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			For my wife, Emily.

			I didn’t know how to write a love story until I met you.
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			Damp pines and petrichor ushered in basketball season at David Douglas University as if the sport relied solely on the change of seasons to arrive. Jordan inhaled the end of autumn and the approaching winter on a ride across the quad, the tires on her ten-speed crackling through sodden leaves. The clouds broke for a dry afternoon, though Oregon’s usual rain rarely deterred her from cycling to the quaint college campus nestled on the edge of the Willamette River.

			Jordan biked for three reasons—fitness, the school’s abhorrent parking situation, and last but certainly not least, to clear her head. And today, she most certainly needed to clear her head. Despite leaving for work with plenty of time to spare, punctuality as second nature to her as waking before the first alarm and making her bed with tight corners—habits instilled by a man who preferred she call him sergeant instead of father—she continuously checked her watch. Because somewhere, the phone rang with her future. She wondered if it was now.

			Booming laughter and the flash of a familiar letterman’s jacket across the courtyard prompted an unwelcome detour. She grumbled and rerouted toward a hulking young man lounging on the steps of the university’s brick bell tower. A girl sat behind him, rubbing his shoulders, head thrown back in a fit of overzealous giggles that Jordan cringed at.

			She pumped her brakes in front of them. “Mr. Torres, this doesn’t look like study hall.”

			Leon Torres groaned. “We got done early.”

			The girl blushed and nodded as she straightened up. “Yeah, I’m, uh, tutoring him. Are you a professor?”

			“No. This is Coach D’Amato.” He glared. “She gets sick enjoyment out of stalking me.”

			“No. You’re just incredibly predictable,” Jordan said.

			The basketball team’s star forward skipped class or trudged in late for practice weekly, his excuses varying as widely as the women she stumbled upon him with. Jordan long ago accepted that a job revolving around college-aged young men required she give them the occasional nudge in the right direction. Leon, however, often required a shove.

			“I’m technically not doing anything wrong,” he said.

			“Right. And what subject were you two studying?” Jordan rolled her eyes at Leon’s self-satisfied smirk. “Don’t say anatomy.” She held up a finger as he opened his mouth again. “Or chemistry.”

			“But.”

			“Get to the gym and suit up.”

			“Relax, I have plenty of time. It’s only—”

			The bell tower clanged above, announcing the top of the hour.

			“You were saying?” She raised an eyebrow. Leon grabbed his backpack, ignored the girl asking for his phone number, and scampered off. Jordan pedaled alongside him. “You know, study hall is for your benefit.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t need it.”

			“Your grades suggest otherwise.”

			“It won’t matter after we win a national championship and I go to the NBA.”

			“You need a backup plan.” Jordan slowed and circled around him. “Less than two percent of college players get drafted.”

			“Lucky me then.” He winked. “Lucky you too, if you play your cards right. Stop hounding me this season and I’ll buy you a car with my signing bonus. No more pedaling around in the rain. You forget, I’m a very, very generous person.”

			“I appreciate the offer, Torres, but I have a better idea.”

			“What?”

			“Beat me to the gym and I won’t tell Royce you skipped study hall.” She coasted ahead and smirked over her shoulder. “I suggest you run! You’re going to be late!”

			“No fair!” Leon started on a half-hearted jog. “Let me borrow that dumb bike and I’ll make it two cars!”

			The clanging campus bells matched the trill in Jordan’s chest as she sped down the burgundy and gold shrouded path to the athletic facilities. The breeze flapped her windbreaker. Low-hanging clouds warned of rain. A calm before the storm and a decision she wasn’t quite ready to make.

			She chained up her bike and hurried into the Walton Athletic Center. After changing into practice gear, she paced outside the men’s locker room, checking her watch so often that she counted seconds instead of minutes. When the door squealed open, she tensed, held her breath, and then let her shoulders collapse at the player who stumbled out like a lost puppy.

			“Oh, Coach, thank God.” Dominic Reed was half dressed for practice as he came at her with a mess of papers.

			“What’s up?” She kept her eyes on the door behind him.

			“Should I take psychology or sociology next term?”

			Jordan narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you have an academic advisor for this?”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s easier to talk to you. So, which one? What’s the difference?”

			“Well, when you have a problem, do you think it’s something wrong with you or something wrong with the system?”

			Dominic’s eyes stretched wide. “What?”

			“It’s a joke, Dom. Just take psychology.” Jordan pulled at the gold chain around her neck. “Have you seen Royce?”

			“I think he’s on the phone in his office.”

			The call. His call and, by default, her call. Jordan gulped down a wave of nausea.

			“Want me to get him?” Dominic asked.

			“No. It’s fine.”

			Rather than pathetically continue pacing, she left for the court. When in doubt, stressed, or bored, Jordan picked up a basketball. The grooves and bumps, its distinct beat on the hardwood, never failed to soothe her.

			Practice didn’t start for another fifteen minutes, but Brooks McCray Jr. was already shooting baskets. Jordan joined him, swiped a ball from the cart, and launched a shot behind the three-point line. It rattled the rim.

			“Everything okay?” Brooks asked.

			She grabbed another ball, dribbled between her legs, and shot again. It slipped through the net with a satisfying hiss. “Yeah, why?”

			“You’re usually out here before me.”

			Their shooting sessions had become near ritual. It started during Brooks’s freshman year when he struggled to stop double clutching open shots. Jordan took him on as her personal project. Now, as a senior and team captain, poised to go in the first round of the draft, Brooks didn’t need her to build his confidence on the court, but they still indulged in the one-on-one sessions.

			“I was just looking for Royce,” she said.

			“Does this have something to do with that trip he took?” Brooks stopped shooting.

			“No.” Jordan turned away and glimpsed at the clock. Royce should have finished the call by now. Perhaps it wasn’t happening. Perhaps she worried for nothing. “How was the visit with your parents?”

			Brooks grimaced. “My mom keeps asking when I’m going to bring a girlfriend home.” He fired another basket. “Dad is surprisingly supportive of my singleness, though oblivious. He keeps lecturing me about how I have to be careful now that people think I’m going to the NBA. Girls are going to be all over me. He told me these awful stories about his time on the road—how women would show up at his hotel room after games.”

			Jordan cringed. “I’m sorry, Brooks.”

			“It just never seems like it’s going to be the right time to tell them.” His throat bobbed as his glistening eyes met hers. “Is there ever a right time?”

			She sighed. “Only you’ll know when that is.”

			Jordan sank at Brooks’s frown and the burden of his secret. One she’d shed herself nearly two decades ago, though she’d argue the timing wasn’t right then either. It put the clock back in her head. The seconds she was willing away but scared to face.

			“Jordan.”

			Royce Ortega, head coach of the David Douglas men’s basketball team, stood at the edge of the hardwood like the towering legend he was. The former Olympian had won at nearly every level of the game, both on the court and sidelines. Along the way he’d brought Jordan with him, molding her into his assistant, advisor, and right hand.

			After ten years, they communicated with simple looks, whether chalking up a play or making a gut decision mid-game. Today, he nodded to issue her fate. Without either of them saying a word, she knew he’d made his decision. He was leaving. And as she stood there, the basketball nearly dropping from her hands, she knew she had a decision to make too.

			“What’s going on?” Brooks glanced between them.

			“Come on.” Royce waved him over. “We need to have a team meeting.”

			Jordan always knew the day would come. It was only a matter of time before the NBA called Royce’s name, and he’d already turned down multiple offers to join the big show, but this one was different. Jordan knew when he spoke to her about the interview that he wanted and needed this next chapter. She just hadn’t expected him to offer a fresh start of her own.

			Days before his last call with the Seattle Emeralds, he sat her down in his office.

			“Jordan, I’ll gladly bring you with me. I want to. You have the experience and basketball smarts. I don’t care what anyone else thinks. You’re a perfect fit on an NBA bench,” Royce said. “You can come with me, or you could change the game on your own.”

			He wanted her to take over. It would make her the first woman to lead a men’s NCAA Division I team. She’d technically garnered the title a few years ago when Royce ate a bad egg salad sandwich and couldn’t stop vomiting before the first round of the national championship tournament. She guided the team to a convincing victory, but the sports analysts remained skeptical. They insisted the team played a much lower ranked opponent, that the talented squad hardly required coaching. A famous anchor spouted that his five-year-old could’ve done as good a job as Jordan. She expected crueler scrutiny ahead if she stepped into the position permanently.

			But it wasn’t the media or a backlash she feared. After all, growing up as a queer kid in the south taught her to care little of what others thought of her. No, what stirred her doubt was the only thing she cared about as a coach—the players. The ones she won over as Royce’s assistant but worried would recoil, or worse, revolt, if she commanded the ship. A fear the team all but confirmed when Royce broke the news to them in the locker room that afternoon.

			“What about us?” Brooks asked. “Who’s going to be our coach?”

			“I’m meeting with the athletic director tomorrow.” Royce glanced at Jordan. “But I have some ideas. I wouldn’t leave if I didn’t think you could go all the way without me.”

			Leon, who’d buried his head in his hands at Royce’s announcement, sniffled and abruptly stood. “This is bullshit.” He slammed the door shut behind him as he stormed out.

			Jordan flinched. It was just as she’d predicted: Royce’s departure leaving the kids in the lurch, abandoned and bitter. It wasn’t exactly the ideal situation for her to take over.

			“What do you think?” Royce asked her after dismissing the team. He gave them the day to ponder, to ask questions, and swallow the news. “You’re on the clock now.”

			“I know,” she said. “I just need to talk to one more person.”

			Jordan returned to the hardwood. To the basketballs and the sweat and the empty stands. She ran for layups, lost her breath, wishing the coaching opportunity instilled confidence in her life’s work. Instead, for the first time in her career, she balked.

			She didn’t balk when she walked on as a freshman at Duke or hesitate when she suited up for her first WNBA game. She didn’t falter or shed a tear when injury cut her playing days short—she simply believed she’d find another way. And she did. She didn’t hesitate when Royce asked her to coach with him, not even when it made her a men’s assistant coach at college basketball’s highest level. But those opportunities didn’t put her on the front lines, didn’t put a target on her back, didn’t stake the team’s success and failure on her.

			“I think it’s kind of messed up he’s leaving now. He could’ve stayed and finished the season with us,” Brooks said behind her.

			Much like she knew Royce’s decision with a simple nod, she knew Brooks would still practice despite it getting canceled. He needed the game as much as she did.

			“He’s too good of a coach. This was bound to happen.” She stopped shooting and caught her breath. “Can we talk?”

			He frowned. “Are you about to tell me you’re going with him?”

			“Actually, I’m about to tell you the opposite.” Jordan chucked a basketball at his chest. “Royce wants me to take over the team.”

			Brooks’s mouth dropped. “Wow.”

			“What do you think?”

			“What do I think?”

			“You’re the captain now. This team looks up to you.”

			She nearly regretted burdening him with the news as he chewed his lip, but whether or not she stayed, Brooks stared down a challenging season. His last shot at a title with a new coach. After years of mentoring him, Jordan believed him plenty primed for the moment, which was why she refused to lead without his blessing. To let him choose the next step for his team.

			“You’re a good coach, and you’ve been with us as long as Royce has.” Brooks exhaled, his cheeks puffing out as he shook his head. “It’s a lot of pressure. You’d be the first woman, right?”

			“Someone always has to be the first. That’s not what I’m worried about.”

			“What are you worried about?”

			“This won’t work if the team isn’t behind me. Not for me and not for our season.” Her chest tightened, her future quietly hinging on the young man’s answer.

			“I can’t speak for the other players or promise they’ll all be happy about it,” Brooks said. “But I trust you. I’ve got your back, Coach.”

			“It won’t be easy,” Jordan said, though she didn’t know if the warning was for him or herself. All she knew was that she’d made her choice. It hummed in her bones like the lights above, fused into her like the ball in her palm.

			“Since when have you done anything easy?” Brooks flashed a dimpled grin. “Let’s do this.”

			She pounded his outstretched fist. “Let’s do this.”

			

			XOXO

			“You’re putting me in a really shitty position here.”

			Mark Fellner, the athletic director, glowered when Royce and Jordan met with him after practice the next day. It thundered outside his office windows, a mirror to his indignation, not at Royce’s departure but at his insistence that Jordan fill his shoes.

			“I’m leaving you with my top assistant who’s recruited and coached this team for six years,” Royce said.

			“That doesn’t mean she’d be my first choice,” Mark said. “No offense, Jordan.”

			She shrugged. “That’s fine. If you don’t take me, I’ll go with Royce, but I’d rather coach these young men to a championship. You have three seniors who deserve a real send-off.”

			“This way they’ll have consistency. She wrote half of our playbook.” Royce chomped his gum and hunkered forward in his chair.

			“Sean Reilley could do the job,” Mark said.

			“He has a third of the experience that Jordan does.”

			Royce hired Sean as an assistant coach at the behest of one of the school’s boosters. He barely got drafted into the NBA and was promptly cut after summer workouts. His failed professional career did nothing to curb his arrogance, or the athletic director’s fondness of him.

			Mark laced his hands together on his desk. “Let me be frank. Do you think a bunch of eighteen- to twenty-two-year-old guys are going to want to play for her?”

			“Are you really going to make this about gender? She’s already stepped in to coach this team before,” Royce said.

			“Yes, and it made all the headlines and sports shows. We were a spectacle. I don’t want a spectacle. I want a championship.”

			“We both do.” Jordan’s leg bounced beneath the table. For all her stress about the decision, her chance at the top now seemed unlikely to come to fruition. The endless work, the trophies and plaques she’d helped to win, the ones Mark proudly displayed in his office, didn’t matter. She was a nonfactor, not even a choice.

			“If Jordan was a man, we wouldn’t be discussing this.” Royce’s eyes bulged out of his square head. Jordan sensed they hovered dangerously close to an infamous Ortega outburst. It wouldn’t be the first time she witnessed him fly off the handle, but never away from the court, let alone with their boss. “I won’t hesitate to share this conversation. I’m out the door. What are you going to do about it?”

			“Royce.” Jordan gasped. She adored him for fighting for her but hated that considering her for the job required he do so.

			Mark huffed and stood. He glared at them before turning to face the windows overlooking campus. “We don’t have a lot here. We don’t make money off our teams, except men’s basketball. That’s what this sports program is.”

			“I know. I helped build it,” Jordan said. She steeled herself for a final plea before the chance slipped from her fingers. “I want this, Mark. For the school, for the team, and for those boys. I want this, and I promise I can deliver. I promise I’ll do it right.”

			Mark kept his back to them. “If I do this, it’ll be in the interim.”

			“Seriously?” Royce scoffed. “You don’t even have the respect to invest in her for one season? After everything she’s helped do here?”

			“It gives me a chance to explore other options and find a permanent solution. It’s a trial run. If Jordan can’t hack it, Sean can step in. We’ll start a nationwide search in the meantime.”

			Jordan clenched her fists. “And what if I am the permanent solution?”

			The athletic director shrugged. “Then we’ll finally have that championship. And we can discuss a long-term contract.”

			Jordan nodded, despite Mark’s clear lack of faith. “I’ll do it.”

			The next step required every shred of grit she’d spent a lifetime cultivating. Another chance wasn’t guaranteed. Even worse, if she fucked it up, another woman might not get a fair shot at the top again. So, she ventured forward, eyes set on her mission and what was sure to become the most important season of all.
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			An emergency press conference sent Beck groaning back into the rain as quickly as she escaped it. She only managed a few steps into the Northwest Sports Network headquarters and unzipped her drenched parka when a producer blocked her path.

			“Don’t take that off.” Nick Ruiz shoved a camera pack at her.

			“Seriously?” Beck scowled.

			“The Seattle Emeralds just named Royce Ortega their new head coach. We need you down at David Douglas. They’re announcing his replacement.”

			Beck’s shoulders unclenched and her eyes widened. “So, I’m top story tonight?”

			He handed her another bag. “I don’t know yet.”

			She grinned. “But you’re saying it’s a possibility?”

			“Maybe.”

			“I mean, it’s a great hook, Nick. I can write it now if you need help.” Beck snatched up the tripod that slid off her shoulder in the frantic exchange of equipment. She puffed damp hair out of her eyeline before prattling on. “Storied head coach leaves weeks before the home opener after his team has its best preseason ever, leaving top draft pick Brooks McCray Jr. behind—”

			“Okay, okay. I’ll consider top story a possibility. It just depends on who they announce.”

			“Well, in that case, can I get a photographer?”

			“I already sent a full crew to Seattle to cover Ortega.” Nick grimaced. “Sorry. You’re going to have to fly solo on this one.”

			Beck rolled her eyes as she barreled back out the door. “Don’t worry. I’m used to it.”

			Her bosses blamed modest resources for her frequent one-man-band assignments, but Beck knew it came down to covering the scraps while her counterparts anchored at prime time and reported on the pros. She bemoaned the injustice on the drive south from Portland, belting along and beating the steering wheel to a few angry ballads on the radio. Of course, when she stomped her brakes outside the Walton Athletic Center, she put on a camera-ready face. She cleared her throat, touched up her lipstick, and flashed a fake smile at the mirror as if she hadn’t been hate singing her lungs out.

			In the minute it took her to unload the camera equipment from her car, Wyatt Holt appeared. He snuck up on her so often she could set a timer to it.

			“You want a hand with that?” He slid in beside her and grasped the tripod in her hands.

			She tugged it back. “No, that’s okay, I’ve got it.”

			“Come on, let me take it.”

			Beck sighed and murmured thanks. Wyatt, a former college baseball player turned sports reporter, covered David Douglas University for KASE News in Portland. She might’ve considered his help chivalrous if it didn’t come with the expectation that she would eventually accept his invitations to go out with him. Unfortunately for Wyatt, she’d dated his type too many times before. Eye candy for the camera, more ego than substance, inclined to explain shot clock violations and offsides to her despite their equal standing as sports reporters.

			“Can’t believe Ortega would split this close to the regular season. He’s inheriting a mess up in Seattle,” he said as they walked to the arena.

			“Must’ve been a sweet deal to leave behind his best shot at a national championship.” Beck held open the door for him. “Granted, that might be out the window now. Who do you think they’ll announce?”

			“Probably Sean Reilley or Elliott Frost while they look for someone better.” Wyatt slowed. “What are you doing after this?”

			“I have to get back to the station.” Before Wyatt could protest, Beck spotted a smartly dressed woman hurrying for the media room. “Molly, crazy day. Who’s the new coach?”

			“You know better, Beck. You’re just going to have to wait.” Molly Liu, the team’s media director, shook her head. Beck spent the last three years trying to wear her down for leads and stories, but Molly consistently stonewalled her.

			“How long did you know about Royce?” she asked. “He had to have given you a heads-up. Seattle’s been hunting for a head coach for what, a few weeks now? Or did he blindside you? You know you can tell me anything…”

			“And hear you lead with it at prime time? No thanks,” she said before slamming the media room door on her.

			Beck shrugged at a chuckling Wyatt. “It was worth a try.”

			Inside the media room, a few photographers and reporters had already set up. Beck grabbed the tripod from Wyatt despite his attempts to handle it for her. She locked the legs in place, snapped the camera on top, checked the memory card, and plugged into the mult box, finishing as a side door opened and a man and a woman entered. They joined Molly behind the microphones.

			“Who’s with Mark?” Wyatt asked.

			“Jordan D’Amato.” Beck’s mouth fell open. She bumped past Wyatt and the other journalists. “Excuse me.”

			Beck dialed Nick as she raced for an unoccupied corner, not wanting the others to beat her to the punch. Jordan had made headlines after filling in for Royce and was currently the only woman in the huddle across the Pacific Coast Conference. If the school named her head coach, it wouldn’t just be a headline, but history in the making.

			“What’s up, Beck?” Nick answered.

			“You’re going to want me to go live,” she whispered. “Can we cut in?”

			“No. Why?”

			“They’re about to name Jordan D’Amato head coach.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I mean they haven’t said it yet, but I’m looking right at her.” Beck’s neck flamed at Jordan’s gaze crossing hers. The coach eyed her from the table at the front of the room, seemingly aware that Beck wasn’t just gawking but also talking about her. Beck swallowed, diverted her stare, and shook the chill from her shoulders. “Nick, can you just trust me for once? Would it kill you?”

			“Everyone all set?” Molly asked.

			“Damn it.” Beck hung up.

			She ventured another glance at Jordan and found she hadn’t shifted. The coach’s chin slanted as if studying her, as if the cameras didn’t exist. Beck nodded at Jordan in return and then clumsily knocked into a chair.

			“Are you okay?” Wyatt asked.

			“Fine.” Beck scurried behind her camera and framed up her shot, thankful to hide her blush behind the lens.

			Mark Fellner cleared his throat. “Thanks for being here today. As many of you know, the Seattle Emeralds have named Royce Ortega their new head coach. While we’re sad to see Royce leave David Douglas, we wish him the best on his journey.” Mark fiddled with his tie, the same deep navy as the team’s uniforms. “In his six seasons, Royce led the Bulldogs to multiple conference championships and helped David Douglas contend for a national title. He did that, of course, with the help of a strong assistant coaching staff.”

			Beck observed Jordan closely. The soon-to-be head coach’s knee bounced beneath the table. She sat tall and broad shouldered, jaw cutting, brown curls tied into a bun. She wore a long-sleeved shirt and joggers as if she’d just left the court and wasn’t about to be named to the biggest position of her career. Despite making the news cycle a handful of times, she maintained an incredibly low profile. Beck wondered if she knew she was about to be fed to the sharks.

			Mark glanced at Jordan, then delivered the announcement with the enthusiasm of a eulogy. “As we near the start of conference play and with her many years of experience, it is an easy decision for David Douglas University to name Jordan D’Amato the interim head coach of the men’s basketball team.”

			Beck, who’d frantically drafted a post of the news, fired it across social media. In mere seconds, her phone vibrated with notifications of reposts and shares.

			Mark read directly from his notes. “Jordan D’Amato was an all-American at Duke before playing two seasons in the WNBA. She then joined Royce Ortega to coach women’s basketball at Atherton State College, where they won a national championship. Six years ago, she became the first woman to be an assistant coach for a Division I men’s basketball team. We’re proud to call her a Bulldog and have all the faith in her moving forward.”

			A dense lull fell over the room. Everyone swiveled to the newly minted head coach, who stared blankly at the cameras.

			“You can say something, Jordan,” Mark said through his teeth.

			“Thank you.” Jordan’s raspy voice caught Beck by surprise. It scraped and crackled like she had long ago lost it from years of screaming on the sidelines. “I’m thrilled to lead this team. I’ve worked with a lot of these guys for years. I know what they’re capable of and we trust each other. I thank the school for the opportunity.”

			Jordan sat back, apparently satisfied with her four-sentence speech. Before Molly gave them the okay for questions, Beck, Wyatt, and two others shouted their queries. As usual, Beck rang first and loudest.

			“How does it feel to be the first woman to be named head coach of a men’s basketball team at this level?” she asked.

			“I take it seriously, but my priority is this team and winning. Being the first woman isn’t going to change that mission. It’s all basketball to me.”

			Jordan stared at her through the answer and Beck looked away to stop the heat in her chest from reaching her cheeks. Something about her intensity, despite Beck interviewing hulking quarterbacks, towering point guards, and crotchety male coaches, left her unusually self-conscious. Or maybe it was just the startling shade of blue shooting from her eyes that required retreat, like staring straight into the sun.

			“Mark, you said that she’s the interim head coach. Does that mean you’re still looking for a permanent replacement?” Wyatt asked.

			The athletic director shifted in his seat. “We’re exploring all options. When you lose a coach this close to the regular season, it doesn’t give you much time to interview all prospects.”

			“So, she’s not your choice?”

			“Jordan’s a great candidate. She knows this program and has coached this team for years. It makes the most sense for a seamless transition, but we’re going to test the waters.”

			Beck gauged Jordan for a reaction, but she didn’t flinch. “How does that make you feel, Coach?” she asked.

			Jordan addressed the camera this time, not missing a beat. “Like I have to win.”

			The answer captured everything Beck needed to know about her. Determined, unapologetic, tough. While Jordan was reticent and unpolished in front of the media, Beck found her fascinating. During the presser, her answers about strategy and players inspired confidence. She knew what she was talking about. She knew who she was. Beck was determined to know that person too.

			After the questions ended and Jordan posed for a few photos with Mark in front of the school seal, Beck made her move. She ditched her camera, weaved through the other reporters, and caught Jordan before she slipped out the side door.

			“Hey, Coach, wait.” Beck half expected Jordan to ignore her but proceeded anyway. If she’d learned anything in her reporting career, it was to never fear hearing no. Every so often, daring to ask earned a coveted yes.

			“Yeah?” Jordan paused but eyed the door as if ready to bolt.

			“I’m Caroline Beck, with Northwest Sports Network.” She offered a hand that Jordan slowly shook, her grip firm and controlled. Beck held on just as tight, doing her best to exude confidence, maintaining eye contact despite her skipping pulse. Earlier, she chalked it up to the adrenaline that accompanied breaking a story, but now jitters reignited in the coach’s proximity. “I would love to do a sit-down interview with you.”

			“No thanks.”

			Jordan pushed her shoulder into the door and Beck swept in to grab the handle, pulling it back with a grunt to stop her.

			“Wait. A one-on-one is much better than these press conferences.”

			Jordan’s gaze flickered, but she shook her head. “I don’t want to do an interview.”

			Beck whipped out a business card. “Just in case you change your mind.”

			“Trust me, I won’t,” Jordan said, though she accepted the card.

			“I’m sorry. Did I do something to offend you?”

			“No.” Jordan reddened. “No, I’m sorry. I just don’t think I like talking to reporters.”

			“Well, you’ve made that abundantly clear.”

			Beck usually resisted abrasively cornering sources, but not today. She’d been told off, had doors slammed in her face, been called endless insults, and almost always turned the other cheek. Not because she wanted to, but because advancing in her industry required such tenacity. But here with Jordan, she pushed. She wanted this story. She wouldn’t accept a simple no.

			“It was nice to meet you, Caroline.” Jordan started through the door again.

			“You can call me Beck,” she said. “Everyone just calls me Beck.” Her phone rang, and she answered with a huff. “Nick, let me guess, you want me to go live? Brilliant idea.”

			She didn’t hear his response because Jordan hadn’t used the opportunity to dart off. Instead, she lingered. Lingered with her mouth quirked to one side. “Goodbye, Beck.”

			Beck pulled the phone from her ear and flashed a grin. Maybe she hadn’t completely bungled her chance. “Bye, Coach. And good luck.”

			She watched Jordan until she disappeared, grimacing when she caught the coach tossing her business card in the trash before the door slammed shut.

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Chapter Three]

			

			In the days following her ascent to head coach, Jordan’s sleep deteriorated from rare to nonexistent. A mess of stat sheets and scribbled plays cluttered her kitchen table. The only time she turned on the television was for game film, and while she had enough books to open a small library, the only covers she cracked lately were on coaching.

			Jordan was always committed, borderline obsessed with basketball, but now it consumed her. It wasn’t just the pressure to win and prove that she could handle the top job, but the doubters roared louder each day. Reporters clogged her inbox, asking for an interview or a quote to fuel the fire. Could she do it? How did it feel? What did it mean? Rather than respond, she stopped opening her email altogether.

			Jordan not only wanted to dodge the attention, but she didn’t have an answer yet. In her manic preparation, she avoided the bigger picture. She couldn’t waste time thinking about being a woman in a job that historically only went to men. She needed to concentrate on being the best head coach possible and, above all else, winning.

			It sent her out the door on her bike with the bleak sunrise. She pedaled against the wind, through the rain, along tree-lined streets with wide bicycle lanes. The university’s modest campus straddled the same line as much of the state of Oregon. One part rural, quiet, unchanging but picturesque country. The other part progressive, ever-growing haven for dreamers. To the college’s north ran vast, fertile farmland. To its south sat the city of Eugene, a metropolis known as the birthplace of Nike, and a favorite locale for Deadheads and Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters. David Douglas served as a conduit to either world, nestled in trees, settled serenely on its own private edge of the river.

			The founders never envisioned a top ranked basketball team when the school opened before WWI. The university emphasized the humanities, literature, and environmental sciences. There wasn’t Greek life or a football stadium. Alumni coached the first basketball team, slowly climbing the ranks to Division I thanks to a few star players and enthusiastic boosters.

			Royce’s success in the last six years lifted the team into the national conversation. Jordan joined him on every recruiting trip, crafted a playbook, and helped the Bulldogs beat a number one ranked team in one of the biggest upsets in college basketball history. Despite her time in Royce’s ear building the program, it still wasn’t hers. At least it didn’t feel like it. Not when the athletic director waited to pull the plug on her, lurking in the corner of the gym at practice.

			Jordan compensated by digging in. She studied more game film, drew out new plays, and when the lack of sleep caught up with her, she lay on her office floor, staring at the ceiling.

			“Do I need to get the trainer?”

			She didn’t bother to move from her position on the carpet as Elliott Frost entered and shut the door behind him. He was her most trusted assistant and closest friend. One of the few people she knew had her back as the storm churned.

			“No trainer necessary,” Jordan said.

			He squatted next to her. “Should I be worried?”

			“I’m just thinking.”

			“About what?”

			“How to beat Bader,” she said. The home opener taunted Jordan as her first test at the helm.

			“You sure that’s it?” Frost scratched his stubble and raised a brow.

			“No.” Jordan sat up. “I’m thinking about everything. The big and little things I didn’t expect.”

			The list of those unexpected things grew daily. Talking to reporters. The hateful messages and posts that spammed her and the school since the announcement. The way her once friendly relationship with the players iced over in a matter of days, the distance neatly represented by her office being down the hall from the men’s locker room rather than inside it like Royce’s.

			“You’ve got this, Jay. Don’t overthink it.” Frost helped her up from the floor.

			Jordan accepted his advice, clinging to his faith as if it might prop up her own. She swiped her clipboard before leaving her office with him in tow. “Are they decent?” she asked when they reached the locker room.

			“They’re dressed and ready for you, Coach,” Frost said.

			She barreled inside but paused when a boisterous speech rumbled around the corner.

			“I didn’t come here to play for a fucking woman. I came here to play for Royce Ortega.”

			She halted in the front hall, hushing Frost so they could eavesdrop.

			“Well, too bad, Leon. He’s gone. This is our team now,” Brooks said. “She’s our coach.”

			Leon scoffed. Outspoken wasn’t quite the word for him. He was an artist, on the court and off, unwilling to conform for the sake of making others comfortable. He designed the two sleeves of tattoos running down his arms, wore his free-flowing dreads in a tie-dye headband, and never withheld an opinion.

			“You could’ve spoken up, Captain,” Leon said to Brooks.

			“I don’t have a problem with her.”

			“Oh, come on! You don’t want to play for her. She’s a nag. A glorified babysitter.” Leon paused at the team’s chuckles. “You’re our star. You’re first round. Tell them you won’t play for her, and they’ll drop her. Let’s get your dad in here, Junior. I’d rather play for him.”

			“My father isn’t a coach and there’s no way in hell I’d want him to coach this team,” Brooks said.

			Jordan detected tension in the young man’s voice, knew how deplorable that situation likely seemed to the point guard who lived in his namesake’s shadow.

			“At least he played in the league.”

			“So did she.”

			“Seriously, the WNBA? Have you ever watched a game?” Leon asked, earning more laughter from his captive audience.

			“Just give her a chance.”

			“Why should I have to?”

			“Because I’m your team captain, and I said so,” Brooks said.

			“Is that right? Now you want to swing your big—”

			Jordan vehemently cleared her throat, steeling herself with a neutral disposition as she strode to the middle of the room. “Gentlemen, I hope I’m not interrupting something.”

			She leveled Leon with a knowing stare, and he turned his back to her. The other players looked down or away, but most disturbing to Jordan was Sean Reilley, twirling a whistle around his finger while he stood complacently in the corner. She shot him a glare before going to the whiteboard.

			“Excellence is not an act, but a habit.” Jordan scrawled the quote among the X’s and O’s. “Anyone know who said that?”

			“Aristotle,” Charlie Washington, the last piece of the team’s fear-invoking senior trio, said from his locker. The nearly seven-foot center not only provided size and rebounds but wielded unrivaled intellect as the brainiest of the bunch. He intended to go to medical school, a promise that Jordan made to his parents when recruiting him from prep school.

			“Gold star for Mr. Washington,” Jordan said.

			“Show-off.” Brooks nudged Charlie’s shoulder.

			The rest of the players stayed silent, pelting Jordan with disdain. Or perhaps she only imagined it, feeding into the headlines and paranoia that they hated her as much as everyone claimed they must.

			“Just because my door is across the hall doesn’t mean it’s not always open.” Jordan raised an eyebrow at Leon. “You can talk to me about your concerns, and I’ll always listen. Understood?”

			“Yes, Coach,” the team echoed. The team, minus Leon.

			“Let’s get going. Brooks, take them out,” Jordan said. While the players and other coaches left, Jordan stopped Sean. “Coach, wait a minute.”

			He sighed. “What?”

			She waited until the last player departed. “You’re going to stand by while the team talks shit about me?”

			He rolled his eyes. “He was just letting off steam.”

			“I need a united front, Sean. I need to know, and they need to know, that you’re on my side,” she said. When he didn’t respond, she narrowed her gaze. “Are you?”

			“I’m here, okay?”

			Her eyes widened. “Mark told you that you could take over if I fuck this up, didn’t he?” she asked. Sean firmed his mouth and shrugged. Jordan clenched her jaw. “If I wasn’t trying to win these guys over and make this as painless as possible, I’d get rid of you right now.”

			“If I didn’t think you were going to blow this, I’d find another program to coach at.”

			“You know where the door is. I won’t miss you,” she hissed before leaving him behind.

			Jordan’s head pounded as she walked to the court. She filled a paper cup with water at the sideline water cooler, trembling while she chugged. It did little to temper her frustration, especially when she turned to find the players lethargically working through shooting drills.

			“Are you aware that your home opener is in five days?” Jordan’s scrappy yell reached the WAC’s rafters. In her many years on the sideline, she must’ve lost her voice dozens of times. Now it retained a permanent rasp. “Five days! So why are we out here walking around, shooting half-assed?”

			“We’re warming up, Coach.” Leon sneered while he spun a ball on his pointer finger.

			Jordan met the young man with force, smacking the ball out of his hands. The rest of the players cooed in surprise, and while she regretted snapping, she also didn’t dare reveal weakness. Especially not in front of Leon Torres. She glared into his defiant smirk. “This isn’t a warm-up. I’ll warm you up. Everyone on the baseline!”

			The guys groaned while Jordan paced to center court. Frost blew his whistle, kicking off sprints. The players shuttled back and forth, bending to touch each line, shoes squealing with every pivot.

			“We are what we repeatedly do,” Jordan recited as the team sprinted past her to the opposite baseline. The breeze kicked up by their run ruffled her shirt and the dark flyaways from her bun. “Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.” When the first set of sprints ended, she nodded at Frost to blow the whistle for another. “Those habits start here. We will repeat whatever is necessary for you to reach your potential, including warming up correctly. Expectations for this team are higher than ever. There’s a target on your back and it’s only going to get worse.”

			She knew the same target existed for her. Felt it in every news article and story. Felt it in Mark Fellner observing from the bleachers with Sean whispering next to him.

			“We embrace that target by working hard now. By creating habits now. By creating excellence now.” Jordan glanced at Frost after ten sets. “That’s enough.” The players stopped, hunched over, and panted. “We have ninety minutes. Give me your best. Or we’ll make timed sprints a habit instead.”

			Jordan must have yelled more in that first week of practice as head coach than her last six seasons. She blew her whistle, shouted instructions, dragged the much larger players into position during plays, uncaring of their probable resentment. She only cared about winning. Only cared about making them the best. By the time practice ended, she was breathless.

			“Rest your legs. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.

			The players left without a word. A few flicked her scowls. Jordan chewed her lip, the tension headache building to a migraine.

			“You okay?” Frost asked.

			She glared at Sean and Mark leaving the court together. “Did you see them conspiring over there?”

			“You can’t let it get to you.”

			“Easy for you to say,” she said. “You’re not gunning for my job too, are you?”

			“Hell no. You’re making it look miserable.” Frost narrowed his eyes at her. “How about you come over for dinner? Julie made lasagna. You can help me wrangle the twins. They’ve learned how to help each other climb out of their cribs.”

			“Thanks, but I’m going to stick around here, go over game film.”

			“You’ve been at it nonstop. You need to eat and sleep.”

			“I’m doing both, though it’s a major inconvenience.”

			He frowned. “Listen, that shit Leon said wasn’t right. But you can’t burn yourself out like this.”

			“I can’t let them down.” Jordan dropped her gaze to her sneakers. “And it’s not just Leon. I’m sure he’s saying what everyone else is thinking. What the pundits are saying anyway.”

			“All the more reason for you to take a step back. Forget about this for a minute.”

			“I don’t have a minute. I have to talk to the vultures for media availability. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“See you then,” Frost said, disappearing down the tunnel.

			Jordan steadied herself with a breath. If practice rattled her self-confidence, the press compounded the trouble. It represented another aspect of the job that she had yet to get used to.

			Rather than find the cameras in the media room, Jordan faltered when she opened the heavy double doors to the court and confronted at least a dozen reporters. With nowhere to go, she backed into the gym, and the mob followed, shoving microphones at her.

			“Jordan, how are the players responding to you?”

			“Are you ready for Bader University next week?”

			She scanned the logos on the microphone flags. These weren’t just local reporters covering a college basketball team. Every major television network surrounded her.

			“Jordan, talk to us about the first week of practice as head coach,” a reporter she recognized from ESPN asked, leaving her so starstruck that she couldn’t answer. The journalists formed a half circle, nudging each other for the best position. She cringed when she spotted Mark in the corner, hating that she’d become just what he expected—a spectacle.

			“Jordan, how much pressure is there to win the home opener?”

			The reporters’ jostling swelled, elbows flying in the melee to creep closer. Through the blur, Jordan spotted Caroline Beck vying for a spot in the front. The debilitating thud in Jordan’s chest lessened.

			Perhaps it was just the reassuring hush of someone familiar in the chaos, but Beck lured her in similar fashion at the introductory press conference. Jordan caught herself staring when she overheard Beck mention her name on the phone that day and was left bemused after she tracked her down to demand an interview. If Jordan wasn’t so preoccupied with her new position, she might have thought of her again before now. Might have clutched on to the woman’s number instead of tossing it in the trash.

			While Jordan suctioned to her in the fray, the blonde flew to her in return. A cameraman bumped into Beck’s back, knocking her off balance. Jordan caught her not a second too soon and cushioned her unsteady weight. Her heart jumped when Beck’s hands clenched around her forearms.

			“Are you alright?” She searched Beck’s eyes, indulging in a hue that danced between olive and gold. A smile threatened to break through her lips and when she resisted, it smoldered her cheeks instead.

			“I’m fine.” Beck righted herself with a nod and backed out of her hold.

			Jordan blinked dumbly. The hive that faded away buzzed back into focus. She covered for the lapse by scolding the rowdy journalists like she would her players. “Come on. There’s no need for this. Someone’s going to get hurt.”

			The reporters settled, including Beck, who brought her mic up to Jordan. “Sorry, Coach. Tell us about this first week of practice. How’s the team responding?”

			Jordan hesitated, reminded of Leon’s tirade, of how she ran the guys simply to prove herself, and of the pure dread that the first conference game instilled. She refused to speak of it.

			“The guys look sharp. We’re ready for Bader.” She held her arms across her chest in a useless shield. “We know if we can beat them out of transition, it’s going to be hard to catch us.”

			Questions mercilessly churned from the scrum. Jordan fidgeted, staring at the floor as she pondered her responses, unconsciously twisting the gold chain around her neck, eyes landing on Beck’s heels more than once, as though even in the ocean of press she’d find her like a buoy.

			“That’s enough for today,” Molly finally said, and Jordan sighed in relief.

			She rushed off with the media director while the reporters dispersed. “What the hell was that? I thought we were supposed to do that in the media room.”

			“I’m sorry, there were just so many. They kept trying to get into practice. I held them off as long as I could.”

			“A heads-up would’ve been nice.”

			“I emailed you,” Molly said as they walked to the tunnel. “Speaking of which, you haven’t responded to any of my other messages. The Today show and SportsCenter are both asking for exclusives.”

			“No.”

			“It’s positive press for the school.”

			“Winning will be positive press for the school,” Jordan said.

			Before they reached the exit, Beck clamored behind them. “Coach, how about that sit-down interview?” she asked.

			Jordan’s stomach swooped, but she refused to turn. Not when her insides swirled at their brief contact, and certainly not when she gawked at Beck in front of the national press.

			“No,” she said over her shoulder without breaking stride.

			“You sure?” Beck asked.

			Against her better judgment, Jordan stopped and let Molly stride ahead. At the very
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