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Introduction

"Wait what!? I’m a swim coach, what makes you think I can roll my hips, wear a skirt, and wave pom poms while screaming I’m hot and you’re not?"

This is an illustrated romance novella, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I never imagined that taking over a high school cheer squad would turn my life upside down. As a P.E. teacher and swimming coach at Lionheart High, I was used to trunks and pools—not skirts and pom poms. But when my friend Mindy needed a replacement coach, and our grumpy, demanding principal Vinny Sanders insisted I “connect” with the girls by dressing up like them, I was out of arguments.

What started as a crazy, temporary role quickly became something more. The girls started looking up to me, and I found a strange confidence in my new identity.

Vinny, though? His gaze never wavered, always watching with that infuriating smirk, daring me to lean further into this girly transformation.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender love, feminization, workplace & transgender romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to The Cheerful Coach.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You
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Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

I HAD JUST STARTED swim practice, shouting over the clamor of kids as they jumped into the pool one after another. The splash, the echo—it all felt like home. The team respected me, and I’d found a rhythm here at Lionheart High that I didn’t really want to mess with. Life was comfortable, and that was just fine by me.

Mindy was on the other side of the pool, clipboard in hand, occasionally yelling for the girls to watch their footing. She was the cheer coach and a good friend, the kind of person who was always upbeat, even at the crack of dawn. They were supposed to be in the field but the football team enjoyed monopolizing it and the gym was also unavailable due to another basketball game that seemed to happen every day—and she had no other choice but to settle into my slippery space.

However, this morning, she looked off. She was standing a little too still, hands on her hips, staring out at the squad but not really seeing them. I caught her eye and made my way over, dodging a splash from a kid who’d probably get an earful later.
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“Mindy, you good?” I asked, trying to sound casual but probably failing. She and I had this unspoken rule: we didn’t do serious. Serious was for the teachers with gray hair and monotone voices. But here she was, looking serious.

“Oh, Karl…” She hesitated, then looked down at the ground, which wasn’t like her at all. “There’s something I need to tell you. It’s just… hard to say.”

Now, I wasn’t the best at handling heavy news, but even I could tell she was holding back. I crossed my arms, trying to look like I was ready for whatever it was.

“Come on, spit it out,” I said, giving her a half-smile, hoping to lighten the mood. But she just took a deep breath and finally looked me in the eye.

“I’m pregnant, Karl. And, well... it’s high-risk.”

I blinked, processing. Then it hit me. “Wait… high-risk?”

She nodded, a faint smile flickering at the corners of her mouth. “Yeah. It means I can’t keep up with the cheer squad the way I’ve been. I might even need bed rest soon.”

“Whoa, Mindy, that’s…” I trailed off, because I had no idea what to say. I knew about babies, of course, in the vague sense of other people having them. But this was Mindy, my friend, my co-coach in keeping the teenagers of Lionheart High semi-sane. I didn’t know what to feel, exactly, so I settled on supportive.

“That’s big news, Mindy,” I said, awkwardly patting her on the shoulder. “But you’re tough. You’ll get through this.”

She gave me a weak smile, like she was glad I’d said it even if it wasn’t all that reassuring.

After practice, I met up with Mindy again. She hadn’t asked me for anything yet, but I could feel it coming. Sure enough, she looked at me with that hopeful, slightly guilty expression.

“So, Karl…” She dragged out the words, and I braced myself. “With regionals coming up, the girls need someone steady to help them. Someone they trust.”

“Mindy, no.” I shook my head, laughing—I already knew where she was going. “I’m a P.E. teacher. Swim coach. Maybe I can teach the backstroke, but the cheer squad? You want them to learn how to belly flop?”

She gave me a pointed look. “You know it’s not about that. They need discipline, and they like you, Karl. You’re great with them.”

I looked away, rubbing the back of my neck. “Look, I appreciate the vote of confidence, but don’t you think they’d rather have someone who knows, you know… cheerleading?”

“Please, Karl. There’s no one else. And I trust you. You’re the only one I trust, actually. I’ll help you with the choreography and everything. This squad is kind of like… my baby.” She laid a hand on my arm, giving me this look that I couldn’t exactly ignore. Dang it.

I sighed, knowing I was in too deep now. “Fine,” I muttered. “But don’t blame me when they start doing cannonballs off the bleachers.”

She laughed, a little too relieved for my liking. “Thank you, Karl. You’re saving my life.”

Yeah, saving her life. But maybe ruining mine in the process.

Not an hour later, I was in Principal Vinny Sanders’ office. And let me tell you, it wasn’t the kind of place you wanted to hang out if you could help it. The man was intimidating, and he had this way of looking at you like he was already disappointed, even if you hadn’t done anything yet. His office was spotless, everything lined up with military precision. I half expected him to pull out a ruler to measure the distance between my shoes and his desk.

He leaned back in his chair, eyeing me up and down. “Karl, I understand you’ll be taking over the cheer squad.”

I gulped. “Uh, yeah. Mindy thought I could, you know, help out for a bit. Just until she’s back on her feet.”

Vinny raised an eyebrow. “More than help out. You’ll need to fully engage with the team, step into her shoes.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “Right. Well, I’ll do my best. I mean, I don’t exactly know much about cheer routines…”

Vinny didn’t look impressed. “I’ll be blunt, Karl. If you want to be Teacher of the Year—and from what I hear, you’re a strong candidate—you’ll need to excel in all areas. Including this.”

Teacher of the Year? That got my attention. I’d been eyeing that title, sure, but I didn’t think coaching cheerleading was part of the requirement.

“Are you saying this could, uh, affect my chances?” I asked, trying to keep my voice casual.
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“Exactly,” he said, voice smooth, like he knew he had me. “If you can prove your versatility and dedication, I see no reason why the award shouldn’t be yours. But that means giving this role everything you’ve got. Don’t worry, I’ll send someone to help you.”

I wasn’t sure if I hated him for it or if I was just impressed. Either way, I knew I was trapped. He had me hooked, whether I liked it or not.

I walked out of Vinny’s office with a strange mix of irritation and anticipation. I couldn’t believe he’d used the Teacher of the Year card on me. And worse, I couldn’t believe it had worked.

Over the next few days, I kept telling myself I could get out of it. I could explain to Vinny that I wasn’t cut out for this, that there had to be someone better for the job. But every time I pictured his raised eyebrow and that look that said, Really? Are you that uncommitted? I felt my resolve weaken.

Plus, every time I saw Mindy waddling around the halls, looking a little more exhausted and grateful than the day before, I knew I couldn’t back out. I was in this for her, if nothing else.

By Friday, I was actually looking up cheerleading techniques online, cringing at the thought of myself attempting any of it. But I figured I’d better start somewhere. If I was going to be a stand-in cheer coach, I’d need more than my swimming skills.

Suffice to say, I accepted my fate. I wasn’t just going to help out—I was going to coach those girls and somehow make it work. As nervous as I felt, there was a small part of me that was curious.

Could I pull this off?

I sat in my tiny office, surrounded by printed-out pages of cheer moves and routines, my head spinning with thoughts of formations, stunts, and formations I barely understood.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

THE MORNING SUNLIGHT barely had a chance to filter through my office window before Alexis, Lionheart High’s very own tornado of enthusiasm and drama teacher, burst through the door. I’d just started my first cup of coffee, hoping for a quiet moment to think about how exactly I was going to tackle this cheerleading gig, when her familiar knock rang out—though “knock” was a generous term. It was more of a dramatic pounding, like a drummer trying to start a rock concert.

“Karl!” she said, breezing in with a grin that could probably light up the entire gymnasium. “I heard you’re taking over the cheer squad for Mindy!”

“Uh, yeah,” I replied, still adjusting to the speed of this ambush. “Just until she’s back. Not a big deal, right?”

“Not a big deal?” she repeated, staring at me like I’d just committed some grave crime. “Karl, this is huge. You, of all people, taking on cheerleading? It’s practically begging for a complete transformation!”

I laughed, trying to brush off her theatrics. “I’m just here to help the girls with their routines, Alexis. I’m not trying to, you know… ‘transform’ myself.”

She folded her arms, tilting her head as she gave me that classic Alexis look—the kind that told me I’d just given the wrong answer and that she was already about to “correct” my thinking. “Oh, Karl. You’re missing the point! The cheer squad needs to see you as part of their team, not just some random P.E. teacher they barely know. They need a leader who’s not afraid to immerse himself, who’ll put in the same energy they do.”

I raised an eyebrow, trying to figure out what she was getting at. “I’m already a teacher here. They know me. I see them every day!”

“Not like this, you don’t,” she said, her voice carrying that mischievous edge. “Today, you’re not just Coach Karl. Today, you’re ‘Karla’—a new addition to the cheer team who’s here to bond, laugh, and maybe even cheer along with them.”

“Karla?” I repeated, laughing nervously. “Alexis, I’m just a stand-in. I don’t need a whole new identity for this.”

But she was already grabbing my arm, leading me out of the office and down the hall. “Oh, but you do. Trust me, Karl, this is going to be a bonding experience for everyone involved. You, me, the squad—it’s going to be unforgettable!”

Before I knew it, Alexis had me in the school’s costume room, which was about as organized as a teenage bedroom during finals week. Costumes were draped over chairs, stuffed into boxes, or spilling out of plastic bins, and there was an overpowering smell of hairspray mixed with fabric softener. Alexis navigated the chaos like she was on a mission, her hands flitting through racks of outfits with laser focus.

“Here we go!” she finally exclaimed, holding up a cheer skirt in Lionheart’s signature blue and gold.

I blinked, staring at the skirt as if it were a rare artifact she’d just unearthed. “You’re serious about this?”

“Absolutely,” she said, thrusting the skirt into my hands. “Think of it as a costume. It’s like how actors put on different clothes to embody their roles. This will help you connect with the girls on a whole new level.”

“Alexis, I don’t think a skirt is going to magically make me a better cheer coach,” I argued, though part of me knew I’d lost this battle the moment she dragged me out of my office.

She just grinned. “It’s not about the skirt itself—it’s about the commitment, the willingness to put yourself in their shoes. Well, in their skirts, I suppose.”

I looked down at the cheer skirt in my hands, mentally running through every possible excuse to get out of this. But every time I thought I had a good reason, I remembered Mindy’s face, the way she’d looked at me yesterday, trusting me to step in for her. And I remembered Principal Vinny’s words, dangling that Teacher of the Year award like a carrot just out of reach.

With a sigh, I muttered, “Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

Alexis beamed, clapping her hands. “That’s the spirit! Now, into the changing room with you!”

I walked over to the changing area, eyeing the skirt like it was some kind of alien artifact. Slipping into it felt… surreal. It was tight, and I wasn’t entirely sure how it was supposed to fit, but I tugged it on, hoping it looked at least halfway decent.

When I stepped out, Alexis looked me up and down with a critical eye, like an artist surveying their canvas.

“Hm… not bad, not bad at all,” she mused. “But it’s missing something.”
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“Missing something?” I repeated, hoping she wasn’t about to suggest more drastic changes.

She pulled out a small makeup kit from her bag and held up a compact. “Just a little makeup. It’ll make you look more approachable, less… well, less like a P.E. teacher who’s being forced into this against his will.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, though my nerves were still very much intact. “Fine. But nothing too extreme, okay?”

She nodded, grinning as she dabbed foundation on my face, then added a bit of blush and, to my horror, a touch of mascara. I stood there, feeling like a complete idiot, but there was something oddly liberating about it too. It was as if I was stepping into a role, a character I’d never played before.

When she finally finished, she handed me a mirror, and I blinked at the reflection staring back at me. Sure, I still looked like Karl—but there was something different. Something softer, more open.

“There we go,” Alexis said, looking pleased. “Now, you’re ready to join the squad.”

I wasn’t sure if I was convinced, but I figured there was no going back now.

When we arrived at the gym, the girls were already warming up, stretching and chatting with each other. As I walked in, I felt a dozen pairs of eyes turn in my direction, followed by a series of surprised giggles. Some of the girls covered their mouths, trying to hold back their laughter, while others simply stared, wide-eyed.

“Coach… is that you?” one of them finally asked, blinking as if she couldn’t believe her eyes.

I forced a smile, giving them an awkward wave. “Yeah, it’s me. I figured, you know, I’d try to, uh… blend in a little more.”

The girls laughed, but it wasn’t mean-spirited. If anything, they seemed to appreciate the effort, and I felt a strange sense of pride. Maybe Alexis had been right after all.

But before I could get too comfortable, the gym door creaked open, and in walked Principal Vinny Sanders. Of course, he had to pick this moment to drop by for one of his “observational visits.”

Vinny stopped in the doorway, his gaze sweeping over the scene before finally landing on me. His expression didn’t change, but there was a slight twitch at the corner of his mouth, a hint of a smirk that made me feel even more self-conscious.

“Well, Karl,” he said, crossing his arms as he studied me. “Looks like you’re really embracing the role.”

I cleared my throat, trying to keep my cool. “You didn’t leave me much of a choice…”

Vinny raised an eyebrow, his smirk widening. “Oh, you know there’s another choice, but I’m glad you chose to follow me.”

Then, as if he hadn’t just delivered the world’s most intimidating stare-down, he turned and left, leaving me with my cheeks burning and the girls still giggling. I could feel the embarrassment radiating from my face, but I forced myself to laugh along. If Vinny thought I looked ridiculous, then maybe I was doing something right.

We moved on to practice, and I threw myself into the routines as best I could, following along with the girls’ movements. I stumbled and tripped more times than I’d care to admit, but each time, the girls just laughed and cheered me on, encouraging me to keep going.
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At one point, one of the girls shouted, “You’ve got this, Coach Karla!” and the others joined in, chanting my new “cheer name” with enough enthusiasm to rival a stadium crowd.

I grinned, feeling a strange surge of pride. I’d never thought I’d be here, dressed in a cheer skirt, leading a group of high school girls through their routines, but there was something undeniably fun about it. The girls were smiling, laughing, and for the first time, I felt like I was truly connecting with them.

As the practice went on, I found myself loosening up, letting go of the initial embarrassment and focusing on the moment. The skirt, the makeup, the whole ridiculous outfit—it all started to feel less like a costume and more like a part of the experience. And the girls noticed too; they stopped giggling and started to take me more seriously, following my lead and putting more effort into the routines.

By the end of practice, I was out of breath and drenched in sweat, but I couldn’t stop smiling. The girls were giving me high-fives, congratulating me on surviving my first “cheer practice,” and I felt an odd sense of accomplishment. Somehow, against all odds, I’d managed to make it through.

Moments later, I started heading back toward the costume room to change, but Alexis intercepted me, makeup bag in hand and a mischievous glint in her eye. She didn’t give me a chance to escape; before I knew it, she had me sitting down, a makeup brush poised and ready.

“Alexis, haven’t I gone through enough humiliation for one day?” I asked, laughing despite myself.

She just grinned, holding up the mascara wand like a magic wand. “Trust me, Karl, this is just the beginning. You did amazing today, and the girls loved it. But if you’re going to keep this up, you’ll need to look the part even after training—plus you’re in dire need of a retouch.”

I rolled my eyes but let her continue. As she applied a little more makeup, she started explaining each step, talking about “blending” and “contouring” like it was an art form. I nodded along, half-listening but mostly just trying not to think about how ridiculous I must look.

When she finally finished, she handed me a small mirror, and I had to admit, I looked… different. Still very much Karl, but with a hint of “Karla,” a softer, friendlier version of myself. It was strange, but not entirely unpleasant.

“Thanks, Alexis,” I said, feeling a bit shy but genuinely grateful. “You’re really good at this.”

She just shrugged, her grin widening. “All part of the job. And you did great today, Coach Karla. I think you’re going to be an amazing cheer coach.”

I smiled, feeling a mix of relief and excitement. For the first time, I was actually looking forward to tomorrow. This whole cheer gig was still wildly outside my comfort zone, but maybe that was okay.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

BY THE END OF MY FIRST week as the stand-in cheer coach, I’d settled into the role of “Karla” more than I’d ever thought possible. The girls had stopped giggling every time I walked into practice wearing the skirt, and I’d even managed to master a few of the routines, which was saying something for a guy who’d never given a single thought to dance steps.

I wasn’t quite sure how it happened, but the squad had started treating me less like their awkward P.E. teacher and more like… well, one of them. They’d come up to me after practice, telling me about their days or asking for advice, and the walls I’d felt around us at first started to fade. I felt like I was part of the team, as if they had come to accept “Karla” as more than just a substitute. They cheered me on through every new routine, and even though I knew they were laughing at my missteps half the time, there was this sense of camaraderie that was actually… fun.

Not that I was getting carried away or anything. I still had moments where I felt ridiculous, like when we practiced the more intense stunts. But I’d learned to laugh at myself, and the girls seemed to respect that. If they could see me stumbling through routines and picking myself up to try again, then maybe they’d feel okay about pushing through their own mistakes, too.

One afternoon, right before the end of practice, Mia—one of the quieter girls on the squad—came up to me and shyly asked if I’d be willing to help her with a tricky routine outside of regular practice hours. I blinked, feeling a bit taken aback, but I nodded, realizing that this was the kind of trust I’d been hoping to build.

“Sure, Mia,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “We can meet up tomorrow morning before practice starts if that works for you.”

Her face lit up, and she nodded enthusiastically. “Thank you, Coach Karla!” she said before dashing back to join the other girls, who were already packing up their things and heading out.

Coach Karla. The name didn’t even feel weird anymore, which, if you’d told me this a week ago, I’d never have believed. But here I was, “Coach Karla,” with a squad that seemed to think I could actually do this job.
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If there was one thing keeping me from fully relaxing into this new role, it was Vinny. Not that he was doing anything wrong, per se—he was just there. All the time. Every other practice, it seemed like he’d stroll into the gym, lean against the wall with that ever-present smirk, and watch. Just watch. His eyes never left the squad as we practiced, and I could feel his gaze like a spotlight, especially when it landed on me. It was like he was inspecting every step, every move, with this silent judgment that set my nerves on edge.

The weirdest part, though, was that I couldn’t entirely hate it. There was something undeniably magnetic about him, the way he carried himself with that calm, dominant energy that was both infuriating and, well, kind of… attractive. Not that I’d ever say that out loud.

But every time he showed up, it was like my brain short-circuited. I’d stumble through moves I’d practiced a dozen times or feel my face heat up the moment he smirked in my direction. And it didn’t help that he’d occasionally nod approvingly, which, somehow, felt worse than if he’d criticized me.

One afternoon, after he’d stopped by for what had to be the third time that week, I caught Alexis watching me with a knowing grin.

“What?” I asked, pretending I hadn’t just been sneaking a glance at Vinny myself.

“Oh, nothing,” she said, drawing out the words in that way that told me she knew exactly what she was doing. “Just noticing a certain principal seems to be taking an extra interest in the cheer squad these days.”

I rolled my eyes, hoping the blush on my cheeks wasn’t too obvious. “He’s just keeping an eye on things, making sure I don’t ruin the squad.”

“Sure, if that’s what you want to believe,” she said with a wink, leaving me both annoyed and flustered.

A few days later, it was getting so obvious that Alexis’ new job was to bother me. “Karl! Or should I say… Karla,” she said, lowering her voice like she was sharing some kind of conspiracy, “today is going to be a game-changer.”

“Why do I feel like I should be worried?” I muttered, already mentally bracing myself.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic!” she grinned, waving her hand dismissively. “You’ve been doing great in practice, but there’s one more thing we need to do to really nail the look.”

“Look, Alexis,” I said, half-laughing and half-cringing, “I’m not sure I want to know what you have in mind.”

She linked her arm through mine, steering me toward the parking lot. “You’re going to love it, I promise. It’s a spa day!”

I blinked, letting that sink in for a second. “A spa day?” I repeated, my voice coming out more skeptical than I’d intended. “I’m a cheer coach, Alexis, not a contestant on a makeover show.”

“Exactly,” she said, undeterred. “You’re a cheer coach—and that means keeping up appearances. Trust me, a little waxing will go a long way.”

“Waxing?” I sputtered, stopping in my tracks. “Oh no. No, no, no, I’m not doing that. And besides… don’t you think that’s a little… invasive?”

She rolled her eyes but softened, clearly reading my hesitation. “I get it. But I’m just talking about your arms and legs here, maybe a bit on your chest if you’re up for it. Nothing too personal,” she added, probably noticing the look of horror spreading across my face.

“And Vinny’s covering the bill, by the way,” she said with a wink. “He wants you to look polished for the squad.”

“Vinny? Seriously?” I mumbled, feeling my cheeks warm. It was one thing to do a favor for Mindy and step in as the cheer coach, but a wax on Vinny’s dime? That was a whole new level.

A short while later, I found myself in a high-end spa, the kind of place that reeked of money. Everything was quiet and pristine, with soft music playing and the faint scent of eucalyptus in the air. Alexis had convinced the receptionist that this was some sort of work necessity, which was met with a raised eyebrow but no questions.

The esthetician, a petite woman named Lina, ushered me to the waxing room, where I instantly felt out of place. It was spotless, with a reclining table in the center and shelves lined with bottles and jars of who-knew-what. I gave Lina a nod, hoping my face didn’t betray the dread I felt.

“Alright, Mr. Karl,” Lina said, her voice calm and professional. “We’ll start with the arms. Nothing too invasive, and I promise it’ll be over quickly.”

“Great,” I replied, probably a bit too quickly. I tugged my sleeve up to my shoulder, feeling strangely self-conscious, and took a deep breath.

She began by applying a warm layer of wax on my arm, which actually felt… pleasant. The warmth was almost soothing, and I was just starting to think maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. But then she pressed a strip over the wax, patted it down, and looked at me.

“Ready?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could, she yanked the strip off, and I let out a strangled yelp.

“Ow! Are you trying to skin me alive?” I managed to choke out, my voice coming out an octave higher than I intended.

Alexis, who’d been standing by the door, snorted, trying—and failing—to hold back laughter. “Oh, come on, Karl! Beauty is pain.”

“You didn’t say it would be this painful!” I muttered, shooting her a glare. I was suddenly aware of every tiny patch of hair on my body that was about to meet the same fate.

Lina chuckled, clearly used to reactions like mine. “It’ll sting at first, but it gets easier. And once it’s done, you’ll feel much better—promise.”

I gritted my teeth as she applied the next layer of wax. Rip after rip, I winced and cursed under my breath, while Alexis hovered nearby, occasionally throwing in “helpful” comments like “You’re doing great!” and “You’ll thank me later!” which didn’t exactly make things better.

Finally, after what felt like hours of torture, Lina moved to my legs. I was careful to keep the towel positioned across my lap, feeling more exposed than I’d ever been in my life. The last thing I wanted was Alexis or Lina getting any glimpses of… well, anything.

“Just keep breathing, Karl,” Lina advised, dabbing on the warm wax again. “We’re almost done, and I promise the results will be worth it.”

I grunted, nodding as I stared at the ceiling, wishing I was anywhere else.

Eventually, the torture session ended, and Lina handed me a mirror. I glanced down at my arms and legs, surprised by how… smooth they looked. It was like I’d been airbrushed, or maybe digitally enhanced. I ran my hand over my arm, and the skin felt completely different. Silky, almost.

“See?” Alexis piped up, grinning like she’d just performed a magic trick. “Doesn’t that feel amazing?”
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I shrugged, trying to hide the fact that, okay, it did feel kind of nice. “It’s… yeah, it’s smooth,” I admitted, half expecting her to tease me.

But instead, Alexis handed me a little bag filled with skincare samples, looking more pleased with herself than ever. “Here’s everything you’ll need for post-wax care. We don’t want any irritation or ingrown hairs, so follow the routine.”

I raised an eyebrow, opening the bag and inspecting the tiny bottles inside. “You’re really serious about this, huh?”

“Dead serious,” she replied. “Aloe vera gel for the first day—it’ll soothe any redness. After that, you’ll want a gentle body lotion to keep everything soft. And remember to exfoliate lightly a couple of times a week. Keeps the skin smooth and prevents ingrown hairs.”

I nodded, feeling a mix of embarrassment and curiosity. Who knew there was so much to keeping skin smooth? I’d never thought much beyond soap and shampoo, but here I was, loaded up with lotions and exfoliants.

As we walked out of the spa, I glanced down at my arms and legs again, still marveling at how different they looked—and felt. I couldn’t stop running my hand along my forearm, the smoothness like nothing I’d ever felt on myself before. It was almost surreal, like my own skin had been replaced with some kind of ultra-soft material.

“See? Not so bad, was it?” Alexis nudged me, her eyes practically dancing with amusement. “I knew you’d like it.”

“‘Like it’ might be pushing it,” I said, though I couldn’t deny the strange satisfaction of feeling so… polished. “It’s definitely different.”

“And now you’ve got a whole new routine to keep up with,” she added, her tone sounding almost parental. “This isn’t a one-and-done thing, you know. Smooth skin takes maintenance, Coach Karla. You’ll thank me when you’re moving through routines without friction.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, feeling the slightest hint of embarrassment creeping in. I’d already committed to waxing; now, apparently, I was committing to a whole skincare regime. But, surprisingly, I didn’t hate the idea. The spa’s products smelled good, clean, and the thought of being more put-together was… well, kind of satisfying.

The next day at practice, I was still feeling the aftereffects of the waxing, my skin tingling every time the fabric of my skirt brushed against it. But the girls noticed right away, giving me approving nods and the occasional “Looking good, Coach Karla!” which, I had to admit, made the whole ordeal feel worth it.

Halfway through practice, I caught sight of Vinny standing in his usual spot by the door, arms crossed as he watched the squad. I felt that familiar flutter in my chest, the one I was starting to recognize as a mix of nerves and… something else.

Moments later, as the girls packed up their things and headed out, Vinny gestured for me to come over. I swallowed, trying to keep my cool, and walked over to where he was standing.

“Looking good, Karla,” he said, his tone laced with that teasing edge he always seemed to carry.

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help the small smile tugging at my lips. “Just trying to keep up with the squad,” I replied, doing my best to sound casual.

He nodded, his gaze flicking over me with that same intense focus he always had. “I have to admit, you’re doing better than I expected. The girls seem to respect you, and it’s clear you’re putting in the effort.”

My heart skipped a beat at the compliment. Vinny wasn’t one to hand out praise lightly, and hearing it from him felt… well, it felt good. Too good.

“Thanks,” I said, shifting my weight and looking away, hoping he couldn’t see the flush creeping up my neck. “I’m just trying to do right by Mindy and the squad.”

He took a step closer, his voice lowering as he continued. “You’re doing more than that. You’re showing them that you’re willing to go the extra mile, to push past your own comfort zone for their sake. That’s a rare quality, Karl… or Karla.”

The way he said my name—or rather, both of them—sent a shiver down my spine. He was close, closer than he’d ever been, and his eyes held that same intense, unreadable look that always left me feeling a little off-balance.

“Thanks, Vinny,” I managed to say, my voice sounding steadier than I felt.

He smiled, a rare, genuine smile that softened his usual stern expression. “Keep it up. I think you’ll surprise everyone—including yourself.”

With that, he turned and walked away, leaving me standing there, heart pounding and mind racing.

As I left practice that day, my thoughts were a tangled mess. Every time I thought I’d gotten used to this new role, something would happen to throw me off balance—whether it was the girls treating me like one of their own, Alexis dragging me into yet another transformation session, or Vinny’s intense gaze that seemed to follow me wherever I went.

Part of me wondered if I was in over my head. I’d started this whole thing as a favor to Mindy, as a way to help out and maybe snag that Teacher of the Year award in the process. But somewhere along the line, it had become more than that. “Karla” wasn’t just a name I’d adopted for the sake of a few practices. She was starting to feel… real.

And then there was Vinny. I couldn’t deny the spark I felt every time he looked at me, the way his rare compliments sent my heart racing. It was confusing, disorienting, and yet I couldn’t shake it. I’ve never been attracted to guys, but there was something magnetic about him, something that kept pulling me in even when I knew I should be focusing on my job.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

TWO WEEKS INTO MY new life as “Coach Karla,” we found ourselves on a weekend retreat at Acacia Estates, a sprawling, fancy estate a couple of hours out of town. It was a team-building thing—a reward for the school staff for making it through the first half of the semester. We were supposed to be bonding, sharing stories, and “recharging our spirits,” as Vinny had put it in the staff email. Honestly, I was looking forward to just kicking back and relaxing with everyone.

Or, so I thought. I’d barely gotten settled into my chair on the patio when Vinny strolled over, looking way too official for an event that was supposed to be “casual.” The sunset was casting this warm, golden light over the estate, and Vinny seemed to command the scene effortlessly, his presence so solid that the moment felt staged, like a scene from one of those old rom-coms I watched sometimes.

He pulled out the chair next to me, that intense look in his eyes. “Mind if I join you, Karl?”

I shrugged, trying to keep my cool even though my heart was beating a little faster than I wanted to admit. “Sure, Principal Sanders,” I said with a grin, but he just gave me a raised eyebrow in response.
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“Drop the ‘Principal Sanders’ bit, will you? We’re outside school grounds. It’s just Vinny tonight.” His voice was softer, casual even, and yet he still had that commanding tone that said he was used to getting what he wanted.

“Right. Vinny,” I replied, feeling both slightly relieved and a little more nervous somehow. He was still my boss, after all, and him sitting next to me with that unreadable look on his face wasn’t doing much to ease my nerves.

We sat in silence for a few moments, watching the other staff members mingling and laughing, the clinking of glasses and soft music adding to the casual atmosphere. But I could feel Vinny watching me from the corner of his eye, as if he was sizing me up for something. Then, out of nowhere, he reached into a bag he’d brought with him and pulled out… a wig.

A wig, sleek and styled in a way that looked both real and… well, a little too feminine for my comfort.

I blinked, staring at it, trying to process what I was looking at. “Is that… for me?” I finally managed, voice wavering a bit.

He nodded, a small smirk playing on his lips. “I thought it’d be nice to see you as Karla for dinner.”

“Dinner?” I repeated, my eyes widening. “What kind of dinner are we talking about here?”

He leaned in closer, his voice lowering in that way that always made it sound like he was sharing some kind of secret. “Just a quiet dinner for two. A little… bonding exercise.”

My mind was racing.

Dinner for two?

Just the two of us?

And with that on my head?

I wanted to laugh it off, but something about the look in his eyes stopped me. There was a seriousness there, something that told me he wasn’t joking, not even a little.

“Come on, you’re already in the role,” he said, almost like he was challenging me. “This is just one more step. You said you’d be up for becoming teacher of the year, didn’t you?”

I opened my mouth to retaliate, to tell him I wasn’t about to put on a wig and let him parade me around like a showpiece. But the words didn’t come out. Instead, I just felt my face heating up as he waited, his gaze steady, unwavering, like he knew exactly what he was doing.

Somehow, I couldn’t say no.

I took the wig from him, swallowing hard, feeling my heart race even faster. “Fine,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “But just for dinner.”

“Good,” he replied, his smirk widening ever so slightly. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

The unspoken tension between us thickened, making the air feel heavy. And for a second, I felt like this dinner wasn’t just about team-building or bonding—it was about something else entirely, something I wasn’t ready to admit.

Later, I found myself in the estate’s garden with Alexis, nervously twirling the wig in my hands as I explained Vinny’s little “request.” She listened with wide eyes, a grin spreading across her face as I told her about the dinner-for-two setup and the wig that now felt like a burning weight in my hands.

“He really wants you to wear that? For a private dinner?” she asked, barely containing her laughter. “Karl, I think he’s taking this ‘Coach Karla’ thing to a whole new level.”

I rolled my eyes, feeling my cheeks heat up again. “Look, I don’t know what he’s trying to prove, but it feels like he’s testing me. It’s like he wants to see how far I’m willing to go for the stupid award.”

Alexis laughed, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Or maybe he just likes seeing you dressed up, ever think about that?”

I snorted, shaking my head. “Come on, Alexis. Vinny’s my boss, and I’m a guy. It’s just not… well, whatever you’re implying.”

She just raised an eyebrow, giving me that knowing look she always got when she thought she was right. “Oh, I’m not implying anything. But I will say this: people don’t ask others to dress up just for fun. He could’ve asked you to dinner as yourself, but he specifically asked for ‘Karla.’ Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

I tried to laugh it off, but her words hit closer than I wanted to admit. The truth was, I had felt something between us, an unspoken tension that I kept brushing off as just nerves or professional respect. But maybe Alexis was onto something.

“Oh, come on,” I said, chuckling as I tried to push away the unease creeping in. “It’s just Vinny. He’s probably just doing this to embarrass me.”

“Or maybe he’s doing it because he’s intrigued by you,” she replied, her tone softer now, more serious. “You can laugh it off all you want, but I think there’s more to this than you’re willing to admit.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the words died on my lips. I wanted to say she was wrong, that this was just some weird team-building exercise, but deep down, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she might be right.

“Look,” she added, giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze, “whatever happens, just… be open to it. Maybe this dinner will clear things up for you.”

I nodded, trying to shake off the nervous flutter in my stomach. “Yeah, maybe.”

But as I stood there, holding the wig and thinking about Vinny’s intense gaze, I had a feeling this dinner was going to be anything but simple.

When I got back to my room, I took a deep breath, placed the wig on the dresser, and stared at myself in the mirror. I’d already gotten used to “Karla” as my coaching persona, but this… this felt like a whole new level. Dinner for two, with a wig and makeup? I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that.

But I’d said yes, and there was no backing out now. So, I took a shower, giving myself a pep talk the entire time, and did my best to mentally prepare for the evening. As I dried off, I realized the stubble on my arms and legs had already started to grow back from my waxing ordeal last week.

“Great,” I muttered, staring down at the faint hairs that were starting to make a comeback. “Guess I’m doing this myself.”

With a sigh, I dug out the waxing kit Alexis had given me as a “gift” after our spa day. I laid out the supplies, applying the warm wax as best I could and gritting my teeth as I ripped off each strip, wincing with every pull. The things I was willing to do for the sake of “authenticity” were really starting to surprise me.

Once I’d finished, I ran my hand over my arms and legs, feeling that same smoothness I’d reluctantly enjoyed after my first waxing session. I had to admit, the look was… nice. Smoother than I’d ever been, but still, it wasn’t something I’d go around admitting to anyone.

Next, I turned my attention to the clothes Alexis had loaned me—a soft, fitted blouse and a simple skirt that didn’t scream “over-the-top” but was definitely more feminine than anything I’d worn before this whole cheer coaching experience.

“Alright, Karl,” I muttered to myself as I slipped on my speedos, thick enough for my member not to bulge if he ever gets glimpses of upskirts from me, “it’s just one dinner. You can handle this.”

I picked up the wig, hesitating as I looked at it. I’d never worn a wig in my life, and just the thought of it felt… strange. But with one last sigh, I pulled it on, adjusting it as best I could until it sat naturally around my face. I barely recognized the person staring back at me in the mirror.

A few moments later, just as I was getting ready, there was a soft ding at my door. My heart skipped a beat, and I smoothed out the skirt, feeling more nervous than I’d felt in a long time. I took a deep breath and opened the door.

Vinny was standing there, looking somehow even more handsome than usual, dressed in a sharp suit that hugged his frame perfectly. He held a single red rose in his hand, and for a moment, I just stood there, staring at him, completely caught off guard.
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“Vinny…” I managed, my voice barely a whisper. “What’s… what’s all this?”

He smiled, holding out the rose. “For you,” he said simply, his gaze steady, almost challenging.

I took the rose, feeling my cheeks warm as I fumbled for words. “Uh… thanks,” I murmured, not sure how else to respond. This was supposed to be just a bonding exercise, but the rose, the way he was looking at me… it was anything but simple.

“You look incredible,” he said, his voice low, his eyes lingering on me in a way that sent a shiver down my spine.

“Thanks,” I replied, my voice coming out a bit shaky. “I… wasn’t sure if this was what you meant by ‘bonding exercise.’”

He chuckled, gesturing for me to follow him. “God, you ask too many questions.”

We made our way to a private dining room in the back of the estate. Most of the other staff were gathering in the larger function hall, where laughter and clinking glasses spilled out through the doors. But Vinny led me down a quieter hallway, and before I knew it, we were alone in a softly lit room with a table set for two, complete with candles and a view of the estate’s gardens through the large windows.

“Just us, huh?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light as I took in the cozy, almost romantic setup.

Vinny pulled out a chair for me, that smirk of his playing at his lips. “Just us,” he replied, waiting for me to sit before taking his own seat across from me.

As I settled in, I felt a strange mix of emotions bubbling up—nervousness, excitement, confusion. I’d had dinners with friends, family, even colleagues before, but this felt different, like we were both teetering on the edge of something unspoken, something neither of us dared to name.

The waiter came in, discreetly placing our meals on the table. Vinny thanked him and poured us both a glass of wine, his movements smooth and deliberate. He seemed calm, but there was a spark in his eyes that suggested he was just as aware of the tension as I was.

“So, Karla…” he began, lifting his glass and holding my gaze with that intense look that always managed to make me feel like I was the only person in the room.

I laughed, though it came out a bit awkward. “Guess I’ve kind of become ‘Karla’ for real now, huh?”

“You’ve done more than that,” he replied, his voice soft but firm. “I’ve seen the way the girls look up to you, the way they respect you. You’ve stepped up in ways I didn’t expect—and I’m not just talking about the wig or the skirt.”

There was a sincerity in his tone that caught me off guard. He wasn’t teasing or mocking; he was genuinely complimenting me, and for a moment, I wasn’t sure how to respond. “Well… I just wanted to help out,” I managed, staring down at my glass. “Mindy really wants the girls to have a shot at regionals this year, and if I can do anything to make that happen, I’m willing to try.”

Vinny nodded, watching me carefully. “I know this hasn’t been easy for you. Taking on a role so far outside your comfort zone… that takes guts.”

I shrugged, trying to play it off, but his words struck a chord. “Yeah, well, it’s been… interesting, to say the least. I never thought I’d be doing half of this stuff, but the girls have been amazing. They’re dedicated, and I can tell how much this means to them. I don’t want to let them down.”

Vinny smiled, his gaze softening. “And you haven’t. In fact, you’ve gone above and beyond. I just wanted to say… thank you for that.”

I felt my cheeks warm again, and I took a sip of wine, hoping to hide the flush creeping up my face. “Thanks, Vinny. That… that means a lot.”

He nodded, and for a moment, we just sat in comfortable silence, the weight of his words lingering in the air. Then, he leaned forward, his expression turning serious again.

“I know this role has pushed you in ways you didn’t expect,” he began, his voice low.
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“And if, at any point, you feel like it’s too much, if you want to stop, I want you to know that it’s okay. You don’t have to keep doing this just to prove something to me or to anyone else.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but he held up a hand, stopping me. “But,” he continued, “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want you to keep going. Not just for the girls, but… for me, too.”

My heart skipped a beat at his words, and suddenly, the room felt even smaller, the air heavier. I swallowed, my gaze locked on his, trying to make sense of the emotions swirling inside me.

“You want me to keep doing this?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Vinny nodded, his eyes never leaving mine. “I do. But not because I want to embarrass you or make you uncomfortable. I want you to keep doing this because… I think you’re good at it. And because… I like seeing this side of you.”

My breath caught, and I felt a wave of something I couldn’t quite name wash over me. The way he was looking at me, the softness in his eyes, the hint of vulnerability in his voice—it was more than just admiration, more than professional respect. It was something deeper, something that scared me as much as it thrilled me.

“Vinny, I…” I trailed off, not sure what to say. The words were right there, but they felt too big, too dangerous to speak aloud.

He reached across the table, his hand covering mine in a gentle, reassuring touch. My pulse quickened at the contact, but I didn’t pull away. Instead, I let myself lean into it, savoring the warmth of his skin against mine.

“I know this might be confusing,” he said softly, his gaze never wavering. “But I want you to know that I see you, Karla. I see all of you. And I think you’re incredible.”

His words sent a shiver down my spine, and I felt myself leaning forward, drawn to him in a way I couldn’t explain. Our faces were inches apart, his breath warm against my skin, his eyes searching mine with an intensity that left me breathless.

For a moment, everything else faded away—the staff, the estate, the weight of expectations. It was just me and him, caught in a moment that felt like it could change everything.

But just as our lips were about to touch, I pulled back, my heart pounding as reality crashed back in. This was too much, too fast. I wasn’t ready for this.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, looking down, unable to meet his gaze.

Vinny’s hand lingered on mine for a moment before he pulled back, a hint of disappointment flickering in his eyes. “No need to apologize,” he said, his voice soft. “I just wanted you to know how I feel. Whatever happens next is up to you.”

I nodded, feeling a mix of relief and regret, and we sat in silence, the unspoken tension between us thicker than ever.

As we finished our dinner, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had shifted between us, something I wasn’t sure I could ignore for much longer. And as I walked back to my room that night, I realized that “Karla” wasn’t just a role I was playing for the cheer squad—it was becoming a part of me, in ways I never expected.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

BACK AT HOME, sprawled on my couch, I found myself talking to the one “person” in my life who’d never judge me: Ryu, my husky. Ryu tilted his head at me, his blue eyes attentive, as if he understood every word. I scratched behind his ears and sighed, staring up at the ceiling.

“Ryu, buddy, I’m completely out of my depth here,” I murmured, trying to sort through the mess of emotions swirling in my mind. “I mean, Vinny… he’s just a guy. A regular guy… or, well, not really regular.” I chuckled, feeling ridiculous for saying it out loud. Vinny was about as far from “regular” as you could get.

“But you know what I mean, right?” I continued, feeling oddly comforted by Ryu’s calm stare. “I’ve never thought about another guy like this before. He’s my boss, the principal, and the way he looks at me... the things he said...”
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Ryu let out a soft woof, nudging his nose into my hand. I scratched his head, feeling the tension ease a bit.

“I mean, I’ve always thought I was only into girls. I dated a few, right? And then… this. Vinny. It’s like when I’m around him, everything I thought I knew about myself gets scrambled. I feel like some kind of science experiment he’s conducting, but he’s also got me wondering if maybe… I don’t know, maybe there’s something to this.”

Ryu lay his head on my lap, and I absentmindedly stroked his fur. “What am I supposed to do with this? I mean, he’s… he’s Vinny. He’s a Sanders, and he could probably have anyone he wants. So why’s he looking at me?”

Ryu’s tail gave a lazy wag, as if to say, “You’ll figure it out.” I let out a deep breath, staring at the wig Vinny had given me, lying on the coffee table.

“And the worst part? I actually like being around him,” I said, feeling a blush creep up my cheeks, even though I was only admitting it to Ryu. “The way he looks at me, the way he seems to understand me without me saying a word… It’s scary, Ryu. I’ve never felt this way around anyone.”

By Monday morning, the internal debate was still raging. But as I got ready for the day, I couldn’t shake Vinny’s words or the strange pull I felt around him. And that wig—lying right there on my dresser—seemed to have a gravitational force of its own. Before I knew it, I was standing in front of the mirror, adjusting it and making sure it looked natural. Somehow, it just felt right.

My reflection was still me, but there was something softer, something that almost felt like “Karla” was coming to life. Nervous as I was, I couldn’t deny that wearing the wig gave me an unexpected boost of confidence, like I was stepping into a character who felt a little braver than I did.

At school, the girls noticed right away. The second I walked into practice, a chorus of excited whispers and giggles filled the room. I could feel their eyes on me, watching with a mix of admiration and excitement, like I was one of them. Mia, one of the more outspoken cheerleaders, grinned as she jogged over to me.

“Coach Karla! Love the hair!” she exclaimed, her eyes sparkling.

I chuckled, doing my best to play it cool. “You like it? Figured it looks appropriate, I just hope it doesn’t keep on falling.”

Another girl chimed in, “Coach, you look amazing! It’s like you’re really part of the squad now. Don’t worry, I have hundreds of Bobby pins to secure that gorgeous wig.”

I laughed, feeling a warmth spread through me. Their approval made me feel like I’d done something right, like I was part of the team in a way I hadn’t been before.

“Alright, alright,” I said, holding up my hands. “Don’t go expecting a full makeover every week, okay? I’ve still got to, you know, actually coach you all.”

They laughed, but I could see the excitement in their eyes, and it made me feel a sense of pride I hadn’t expected. Being “Karla” was starting to feel natural, like maybe this wasn’t just a temporary act. And that thought alone made me feel a bit like I was walking a tightrope, balancing between who I was and who I was becoming.

During lunch, I found myself on the cafeteria, trying to shake off the nervous energy that had been building all morning. As if on cue, Alexis appeared, her usual grin plastered on her face as she took the seat next to me.

“Coach Karla,” she said, giving me a once-over, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Loving the new look. So, is this just for the girls, or is there someone else you’re trying to impress?”

I rolled my eyes, though I felt my face heating up. “It’s just for the girls, alright? They seemed to like it, so… you know, figured I’d give it a shot. Besides, I got it for free, why not use it?”

She raised an eyebrow, a knowing look on her face. “Uh-huh. And this has nothing to do with a certain someone whose name starts with ‘V’?”

I laughed, trying to play it off. “Come on, Alexis, I’m just… doing my job, alright? Besides, Vinny’s our boss. It’s not like—”

“Not like what?” she interrupted, leaning in with a grin. “Not like you’ve been spending all weekend thinking about him? Not like he gave you that wig and then went all romantic dinner on you?”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the words caught in my throat. Because the truth was, she wasn’t wrong. As much as I wanted to deny it, there was something there, something I hadn’t felt before, something that made my stomach flip every time I thought about him.

Seeing my expression, Alexis softened, resting a hand on my arm. “Look, Karl… or Karla,” she said with a small smile. “It’s okay to feel things you weren’t expecting. Vinny’s clearly into you, and if you’re feeling something too, maybe it’s worth exploring. Just… see where it goes. You never know.”

I let out a sigh, feeling both comforted and a little overwhelmed. “Yeah, maybe. But it’s just… it’s confusing, you know? I mean, he’s… he’s Vinny.”

Alexis nodded, giving my arm a reassuring squeeze. “Confusing is normal. Just don’t be afraid to figure out what this means for you. Life’s too short to ignore something that feels real.”

I gave her a small, grateful smile, and as she walked away, I felt a strange sense of relief. It was like she’d given me permission to just… feel, to let myself be a little lost without needing all the answers. And maybe that was enough for now.

That afternoon, I found myself at the pool, catching up with Hans, who’d taken over as swim coach in my absence. Hans was in full swim-coach mode, sporting a pair of tight Speedos and flashing a grin that could probably melt an iceberg. He was friendly, and while we weren’t exactly best friends, he’d always been easy to talk to.

“Hey, Karl, I mean, it’s Karla now, right?!” he called, winking as I approached. “You’re so hot! I wouldn’t have known.”

I laughed, feeling a bit self-conscious. “Thanks, Hans. Just… trying to keep win regionals, you know?”

We chatted about the swim team’s progress, him filling me in on all the latest stats and schedules. The longer we talked, the more animated he became, gesturing with his hands and flashing that grin of his. I couldn’t help but notice how fit he was—probably thanks to all the hours spent in the pool. It was hard not to appreciate his dedication, and I found myself smiling along as he talked.

And then I noticed Vinny, standing a few feet away, watching us with an expression I couldn’t quite read. His jaw was set, his eyes narrowed just slightly, and I felt a sudden, inexplicable rush of… was that jealousy? I tried to brush it off, but as Hans kept talking, I couldn’t help sneaking glances at Vinny, wondering what he was thinking.

“Anyway, the team’s in great shape,” Hans was saying, oblivious to the tension that seemed to have settled over us. “You should swing by sometime and check out our progress.”

“I’d love to,” I replied, feeling both flattered and a bit self-conscious under Vinny’s gaze. “Thanks for keeping everything running smoothly.”

Hans flashed another smile and patted my shoulder before heading back to the pool, leaving me standing there with my thoughts and… Vinny.

I turned to him, hoping to ease the tension with a casual smile. “Hey, didn’t see you there.”

He nodded, his gaze still lingering on Hans’s retreating figure. “You and Hans seem to get along well.”

“Yeah, he’s a good coach,” I said, trying to keep my tone neutral. “The swim team’s lucky to have him.”

Vinny’s expression softened slightly, and he took a step closer. “He certainly seemed… interested in talking to you.”

I blinked, caught off guard by his tone. Was he… jealous? The idea seemed absurd, but the look in his eyes told a different story. I felt my cheeks heat up, and I forced a laugh, hoping to defuse the situation.
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“He’s just being friendly,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I could feel the tension thickening between us. Vinny’s gaze was intense, his usual confidence tempered by something I couldn’t quite name.

For a moment, we just stood there, neither of us saying a word, the silence stretching out until it felt almost unbearable. And then, with a curt nod, Vinny turned and walked away, leaving me standing there, my heart pounding and my mind reeling.

Over the next few days, I found myself slipping into the role of “Karla” with surprising ease. The girls seemed to have forgotten that I was just dressing up, and I felt more comfortable in the wig and the slightly more feminine clothes that Alexis had helped me put together—which frankly, scared me a little as I felt like I was losing grip of who I was. It was like I was discovering a new side of myself, one that was softer, more open, more willing to take risks.

But Vinny… he was a whole different story. Every time I saw him, I felt a confusing mix of emotions—admiration, curiosity, excitement, and a strange sense of longing that I couldn’t quite name.

Yet every time I thought about him, doubts crept in.

Why would he be interested in me?

He was Vinny Sanders, the principal, the son of the man who’d built the school, the one who could have anyone he wanted. He’d dated beautiful women before, women who were glamorous and confident, the kind who seemed to belong by his side.

So why would he even look twice at me, a crossdressing cheer coach standing in for his friend, a guy trying to play a role I barely understood?

Imposter syndrome hit hard, and every time I saw Vinny, I found myself questioning everything. I didn’t belong in his world, and yet… part of me couldn’t help hoping that maybe, just maybe, he saw something in me worth holding onto.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

TWO WEEKS HAD PASSED since the strange, unexplainable shift I’d felt after that dinner with Vinny. It was like he’d opened a door in my mind that I hadn’t known was there, one that led to thoughts and questions I’d never even considered. The first signs had been small things—little habits that felt like harmless curiosities at first.

I’d put on the wig a few times outside of practice, just to see what it felt like. I’d caught myself experimenting with different ways of tucking my shirt in or adding accessories to feel more… balanced, maybe? Confident? It was hard to explain.

But then there were other changes, like when I started wearing a bra and panties under my clothes, sometimes even outside of school. The sense of calm that washed over me when I was in “Karla” mode felt more and more natural. And the more I leaned into it, the more I realized that maybe this wasn’t just about cheer practice anymore. Maybe this was about me.

So here I was, sitting in a doctor’s waiting room, my foot bouncing nervously as I tried not to overthink it. Dr. Reyna was a specialist in gender identity, someone Alexis had recommended after I confided in her about my confusion. I didn’t know what to expect, and part of me wanted to run out of the building and pretend I’d never had these thoughts in the first place. But I couldn’t ignore it anymore.

I needed answers.

When Dr. Reyna called my name, I followed her into her office, trying to keep my breathing steady. She was calm and kind, her presence warm in a way that put me at ease. We sat down, and she gave me a reassuring smile, her eyes understanding.

“So, Karl,” she began, her voice soft but confident. “What brings you here today?”

I swallowed, feeling my palms sweat as I searched for the right words. “I… I don’t know exactly how to explain it,” I admitted, my voice a little shaky. “I’ve been… dressing up as a woman for work, as part of a coaching role. But lately, it’s started to feel like more than just a role.”

She nodded, her gaze steady, waiting for me to continue. I took a deep breath, feeling the words come a little easier.

“At first, it was just something I did to connect with the cheer squad,” I explained, my hands fidgeting with the edge of my shirt. “But lately… I’ve been dressing up outside of work. I’ve even started wearing bras and panties, and I… I tuck my penis. It’s strange, but it feels… right, somehow. Calming, even.”

Dr. Reyna nodded, jotting down a note before looking back at me. “It sounds like you’re exploring parts of yourself that you might not have felt comfortable expressing before. Does that sound accurate?”

I nodded, relieved to have someone understand. “Yeah, that’s exactly it. I’ve never thought about myself this way before, but now… I don’t know, it feels like maybe this part of me has always been there, just under the surface.”

She leaned forward, her voice gentle. “Sometimes, life can present us with opportunities to explore different aspects of ourselves, and those experiences can open up doors we hadn’t considered. It’s perfectly normal to feel confused, especially if this is new territory for you.”
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I felt a weight lift off my shoulders. “So… I’m not weird for feeling this way?”

She smiled, shaking her head. “Not at all. Many people go through journeys of self-discovery, and each person’s experience is unique. It sounds like you’re starting to connect with a part of yourself that maybe you haven’t felt comfortable acknowledging before. And that’s okay—it’s a journey, not a race.”

I nodded, feeling a strange mixture of relief and excitement. This wasn’t about fitting into someone else’s idea of who I should be. This was about discovering who I already was, even if that meant redefining some things.

She went on to explain the concept of gender fluidity, how people can identify in different ways along a spectrum rather than fitting neatly into one box or another. Her words resonated with me, making me feel seen in a way I hadn’t felt before.

“Have you thought about exploring this side of yourself more?” she asked, her tone encouraging.

“I think so,” I replied, surprised by how certain I felt. “I just… I don’t know where to start.”

“Take it one step at a time,” she suggested. “If you’re comfortable, try buying a few clothes that you feel drawn to—something that feels authentically you. It could be as simple as a new top, a dress, or a different style of jeans. Start small, but frequently, and see where it leads.”

I left the appointment feeling lighter, like I’d taken a first step on a path I hadn’t known I needed to walk. The thought of exploring this new side of myself, of seeing where it would lead, filled me with a cautious excitement.

After leaving Dr. Reyna’s office, I found myself standing outside a clothing store in the mall, staring at the mannequins in the window. They were dressed in simple outfits—feminine, but understated. I’d never thought I’d be here, looking at women’s clothes with anything more than a passing glance. But now, the idea of buying something for myself felt… liberating.

I walked into the store, trying not to look as out of place as I felt. I browsed the racks, feeling a strange mix of nerves and excitement. Dr. Reyna’s words echoed in my mind: Something that feels authentically you. I took a deep breath, letting myself relax as I ran my fingers over the fabrics, feeling the softness and the delicate textures. It was a small step, but it felt like progress.

I picked out a few tops, some more fitted than what I’d usually wear, along with a pair of jeans with a slimmer cut. I even found a couple of skirts, not cheerleader types, something I’d never have considered before. But today, it felt right. I took them to the fitting room, my heart racing as I tried them on, one by one.

Looking in the mirror, I saw someone familiar yet new, someone who felt like a blend of Karl and Karla, someone I was just starting to understand. For the first time, I felt like I was seeing myself clearly, and it was both exhilarating and terrifying.

I decided to buy everything I tried on, feeling a strange sense of satisfaction as the cashier rang up the items. Dr. Reyna had been right—small steps. And today, this felt like the right one.

As I left the store, bags in hand, I nearly ran straight into Vinny, who was coming from the opposite direction. My heart leapt into my throat, and I barely managed to stammer out a greeting.

“Karla!” he said, looking pleasantly surprised. His eyes darted to the bags in my hand, and a small smile played on his lips. “Doing a little shopping?”

I laughed, trying to sound casual. “Yeah, just, you know… picking up a few things for practice. Gotta keep the girls inspired, right?”

He raised an eyebrow, glancing at the store I’d just walked out of. “Right. Because every cheer coach needs a new wardrobe.”

I felt my face heat up, and I looked down, unable to hold his gaze. “Well… it’s not just for practice. I guess I’ve been… trying out some new things.”

His expression softened, and he nodded, his smile turning genuine. “Interesting, tell me more over coffee.”

I nodded, grateful that he didn’t seem to be judging me. “Uhh… I have to… feed my dog.”

He looked thoughtful for a moment, then glanced back at me. “You’re such a bad liar. There’s a café around the corner that’s not too crowded. We could… catch up.”

We found a quiet table in the corner of the café, and Vinny ordered us both drinks, his usual confidence mixed with an ease that put me at peace. For the first time, it felt like we weren’t in some elaborate game of pretending not to notice each other. Here, we were just two people, figuring things out together.

“So,” he began, his gaze steady. “What’s this journey you’re on, Karl?”

I took a deep breath, deciding to be honest. “I… went to see a doctor. About the things I’ve been feeling. About ‘Karla.’ I thought it was just something I did for the girls, for practice. But… it’s more than that. I’m starting to realize that maybe this is a part of me I’ve been ignoring for a long time.”

He nodded, his eyes never leaving mine. “And what did the doctor say?”

“She said… it’s okay to explore this side of myself. That it doesn’t have to fit into a specific box or label right now. I don’t have to have all the answers. Just… small steps, one at a time.”

Vinny’s expression softened, and he reached across the table, placing his hand over mine. The touch was warm, reassuring, and I felt my heart race.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to confuse you,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “This is all my fault, I shouldn’t have asked you to step in on that level. But I take full responsibility and I’ll be with you on this journey every step of the way.”

His words made something inside me relax, a feeling of gratification, also—of acceptance washing over me in a way I hadn’t expected. For so long, I’d been afraid of what others would think, afraid of admitting that maybe I didn’t fully understand myself. But here was Vinny, seeing me completely and accepting it.

“Thank you,” I managed, my voice choked with emotion. “That means more than you know.”

We sat in silence for a moment, his hand still on mine, the warmth of his touch grounding me in the present. I didn’t know what the future held, but in that moment, I felt a sense of peace.

Vinny offered to drive me home, and I agreed, grateful for the excuse to spend a little more time with him. The drive was quiet, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. It was the kind of silence that felt full of unspoken words, of understanding without the need to explain.
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When we pulled up in front of my apartment, I hesitated, not quite ready to say goodbye. Vinny seemed to sense it, and he turned to me, his eyes searching mine.

“Karl…” he began, his voice soft. “Or should I say… Karla?”

I laughed, feeling my face heat up. “You can call me whatever you want.”

He smiled, leaning in just a little, his gaze intense. I felt my breath catch, my heart pounding as I realized what was happening. He was close, so close that I could feel his warmth, his presence filling the space between us.

And then, before I could overthink it, his lips brushed against mine, soft and tentative, like a question waiting to be answered. I felt myself melt into the kiss, all the confusion and fear fading away as I let myself just be, just feel.

When we finally pulled apart, I looked into his eyes, feeling a warmth and certainty that I hadn’t felt in a long time.

This was real.

This was me.

I wanted him.

And for the first time, I wasn’t afraid to embrace it.


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

THE SCHOOL’S ANNUAL fundraising gala was in full swing, the gym transformed into a glitzy ballroom complete with strings of lights, linen-draped tables, and the faint hum of a jazz band playing in the corner. Parents, teachers, and administrators mingled in their best attire, laughing and chatting about everything from curriculum changes to summer plans.

I did my best to blend in, playing the role of a friendly staff member, but my eyes kept drifting toward Vinny. He was there, of course, looking impossibly sharp in his tailored suit, chatting with board members and parents like he’d been born to be in the spotlight. But something was off. Every time I tried to catch his eye, he seemed to look past me, barely acknowledging my presence.

I swallowed my frustration, telling myself it was just for the event, that he had to play the part of the perfect principal. But as the night wore on, my patience wore thin. He hadn’t so much as glanced in my direction, even as I wandered closer to his group, hoping for some small, secret smile, some tiny sign that what we’d shared wasn’t all in my head.

When he still ignored me by the end of the night, I couldn’t hold back any longer. I waited until he slipped out of the gym and down the hall, then followed, my heels clicking on the polished floor as I approached his office.

By the time I reached his door, I could feel the heat of anger bubbling up. I knocked sharply, not waiting for him to answer before stepping inside. Vinny looked up from his desk, his usual calm expression briefly flickering to surprise before he masked it with his usual unreadable look.

“Karla,” he said, his tone neutral. “Everything alright?”

I shut the door behind me, crossing my arms as I fixed him with a glare. “You tell me. Because from where I was standing, it looked like you were doing your best to pretend I didn’t exist tonight.”

He sighed, leaning back in his chair, a hint of irritation creeping into his expression. “This is a school event. I have to be professional.”
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“Professional?” I shot back, my voice rising. “What about when we’re not at school? When we’re out in public, and you act like we’re just two people passing on the street?”

He stood, his hands braced on the desk as he met my gaze, his own eyes flashing with a mix of anger and frustration. “This isn’t about us being in public or private. I have responsibilities. A reputation to uphold.”

I shook my head, feeling a surge of anger that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding back. “So, what? I’m just supposed to be some secret you keep hidden away whenever it’s convenient? I thought we had something real, Vinny. But if you’re so worried about your image, then maybe I don’t belong in your life at all.”

His jaw tightened, his hands clenching on the desk as he tried to keep his composure. “You don’t understand. This isn’t just about me! It’s about my family, the school, the board. There are expectations!”

I took a step forward, refusing to back down. “And what about what I want? What about the fact that I’m here, trying to be with you, while you’re too busy hiding behind this façade!?”

For a moment, we just stood there, the tension crackling between us like a live wire. I’d never seen him look so vulnerable, so conflicted, and part of me hated that I was the one forcing him to confront it.

The silence stretched out, thick and charged, until finally, Vinny let out a deep breath, his shoulders slumping as he sat back down, running a hand through his hair. “Alright, fine. You want to know the truth?”

I crossed my arms, bracing myself. “Yes. I deserve that much.”

He looked up at me, his expression raw, stripped of the usual confidence that seemed to define him. “The truth is… I don’t know how to handle this. I’m drawn to you, more than I’ve ever been to anyone, but I can’t just throw everything away. My family, this school, the life I’ve built—it’s all tied together. If people knew about us…”

He trailed off, his gaze dropping as if he couldn’t bear to look at me. I felt a pang of hurt—there was that word again, us, said with so much weight and yet so little certainty.

“So, what?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. “You’re saying you want me… but only as long as no one else knows?”

He winced, his face twisting in frustration. “It’s not that simple. You know it’s not.”

I let out a bitter laugh, feeling the hurt bubble up, sharp and relentless. “Right. Of course. Because nothing about me is simple enough for you to risk being seen with me.”

The words hung in the air, and I saw a flash of regret cross his face, but it was too late. The damage had been done, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of humiliation, of worthlessness, settling heavy in my chest.

“Well, thanks for being honest,” I said, my voice tight as I turned toward the door, barely able to keep the tears at bay. “I guess that’s all I needed to know.”

I didn’t wait for his response. I walked out of his office, feeling like my heart had been ripped out and stomped on, the weight of his rejection pressing down on me with every step.

The next day, I found myself sitting with Alexis in the empty gym, my emotions still raw from the night before. She listened patiently as I poured out the whole story, from Vinny’s aloofness at the gala to the heated argument in his office, her eyes widening in sympathy as I tried to keep my voice steady.

“He just… he doesn’t want to risk anything,” I said, my voice breaking as I tried to hold back the tears. “It’s like I’m not worth the trouble to him.”

Alexis reached over, resting a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Karla, I know this is hard, but… it sounds like he’s just scared. You’re challenging him in ways he probably didn’t expect, and that can be terrifying.”

I shook my head, feeling the bitterness creep back in. “But he can’t even admit that he wants to be with me. It’s like I’m some… inconvenience he’d rather keep hidden.”

She squeezed my shoulder, her expression serious. “Look, I know Vinny. He’s not the kind of guy who does anything halfway. If he’s keeping you at arm’s length, it’s probably because he doesn’t know how to handle what he’s feeling. But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t care.”

I looked down, feeling a spark of hope but still unsure. “So what am I supposed to do? Just keep waiting for him to decide if I’m worth it?”

Alexis shook her head, her gaze steady. “No. You deserve to be with someone who’s proud to be with you. But maybe… maybe Vinny just needs a push. You’ve gotten under his skin. Don’t give up on him just yet.”

I took a deep breath, letting her words sink in. Maybe she was right. Maybe Vinny just needed to see that he couldn’t keep me hidden away forever. And maybe, if I pushed a little harder, he’d finally be willing to face what we both knew was there.

After school, I found Vinny alone in his office, looking lost in thought as he stared out the window. I knocked lightly, and he turned, his expression a mix of surprise and apprehension as he saw me standing there.

“Can we talk?” I asked, my voice soft but steady.

He nodded, gesturing for me to come in. I closed the door behind me, crossing the room to stand by his desk. The tension between us was almost palpable, the air thick with the weight of unspoken words.

“I don’t want to keep doing this, Vinny,” I began, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside me. “I can’t be in this… whatever this is… if you’re not willing to be honest about how you feel.”

He sighed, his gaze dropping as he ran a hand through his hair. “I… I don’t know how to do this. I’ve spent my whole life building this image, being the perfect son, the perfect principal, the person everyone expects me to be. And then you came along, and suddenly everything feels… different.”

I felt my heart ache at his words, but I stayed quiet, letting him continue.

“I feel like a fraud,” he admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. “I’m supposed to have it all together, to be this person everyone looks up to, but with you… I don’t know how to keep up the act. I don’t know how to be with you without feeling like I’m betraying everything I’ve built.”

I reached out, placing a hand on his arm, feeling the warmth of his skin beneath my fingers. “You don’t have to be perfect with me, Vinny. I don’t need the principal or whatever role you think you have to play. I just want you. The real you.”

He looked at me, his eyes filled with a mixture of longing and fear. “Karla… I love you. I really do. But I don’t know how to make this work. I can’t just ignore everything else.”

His confession hit me like a punch to the gut, and for a moment, I felt a rush of hope, of warmth. But as his words sank in, I realized that love alone wasn’t going to be enough—not if he couldn’t accept who we were together.

I took a deep breath, feeling a tear slip down my cheek as I looked at him, the man I’d come to care about so deeply, the man who couldn’t see past his own walls.

“Vinny,” I began, my voice thick with emotion. “I love you too. But I can’t keep doing this if it means hiding in the shadows, feeling like a secret you’re too afraid to share.”
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He looked down, his shoulders slumping as he let out a shaky breath. “I’m sorry. I just… I don’t know how to be the man you deserve.”

I nodded, feeling a mixture of sadness and resignation settle over me. “Then maybe we need to stop seeing each other. At least until you’re ready to be honest about what we have. I can’t keep sacrificing myself for someone who won’t fight for me.”

The words hurt as I said them, but I knew they were true. I couldn’t keep pretending that love was enough to fix the cracks between us, not if he wasn’t willing to stand by me openly.

He looked at me, his expression shattered, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he just nodded, the silence stretching between us like a chasm that neither of us knew how to cross.

I walked out of his office, my heart heavy with the weight of our parting. And as I left, I knew that while this wasn’t the ending I wanted, it was the only one that would allow me to keep the parts of myself I was just beginning to discover.


Chapter 8

∞∞∞

TRANSITIONING TO “KARLA” FULL-TIME at school felt like diving into the deep end of a pool without knowing if I could swim. But Alexis was there, guiding me every step of the way, her encouragement as steady as a lifeline. She’d been my confidante through this whole journey, my loudest cheerleader and biggest supporter, and with her help, I felt a strange sense of peace settling over me as I embraced this new version of myself.

It started with little changes—styling my hair differently, trying makeup here and there, and wearing more of the clothes that felt right for Karla. But soon, it was more than just clothes and makeup. It was the way I carried myself, the confidence that came with fully stepping into this new identity. And the girls noticed. They embraced me as “Coach Karla” without missing a beat, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Their acceptance was a balm to my soul, their smiles and laughs filling me with a pride I hadn’t felt in a long time.

“I have to say,” Alexis said one morning as we were setting up for practice, her eyes twinkling with pride, “you’re rocking this.”

I chuckled, feeling my face warm at her compliment. “Thanks, Alexis. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

She wrapped an arm around my shoulders, giving me a squeeze. “Anytime, Coach Karla. And remember, you’re not just doing this for them—you’re doing this for yourself too.”

Her words stuck with me, echoing in my mind as I led the squad through drills, guiding them with a confidence that felt new and powerful. For the first time, I wasn’t just pretending to be someone. I was finally, fully myself.

With the regional competition around the corner, my focus sharpened. The squad had worked so hard to get here, and I didn’t want to let them down. I poured every ounce of energy into our practices, tweaking routines, encouraging the girls to push themselves, and reminding them how much they’d already achieved.

The cheer routines had come together beautifully. The girls were hitting their marks with precision, their confidence building with every run-through. Watching them, I felt an immense pride, knowing that they’d worked for every bit of it. This wasn’t just about winning a competition—it was about proving to themselves and everyone else that they were capable of greatness.

“Alright, girls!” I called out after a particularly grueling practice, clapping my hands to get their attention. “You’ve put in the hard work, and it’s paying off. Now, let’s just focus on being consistent. We’ll go out there and show everyone what we’re made of!”

They erupted into cheers, their energy contagious. Seeing their determination filled me with a new sense of purpose, one that extended beyond my role as their coach. I wanted to win, not just for Mindy and the squad, but for myself—for the person I was becoming, and the person I was learning to love.

A few days later, as I was leaving the gym, one of my former swim students, Daniel, jogged over to me with a grin on his face. He was holding a single rose, which he handed to me with a shy smile.

“For you, Coach Karla,” he said, blushing slightly. “You look really pretty today.”
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I felt a flush creep up my cheeks, touched by the small gesture. “Thank you, Daniel,” I replied, smiling as I accepted the rose. “That’s very sweet of you.”

He nodded, shuffling his feet a bit. “We miss having you as our swim coach, you know. But we get that the cheer squad needs you right now.”

Hearing that from him warmed my heart. It reminded me of the support I had, not just from the cheer squad, but from the students I’d taught over the years. They accepted me as Coach Karla, just as they’d accepted me as Coach Karl, and knowing that made everything feel right.

“Well, you guys are doing great with Coach Hans,” I replied, giving him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “But I’ll always be rooting for you. And who knows? Maybe I’ll be back to help with swim next season.”

He grinned, his eyes bright with excitement. “We’d like that, Coach. Thanks!”

As he jogged off, I couldn’t help but smile, my heart feeling lighter. For a moment, my mind drifted to Vinny, wondering why he had not been watching our practices lately, but I quickly pushed the thought away. The squad and the students were my focus now. I didn’t need him to feel complete.

After work, I paid a visit to Mindy, hoping to reassure her about the squad’s progress. The bus ride was long but I hadn’t seen her in a while, and when I entered her cozy living room, I was struck by how different she looked. Her belly had grown, a visible reminder of the new life she was nurturing, and she gave me a warm smile as I took a seat beside her.

“Karla,” she greeted me, her eyes wide with surprise as she took in my new look. “Wow. You… you look amazing.”

I laughed, feeling a blush creep up my cheeks. “Thanks, Mindy. I’ve… well, I’ve been embracing the role a bit more lately.”

She reached out, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “I’ve heard from Alexis. You’re doing great, Karla. I can tell. The girls are lucky to have you.”

We chatted for a while, catching up on life, and as we talked, I felt a renewed sense of purpose. I told her about our progress, how the routines had come together, and how hard the squad had been working. Mindy’s smile grew with every detail, and I could see the pride in her eyes, the joy of knowing her squad was in good hands.

“You’ll win,” she said softly, her voice filled with certainty. “I just know it. You and the girls… you’re going to make everyone so proud. Thanks for everything.”

I felt a lump in my throat as I nodded, squeezing her hand. “We’ll do our best, Mindy. We won’t let you down.”

As I left her house, I felt a renewed determination. This wasn’t just about a competition anymore. This was about fulfilling a promise, about showing the world what we were capable of. And I was ready to give it everything I had.

On my to the bus stop that evening, the sky darkened, and a drizzle began to fall. I pulled my jacket tighter, hoping to beat the rain, but within minutes, it was pouring, the kind of heavy rain that seemed to wash everything away.

As I trudged through the downpour, memories of Vinny flooded my mind, unbidden and relentless. I saw him as he’d been that night in his office, his eyes filled with a mixture of longing and regret, his words echoing in my head: I love you, but I can’t give you everything.

The ache in my chest flared, sharp and painful, and I felt a surge of frustration and sadness. I’d tried to be strong, to ignore him, to let go of the hurt and focus on the things that mattered. But standing there in the rain, the weight of it all came crashing down.
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I reached up, my hand trembling as I touched the wig Vinny had given me, the symbol of our first dinner together, of the person he’d encouraged me to become. It felt heavy now, like a reminder of everything I’d lost, of the part of myself I’d given to someone who couldn’t love me openly.

Without thinking, I pulled the wig off, holding it in my hands as the rain poured down, soaking through the fabric and weighing it down. And then, in a moment of defiance, of release, I let it fall to the ground, watching as the rain washed over it, carrying away the last remnants of our time together.

As I stood there, the rain mixing with my tears, I felt a strange sense of freedom, like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. This journey was mine, and mine alone, and I didn’t need Vinny or anyone else to validate it. I was Karla, in every way that mattered, and I would keep moving forward, no matter what.


Chapter 9

∞∞∞

THE DAY OF THE REGIONAL cheerleading competition had finally arrived, and I was as ready as I’d ever be. I stood in front of the full-length mirror in the locker room, taking a moment to let everything sink in. I’d chosen my outfit carefully, wanting to look both professional and fabulous—a combination that took me way too long to achieve but was totally worth it.

I wore a fitted navy-blue blazer over a sleek, deep red blouse, with a high-waisted pencil skirt that stopped just above the knee. A simple necklace glinted at my collarbone, and I’d opted for a pair of comfortable yet stylish black ankle boots. My new wig—a shoulder-length, bob with soft waves—felt perfect, framing my face in a way that made me feel confident, grounded, and yes, even a little gorgeous.

As I was adjusting my outfit one last time, I caught a few voices drifting in from the hallway outside. I peeked out and saw a group of coaches from other schools—Burkhaven Academy and Pinewood Prep, two of our biggest rivals—huddled together, their voices low but their expressions smirking. Their cheerleaders clustered nearby, casting sidelong glances at me and whispering behind their hands.

“Look what the cat dragged in,” one of the rival coaches said, clearly not caring if I overheard. “I can’t believe that an esteemed school such as Lionheart allows cross-dressing freaks to teach.”

Another coach chuckled, shaking his head. “Honestly, what’s the point? Letting a guy play dress-up? I don’t know how Lyrans even manages to keep up these days. It’s must’ve been so hard to take the trainings seriously.”

I felt a pang of anger flare up, but before I could react, a group of my girls walked over, their heads held high as they squared off with the other teams.

My heart swelled as I watched my girls stand up for me, their expressions fierce with loyalty. They exchanged looks with each other, clearly unfazed by the whispers and the sneers.

One of the girls, Mia, stepped forward, her hands on her hips as she looked the rival team’s coach right in the eye. “Got something to say about our coach?” she asked, her voice steady.

The coach shifted uncomfortably, clearly not expecting anyone to confront him, especially not one of my cheerleaders. “It’s just… well, it’s not exactly… appropriate for a traditional school, is it?” he muttered, suddenly fumbling for words.

Mia rolled her eyes, glancing back at me with a grin. “Yeah, traditions are overrated, they stop us from changing and being our best versions. We’ll break more traditions today by winning regionals, so buckle up.”

A few of my other girls chimed in, nodding their agreement, and I couldn’t help but smile, pride blooming in my chest. Their confidence was infectious, and it reminded me of why I was here, dressed in my new look, fully embracing who I was.
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“Alright, girls,” I called, walking up to them with my head held high. “We don’t need to waste energy on people who don’t get it. We’re Lyrans—we’ve got something they’ll never have, and that’s class.”

They cheered, rallying around me with a new fire in their eyes, ready to take on anything the competition threw our way. I gave them a nod, feeling that surge of pride and knowing we were in this together.

After our run-in with the rival schools, I gathered the girls and found us seats near the front so we could watch the other performances. As the Burkhaven Academy squad took the floor, I could feel my stomach tighten. Their team was sharp, every move precise, their synchronization flawless. They were the kind of squad that had likely spent endless hours perfecting every detail, and it showed.

Alexis, sitting beside me with her notebook open, leaned over and whispered, “They’ve got technique, but they’re playing it safe. Wait until they see our routine—it’ll blow them out of the water.”

Her confidence was infectious, and I couldn’t help but smile. “You think so?”

“Oh, I know so,” she replied with a wink. “Trust me, Coach Karla, you’ve got something they don’t: originality and heart. Our girls are going to eat that routine for breakfast.”

Watching the other routines, I started to feel a mixture of nervousness and excitement. Each team brought something unique—there was a lot of talent in the room, and I could see the intensity of the competition. But Alexis was right. Our girls had a certain spark that wasn’t in the other routines. They brought personality, energy, and an undeniable passion that no amount of flawless technique could replicate.

After each performance, I’d look over at our squad, and every time, I’d see their determination only intensifying. They weren’t intimidated—they were inspired. Their excitement was palpable, and seeing them so pumped made me feel like a proud parent.

Finally, the announcer’s voice boomed through the microphone: “And now, from Lionheart High… the Lyrans!”

A cheer erupted from the crowd, and I felt my pulse quicken. The girls moved into their positions with a confidence that made me want to leap out of my seat and cheer. They’d worked so hard for this moment, and I could see it in their eyes—the fire, the focus, the pride in every step.

I watched them begin, my heart swelling with pride as they hit each move perfectly. Their jumps were high, their tumbling seamless, their lifts solid as a rock. I could see every bit of effort, every hour of practice coming together in a flawless performance.

Just as I was starting to relax into the thrill of it, I glanced across the room and froze. There, at the edge of the crowd, standing near the bleachers, was Vinny. He was watching intently, his gaze locked on the squad—and on me. My heart did a little flip, caught between excitement and frustration. He’d kept his distance for the past weeks, not reaching out, not showing up to practices. And now here he was, appearing out of nowhere like he hadn’t missed a beat.

I quickly turned my gaze back to the girls, trying to ignore the way Vinny’s presence seemed to make the air feel heavier, thicker. The old part of me wanted to seek his approval, to know he saw how far I’d come. But the new part of me—the one that had found strength in my own identity, my own confidence—decided he wasn’t my focus.

I was here for the girls, for the team, for the journey I’d taken to get here. With a subtle flip of my new wig, I refocused on the performance, feeling that familiar rush of pride as the girls nailed every beat.
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They ended the routine with a pyramid that soared higher than I’d ever seen them go. The crowd roared with applause, and the girls beamed, looking to me as they stepped off the floor. I rushed to them, my heart pounding with pride.

“That was incredible!” I shouted, gathering them into a group hug. “You girls owned that stage.”

Their smiles and laughter filled me with a joy I couldn’t describe, and as we stood there, soaking up the applause, I realized that this moment—this shared triumph—was more fulfilling than I could have ever imagined.

Not long after, the announcements began, and the tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife. Squad after squad was called to the stage for awards.

“Breathe, whoo, inhale, exhale,” Alexis said.

If only my blazer could speak, it would beg me to stop pulling it. Every fiber of my body was shaking from nerves. I couldn’t stop my teeth from grinding and the beads of sweat from my forehead started cascading down my cheeks. With a heart filled with nothing but hope, I just closed my eyes and kept repeating “Lyrans” in my head.

“And the squad that will represent Massachusetts for the nationals is… the Lyrans from Lionheart High!”

The girls rushed to the stage as Alexis and I jumped in our places. Their excitement spilled over as they took their place with the other finalists. I watched them with a mixture of pride and relief, my heart swelling with the satisfaction of seeing them succeed, knowing how much they’d put into every moment leading up to this one.

Alexis hugged me, her grin as wide as mine. “I told you they’d kill it! They’re amazing, and so are you, Karla.”

I hugged her back, feeling the warmth of her support. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Alexis. Seriously, I can’t believe we made it this far.”

We watched as the girls accepted their award, their faces lighting up as they held the trophy high. I knew that winning was only part of it—the real victory was in the journey, the growth, and the memories we’d made together. And standing there, surrounded by the people who’d been with me every step of the way, I felt a profound sense of peace and pride.

For the first time, I felt like I was exactly where I was meant to be. This was my life now—Karla’s life—and it was beautiful.

As the crowd began to disperse, I turned to gather the girls and Alexis so we could head out for a celebration. But before I could take a step, I saw Vinny making his way toward us through the crowd, his expression serious yet softened by a hint of pride.

“Karla,” he said, his voice low as he reached me. “I wanted to say congratulations. You and the team did an incredible job.”

“Thanks, Vinny,” I replied, keeping my tone polite. Despite the swirl of emotions his presence stirred up, I felt a certain satisfaction in keeping my distance. After all, he was the one who’d pushed me away, who’d chosen his reputation over the connection we shared.

He hesitated, glancing down before meeting my gaze again. “I know it’s been a while, but… would you like to join me for dinner tonight? To celebrate?”

Before I could answer, Alexis swooped in, her arm draping over my shoulder. “Sorry, but tonight’s a girls-only celebration,” she said with a playful smile. “No boys allowed.”

Vinny looked momentarily taken aback, his expression flickering with disappointment, but he quickly recovered, giving a small nod. “Alright, fair enough,” he said, his smile returning, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Maybe some other time, then.”

I offered him a polite nod, feeling a strange mixture of satisfaction and longing as I watched him turn away. A part of me missed him, missed the connection we’d shared, but I knew that tonight wasn’t about him. Tonight was about celebrating with the people who’d stood by me through everything.

As we left the gym, laughing and joking with the girls about the best pizza toppings and recounting our favorite moments from the day, I felt a warmth settle over me. Alexis gave me a knowing smile, and I knew she understood what this moment meant to me.

“This is your moment. Let him realize how much he lost by letting you go,” she said.

I shook my head, a slight smile forming on my face, “yeah, it’s what he deserves,” I chuckled—but it didn’t feel funny at all.


Chapter 10

∞∞∞

THE AMERICAN HIGH SCHOOL Cheerleading Championship had finally arrived after three weeks. The culmination of all our work, all the hours, the setbacks, the breakthroughs—it was all for this moment. And let me tell you, the energy in the arena was something else. The place buzzed with the electric hum of hundreds of cheerleaders, coaches, parents, and fans, each one ready to watch the best of the best.

I caught sight of the stadium’s high ceilings, the enormous banners with school logos, the lights shining down on the glossy floor where, in a matter of minutes, my girls would make their mark. I took a deep breath, the reality of it all hitting me. This wasn’t just another competition. This was nationals. And for the first time, Lionheart High’s Lyrans were in the running for the national title.

I adjusted my outfit, giving myself one last once-over in a mirror by the entrance. I’d chosen everything carefully, wanting to look my best, not just for the team but for myself. I wore a tailored white blazer over a deep blue silk blouse that perfectly matched the Lyrans’ colors. My pencil skirt hugged my waist, and I’d opted for classy white flats—practical but stylish enough for the occasion. The final touch was my new wig, a shoulder-grazing bob with soft curls that perfectly highlighted my cheekbones.

I felt confident, and yes, even beautiful.

Just as I was touching up my lipstick, a familiar voice broke through the noise. I turned and saw my parents approaching, their faces filled with pride and a hint of nervousness. We hadn’t seen each other in person since I’d told them about my transition over the phone. That conversation had been a gamble—I wasn’t sure if they’d accept me, let alone show up today. But the way they smiled as they came closer, their eyes shining, told me everything I needed to know.

“Mom, Dad!” I called, feeling a rush of emotion as I hurried over to them.

“Oh, sweetheart, you look wonderful,” my mom said, her eyes misting as she pulled me into a tight hug.

“We’re so proud of you, Karla,” my dad added, his voice warm as he patted my shoulder. “I can’t believe we’re actually here. This is amazing.”

I blinked back tears, feeling overwhelmed by the acceptance, the love. For so long, I’d kept parts of myself hidden, afraid of what people would think, especially the people closest to me. But seeing my parents here, supporting me as Karla, made everything feel possible.

“Thank you for coming,” I whispered, hugging them both. “It means more than you know.”

As I walked over to where the girls were stretching, I spotted Mindy in the audience. She waved, her face glowing with pride and excitement. Her belly was now quite pronounced. Next to her was Alexis, her ever-faithful notebook clutched in one hand, her other hand waving at me like a maniac. I gave them both a thumbs-up, my heart swelling with gratitude for the people who’d been by my side through everything.

Then, just as I was about to gather the girls for a last pep talk, the arena went silent. A murmur rippled through the crowd, and I looked up to see a small entourage entering the arena from the back. At the center of it all was a woman in a glittering gown, her presence radiating glamour and grace. My jaw nearly dropped.

“Is that…?” I muttered, nudging Alexis.

She squealed, grabbing my arm. “It’s her! It’s Mariah Carey!”

Sure enough, Mariah Carey herself was striding across the floor, her famous voice humming with laughter as she waved at the crowd. She looked every bit the diva she was known to be—stunning, confident, and undeniably fabulous. I could practically feel the energy in the room intensify as everyone craned their necks for a better look.

“Oh my god,” I whispered, my eyes wide. “Mariah Carey is here… at our competition!”

Alexis’s grip on my arm tightened. “This is a sign. I’m telling you, this is a sign. If Mariah Carey’s here, it means we’re winning this thing.”

I laughed, feeling the excitement bubble up. Part of me wanted to rush over and ask her for a photo, maybe even chat with her for a second. But my focus had to be on the girls. They needed me in this moment, and I needed to be there for them.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed my Mariah-induced jitters aside and turned back to the team. This was it. We were ready.

As I approached the girls once more, I could see the nervous energy flickering across their faces. They were stretching, running through last-minute drills, and exchanging whispered pep talks. I clapped my hands to gather their attention, watching as they formed a tight circle around me, their faces a mixture of excitement and nerves.

“Alright, ladies,” I began, meeting each of their gazes, “this is it. We’ve worked so hard to get here, and I couldn’t be prouder of every single one of you. Today isn’t just about winning. It’s about showing everyone who the Lyrans are—strong, fierce, and absolutely unstoppable.”

They nodded, their expressions softening as they absorbed my words. I could see the weight of the moment settling in, a sense of calm washing over them as they connected with each other, with the purpose we’d built together.

“We’re going to go out there, and we’re going to give it everything we’ve got,” I continued, my voice strong. “But remember, no matter what happens, we’re already winners. The hard work, the setbacks, the victories—it all led us here. And nothing can take that away.”

One by one, their faces lit up with determination, the nerves melting into focused resolve. We stood together, our arms around each other, forming a circle as we bowed our heads in a moment of silent prayer. It wasn’t just about asking for success—it was about grounding ourselves, remembering that we were here for each other, no matter the outcome.

As we finished the prayer, I took a deep breath, feeling a rush of gratitude and pride wash over me. “Now, let’s show them what the Lyrans are made of.”

“Bring it on!” Mia called out, her fist pumping in the air. The other girls cheered, their voices ringing out with excitement, filling the air with a palpable sense of unity.

Just as we were about to break the circle, Jamie raised her hand, her face stricken with panic. “Coach! My top—my zipper just broke!”

I felt my heart lurch, but Alexis, ever the superhero, sprang into action. She reached into her tote bag, producing a mini sewing kit and a handful of safety pins like she’d been preparing for this exact moment.

“Hold still, Jamie,” Alexis instructed, her hands moving swiftly as she repaired the zipper. She worked with practiced ease, her fingers deftly securing the fabric with a mix of safety pins and quick stitches.

“There,” Alexis said, stepping back and giving Jamie a reassuring smile. “Good as new.”

Jamie let out a relieved sigh, giving Alexis a quick hug. “Thank you, thank you!”

The other girls laughed, some of the tension lifting as we all took a deep breath together. These were the moments that reminded me why I loved coaching—the teamwork, the support, the way we all lifted each other up when it mattered most.

“Alright, ladies,” I said, giving them a nod. “Let’s go out there and do what we came here to do.”

We shared one last cheer, our voices echoing in the locker room before we headed toward the floor. I could feel their excitement building, and as we stepped onto the sidelines, I knew they were ready. This was our moment.

The teams before us performed one after another, each routine packed with energy, skill, and flair. I recognized some of the schools from past competitions—schools like Northcrest, Valley Ridge, and Green Hill Academy. Each team brought their own unique style, their stunts and tumbling sequences executed with a precision that left the crowd cheering.

But as the routines went on, I could feel the anticipation building. I glanced over at Mindy, who was seated a few rows behind us, a serene smile on her face as she watched the performances. She caught my eye and gave me a thumbs-up, her confidence somehow soothing my own nerves. Alexis, meanwhile, was fidgeting beside me, her notebook clutched tightly in her lap, her eyes wide with excitement and a touch of worry.

My parents were a sight to see, leaning close to each other as they whispered and occasionally snapped photos. They were fully absorbed in the experience, their enthusiasm both endearing and comforting. I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride seeing them here, knowing they were fully supportive of this journey, of me.

Just as Valley Ridge finished their routine, there was a momentary gasp from the crowd. One of their flyers had stumbled slightly before being lifted into a formation, her footing slipping just enough to cause a few stifled gasps. My heart skipped a beat, and I saw a few of the Lyrans exchange glances, their expressions tense.

The flyer recovered quickly, brushing off the mistake, but the incident left a ripple of unease in its wake. I placed a reassuring hand on Mia’s shoulder, giving her a small nod.

“Hey, remember what we talked about,” I whispered, leaning close. “Stay focused on what we’ve practiced. You’ve got this, all of you.”

Taking a deep breath, I turned back to the performance area, waiting for our name to be called, the anticipation building with every passing second.

Finally, it was time. The announcer’s voice echoed over the arena speakers, cutting through the noise with a clear, resounding call: “And now, from Lionheart High… the Lyrans!”
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The cheers from the audience filled the stadium, and I felt my heart race as the girls took their positions on the floor, each one standing tall and proud, their expressions fierce and focused. Every step, every move, every beat they were about to hit had been drilled into them over countless practices. They knew this routine like the back of their hands, but today, it felt alive, electric, as if every practice was culminating in this one shining moment.

The music started, the beat loud and energizing, and the girls launched into their opening sequence with the precision of a well-oiled machine. Mia and Jamie led the way with high, powerful kicks, their movements fluid and synchronized, followed by the rest of the team in a sharp, coordinated series of high-energy jumps. Watching them, I felt a surge of pride, knowing how hard each of them had worked to make this look effortless.

Then came the tumbling passes—one after another, each girl executing a perfectly timed flip, landing gracefully before moving seamlessly into the next move. The rhythm was intense, the tempo quickening as they transitioned into a pyramid formation. I watched as the bases, strong and steady, lifted the flyers with practiced ease, each flyer holding their pose confidently as they were elevated high above the floor.

My heart was pounding as they reached the first key transition. This was one of the most challenging parts of the routine—a sequence of connected jumps and lifts that required perfect timing and absolute trust in each other. They moved as one, each jump timed to perfection, each lift executed with strength and grace. The flyers seemed to hover in the air, their arms outstretched, their smiles radiant.

I glanced around, catching glimpses of the audience’s reactions—their wide eyes, their gasps of amazement. Even some of the rival teams were watching with admiration, nodding and murmuring as they took in the Lyrans’ performance. Alexis was beside me, her hands clutched together, her face beaming with pride, and I knew she felt the same overwhelming joy I did.

As the routine built toward the climax, the girls transitioned into their final pyramid formation, the bases lifting the flyers into a soaring, gravity-defying pose.

“We’ve got this!” I said—my voice barely above a whisper.

This was the heart of the Lyrans’ routine, the moment they’d worked so hard to perfect. Each flyer held her position with confidence, their arms extended, their legs pointed, every movement sharp and precise.

Then, in a seamless, breathtaking transition, they moved into the grand finale—the triple twist. The bases lowered slightly, gathering their strength, and with one coordinated push, the flyers were launched into the air, spinning gracefully as they executed the triple twist.

“Didn’t I tell you!?” I said to Alexis—our mouths refusing to close from the palpable excited.

The timing was flawless, each flyer twisting and landing with a precision that left the crowd roaring with applause.

The music hit its final beat, and the girls struck their ending poses, their faces lit with the joy of accomplishment. They’d done it. They’d given everything they had, and it showed in every inch of their performance.

The crowd erupted into cheers, and I felt my own eyes misting as I clapped along, my heart filled with pride and gratitude. These girls had come so far, and watching them shine on this stage was more than I could have ever hoped for.

As the crowd’s cheers echoed through the arena, the girls made their way off the stage, breathless and beaming, their eyes shining with the thrill of having nailed their routine. I rushed over, unable to contain my excitement.

“You did it!” I cried, wrapping my arms around them in a giant group hug. “That was perfect! Absolutely perfect!”

They laughed, some of them teary-eyed as they hugged me back, their excitement contagious. Each of their faces told the same story—relief, pride, and the unmistakable glow of having poured everything into something they loved. I looked around at each of them, feeling an overwhelming surge of love and pride. They weren’t just my students; they were my team, my family.

As the adrenaline from the performance began to settle, the announcer’s voice came over the speakers once again, and everyone quieted down, waiting with bated breath for the final results.

“Thank you to all our incredible teams today,” he began, his voice rich and smooth. “And now, we’re ready to announce our winners.”

The crowd fell into a hush, and I felt my stomach twist with nerves as the announcer gestured to the far side of the stage. A spotlight followed, illuminating none other than Mariah Carey herself. She was positively radiant, her gown sparkling under the lights, and she gave the crowd a dazzling smile as she stepped forward, her voice carrying with all the charm and poise of a true diva.

“Hello, darlings!” she cooed, waving to the audience. “Fabulous performances today! Truly, I am honored to be here with such talent and passion on display. You all made me so proud today!”

The arena buzzed with excitement, the tension building as Mariah took her time, letting the moment sink in. She winked playfully at the crowd before glancing down at the envelope in her hand.

“Now, without further ado… let’s get to the awards,” she announced, her voice filled with that signature warmth and flair. “Our second runner-up for the American High School Cheerleading Championship… please give a huge round of applause to… Crestwood Academy!”

The Crestwood team erupted into cheers, their faces alight with joy as they made their way to the stage to accept their trophy. The crowd clapped and cheered, and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest, my hands growing clammy as the announcer moved to the next award.

“And now,” Mariah continued, casting a dramatic glance over the audience, “our first runner-up… Northview High!”

The Northview team rushed to the stage, their excitement visible as they hugged each other, taking in the applause and cheers from the audience. My stomach churned with anticipation, the weight of the moment settling over me as Mariah returned to the microphone, her gaze sweeping across the arena.

“And now,” she said, her voice dropping into a whisper that somehow still carried over the entire crowd, “for the first-place winner of this year’s American High School Cheerleading Championship…” She paused, letting the tension build, her smile widening as she finally announced, “I knew it! Lionheart High, the Lyrans!”

I couldn’t believe my ears. The girls screamed, jumping up and down as they threw their arms around each other, their faces lit with pure, unfiltered joy. I felt my knees go weak, my heart pounding as I processed what had just happened. We’d done it. We were national champions.

The girls rushed up to the stage, accepting the trophy with wide eyes and huge smiles, their laughter echoing across the arena. Alexis grabbed my arm, squealing as she hugged me, her own eyes brimming with tears.

“Karla, we did it! They did it!” she cried, pulling me into a hug.

I laughed, too overwhelmed to speak as I hugged her back. This moment, this victory—it was everything we’d worked for, everything we’d dreamed of. I watched the girls on stage, feeling a sense of pride so strong it was almost overwhelming.

As I clapped along with the crowd, the announcer’s voice returned, his words adding to the momentous atmosphere.

“Now, to say a few words, please welcome the principal of Lionheart High… Mr. Vinny Sanders!”
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The cameras followed him and the applause grew louder as Vinny made his way onto the stage, his face calm but his eyes filled with pride. He took the microphone, looking out over the crowd, his gaze lingering on the girls, who were still cheering and laughing, their joy infectious.

“Thank you, everyone,” he began, his voice steady, though I could detect a hint of emotion in his tone. “This is an incredible moment, not just for the Lyrans, but for our entire school. This is the first time in Lionheart’s history that we’ve won regionals and nationals in the same season, and I couldn’t be prouder of our team and all the hard work they’ve put in to make this dream a reality.”

The crowd cheered, and Vinny paused, letting the applause die down. His gaze moved over the audience, and then, as if finding a specific spot, his eyes met mine. I felt a jolt, my breath catching as he looked directly at me, his expression shifting to something softer, something vulnerable.

He cleared his throat, his voice carrying over the crowd. “But I have to admit… I’m not the one who should be giving this speech. The person who truly deserves to be here right now is someone who has poured her heart and soul into this team, someone who has inspired all of us with her courage, her dedication, and her spirit.”

He took a breath, his gaze unwavering as he continued, “Coach Karla is not only an incredible leader, but she’s also the love of my life. And I’ve been a fool to let her go, to hide my feelings instead of standing by her side. So today, in front of everyone here, I want to say… I’m sorry, Karla. And if you’ll forgive me, I’d be honored if you’d come up here and take the stage.”

I felt my heart stop, the world narrowing down to just Vinny and me as his words sank in. He’d said it. In front of everyone, he’d confessed his love, his regret, his hope for a second chance. My hands trembled as I made my way to the stage, every step feeling surreal, like I was moving through a dream. The cameras and reporters who didn’t bother to interview me and my squad earlier were now all focused on the Lyrans, Principal Sanders, and on me.

When I reached him, I could see the emotion in his eyes, the raw sincerity of his apology. And in that moment, I knew that whatever pain, whatever confusion had filled the last few months, it didn’t matter anymore. I could see in his face that he was here, fully, genuinely, ready to stand by me.

“What the hell,” I muttered, feeling a grin tug at my lips as I looked up at him. “I forgive you.”

And before I knew it, his arms were around me, pulling me close as our lips met in a kiss that felt like coming home. The crowd erupted into cheers, the girls on stage squealing as they clapped, their joy adding to the moment. I could feel the warmth of Vinny’s embrace, his hand on my back, grounding me, filling me with a sense of peace and happiness I hadn’t known I was missing.

When we finally pulled apart, his gaze held mine, a mixture of relief, love, and gratitude shining in his eyes. “I love you, Karla,” he whispered, his voice barely audible over the cheering crowd.

“I will never hurt you again.”

“I love you too, and you better not, because the championship to my heart is a way harder to win!” I replied cheekily, my voice choked with emotion.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

SIX MONTHS LATER, I stood in the quiet, candle-lit church, the smell of polished wood and the soft murmur of voices filling the air. Today was Mindy’s baby’s christening—a big day, not just for her, but for me and Vinny too. I’d never been anyone’s godparent before, and as the thought settled in, I realized how huge it was. Little Marley, with her big brown eyes and wisps of dark hair, had captured my heart the moment I’d met her. And now, here I was, about to be named her godmother. The idea was both thrilling and terrifying.

I glanced down at myself, adjusting the soft lavender dress I’d chosen for the day. It was knee-length, with a high neckline and lace detailing at the sleeves, perfectly modest for the occasion but with a hint of elegance that made me feel beautiful. My body had changed so much in these past months, a fact that still caught me off guard in little moments like these. The dress hugged my waist, flowing naturally over hips that were just a little fuller now.

My skin had softened, and my face looked slightly different, rounder in some places. And then there were the small, tender buds of my chest—still modest, but undeniable. The changes weren’t dramatic, but they were enough that I caught myself smiling at the woman looking back at me in the mirror.

Vinny came up beside me, slipping an arm around my waist. He looked amazing in his dark suit and tie, every bit the confident, supportive partner I’d come to love so much over these past months. I still couldn’t believe sometimes that this was the same man who’d once kept me a secret. Now he held me close, proudly, and I saw the warmth in his eyes every time he looked at me.

“Nervous?” he whispered, his lips close to my ear.

I laughed softly, leaning into him. “You could say that. Not every day you become someone’s godmother. And what about you? This is your first godparent gig, too, right?”

He grinned, squeezing my waist. “Absolutely. Though I have to say, you’re a natural. Marley already adores you.”

I felt my cheeks warm, and I glanced down, feeling the slight weight of the cross necklace Mindy had gifted me just for today. “Well, she’s adorable, and Mindy’s been a saint. She made this whole thing so special.”

Vinny nodded, looking over to where Mindy was holding Marley, beaming as she rocked her gently. “She has. And she’s been one of your biggest supporters from day one. I’m glad she’s in your life.”

I smiled, feeling the truth of his words sink in. “I am, too. But I have to admit, standing up there in front of everyone as her godmother… it feels… I don’t know. Big. Like a new chapter.”

Vinny chuckled softly, giving my hand a reassuring squeeze. “A big chapter. But you’re ready for it. I’ve never seen you happier, Karla.”

As the ceremony began, we took our seats, and I held Vinny’s hand in mine, grounding myself in his steady presence. Mindy looked over at me with a smile that said everything—her gratitude, her pride, her friendship. When it was time, I joined her at the front of the church, my heart pounding as I took Marley in my arms.

The little one blinked up at me, her eyes wide with curiosity, and I couldn’t help but smile, the nerves fading away as I looked at her tiny, trusting face. As I held her, the weight of responsibility hit me, but it wasn’t overwhelming. It was a promise, a commitment, a connection to a family I’d chosen, and that had chosen me in return.

When the ceremony was over, we gathered with the rest of the family and friends, laughter and conversations filling the air. I rocked Marley gently, feeling more at ease than I had at the start of the day.

Vinny sidled up to me, his eyes crinkling as he watched me with Marley. “You’re a natural,” he said, his voice soft. “Have you ever thought about having one of your own?”
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I looked up at him, feeling a twinge of sadness. “Vinny… you know that’s not exactly in the cards for us.”

He shrugged, his smile unfazed. “So we adopt. Or look into other options. There are ways.”

The thought made me laugh, and I shook my head. “Look at you, Mr. Principal. All grown up and planning a family.”

He grinned, his eyes sparkling. “I’m serious, Karla. We could have something beautiful. We already do, actually.” He looked down at me, his gaze warm and filled with promise. “I’m in this with you, for the long haul. Whatever the future looks like, I want it with you.”

His words touched me more deeply than I could say, and I felt a tear slip down my cheek before I could stop it. Here he was, the man who once struggled with the idea of being seen with me, now talking about a future, about building a life together. It was all I’d ever wanted, and somehow, he’d made it feel real.

I reached up, brushing the tear away, but Vinny caught my hand, his thumb brushing softly over my knuckles. “Hey,” he whispered, his voice gentle, “what’s that for?”

“Just… happy tears,” I admitted, my voice catching slightly. “Six months ago, I couldn’t have imagined this. You, standing by me like this, talking about… about our future.”

Vinny’s hand cupped my cheek, his gaze soft and full of warmth. “I’ve learned a lot in these past months, Karla. You showed me that life isn’t about what other people think. It’s about who we are, who we love, and what we’re willing to fight for.”

I smiled, feeling a warmth spread through me as I leaned into his touch. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, Vinny Sanders, but I’m not letting you go.”

He laughed, his fingers gently brushing my hair. “Good. Because I’m not letting you go, either.”

As we stood there, Marley gurgling happily in my arms, I felt the weight of his words settle into my heart, a promise that felt as real as the love we shared. This was my life now—a life filled with love, acceptance, and a future that felt open and bright.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy The Cheerful Coach? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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Story 1 – Maid For Love
Hearing her say yes to my proposal was the happiest moment of my life. I didn’t want to ruin her excitement by burdening her with the news of our flailing company. Being a chambermaid in a rubber dress was my only option to afford the wedding of her dreams.

But will she still be willing to marry me once she sees my feminine alter ego?

Story 2 – Sissies And The City
I walked over to the full-length mirror in my living room, studying my reflection. The woman staring back at me was beautiful, confident, and strong.

But right now, she felt lost, unsure of her place in this world.
But why does Mr. Huge have a way of making me feel like I was still not one?

"What am I to him?"

Story 3 – All Made Up
Being called a disappointment and loser by my own family at 35 was too close to becoming of normalcy. I was slowly believing that they were right, that I was bound nowhere in life.
Not until I met Jessica, the most inspiring boss babe I’d met who would change my life using one dress, one lingerie set, and one shade of lipstick at a time.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Sweet Femboys


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of e-mails but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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"Careful, you’re getting too good at pretending to be a girl…"

My heart raced as I adjusted the hem of the dress—too tight, too revealing, yet exactly what he wanted.
I was supposed to be Erin, the mysterious woman slipping into Johnny Grimm’s inner circle, but under the makeup and borrowed confidence, I still felt like me, like Ernie, the guy living in his parents’ basement.
None of this felt real, except for Darren’s intense gaze as he handed me my cover story. His warning echoed in my mind: “One mistake, and he’ll see right through you.”
Johnny Grimm wasn’t a fool; he was Chicago’s most dangerous drug lord, and I was a pawn in Darren’s plan to take him down. But the longer I stayed in this disguise, the more I felt Erin becoming… real.
“Careful, Erin,” Darren said softly, his voice low. “You’re getting too good at this.”

Read The Girly Undercover

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.

	[image: A person in a dress  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in glasses and garment  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person holding a lipstick  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person in a cheerleader outfit  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a swimsuit on a beach  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a maid outfit  Description automatically generated]



Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading The Cheerful Coach.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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To her surprise, Curtis wasn’t the man
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" Book written by Bestselling Author
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