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For my family and friends; my girlfriend and her family and friends; and Bachelor Nation! When you asked, I said yes!

Love you all and thank you.





“Whatever you do, don’t pick a girl from Southern California.”

—A friend

“… but I don’t know.”

—Cassie Randolph





Author’s Note

I fell in love on TV in front of millions of people. It is not something I planned or expected to happen. Love is not something you can plan. I see you nodding in agreement. I suspect we’re like-minded in this regard. You believe in the magic of love, as I do, whether you’re reading a romance or living one. With this book, I have written the romance I am currently living and loving, and I’m hoping it becomes my happily ever after. I am thrilled where I am now, but it’s complicated. I still have a lot to learn and discover and a lifetime ahead of me. I would like people to realize, as I have, that it’s okay not to have yourself all figured out. It’s okay not to have all the answers. It’s okay to ask, “Who am I? What do I want?” It’s okay to laugh and cry and step boldly into the unknown and occasionally jump over a fence. It’s okay to share your heart and show your vulnerability. This is the only way I know to live … and to love.



The Short List

On The Bachelor, I didn’t have as much time to get to know someone as I might have wanted or thought I was going to get. In that sense, the show was like real life. Moments came and went in the blink of an eye. I promise you that won’t happen here. To get us started, here are ten basic but essential facts about me.


	I prefer texts over email, but it’s best just to call me. You can spend all day texting what you can accomplish in a five-minute call.

	I’m into country music now. But growing up I was Team *NSYNC over Team Backstreet Boys.

	Brussels sprouts are my favorite food. I wonder what that says about me. A little weird, I suppose. Sushi is a close second.

	Sangria is my favorite drink. If it’s not on the menu, I’ll have a glass of white wine.

	I don’t wash my blue jeans. Denim shrinks, and a good pair of blue jeans should be worshipped, not washed.

	
I wear shorts to bed if I’m sleeping with my dog. I don’t wear anything if I’m alone.

	I am a neat freak. Cass says I’m the messiest neat person she’s ever met.

	I prefer baths over showers. But I always shower before taking a bath.

	Of the one thousand plus photos on my Instagram, my favorite is the picture of me and Cass right after The Bachelor finale. I could finally show everybody that I was with this incredible person who filled my heart with happiness.

	Am I still a virgin? That’s a big part of this book, so you’re going to have to keep reading to learn the rest of the story. And no skipping ahead. If you do, you’ll miss the next chapter, which—spoiler alert—reveals something heretofore known only to Cass and me.






PART ONE What’s Your Number?







How Do You Not Know by Now?

I was standing on the dock, the turquoise water behind me, and my eyes were glued to the spot where Cassie would be arriving. I was eager to see her. I knew she would look great, all cute and sexy. I imagined staring into her eyes and seeing her smile up close and touching her soft, warm skin. I was still trying to figure out my life, but this much I knew for sure: being with Cassie made me happy.

It was week five of The Bachelor. We were newly arrived in Thailand after a week in Singapore, and I was waiting for my first one-on-one date with Cassie Randolph, a twenty-three-year-old blond from Huntington Beach, California. She had occupied my thoughts for days. Intrigued. Smitten. A little obsessed. Maybe more than a little. Call it what you want. I knew I was supposed to be open-minded, but Cassie was the girl I wanted to spend time with more than any of the others, and when producers informed me to get ready for a one-on-one with her, my smile expressed a well of pent-up excitement that literally rose from my toes all the way to the top of my head and exploded from me in a single word: Finally!

I was sure they already sensed my interest in her. Same with Cass. The two of us felt the initial blush of attraction when we first said hello, and since then I’d managed to sneak in several conversations with Cass that confirmed the fact. The producers picked up on the vibe but moved slowly and cautiously. They knew that Cass was reserved and careful about opening up emotionally, and they wanted her to get more comfortable with me before we were on our first one-on-one date.

They were right.

Everything about this date was perfect—except the weather.

We were supposed to go snorkeling. I couldn’t have picked a better activity for a first date. I love the water. I grew up snorkeling and scuba diving with my family. I was skilled and confident in my ability. Since Cassie lived in a beach community and her little brother was a serious surfer, I figured she enjoyed water sports, too. As a bonus, both of us would be in swimsuits. The date was going to be fun—really fun.

The anticipation made me impatient as I watched the crew load the dive boat and block their camera positions. I’m not good at waiting around for something to happen, good or bad. Stray dogs milled around the dock. They were everywhere in Thailand. A couple of them sniffed at my feet, trying to make friends, hoping I had food. I resisted the urge to pet them. I didn’t want to get stray-dog scent on me before the date.

Then the van bringing Cassie arrived. After the crew checked their shot with producers, the door opened and there she was. Perfectly framed: blond and smiling. She got out and joined me on the dock. She wore a black bathing suit top and white-and-tan-striped culottes and looked super cute. She would’ve looked super cute in anything.

She was eager to learn about our date. I teased the plans without revealing specific details, as was my role as the Bachelor. The details had changed only a few minutes earlier. While waiting for Cassie, it had started to rain. Though the rain was light and felt pleasant in the thick, humid air, it made shooting underwater impossible. So producers scratched the scuba diving and instead Cass and I were headed to a small sandbar—a private island, in Bachelor parlance—where we could frolic in tropical isolation.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, helping Cassie on board.

As the boat started up and skimmed over the clear blue water, we cuddled up next to each other and talked until the island came into view. Cassie laughed, clearly delighted with this postage-stamp-size paradise of our own. We jumped out and held hands as we ran onto the sand. Everything was warm—the water, the air, Cassie’s skin.

Cassie and I turned toward each other at the same time. She was smiling—a good sign. We ran around, kicked at the water, and kissed (and kissed some more) before sitting down on a log in the middle of the sandbar to talk. We were eager to get to know each other. Aware that she was studying speech pathology, I told her that I struggled with a lisp when I was little and still had trouble with my s’s when I got anxious. She said she could help.

The producers had an uncanny ability to interrupt and pull us for interviews right when I wished none of them were there. What do you think? What are you feeling? What do you like about her? Everything about her was perfect, I thought. The sound of her voice. Her laugh. Her eyes. The way she looks in that black bikini …

Then Cassie and I were in the water again. The producers wanted a shot of us from above. They launched a drone. The boat pulled away from us, out of the picture. “Don’t say anything personal or important,” one of the producers warned. A second later Cass and I had the same realization. We weren’t wearing microphones. No one was listening in on our conversation. We didn’t have cameras pointed at us. Or crew members standing two feet away. It was a rarity on The Bachelor. We were alone.

In the warm ocean.

Holding each other.

Kissing.

I closed my eyes in order to savor everything about this gorgeous, playful, sensual moment. I wanted this imprinted in my memory forever. But when I opened my eyes again and gazed down at Cass, expecting to find a similarly romantic look in return, I saw instead a young woman who was looking up at me with an intensely serious curiosity.

“How do you not know by now?” she said.

She wasn’t joking. There was no ha-ha or wink-wink in her expression. Her question was straight to the point, real, and stunningly revealing of a young woman with the character and courage to seize a rare opportunity and ask for the truth.

How do you not know by now?

I knew what she meant, but I wasn’t prepared for the directness and honesty of her question. Basically, she wanted me to flip to the end of the book and tell her how the story ended. I couldn’t. I didn’t know myself.

“That’s not a fair question,” I said.

Cassie tilted her head to the side.

“You have all these beautiful women and you still don’t know?” she said. “You have to know a little bit.”

She might’ve been right. We were more than a month into the show, and, as I knew from my previous experiences on The Bachelorette and Bachelor in Paradise, there comes a time early on in this amorous adventure when sparks fly and the promise of something more compels further exploration or there’s zero romantic connection and, well, those people are the first to get sent home. Cassie made my heart flutter and dance with curiosity and desire, and the fact that we had cameras pointed at us was beside the point. My emotions were real.

Very real.

And that’s a scary thing. To expose those feelings and risk that hurt.

With millions of people watching.

Except you aren’t thinking about them.

Cassie sure wasn’t—and it told me so much about her. How did I not know? That would be the prism through which I looked at everyone for the remainder of the show. How did I not know? What did I know? Cassie must have been asking herself the same questions. All of us were. Everyone on the show. I had spent years thinking about love and falling in love and wondering who that person might be and how I would know when it happened. Was it possible I’d meet her on a reality TV show?

If I did, would she feel the same way? Would she know?

I held Cassie in my arms. I kissed her.

What if she didn’t know?

How do we truly know about anything?

Only twenty-six years old at the time, I was trying to figure myself out and constantly asked myself such questions and more. Who was I? What should I do with my life? Perhaps identity and the search for it was a lifelong quest. As a little boy, I wondered what I wanted to do when I grew up. As a teenager, I wondered how I would know when I liked a girl and then how would I know when it was the right time to kiss her. Then came the question about sex. Actually, there were many questions about sex. Some I knew how to ask. Some I didn’t. How would I know when it was the right time? And with whom? How would I know when I fell in love? How would I know it was the forever kind of love?

The one thing I knew about myself with absolute certainty was that I was sometimes confused.

And then there was Cassie.

How did I not know? How does anyone ever know?






A Promise Broken

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that.”

Cassie was staring straight into my eyes for some sign of assurance, and I had to quickly turn away before I told her too much. We were back on the boat, but not yet wearing microphones. The crew was still getting themselves situated. When I didn’t immediately respond, she apologized again. I put my hand on her knee and told her an apology wasn’t necessary. It was okay, I said. I understood. I truly did.

Cassie was simply being real, which wasn’t simple at all. From having been in a similar position as she was now, I knew she wanted some kind of assurance from me that we were on the same page. At the very least, that I had narrowed down my interest to two or three girls and that she was among them. Even that was scary. Who wants to compete for affection? Her heart must have been in her throat. Her feelings were genuine, and being aware of the cameras surrounding her, she was only protecting herself before she exposed any real feelings and made herself vulnerable, open to scrutiny and possible pain.

On the island, I told her that I didn’t like playing games. How could I look into her eyes and say anything without sounding disingenuous?

Then again, we were, in fact, playing a game. The Bachelor, like its prime-time siblings, The Bachelorette and Bachelor in Paradise, was a dating experiment on steroids. It was Bumble, OkCupid, Tinder, and Match.com all mashed together times one hundred. I loved the show. I was addicted and freaked out at the same time. The goal was to find the person you wanted to be with forever. From my first time as a participant, I alternated between excitement and fear, often wondering if I could separate the two emotions. It was the same thing Cassie was experiencing. In matters of the heart, excitement and fear were two sides of the same coin. I knew when the feelings weren’t there. And when they were there? Why was it such a mess? Why were there always so many questions?

Was it really love?

Would it last? How could I be sure?

How did I not know?

I knew the poet’s famous line about love, but was it really better to have loved and lost?

I hated to lose. I was still nursing a broken heart after getting dumped a year earlier from my first serious relationship. How long was that injury supposed to last? My broken shoulder healed faster. When I loved, I was all in. I opened my heart as wide as possible, and the bruises from that breakup were still raw, tender, and painful to touch. I’m sensitive, perhaps overly and unexpectedly so.

You don’t have to be Dr. Freud to find the root cause of that condition. Like a lot of people my age, I still bore the scars of my parents’ divorce even though both of them had remarried and I loved my blended family of bonus parents and siblings as much as you can love anyone in your family. But my parents’ split was a jarring hit. As with those ferocious hits on the football field that come out of nowhere, it was hard to get up after that one.

Don’t get me wrong. As I said a moment ago, I love my parents, Donna and Scott. They’re Mom and Dad, and they’re also my best friends. I still finish our phone calls by saying, “Bye, I love you.” But I’m like a lot of kids who had a hard time seeing their parents as individuals separate from Mom and Dad, with problems and issues they were trying to figure out. They were college sweethearts and star athletes at Illinois State University (ISU). Mom was all-state in volleyball and Dad was an all-state defensive lineman on the football team.

After graduation they married and moved to Indianapolis, Indiana. Within a year, they started a family. I was born January 26, 1992. My brother, Connor, arrived eighteen months later. Mom and Dad were thrilled. When I was six years old, we moved to Washington, Illinois, the small town where my dad had grown up and still enjoyed notoriety as a local football hero. We moved into an eight-thousand-square-foot, seven-bedroom home that felt too big for our tiny family. I once caught a bat in the attic and took it to school for show-and-tell.

As Dad grew his construction business, he inherited a twenty-acre plot of land and began turning it into a family compound, with homes for us, his parents, and his two sisters. Once construction began, he sold our large house and we moved into a condominium. A year later, our new house was ready. When the concrete floor was poured in the garage, my mom and dad and Connor and I all put our handprints in the corner. I assumed they’d be there forever, and so would we.

My grandparents moved into their house. Then one of my aunts moved into her house. I remember the comfort I got from running over to my grandparents’ house one day when we ran out of milk. I was surrounded by family. I was related to everyone on my block. We vacationed as a group, too. Every year on my brother’s birthday, in July, we went to Lake Shelbyville with my mom’s parents and her brother’s family. As I got older, we added an annual vacation to Mexico or some other warm-weather spot.

My brother and I had tractors, ATVs, and go-carts. We had a big swimming pool and a pond where we fished. One summer we set up a huge Slip ’N Slide down the hill and into the water that was like the coolest thing I could ever imagine. You get the picture. It was a paradise for boys.

When I was in fourth grade, I started playing Pop Warner football. Given my dad’s background, putting on a helmet and pads was inevitable. Connor joined the team the next year. We were the Washington Panthers. I was a big kid and strong, but also overweight, goofy, and awkward. I played center and defensive line, the positions that went to the larger kids. I learned to block, tackle, and just take up a lot of space.

My dad coached the team and saw to it that my brother and I worked harder than anyone else. Even at this junior level, he pushed us hard, often harder than anyone else, as he expected and wanted much more from the two of us. When I hit my limit, though, I always did the same thing. I threw down my helmet, announced that I was quitting, and stormed off the field. My dad never said a word. Never chased me. He waited until I turned around, walked back, and said, “Okay, I’ll play.”

In the sixth grade, I made my school’s basketball team. It was the first time I made a team that one of my parents didn’t coach and the highlight of my athletic career up to that point. I helped the team into the regionals, where we won a few games before getting knocked out of the tournament. I continued to play in seventh and eighth grade, but there was never a question which sport would be my number one when I got to high school.

In addition to having been an all-state legend at Washington High, my dad coached the high school’s freshman team and was a varsity assistant. As such, I had a reputation before I even got there. But it was a good one. I had grown and started to slim down. I was still pudgy, but that fat was turning to muscle from the hours I spent lifting weights and hoping to one day turn pro like my idols Michael Strahan, Dwight Freeney, and Peyton Manning.

Three weeks before the summer workouts my freshman year, I nearly blew it. I jammed my foot into a door while playing hide-and-seek with friends and broke my toe. It swelled up and turned black and blue immediately. I knew it was bad.

I kept the injury to myself and went to football camp as if nothing was wrong. I fought through pain that worsened with each drill and thought I’d impressed the varsity’s head coach, Darrell Crouch, as well as my dad. At the end of the day, though, Coach Crouch whistled me over to the side.

“What’s up with your foot?” he said. “You’re limping.”

“Yeah, it’s nothing,” I lied. “One of the lineman stepped on my toe. It might be broken. I don’t know.”

“Get it checked and taken care of,” he said.

The team’s doctor took one look and pronounced my toe broken without even taking an X-ray. I didn’t tell him or anyone else how I actually broke it for the longest time. The last thing I wanted was for someone to think I was screwing around and not 100 percent dedicated to football. Despite missing the rest of the preseason practices and games, I made the freshman and sophomore teams and I was put on varsity, too. I was the only kid to get three jerseys.

There were cries of nepotism (“the dude hasn’t even padded up” and “he only got this far because of his dad”), but once my toe healed, I started for both the varsity and sophomore teams at center on offense and lineman on defense. Then, midway through the season, the team’s captain and all-area safety, Mike Minehan, and our quarterback, Austin Fisher, encouraged me to switch to fullback. They saw I was big, strong, and fast.

I thrived in the new position and also in playing both sides of the ball. In the last game of the season, I was on the field for every snap on both offense and defense for all three of our teams—freshman, sophomore, and varsity.

Such exploits didn’t endear me to those in my own grade—and looking back, I understand why some thought of me as bigheaded. They saw me hanging out with my teammates, all of whom were upperclassmen, and during games they saw me in an environment where I was aggressive and cocky. I think it made me seem arrogant when the opposite was true. I was shy, introverted, and more than a little insecure.

As it turned out, I was popular with college coaches. During my sophomore season, I received recruiting letters and inquiries from numerous schools. The list got longer the next year, and it was pretty obvious I could get a scholarship if I worked hard, which I did. I trained every day for two hours before school, signed up for a weight-lifting period, and then I went to practice after classes. Such discipline and another growth spurt turned me into an elite competitor who scored, tackled, and took charge on the field.

My best game of the year was against nearby Morton High. I was responsible for four touchdowns—I rushed for one, caught a ball in the end zone, threw for a TD, and ran back an interception. I was named Large-School Player of the Year. But the most meaningful accolade I received was in a write-up in the Peoria newspaper when our quarterback said, “[Colton’s] such a big guy that he comes off as intimidating. But he’s got one of the biggest hearts on the team. You can always go to him if you have a problem.”

My dad guided me through the college process. Between my sophomore and junior years, we visited prospective schools so I could work out with their other recruits. At South Carolina, I ran with the offense. Then we went to University of Florida, whose legendary coach, Urban Meyer, had coached my dad at ISU. In my first drill, I went up against a dude who was my age and stood about six five and weighed more than three hundred pounds. As soon as the whistle blew, he stood me up, picked me up, and then slammed me to the ground.

Talk about a reality check. Back home, I was the one who put people on their backs. Not this time.

My dad saw the whole thing.

“You learned something, didn’t you?” he said.

Three days later I squared off against the same guy. I didn’t win, but I didn’t get knocked on my ass, either. I got a little better and a little smarter. Which was the point of the trip. My dad had wanted to expose me to the level of talent beyond my high school, and it worked. After more bruising stops at Iowa, Wisconsin, and Illinois State, I went back to Washington, worked my butt off, and had the best season of my career.

Prior to my senior year, after considering a number of scholarship offers from schools around the Midwest, I made a verbal commitment to Illinois State University, my dad’s alma mater. The school was only forty-five minutes from home, so my family would be able to get to the games easily and I would be able to come home whenever I wanted. ISU also offered me a spot on defense, which no other school did. I knew I wasn’t going to make the NFL as a fullback. Defense was my shot—and I loved playing D.

On February 3, 2009—only a few days after my eighteenth birthday—I signed a national letter of intent in the school library surrounded by my family, my high school teammates and coaches, and ISU head coach Brock Spack and linebacker coach Spence Nowinsky. The local newspaper covered the event, and we celebrated at home with my favorite dinner—wiener roll-ups (mashed potatoes, a hot dog, and cheddar cheese baked in a Pillsbury crescent roll).

It didn’t happen without a little drama. Earlier that morning, the University of Wisconsin had offered me a full-ride scholarship. Apparently they had lost their top prospect at fullback and knew I was still available, at least for the moment. The lure of Wisconsin was obvious to anyone familiar with college football. It was a Big Ten school, they played on national television, the exposure was huge, and they sent fullbacks into the NFL.

Just in case I was tempted, my dad sat me down and reminded me that I had been raised to honor my commitments. My word was my reputation.

“If you start something,” he said.

“I know, I know,” I interrupted. “I’m expected to finish it.”

Although still in high school, I was eager to start learning the new system. One day I skipped school and drove to Illinois State to watch the team practice. Coach Nowinsky wrapped his arm around me in front of a couple of sophomores and juniors and gloated, “I can’t wait for this motherfucker to come here, kick your ass, and take your spot.” The guys weren’t amused, and I arrived on campus the next summer a marked man.

During training camp, I tried too hard to prove myself. In scrimmages, I was all over the field. Coach Nowinsky told me to stop trying to make every play.

“This isn’t high school,” he said. “You aren’t going to make every tackle here in college. We have other guys like you, with your ability. Just stay in your gap. Focus on your job.”

The advice paid off. I was one of two freshmen who started. With sixteen tackles, I more than proved that I belonged. I might’ve done even better, but midway through the year the coaching assignments were shuffled and the linebackers were taken away from Coach Nowinsky and given to another coach, whom I didn’t respond to well. I told Coach Nowinsky that I was unhappy and wanted to transfer if the situation didn’t change.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” he said. “It’ll be good next year.”

And it was. After the season, the coach I disliked was fired, I was reunited with Coach Nowinsky, and I had my best season yet as a sophomore. I was credited with thirty-eight tackles and earned All-Missouri Valley Football Conference honorable mention. Pro teams scouted me. I was ready for my football career to take off in a big way. All my hard work seemed like it was going to pay off. I loved playing college football, and my dream of playing in the NFL seemed like it was just around the corner.

It was a helluva good time until, suddenly, it wasn’t. One weekend, shortly after summer lifting had started prior to my junior year, I went home to hang out with my family, as I did nearly every weekend. I was more comfortable being with my parents, grandparents, and two black Labs, Sniper and Bullet, than I was with my three roommates, whose weekend pursuits were much more typical, in that they liked to drink, party, and chase girls. They teased me for being a straight arrow, but I wasn’t comfortable being anything else.

I was a homebody. I really enjoyed chilling out at home with my family. I watched TV, ate, slept. Why was that a bad thing?

Anyway, my brother came home from Indiana State that same weekend. It was coincidental. The two of us were rarely home the same weekend during the school year. He was more like my roommates. The two of us were catching up and bullshitting in the kitchen when my parents walked in. I could tell something was wrong right away. Dad’s eyes were red, and Mom looked as if she’d been crying. I braced myself for bad news. Someone was sick or something had gone wrong with Dad’s business. Anything except what Dad said.

“Your mother and I are getting a divorce.”

My mom simply nodded while Dad, in a soft, deliberate, serious tone of voice, continued to address Connor and me. His explanation offered very little detail other than their marriage was no longer working as they believed marriages should. They wanted each other to be happy, something they hadn’t been for a long time. Connor and I shouldn’t worry, he said, as my mother signaled her agreement. We would still be a family, and they would still be there for us, as they always had been.

I suppose my dad said all the right things. It’s just that I didn’t hear most of it. The second I heard the word divorce, it was like getting knocked down and out by a three-hundred-pound lineman and having everything look different when I finally regained consciousness. I thought of divorce as the ultimate failure. I saw the two people I loved more than anyone else walking away from the family I loved more than anything else. They were giving up on us, I thought. They were walking away from the family they had created. Sure, they might’ve had problems, I told myself, but what the fuck, fix them. Don’t divorce.

What about the commitment you made to each other? To Connor and me?

They didn’t enter into this decision lightly. It had been years in the making, I later learned. But there in the kitchen I didn’t possess the emotional tools or maturity to ask even the most basic questions or to try to understand my parents as individuals who had their own complicated issues, just as I did. They probably needed a hug more than I did at that moment. I wish I would’ve had the wherewithal to listen to my dad, talk to both him and my mom, and see that they were in pain.

All I felt was anger—an anger that boiled and raged until it consumed me.

“I’m outta here,” I said, hopping off the kitchen counter.

I flashed everyone a defiant look, like we were squaring off on the football field, before I stormed out of the house. I got in my Jeep and stepped on the gas with every ounce of strength I had in me. The tires bit into the pavement with a loud, primal screech that mirrored the way I felt inside. I ran at least two stop signs on my way back to school. I couldn’t get away fast enough from the only place I’d ever wanted to be.






It’s All Going to Be Okay

As a college junior, my efforts on the football field earned me all-American honors. I stood six feet three inches and weighed 265 pounds. I benched 465 pounds, squatted 605 pounds, and cleaned over 300 pounds. In shoulder pads and a helmet, I looked like a gladiator in armor. In my uniform, I was the picture of a hypermasculine strongman, the star player, an action hero. I tossed opponents to the side, made tackles, and sprang up from horrific pile-ups. I seemed like nothing could hurt me.

But the impression I gave on the field didn’t reflect the emotions and vulnerabilities I struggled with off the field. The shock of my parents’ divorce created new wounds and exposed old injuries I thought had gone away. I remembered the way I’d been bullied as a sixth grader at St. Patrick Catholic School. Every day a group of kids called me names like fatso and four lips and made fun of my speech impediment. I dreaded lunchtime and recess when I was alone on the playground. I begged my parents to let me transfer.

I would’ve never guessed that kind of pain would return all these years later. But in the weeks and months after my parents revealed they were splitting up, I walked around feeling confused and hurt and lost. My size and strength disguised the fact that I was still a kid, only nineteen, and in shock. Under normal circumstances I would’ve asked my mom and dad for help with this problem the way I did when I wanted to change schools in sixth grade. They were my pillars. I depended on their strength and guidance.

They would’ve been available and willing to talk if I’d gone to them, but I tried to deal on my own. It wasn’t the healthiest choice. I internalized everything. I was so angry, and then I felt disappointed and let down—and not just by my mom and dad. I questioned my faith in God. Though I no longer went to church regularly, I still believed in God—or wanted to. I didn’t see any signs that things would get better no matter how hard I prayed. I remember saying, “Really, dude? You’re going to let this happen in my life?”

One day, in the middle of football practice, I ran off the field feeling strange and anxious, like my heart was pounding triple time. When I got to the sideline, I bent down on one knee, feeling out of breath and a little out of control. I wasn’t focused on football, I realized. My thoughts were racing. My dad had put our house up for sale. Both he and my mom were moving to Denver. They wanted a fresh start, he said, and they wanted to be close enough where they could still offer each other support. In retrospect, that was very cool of them. However, at the time, I just thought, You’re leaving? What about me?

Coach Nowinsky ran over to where I was trying to catch my breath and squatted next to me. He looked into my eyes.

“You okay?” he asked. “What’s going on?”

I told Coach that I needed to talk to him in private. After practice, we went into his office, and as soon as he shut the door and walked around to his side of the desk, I started to cry. I couldn’t help it. The dam just burst. I told him what was going on with my family and explained I was shaken, confused, angry, and scared. I was also mad—not that he couldn’t tell from all the f-bombs I dropped after I quit crying. I felt betrayed.

“What about everything he always told me about commitment?” I said.

“I know your folks,” he said. “They’re good people. The thing you come to realize as you grow up and get older is that your parents are people, too. They aren’t infallible. They’re trying to figure out their lives the same as everyone else.”

A week later, Coach Nowinsky invited me to have dinner with his family. I showed up at his house with steaks; flowers for his wife, Jen; and candy for his two boys, Tommy and Jack. After dinner, Coach Nowinsky and I sat in the backyard—him with a beer, me with iced tea—and continued to talk. Actually, looking back, it was more of me thinking out loud as I tried to piece together a timeline of my parents’ problems.

I supposed they began growing apart while I was in high school. By the time I got to college, I knew something was off. I’d call my dad and tell him about a good practice or a new way I was prepping for the next week’s game, and when I called home again a few days later and spoke with my mom, she wouldn’t know about the previous conversation I’d had with my dad. They weren’t talking to each other, I realized.

When I went home on the weekends, I noticed they didn’t do things together. Dad stayed in his office, and my mom did her work upstairs or outside.

As I recounted this to Coach Nowinsky, I cringed at my naivete. Several times, without explaining my concerns, I had invited one of them to dinner near school and then at the last minute told them I’d forgotten that I’d already invited the other one. As a result, we’d all be together. My parents made the best of it. I think they understood what I was trying to do. It was always awkward.

I also went through a brief stretch at that time when I would show up at home without calling. I don’t know why; maybe I hoped to walk through the door and find things back to normal, the way I remembered my childhood. Or maybe I wanted to find one or both of them up to something that would force them to share more of the story behind their split. Whatever it was, my mom wanted it stopped. “You have to tell us before you come home,” she said.

“It’s going to be okay,” Coach Nowinsky said. “Give it time.”

Coach kept a close eye on me all season. At practices, he always asked how things were going. I appreciated the way he looked out for me as a person, not just a player, and recognized that I was still a kid who wasn’t really as big and strong as I looked. As the song says, “We all need someone to lean on.”

Sometimes in my conversations with Coach Nowinsky, I went overboard, and even he, always so patient and understanding, had to call me on my shit. I remember one day I got on a holier-than-thou soap box, declaring that I was different from my parents and I was going to get engaged and married only once, and it was going to be forever, because I understood what it meant to honor a commitment.

Coach put his hand over his eyes and shook his head.

“You got a girlfriend, Colt?”

“No.”

“Well, dude, before you talk about getting engaged and married—forever, of course—you have to at least go on a date.”

That was a separate issue. Among my coaches, teammates, and three roommates, I was famously antisocial. My roommates—Mike Zimmer, Jordan Newkirk, and Corey Shandrick—were great guys who always invited me to go out with them to bars and parties, and when I said, “No, thanks,” they shrugged and said, “Suit yourself.” I stayed in my room, watched Friends on Netflix, and played video games, mostly Call of Duty and Madden.

After the football season, I spent nearly every weekend at home in Washington, staying with my grandparents after my mom and dad moved to Denver. Occasionally my roommates pressed me to stay and share in their fun. I always made up an excuse why I couldn’t, usually that I was going home to see a girl. It was easier to lie instead of explaining why I didn’t want to go to parties or chase girls. Then one day Mike called me out.

“Dude, there’s no girl at home,” he said.

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Dude, I know you,” he said. “I’ve lived with you for a couple years. There’s no girl at home. It’s okay if you just admit it.”

“All right,” I said. “There’s no girl at home. I just don’t like being put in an awkward situation.”

“I get it,” he said, and that was it, he didn’t bring it up again.

The benefit of having a straight-arrow player like me on the team did not escape the coaching staff. I remember a barbecue that Coach Nowinsky hosted at his house for the defensive linemen. There, he introduced me to Shelby Harris, a six-two, 260-pound athletic marvel who transferred from Wisconsin following a disciplinary issue. Shelby, now a star in the NFL, was a free spirit off the field, and Coach Nowinsky thought I could temper his behavior if we became friends, which we did.

“Keep Shelby safe,” Coach told me. “Keep his head on straight.”

It might have been more than I could handle. Shelby hosted a house party one time in the same apartment building where I lived, and his preparty was so outrageous it was shut down before the real one even started. As different as we were, Shelby represented one of the things I liked best about football. It was the way guys from different cultural, financial, and ethnic backgrounds came together and became a team. Our differences were real and oftentimes challenging, but our bonds as teammates were also real, and we got each other through battles on and off the field.

My junior season was my best one yet. Despite a torn hamstring, I led the conference in quarterback sacks and received first-team all-American honors. We also defeated our rival Appalachian State in the playoffs. Pro scouts asked to meet with me. Agents called my dad and Coach Nowinsky. As time passed, a sense of normalcy returned, a new normal, and some of the wounds felt like they were also healing. I visited my parents in Denver, where my dad took me to dinner and, with tears in his eyes, told me that he wanted to date and hopefully meet someone special. He was lonely by himself, he said.

My mom had a rougher time restarting her life. But the next time I visited Denver, she was getting out and dating. I was proud of her. My dad, meanwhile, was sharing a condo with a woman he would soon marry, Leigh, and her four children, ages nine through fourteen. They were as nice and warm as I’d expect my dad would want in his life, and now they’re my bonus family. I love ’em all. But back then I remember looking at my dad and thinking, Man, you just got me and Connor out of the house on full-ride scholarships. What are you doing?

What I came to understand then was that my parents were still my parents—and they’ll always be my parents. I still loved them as we navigated this new chapter in our lives. My dad is my best friend, and my mom is my confidante whose opinion I will always get whether I want or need it, and though our family dynamic has changed, we’ll continue to figure out these new territories as we always had: together.

It was all going to be okay.
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