I couldn’t believe he just said that.

      “I figured,” Jack continued, placing his hands on his thighs. “It was only a matter of time.”

      “Wait, hold on,” I pressed him. “What do you mean, ‘a matter of time’? How did you know he did that?”

      Jack sighed and began pacing the room. “‘Team Request’, right? Honestly, I’m surprised Security even gave you a reason. It’s a protocol set up exclusively for Colston whenever Becca comes to games. Can’t have the star QB’s girlfriend running into any of his girls.”

      “That’s– That’s horrible!” I spat before catching one specific word. “Wait, girls? Plural?” Another hit to the ego. “So he’s done this before.”

      “Many times,” Jack answered. “Ever wonder why a star QB like him doesn’t transfer to a bigger program? Taylor, they give that man a king’s ransom to stick around. Up to and including bullshit like this.”

      It was yet another bombshell in a night already chock full of them. Not only is Colston a cheater, but he’s surrounded by enablers. People who let him walk all over the poor girls who think they might have a chance with the quarterback. I wasn’t sure whether to feel saddened, humiliated, or plain old angry. At Colston, yes, but also at the athletic trainer in front of me who seemingly knew about it all.

      I was pissed off and fully ready to condemn him.

      “Jack… If you knew he was doing this, then why didn’t–”

      But then it hit me. Two games ago. When he pulled me aside on the field.

      “You did warn me…”

      Jack hung his head and nodded. “I tried to. And I feel awful I said it the way I did. But Taylor, there’s only so much I could do without jeopardizing–”

      “No. I understand. I have to take responsibility for my choices, too. The good and the bad.” I hung my head. “What Colston did was wrong – horrible, even – but nobody made me go for him. I guess all I can do now is… live with it.”

      I could tell Jack still felt bad, even if he shouldn’t. The fact that he tried to warn me at all was admirable and an unnecessary risk to his reputation with the team.

      “So why say anything?”

      “Cause, honestly? Colston can go fuck himself. And now that the season’s over – My god! The kind of shit I’ve seen that guy say and do–”

      “No, Jack,” I continued. “Why say anything to me? Why help me?”

      He raised his eyebrow as I shook my head.

      “All I do is create drama! For your team. For your dad. For you! I dress like this, I get drunk, I kiss literal strangers–”

      Despite my grief, Jack started chuckling.

      “You know what’s crazy? I actually think about that night a lot.”

      I buried my face in my hands. “Oh god… You do?”

      Jack reached forward and placed his hand on my shoulder. “No, no! Not in a bad way! Like, in a ‘Wow, that really happened?’ kind of way. Just one of those random nights that’s burned into your memory, you know?”

      I could feel my face reddening. “Burned into your memory how dumb I looked?”

      “Well, I was gonna say beautiful,” Jack said, twiddling with one of his medical tools. “But maybe a little of that too.”

      I started to laugh, but stopped suddenly.

      What did he just say? My face got even redder.

      “Oh, well, uh… That’s cool.” I stammered.

      Jesus. Did I really just say ‘That’s cool’ in response to being called beautiful?

      He must’ve clocked my odd reaction and pivoted. “Shit, sorry… Was that weird to say?” For the first time, the ever-unflappable Jack Ashbourne actually looked nervous. “I just… I don’t know what made me say that.”

      “Oh, uh, all good,” I answered. Then, after some consideration, “I’m actually happy to hear that.”

      “Really?” he said back. “Well, I, uh… I meant it.”

      Another awkward pause. I could tell each of us could really feel the silence and emptiness of the facility. Late at night, totally alone.

      “Errr-uh… That’s probably enough ice for tonight.” Jack snatched the ice bag from my ankle and set it aside. “How’s it feeling?”

      “Good!” I answered, clearing my throat. “Better already, I think.”

      “Power of ice, huh?”

      “Totally.”

      I repositioned myself on the table, sitting up as Jack stood beside me. Close beside me. Has he always been this near? Did I unconsciously scoot closer to him? Why am I even thinking about this crap?

      “I’ll probably need help standing,” I said to him. “Never used crutches before.”

      “They’re not so bad,” Jack answered, though he sounded unfocused. “I, uh… I noticed you– Never mind.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” he said quickly. “It’s dumb.”

      “No, tell me.”

      Jack sighed and looked at his feet. “I was just thinking… Since we were discussing that one night… I notice you’re wearing the same perfume.”

      I swallowed quietly and nervously played with a pigtail.

      “It’s… sort of my go-to.”

      “It’s hard to forget.”

      This whole time, Jack and I had been avoiding eye contact. Awkward, back-and-forth quips as I iced my ankle. But my face had never felt warmer.

      Finally, after minutes of avoidance, Jack turned his head and glanced at me directly. It was only then, gazing into his deep brown eyes, that more memories from our night at Tommy’s reentered my head. The friction from our initial run-in at the bar, Jack later finding me to return my card, and, ultimately, overwhelmed by his thoughtful gesture and masculine presence, having that out-of-body moment that resulted in a kiss.

      All year long, I’ve told myself if there’s one thing I could have a do-over on, it was that. Kissing the Dean’s son and putting my entire reputation at risk. The biggest mistake of all. Yet here I was, alone with Jack in a softly lit room, close enough to feel his heat, ready to repeat it.

      Dead sober but intoxicated by something else I can’t quite understand, I closed my eyes and leaned in for another kiss.

      My plump, glossy lips landed gently on his, planting a singular, sweet peck before pulling back. I opened my eyes, fearing I’d done yet another inescapably bad thing.

      “I– I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I shouldn’t have–”

      But Jack interrupted me – not with his words, but with actions, swiftly placing one hand on the back of my neck and another on my waist as he leaned in, kissing me back. And no, not a gentle peck like mine. A full, passionate kiss. One that, if I had to bet, he’d been thinking about for a long, long time.

      At that moment, any confusion or surprise or concern I felt, I set aside. Was I lashing out in response to Colston? Was it a reaction to Jack’s kind words? Or, most likely, was it my starvation for male attention finally bubbling over? Whatever the reason, I was down for it all.

      We kissed and so much more. My delicate fingers brushed Jack’s toned arms. His strong hands ran along my dainty little body, sending shivers down my spine. And his tongue? My lord, his tongue! This new experience of French kissing a man had unlocked a whole new level of lust.

      Kissing and touching Jack felt like a dream, but one of those weird, unexplainable dreams that you know isn’t possible, nor should be possible. I mean, what is it about him that I find so goddamn irresistible?

      Jack and I kissed for a while longer, even reaching the point where our hands had drifted… lower on each other’s bodies. For me, it was extremely brief, but when my hand brushed the front of his pants, I felt something hard and massive, immediately triggering mental salivation. The urge to yank down his pants and wrap my glossy lips around it was strong – even stronger after Jack discovered my own little ‘excitement’, gently rubbing it with his thumb and forefinger, causing soft, girlish moans and undeniable, little baby leaks into my panties–

      *SQUEAK… SQUEAK…*

      Both of our heads shot up.

      “What was that?”

      “I don’t know,” Jack answered quietly.

      We stayed still and silent as the noise drew closer. Neither of us knew what to do other than pull apart and readjust ourselves to make it look like nothing happened.

      “Helloooo?” a voice called out. “Someone still here?”

      The noise, it turned out, was footsteps. And the voice was one Jack recognized. Just a few seconds later, when the man turned the corner, Jack had his hand awkwardly on the back of his head, pretending nothing had ever happened beyond a routine ankle exam.

      “Oh, Jack!” the late-fifties, moustached man said. A janitor, presumably from his outfit. “You’re still–” He stopped short once he saw me on the table. “...working?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I am. Just… helping out a friend.”

      The man nodded slowly. “And does your friend happen to be named Taylor?”

      Huh?

      “Present!” I blurted out. “How do you–”

      “There’s a girl outside the building looking for you. Someone named Julia. Says she’s giving a ride to Taylor.”

      “Julia!!” I shrieked, nearly falling off the table. “Oh my gosh, I texted her for a ride and totally forgot!!”

      “No worries,” the janitor assured. “I’m just closing up, is all.” The man took one last look at the two of us. If he suspected anything, he sure didn’t show it. “I’ll tell your friend you’re coming. Jack, all good if I come back and clean?”

      “Go for it,” Jack said. “We’ll just be a second.”

      The man tipped his cap and left the training room for the hallway. Back to stillness, back to silence.

      Jack and I looked at each other for a second before, ultimately, I asked him for help off the table. He handed me the crutches, and I gradually found my balance.

      “Julia…” I muttered. “Tooootally forgot I texted her.”

      “Yeah. Probably shouldn’t keep her waiting long.”

      “Especially her. She’s, you know, a little fiery sometimes.”

      Jack nodded. “Hmm.” Then, after a few silent seconds, I added. “Uh, should we have–”

      “No,” I promptly shook my head. “No, we shouldn’t have done that.”

      Jack released a deep breath. “Okay, good. I’m glad you feel the same.”

      “I feel exactly the same.”

      “Because, you know… with my dad running your department and all–”

      “It’d be way too messy.”

      “So messy.”

      “Not to mention a conflict of interest! The Hawaii appointment, and… Yeah.”

      “Absolutely.”

      I blinked a few times and looked at the door. “So it’s just out through here?”

      “Yeah, down the hall to the left,” Jack explained. “I… I can walk you out if you’d like–”

      “I’m good,” I answered, though my crutches were a little shaky. “But, uh… thank you. For the ankle and the ice and stuff. I might still be on the ground if not for you.”

      “Hey, whenever you need injury help, I’m your guy.”

      I laughed. “Let’s hope not, right?”

      I hobbled off down the hall, aching for a friendly face and Julia’s inevitably silly reaction to my night of football and falling. But most of all, I’m just ready for this wild, wild day to come to an end. Somehow, despite all of my ups and downs over such a short period, here I am, still standing. Well, at least on one of my legs.

      You know, strangely, because of Jack’s wisdom, I actually felt optimistic about my recovery. Mobility might suck for a while, but I know I’ll come back even stronger than before in the next semester. Physically, I’ll make a full return to my normal, healthy self.

      Mentally, however, might be a different story.
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      “Alright, tally ‘em up!”

      Professor Kendall leaned back in her chair, watching over her six graduate students as they combed through their calendars.

      “Hold on, I’m still counting!” Emily blurted out, stressed and red in the face.

      Julia rolled her eyes. “Oooh, Little Miss Popular over here!”

      “Fifty-one, fifty-two, fifty-three…” I counted under my breath. Then, louder to the class. “Fifty-four!”

      Kendall pointed at me like an auctioneer. “I hear fifty-four! Anyone beat that?”

      The five other girls stared at her blankly. Kendall picked up her large sheet of stickers, peeled off a gold star, and presented it to me. “The award for most attended office hours… goes to Taylor Holmes!”

      A smattering of applause from the cohort. It felt about as good as you’d think.

      In the ten or so years she’s been Graduate Advisor, Professor Kendall has always set aside the final class of the first semester for “Awards Day”. An awards day where the prizes are… stickers. Yeah, I know. But in the same way Kendall can energize a classroom with a rousing speech, so too can she with five-cent stickers.

      “Alright, before the final award, let’s get a recap. Julia, whatcha got?”

      “One,” Julia groaned. Her sole award for the day was ‘Most Stylish’, which, as much as she appreciated the distinction, sensed was a pity award.

      Emily and Meghan also had one each for ‘Best Smile’ and ‘Best Attitude’, respectively. Ella had a solid haul with three awards, all of which were academic-related (not sure how she felt about that). And of course, the award for hotly attended office hours was my second of the day, after earlier receiving the kinda-rude ‘Most Injury-Prone’ distinction.

      However, it was Maryam Agarwal who dwarfed the field with seven. Yes, seven awards. Most of which were academic-based, but also the recipient of some sillier ones. She’s a stud, that Maryam. A lovely human being and a force to be reckoned with in the classroom.

      “The final award of the day is a special one,” Kendall continued. “One that I understand everyone wants but is reserved only to the most deserving: Sociology Department MVP.”

      Dramatic ‘ooohs’ from the class. We were happy to play along.

      “I’m excited to announce that our MVP for the first semester is… not in this room.”

      “Huh?” Emily spoke up. “Is that even allowed?”

      “Sure is,” Kendall snapped back. “Because our MVP for the season is the one and only… Dean Jeffrey Ashbourne!”

      We all traded glances, confused as to why Kendall was awarding MVP to her boss. A man who wasn’t even at this fake award ceremony.

      Kendall went on to explain that from an administrative perspective, Dean Ashbourne’s been kicking ass. Dealing with the ugly Nate situation early on, facilitating top-tier access for our field projects, and of course, setting up the Hawaii appointment for two lucky graduate students at the end of the year.

      Put it that way and crowning the Dean ‘Department MVP’ makes a lot more sense. Though absent, he got his well-deserved applause from the folks here.

      “I’ll bring his sticker to his office later,” Kendall explained. “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

      The Dean winning MVP began a whole new discussion in class about the man himself. Despite being in charge of our department, it’s not like he’s a teacher or anything. Honestly, beyond a few drop-bys during lectures or at the office – and yes, sitting on the panel for our field project presentation – he’s not overly present. There’s an air of mystery surrounding the man – what he’s like, how he thinks, and selfishly, what it’ll take to get him to select us for Hawaii.

      “I’ve known him for, God, fourteen years? He’s been my boss the whole time I’ve been faculty.” Kendall tapped her pencil, reflecting on their relationship. “What can I say? He’s a smart, decent man… who just happens to be a strict S.O.B.”

      Emily shivered. “Does he… Does he like us, though?”

      “Yeah, be honest,” Julia chimed in. “Should we suck up to him more?”

      Kendall shook her head. “Jeffrey– Err, Dean Ashbourne – isn’t the kind of guy you can flatter. He’s tough, he’s traditional… Really, when it comes to him, less is more.”

      Those last three words rattled around my mind: Less is more. Naturally, I can’t help but wonder if I’ve done exactly the opposite. But believe me, I’ve been working my tail off to keep things stress-free and low-key. Honest!

      It’s been about three weeks since the night of that championship game. The game and the injury. And the kiss. But the final item on that list I’ve managed to keep secret. As has Jack. And if Kendall’s recap of Dean Ashbourne’s hard-ass personality is any indicator, it’s extremely important we keep it that way.

      That’s not to say I haven’t thought about Jack. I mean, how could I not? A private moment with a boy where things got a little hot and heavy? It’s only natural that I replay the scene in my mind every once in a while. The important thing is that I’ve done – and continue to do – everything in my power to keep myself away from him. Because, knowing how I can be around men – especially after my little sexuality self-admission – it’s best to keep my distance. But with the football project over and Jack living on the other side of campus, there’s virtually no reason to ever run into him again.

      Being the final day of class, Kendall decided to end things early. After all, the undergrads are already gone for winter break, exams are complete, projects are wrapped – the only thing left on the agenda was to hand out a few silly stickers. A fun, light way to end a tough but ultimately rewarding first semester.

      “Hey, wait!” Meghan called the cohort as we packed our things. “What about IMs?”

      Ella’s eyes lit up upon hearing the term. “Holy shit, I almost forgot!! Good call!”

      I, however, had no idea what they were talking about. “What’s an IM?” I asked.

      “Oh come on, Mr. New Sports Fan,” Ella teased. “You don’t know about intramural sports?” Her eyes drifted down to my foot and the bulky black walking boot on it. “Even if you can’t currently play…”

      I fought back that, yes, I do know about Intramural sports, though I was unfamiliar with the acronym. ‘IMs’ as they’re known around here, are a fun, casual way for non-athletes like myself and the wider student body to participate in a semi-competitive sports season. There are all sorts of options, ranging from flag football in the fall to basketball in the winter to softball in the spring. And from what I understand, they’re extremely popular.

      “So then you also remember our little arrangement, yeah?” Ella gently poked me in the chest. “The winner of awards day picks the sport. So, dearest Maryam, I bequeath you with the honor of picking our sport!”

      The girls waited anxiously as Maryam quietly pondered.

      “Well, as you all know, I’m not a sports fan. So I considered choosing nothing…”

      Ella playfully booed as a guilty Maryam held her hands up.

      “I know, I know… I thought you might feel that way. So, after reviewing the options, I’ve decided our cohort will play… soccer!”

      Meghan immediately pumped her fist. As did Julia, shockingly. In fact, all of the girls seemed pumped at Maryam’s choice.

      “Soccer?” I asked. “It’s winter! What, are we gonna play in the freezing cold?”

      “Indoor soccer,” Maryam smirked. “You know, at the north campus field house? There’s an astroturf field that’s circled by the track.”

      “Yeah, I used to go jogging there,” Ella added.

      Ugh. Soccer? I grimaced at the thought of all that running – a skill I famously lack.

      Maryam nudged my arm. “Don’t tell me you’d rather sign up for basketball? Or indoor football, maybe?”

      “Boo!!” Emily shouted. “We hate football!”

      Quick note: I ended up filling in the other girls on my fallout with Colston. Not all the spicy details they may have wanted, but enough to make clear we should no longer be fans of his and to stay away at all costs.

      “Alright,” I conceded. “I guess soccer’s fine.” I glanced down at my boot-stricken ankle. “And hey, by next year, I should be back to full strength.”

      Meghan placed her hand on my shoulder. “Perfect! We’ll need as many guys as we can get!”

      I smiled as we circled up one last time to lock in Maryam’s choice and celebrate the end of the semester. Our heads – and spirits – held high.

      Is the thought of playing weekly soccer matches ideal? Not at all. But IMs are more of a social thing anyway. It’ll be nice to spend more time with the girls outside of class. You know, more non-school time where I can strengthen my friendships and, who knows, maybe explore myself a bit more.

      As I packed the last of my books and binders, one more thought entered my mind. Something Meghan had said earlier. Something that didn’t make sense, and I needed an immediate answer on.

      Unfortunately, Meghan had left the room already, but I managed to find Ella at the base of the staircase.

      “Hey, wait!” I said, barely catching her.

      She turned around, smiling. “What’s up?”

      “Uh, about IMs. Meghan said something about needing ‘as many guys as we can get’.”

      Ella smiled and leaned in. “I’m sure we can find you a uniform that’s a little more ‘Tay’ if you’d like–”

      I shook my head. “No, not that. What did she mean by more guys?”

      She finally understood. “Ohhh. Cause it’s a co-ed team! That’s a combination of guys and girls–”

      Again, I knew what the term meant.

      “Yes. But then, who are the other guys?”

      Ella paused for a moment. “Were you not here the other day when we discussed it? Huh, guess not… Well, we’re only six people, so we’re pairing with another program to make a bigger team.

      I gulped. “And what program is that?”

      “Physical Therapy. Guess Meghan made friends with one of the girls in it,” she answered. “Smart, right? They’re around athletes all the time, so I bet they’re pretty sporty themselves.”

      I wanted to respond, but my mouth was too dry to speak. Ella didn’t notice.

      “And hey, Jack Ashbourne will be on the team! Maybe if we gas him up, he’ll pitch us to his dad. Eh?”

      Still, I said nothing. I physically couldn’t.

      “Plus… he’s kinda cute, isn’t he?” Then, after an awkward beat. “Kidding! Kidding!!! God, can you imagine?? Talk about a no-go zone, that guy. Might as well kill my chance at Hawaii on the spot!”

      Somehow, I managed to fake a hearty laugh. One realistic enough that even the super perceptive Ella didn’t notice.

      “Hah! Yeah, totally. Jack? I can only imagine…”
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