For everyone who ever found love in the place they least expected—and for the women who discover their strength together.




Prologue
The pen makes a soft, scratching sound, not unlike a mouse trapped in the walls, the only actual noise in the legal office besides the staccato hum of the overhead fluorescent bulb. Elena Alvarez sits in the stiff-backed chair across from the battered conference table, her knees angled close together as if defending herself, her hands pressed between them so tight her fingertips turn white. She has been sitting like this so long her legs ache, but she does not move.

Across from her, Daniel Whitaker lounges in a way that would almost seem casual, except for the way his eyes have gone flat behind their pale lashes. He doesn’t look shaken. Not even annoyed. The lawyer, a man with hair the color of a dust bunny and hands that never quite rest, explains each clause in the document as though reading a script. Daniel barely listens. He picks up the pen, doesn’t check whether it works, and signs his name in one swooping, performative motion, like an athlete finishing a race he never wanted to run. As he does, his eyes flick to Elena—just for a second, a flicker and gone. Then he slides the paper toward the attorney, already reaching for his phone before it stops moving on the shiny oak veneer.

Elena’s breath catches. She has been holding it, she realizes. She lets it out slowly, hoping no one sees the way her chest moves, as if the act of breathing were an admission of weakness.

That’s all? She thinks. That’s really how easy it is?

A signature, a moment of indifference, and a man can step out of a life he once swore he wanted. He doesn’t even meet her eyes. There is no anger, no apology, not even an attempt at dignity.

Daniel doesn’t wait for the lawyer’s further instructions. He is already on his feet, shoving his phone into his pocket and straightening his jacket. The lawyer clears his throat, a small, dry rattle that fills the space left by Daniel’s absence.

“This document terminates all parental rights and responsibilities. Once it’s filed, that’s it. You understand that, Mr. Whitaker?”

Daniel shrugs, not even bothering to nod. “Yep.”

The lawyer’s eyes dart to Elena. “Ms. Alvarez, I’ll need your signature as acknowledgment.”

Elena blinks. She looks at Daniel, but he isn’t looking back. He stands near the door, his hand on the knob, already poised for flight.

Her voice comes out cracked, smaller than she intended. “So that’s it. You’re really just… done?”

Daniel finally looks at her. His gaze is bland, faintly bored. “I told you, Lena—I’m not ready for any of this. I never was.”

Her name—Lena, not Elena—lands on her skin like a slap. She flinches, then straightens her back.

“You don’t even want to meet the baby?” she asks. “Not once?”

He snorts, the sound unkind. “Like I said, I have a lot going on. I’m not ready to be a dad.” He checks his phone. “Good luck, okay?”

She says nothing. There is nothing to say.

Daniel leaves without a backward glance. The door’s pneumatic hinge hisses, then shuts with a soft click.

The lawyer, who looks suddenly ancient, offers her a tissue from a yellowing box on the table. She shakes her head, refusing it. Then, because it’s expected, she picks up the pen. Her hand trembles. She tries to make her signature neat, but the letters blur, crowd together, desperate to escape the page.

“There you are,” she says, pushing the pen back across the table. “I hope you’re happy.”

His eyes are soft, but his face is business. “Thank you, Ms. Alvarez. If you need anything, you can call.”

She nods, though she doubts she will. She stands, gathering her things. The lawyer places the documents in a manila envelope, folding them with a care that borders on reverence, as if trying not to bruise their contents. He hands it to her with both hands.

Outside, the city’s winter air is sharp as broken glass. She walks fast, breath clouding in front of her, not caring whether people stare at the tears on her cheeks. She tells herself it’s just the wind. She tells herself a lot of things.

She goes home alone.

The apartment is as she left it: socks on the radiator, a single blue bowl in the sink, the faint smell of oranges and dust. She hangs her coat and slumps onto the couch, which sags under her. The window lets in weak sunlight, filtered through city grime, making everything look sepia and washed out.

The envelope sits in her lap. She should put it away, but she doesn’t.

She holds it for a long time.

Her phone buzzes, startling her. A message from her grandmother, asking if the meeting went “as planned.” She doesn’t answer. Her grandmother means well, but her support always comes laced with criticism, sugar on the rim of a bitter glass. Elena sets the phone face down.

She stares at the ceiling. The water stains look like continents, and for a moment she tries to imagine what it would be like to start over, somewhere else, somewhere clean. She closes her eyes and pictures a place where she is not alone, where nothing is expected of her, where her own mistakes are not etched into legal forms and filed away forever.

Eventually, she stands. Forces herself to get up. She moves from room to room, picking up stray laundry, wiping crumbs from the counter, as if tidying her space could somehow tidy her mind.

But nothing helps.

She sits at the kitchen table, fingers curled around a chipped mug. She reads the top of the document again: Relinquishment of Parental Rights. The words are bold, unapologetic, final.

Her hand drifts to her belly. She’s only starting to show, a soft curve beneath her sweater, but already she feels the weight—the presence—of what’s to come. It is both comfort and burden.

She speaks to the silence: “I’m here,” she says. “I’ll always be here, okay?”

Her voice cracks on the last word.

The day passes in fits and starts. She makes a sandwich she doesn’t eat. She watches a sitcom on her laptop, laughs at a joke she doesn’t find funny. She tries to imagine what it will be like, raising a child alone. The logistics are dizzying: diapers, daycare, doctor’s appointments, her job at the call center, her grandmother’s endless, needling questions. The thought makes her chest ache.

She wonders if she can do it.

That night, she lies on her side in bed, phone on the nightstand, the envelope still within reach. She dreams of nothing.

In the morning, her body aches as if she’s been running. She showers, dresses, pours the last of her milk over a bowl of stale cereal. She almost calls Marisol, her best friend since third grade, but stops herself. She doesn’t want to admit, not yet, that it’s real.

At work, she answers calls with mechanical politeness. People yell at her about billing errors, cable outages, broken modems. She apologizes, promises to fix it. None of it matters.

At lunch, she eats alone in her car, engine running for warmth. She leans her head back and closes her eyes. The world feels thin, like it might tear if she presses too hard.

When she comes home, the envelope is still there.

She opens it this time, pulls out the pages, reads every word as if expecting them to change. They don’t. She sets them on the coffee table and lays her hand on top, palm down, like pressing a wound to stop the bleeding.

For a while, she just sits. Then, she pushes herself to her feet and goes to the fridge. She pulls out a carton of eggs, cracks two into a pan. She makes herself dinner, one step at a time, the way her grandmother taught her. She eats standing up, too restless to sit.

After, she goes to the window and looks down at the street. People walk in pairs, holding hands or sharing umbrellas against the drizzle. Elena’s reflection in the glass looks older than she remembers.

She touches her stomach and says, “We’re going to be okay.”

It feels like a lie, but she says it again.

“We’re going to be okay.”

She doesn’t know it yet, but someone else will soon decide to stand beside her. She doesn’t know that the person who steps forward won’t be the baby’s father, or a relative, or even someone she expects. She doesn’t know that love—unexpected, steady, fierce—will arrive in the form of quiet gestures, kind words, and a pair of hands that have never let her down.

For now, there is only the silence, the slanting light, and the tiny heartbeat she’s not yet heard but already feels.

Paper shields lie on the table.

Real strength is curled on the couch, holding her future in her hands.


Chapter One — Fractures and Foundations
Elena’s POV 

Elena doesn’t even notice the tears until her wool scarf against her chin grows damp. The chill of the morning air pinches her cheeks bright red as she trudges three frosted blocks to Marisol’s apartment. The city slumbers still: shop windows dark, streetlights blinking off in routine, and the occasional rumble of a bus engine drifting through empty avenues. She half–expects the whole world to shudder, to pause and recognize the fracture in her life—but the sidewalks remain dusted in white crystals, the traffic lights cycle on their usual rhythm, and no one spares a glance for the woman whose silent tears drip onto her jacket.

Each breath comes in tight, stabbing bursts. She jabs one gloved hand deep into her coat pocket and crosses her free arm over her belly, feeling that small, unfamiliar weight press against her ribs—warm and real. In her mind, she still hears the scratch of that signing pen, the finality of its stroke on paper.

By the time she reaches Marisol’s narrow brownstone—its bricks chipped, paint peeling, the front door complaining on rusty hinges—her tears have broken free. They fall in reckless, uneven streams: swollen eyes, blotchy nose, chest convulsing with sobs she’s been swallowing since dusk.

She grips the cold iron railing as she climbs the uneven wooden stairs, each step creaking beneath her boots. When she stands before the familiar door, her knuckles feel raw from knocking. Her breath trembles in her throat.

She expects Marisol to pull her inside with a relieved, “Ellie, what happened?” Instead, the door swings open to reveal Jordan Hale. Tall and broad–shouldered, she fills the frame in comfortable gray sweats and a messy ponytail that looks as if she rolled out of bed only moments ago. Her pale hair catches the hallway light; her blue eyes narrow in confusion, then soften at the sight of Elena’s tear–streaked face.

“Elena?” Jordan’s voice is low and warm, an unexpected balm against the bite of the morning. “Hey… are you okay?”

The gentleness in her tone sends a fresh quiver through Elena’s throat. She swallows and forces out, “I—I was looking for Marisol.”

Jordan’s brow draws together, concern flickering in her gaze. “She’s here. Come on in.” She steps aside, ushering Elena into a small foyer warmed by the scent of fresh coffee and burning cinnamon candles.

Elena pauses a moment on the threshold, eyes flicking over the worn couch cushions and stacks of books spilling from a low shelf. This is Marisol’s world—soft light, colorful throws, the gentle clutter of home. She finally nods, her boots scuffing the rug as she crosses inside.

Jordan closes the door with a soft click. “Let me get Mare. Just… breathe, okay?”

Elena presses a sleeve to her cheek and tips her head in a shaky yes. Jordan’s footsteps fade down the hallway, and then Marisol’s voice calls out, rich with panic: “Elena? Ellie?! Oh my god—”

Marisol bursts into view wearing pajama pants and a purple tank top, hair askew, eyes widening the instant she sees Elena’s ruined expression. “Oh, sweetheart—come here.”

Before Elena can answer, Marisol wraps her in a fierce hug. The world tilts as her friend’s arms clamp around her, warm and reassuring. New sobs break free, harder this time, choked from months of fear and loneliness. Marisol’s hand rubs soothing circles across her hair and back. “Shhh, you’re safe. You’re okay. I’ve got you.”

Between gasps, Elena finds her voice. “He signed the papers.”

Marisol stiffens, breath catching, before she pulls Elena tighter. “What?”

“He… he signed away everything. Just like that.” Elena’s words tumble out ragged and raw. “Like it was nothing.”

Marisol’s thumb brushes gentle circles on her shoulder. “Oh, Ellie… You should’ve called me last night.”

“I didn’t want to burden you.”

“Never a burden.”

Behind them, Jordan stands near the kitchen doorway, phone forgotten in her hand. Elena glances up and catches Jordan’s jaw flexing—an instinctive flicker of anger, of protectiveness.

Marisol guides Elena toward the couch, still cradling her. Elena collapses onto the cushions, and Jordan leans against the counter, silently watching.

Elena wipes at her nose, voice small. “I thought I could handle this alone. I wanted to be strong.”

Marisol’s fingers still at her back. “You are strong—but you don’t have to do it alone.”

At the word alone, Jordan shifts from her spot. It’s a subtle motion—just a step forward, arms crossing over her broad chest—but it’s enough to make Elena look up. Jordan’s expression is open now, fierce and steady. Concern, protectiveness—they shine clear in her eyes.

Marisol murmurs, “You’re not alone, okay? You have me.”

Elena nods, tears glistening on her lashes.

Then Jordan’s voice comes, low and certain: “You have more than just her.”

Startled, Elena meets Jordan’s gaze. Jordan’s face is serious—weighty with promise. “I mean it,” she says. “Whatever you need… I’ll help too.”

Marisol looks from her sister to Elena. “You don’t even know what’s happened, Jord.”

Jordan meets Marisol’s eyes. “I might not. But she’s our friend, and I want to help Mare.”

Elena’s chest tightens, and she blurts it out, “I’m pregnant… and the father signed away all his rights last night. He wants nothing to do with the baby.”

Jordan’s posture doesn’t waver. “Then I want to help. Whatever you need.”

Elena’s breath hitches. “Jordan, you don’t have to—”

“I know,” Jordan interrupts gently. “But I want to.”

A strange calm settles in Elena’s chest. Jordan steps back, sliding over to the kitchen counter but leaving her promise in the air. Elena feels it there: the solid warmth of someone choosing to stand by her.

Jordan Hale—always poised, always distant—has just crossed a line. She’s come closer than Elena ever expected. And despite everything, it feels like the first small crack of hope.


Chapter Two — Cracks in the Armor
Jordan’s POV

The sound of Elena Alvarez crying is one that Jordan Hale knows she won’t forget anytime soon—no matter how much she wishes she could.

Even after Elena disappears into the living room with Marisol—her younger sister’s arms wrapped around her, trying to keep her from breaking—Jordan remains frozen in the kitchen doorway, gripping the edge of the counter, focused on keeping her breathing steady.

She tells herself she shouldn’t care this much. She knows it.

But she heard the way Elena’s voice shook. She could smell the cold in Elena’s coat, saw the heartbreak in her hazel eyes—eyes that always looked so warm, so kind. Elena, who hand-makes birthday cards and blushes if you compliment her cooking, shouldn’t look that defeated.

Jordan has to force herself to unclench her jaw.
She shouldn’t be listening; she really shouldn’t.
But their voices carry.

Elena: “…he signed the papers. Like it was nothing. Like I was nothing.” Marisol: “Oh, honey. Come here. You’re not alone, okay?” Elena: “…I don’t know how I’m supposed to do this alone.”

Jordan shuts her eyes as something harsh and angry rises in her chest—pure, protective fury.

She hates that anyone could make Elena sound that way. Hates it more than she wants to admit.

She’s always had a protective streak, but this is different. Sharper. Heavier.

She knows what abandonment feels like. What it leaves behind.

Maybe that’s why Elena’s voice cuts her so deep.

Desperate for distraction, Jordan pushes off the counter and busies herself making tea—clinking mugs, filling the kettle, anything to keep her hands from curling into fists. The kitchen fills with the soft sounds of boiling water, a humid warmth chasing away the last chill.

Footsteps. Marisol appears in the doorway. Her face, caught between worry and exhaustion, flicks to Jordan’s. Jordan tries for a neutral expression, not that it works.

“You holding up?” Marisol asks quietly.

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

Marisol gives a halfhearted laugh, leaning into the fridge. “I’m… angry. Heartbroken for her, really.”

Jordan nods. “Yeah.”

“You heard all that?”

Jordan doesn’t try to deny it. “Most of it.”

Marisol studies her, then says, “You care.”

It isn’t a question. Jordan swallows.

“I care that someone could hurt her like that,” she says. “And I care that she’s scared.” She hesitates. “That’s all.”

Marisol arches an eyebrow, teasing. “Sure.”

Jordan shoots her a look. “Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything!”

“You didn’t have to.”

They face off, Marisol with a sly smirk, Jordan rolling her eyes.

The kettle shrieks, saving her. Jordan pours water into mugs, searches for honey, tea bags—something that might help.

She carries one out but hesitates, pausing at the edge of the living room.

Elena sits curled on the couch, knees drawn close, Marisol’s arm around her again. Her cheeks are blotchy, her nose pink, hands curled protectively over her stomach.

A strange, painful softness wells up in Jordan.

Marisol notices the tea first. “Oh, that’s perfect.” She nudges Elena gently. “Jordan made you something warm.”

Elena lifts her head, eyes still red and wet.

“Oh,” she manages quietly. “Thank you.”

Jordan approaches, careful, as though she might shatter something. She sets the mug on the coffee table.

“You don’t have to drink it,” Jordan says, fast. “Just… thought it might help.”

Elena nods, the smallest smile flickering across her face—shaky, tired, but real.

And inexplicably, it rattles Jordan.

Before she can react, fresh tears fill Elena’s eyes, and she looks away, face hiding in her sleeve. Jordan aches to fix it, to erase whatever memory still hurts so much. Instead, she jams her hands into her pockets.

Marisol rubs her back, voice gentle. “Let it out, Ellie. We’re here.”

Jordan tenses at the nickname. She’s never heard anyone else call her “Ellie.” It feels right in a way that twists something inside her.

Then Elena whispers, voice raw, “I really thought he’d change. Or at least care, a little. But he just signed. Didn’t look at me. Didn’t even ask about the baby.”

Jordan’s own breath fights free—sharp and involuntary. Marisol glances at her, whether in warning or approval, Jordan can’t tell.

“Some people are just cowards,” Jordan says, steady. “And he sounds like he’s made a profession of it.”

Elena lets out a weak, watery laugh. “Yeah… maybe.”

Jordan is relieved her attempt at humor didn’t make things worse.

Elena wipes her face, whispering, “I just—I don’t want to do this alone.”

“You’re not alone,” Jordan blurts, meaning it before she has a chance to think. Both women look at her.

Elena blinks, surprised. “Jordan…”

“I mean it,” Jordan insists, words coming out stronger than she expects. “Whatever you need. Rides, groceries, baby… equipment. I don’t know all the lingo. But I’ll learn.”

Elena stares at her, as if trying to parse what Jordan’s offering. Jordan barely understands it herself. But it’s true.

Marisol grins, broad and knowing. “Aw, look at you getting all soft.”

“Shut up,” Jordan mutters, heat rising to her cheeks.

Elena laughs, and the sound is low but genuine. It does something strange and warm to Jordan’s insides.

Marisol collects herself. “Right—Elena’s staying here for now. She shouldn’t be alone after last night. That cool with you?”

Jordan nods—maybe too quickly. “Yeah. Of course.”

Elena looks up, hesitant. “Are you sure? I don’t want to be a burden—”

“You’re not.” Jordan’s answer is quiet but certain. “Stay.”

Something flickers in Elena’s eyes. Not quite surprise. Relief, maybe. Or trust. Jordan swallows.

Elena eventually naps in Marisol’s guest room, exhaustion finally pulling her under. Jordan stands in the hallway, leaning on the doorframe, listening for her even breaths.

She tells herself she just wants to make sure Elena’s okay.

Marisol joins her, whispering, “You know you’re hovering, right?”

“I am not.”

“You’re literally guarding the door.”

“I’m just standing here.”

“And glaring at the wall.”

Jordan frowns. “The wall deserves it.”

Marisol snorts. “God, you’re hopeless. You totally like her.”

Jordan’s whole body tenses. “I do not.”

“You do! You’re sleeping on the couch—for her. You look like a puppy someone got mad at.”

“Marisol.”

She folds her arms. “I know you, Jord. You never do this for anyone.”

Jordan glances away. “She needs help. And she’s not just anyone, Mari. We’ve known her forever.”

“She needs more than practical help, you know.”

“I’m not much good at… emotional support.”

“You’re better than you think.”

Jordan says nothing.

Marisol nudges her softly. “You’re allowed to care, Jordan. Even if it scares you.”

Jordan scowls. “I’m not scared.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

Jordan stays silent.

Because how is she supposed to explain that caring is dangerous? That letting someone in means splitting herself open in places that have never fully healed? That her whole life has been built on strength and distance, and Elena—with her soft sweaters and softer voice—makes all of that feel shaky?

Marisol quirks a brow. “If you don’t like her, just say so.”

“I didn’t say—”

“Aha!”

“Marisol, I swear—”

The bedroom door eases open, and Elena steps into the hall, hair ruffled from sleep, sweater falling off her shoulder.

Jordan snaps her mouth shut so fast she almost bites her tongue.

Elena rubs at her eyes. “Sorry… did I interrupt?”

Marisol smiles. “Not at all. How are you feeling?”

“Tired,” Elena says with a shy smile. “But better.”

She looks to Jordan.

“Thank you. For before.”

Jordan’s pulse thuds. “You don’t have to thank me.”

“I do,” Elena says quietly. “You didn’t have to do any of this. But you stayed.”

Jordan swallows. “I meant what I said. I’m here, if you need anything.”

Elena’s smile is small and gentle and knocks the wind out of Jordan.

“I might take you up on that.”

Jordan nods, doing her best to keep it together.

Later, Marisol orders takeout, chattering to fill the silence while Elena curls into a blanket on the couch. Jordan sits at the dining table, quietly watching Elena from the corner of her eye.

Everything about Elena is gentle. Open. Too easy to read, too easy to care about.

Jordan wonders how anyone could walk away from her.

At one point, Elena actually laughs, and something in Jordan’s chest thaws—a blooming warmth she barely recognizes.

After dinner, Marisol excuses herself for a shower and the apartment falls quiet. Elena wanders to the window, arms crossed, staring down at the city lights.

Jordan approaches, careful as always.

“You doing okay?”

Elena nods without turning, still gazing at the street. “Just… thinking.”

“About him?”

“About everything.” Elena sighs softly. “I feel like I’m pretending to be strong all the time. And any minute, it’s going to fall apart.”

Jordan leans on the window frame beside her. “Pretending is pretty underrated. I do it constantly.”

A soft laugh from Elena. “You never seem unsure, though.”

“That’s the trick—it’s all fake.”

Elena glances up, searching her face. “You’re actually really… gentle.”

Jordan coughs, caught off guard. “I’m—no—I mean, Marisol’s exaggerating—”

Elena smiles, amusement flickering there. “It’s not a bad thing.”

Jordan looks away, ears burning. “Please don’t spread that around. I’ve got a reputation to keep.”

Elena’s laughter is quiet and easy, and Jordan finds herself wanting to hear it again.

They stand together, looking out at the city.

After a moment, Elena says softly, “I’m still scared. But today, I don’t feel so alone.”

Jordan breathes in, steady and slow. “Good. Because you’re not.”

Elena looks over, eyes glossy but hopeful.

“Thank you. For seeing me.”

A lump rises in Jordan’s throat.

She wants to say something smooth or clever. Instead, she settles for the truth.

“I see you, Elena. And I’m not leaving.”

Elena’s breath hitches—just a bit. The air between them shifts, warm and electric.

Marisol calls from the bathroom, breaking the moment.

Elena steps back, cheeks flushed.

Jordan doesn’t move, pulse hammering.

Something has shifted. She feels it—a small change in gravity, a gentle tilt toward something unexpected.

And for once, Jordan isn’t running.

Not yet.


Chapter Three — The First Appointment
Jordan’s POV

Jordan wakes up with her mouth full of dust and the couch imprint on the side of her face.

She blinks at the ceiling—Marisol’s ceiling, not her own—and for a moment she lets herself be proud of the small, shameful thing she did last night. She slept on the couch because Elena was in the guest room and Marisol insisted—practical, maternal insistence—and Jordan, who makes a living telling her body what to do for a living, found that following someone else’s orders felt kind of nice. It was an act of surrender she didn’t know she needed.

The living room is quiet; morning light pools around the curtains like a soft benediction. Her throat is dry. Her muscles ache not from a workout but from the odd, slow burn of not sleeping in her own bed. She rolls her shoulders, just as she does before warm ups, and the motion loosens something that had wound too tightly for too long.

She stands, pads across the worn rug, and pauses at the doorway to the guest room. The door is slightly open, revealing a glimpse of shadow and fabric. Elena’s breathing is steady—slow, even—a small reed of life in the hush. Jordan watches for a second, an officer of the night measuring another person’s peace, and then she turns back toward the kitchen.

There are small domestic rituals in Marisol’s apartment that Jordan has studied from afar for years—the precise angle Marisol folds towels, the way she stacks takeout boxes, the candle that always burns in the corner with the stubborn cinnamon smell. This morning, Jordan moves through them like a quiet ghost, boiling water, turning on the radio low so the world feels less vast. She’s not sure if she’s nervous about today because it’s Elena’s first prenatal appointment or because there’s something about being needed that terrifies her.

Maybe both.

She sets two mugs on the counter and fumbles with tea bags because her hands are not steady. The sound of footsteps makes her straighten. Marisol emerges, hair tousled, a tank top and jeans, like nothing in the world is urgent except everyone’s comfort.

“Morning,” Marisol says, yawning dramatically. “You look like you wrestled a bench press.”

“Close,” Jordan replies. “I slept like furniture.”

Marisol gives a sharp laugh and then, softer, “You’re doing the right thing.”

Jordan doesn’t answer. She pulls a mug toward the living room and settles into the armchair, keeping one eye on the guest room door. She watches Elena come out eventually—hair mussed, sweater slung off one shoulder like the sweater is only an afterthought and warmth is a decision she’s already made.

Elena looks like someone who just stepped out of a dream: fragile edges, a small smile that’s still rubbing sleep from her eyes. Jordan notices things—every tiny shift in expression, the way Elena’s hand unconsciously rests on her belly, the little callus on her thumb where she must have been holding pens and stirring spoons for years. It’s stupid, and Jordan knows it, but she feels protective all over again.

“Coffee?” Elena offers. Her voice is light but real, like a thread being tested for strength.

Jordan accepts the mug. “Thank you.”

They sit in the living room, the three of them like a small island. Breakfast is takeout pancakes warmed in the microwave because no one in Marisol’s life has time for anything fussy. Marisol flirts with the radio, Elena laughs at a joke, and Jordan tries to be present without making any speeches about parenting or life choices—or whatever a professional athlete is supposed to lecture on.

They talk about everything else: practice schedules, Marisol’s upcoming pottery class, the ridiculous number of pet photos clogging a mutual friend’s feed. It’s ordinary and sacred in the same breath; Jordan anchors herself in it, letting the normalcy sink into her muscles.

Then the clock reminds them the world still turns. Jordan stands, grabs her car keys—her old sedan that smells faintly of gym bag—and checks the time twice. Nervousness flares in her chest, not for herself but for the woman she’s decided to guard. It’s a new sensation to rush because someone else needs you. She doesn’t hate it.

“You sure you want me to come?” She asks Elena before they step out into the crisp air.

Elena’s smile is small and honest. “If you—if you want, don’t have to—”

Jordan’s head snaps up. “I don’t have to do a lot of things. But you—” She clears her throat. “I want to be there. As your ride. As whatever.”

Elena’s hand finds her sleeve, squeezing without thinking. “Okay.”

They walk to the car in comfortable silence, the morning carrying the kind of cold that makes lungs feel sharp and awake. Jordan opens Elena’s door like she’s delivering a promise: an extra layer of respect in a world that can feel careless. Elena settles in, fingers resting against her sweater where the baby is, and Jordan finds herself stealing glances at the softness of that profile, at the way sunlight makes hair look like it’s threaded with gold.

Driving is a thing Jordan’s used to—routes memorized, traffic patterns cataloged. Today, every stoplight is a small anxiety test. Elena hums along to a song on the radio, a cracked but earnest little tune about second chances. Jordan wants to tell her everything will be fine, wants to roll down the window and hand her a bouquet of assurances, but she keeps her responses small and steady, like practice reps.

They talk in the car—minor details at first. The receptionist’s name, the building’s weirdly cheerful fish decal in the lobby, how quick the parking is on Tuesdays. Jordan offers to park, and Elena accepts, fumbling with the seat belt like she’s still getting used to the idea of her body being a vessel for more than her own life.

The clinic smells of antiseptic and coffee. Jordan’s been in hospital hallways for injury rehab and emergency assessments, but this place is softer—pastel walls, children’s drawings taped like little flags of hope, pamphlets with friendly fonts. Elena’s fingers grip a clipboard with the sort of nervous efficiency that makes Jordan want to hug her and also read every word to make sure it won’t bite.

They check in; a receptionist with a clear smile hands them forms. A middle-aged woman behind a counter calls them back, lists off the routine questions, and then asks Elena to take a seat in the waiting room.

Jordan sits beside her, deliberately closing any gap between them so she can gauge Elena’s breath. The nervousness on Elena’s face is a quiet thing—one Jordan wants to protect like it’s fine porcelain. Elena speaks to the nurse like she’s reporting a fragile currency: honest, careful, hopeful.

When they call Elena’s name, Jordan stands too, the way a player will instinctively rise for a teammate in a timeout. A young nurse appears: male, mid-thirties, smile easy, eyes that skate a little too long on Elena’s face before he adjusts his focus to her file. Jordan notices it with the same clinical precision she uses to read an opponent’s defense—someone’s attention drifting is always a departure from protocol.

Elena doesn’t notice at first; she’s nervous about the ultrasound, giddy and terrified in equal measure. Jordan sits in the corner of the small examination room—obligatory chair for visitors—hands braced on her knees. The doctor is older and gentle, kind in the way of someone who’s seen the same miracle of heartbeat a thousand times and still treats each like a small, sacred secret.

The screen hums to life, and Elena watches with the reverence of someone seeing a godhead for the first time. The flicker of the tiny heart and the sense of scale—sudden, enormous—slams into Jordan in a way she didn’t expect. It’s both terrifying and beautiful. She can’t look away.

Then the nurse—handsome and too-smiling—scoots a little closer to Elena under the pretense of adjusting a strap, and Jordan’s muscles shift as if set to a defensive play. It’s not jerky or aggressive; it’s a tightening like coiled cable. Jordan’s eyes flick to the nurse’s hand brushing Elena’s shoulder, the casual way his knee nudges hers as he leans in, the way he laughs a fraction too loud at a nervous joke.

Her jaw hardens. A low, unpleasant surge she recognizes—jealousy—slides through her. She hates herself for the heat of it. The nurse’s polite attention triggers her protective side. She hates it most because it’s irrational—this man is not a threat. But feelings are not rational, and Jordan has learned that lesson the hard way.

She sits up straighter, clearing a space with the energy of someone claiming a box on a whiteboard. “Excuse me,” she says, voice even and cool. “Would you mind if you explained the procedure from the other side? I want to understand.”

The nurse turns, surprised, then obliges with a professional smile. He explains the monitor, the measurements, the routine checks. It’s helpful, clinical, and exactly how Jordan likes things—facts instead of flutter. He’s competent. He’s kind. He’s harmless. Yet her chest is still tight.

Elena watches them, eyes darting between the man’s steady tone and Jordan’s too-straight posture. For a moment, Elena’s fingers uncurl from their protective circle on her belly and flex against the edge of the examination table, small and thoughtful.

Later, alone in the car, Elena’s voice is cautious. “He was nice.”

Jordan starts the engine, fingers curling around the wheel, then loosening as if releasing excess tension. “Yeah.”

“You seemed…sharp. Was I okay?”

“You were perfect,” Jordan says, then immediately adds, too quickly, “I just—” She stops herself. There are things she doesn’t want to admit. There are half-formed confessions—about how she’ll react when someone else sees Elena laugh, about the irrational warmth in her chest when Elena looks at her like she’s the only person in a room.

Elena watches her with that open, dangerous look she has, and for a beat Jordan is unmoored. “It’s ridiculous,” she says finally, because not all truths are elegant. “I don’t like other people looking at you like that.”

Elena’s hand finds Jordan’s knee, tentative and small. It lands there as if it’s been thinking about doing it for a long time and finally allowed itself. “I appreciate it,” she says quietly. “You’re…you’re good at this.”

Jordan’s breath catches in her throat. “Good at what?”

“Being present,” Elena answers. “Being steady. Being…here.”

Jordan hasn’t been told anything that tender in years. She’s not sure what to do with it. She drives mostly in silence, the city spreading around them like a watercolor that’s been left to bloom. The quiet is full, not empty, and Jordan realizes she doesn’t hate the feeling of it anymore.



A few days later—between practice and media calls—Jordan finds herself buying a second crib mattress and a stack of newborn onesies she has absolutely no practical use for. She drops them off at Marisol’s with the kind of clumsy humility that comes from someone who’s not used to shopping for tiny clothes. Elena is there, surprised and delighted and embarrassed, and Jordan watches her fingers trace through soft cotton like a blessing.

Later, when the three of them sit cross-legged on the living room floor assembling parts with Allen wrenches and instruction sheets, Jordan’s laugh slips free at something Marisol says, and Elena’s eyes meet hers. The moment stretches: hands on screws, a shared look, and the kind of simple affection that can shift tectonic plates inside a person.

That night, Jordan sleeps on the couch again, not because anyone forces her to but because she wants to, because she likes being near enough that Elena’s soft breathing is a rhythmic promise she can count on. She doesn’t know how to tell Marisol she’s staying through the week because it feels presumptuous. She tells herself it’s tactical—convenient for practice and travel—but the truth is quieter and more complicated: she likes the way Elena’s presence makes corners of her heart uncoil.

There are nights when Jordan stares at the ceiling and tries to name what this is. Companion? Duty? Something more dangerous—affection built slow, a kind of love that arrives in installments? She has no answers, only the surety that she’s not willing to step back and watch Elena be unprotected.

And when Elena touches her thumb against Jordan’s knuckle in the dark one night—just a small, sleepy contact—Jordan feels a warmth like water soaking into parched ground. She doesn’t move. She doesn’t pull away. She lets the contact linger, a deliberate, silent concession.

There’s a quiet shift between them, small as an inhale, profound as a promise.

The world keeps being loud—practices, press, bills, appointments—but when Jordan thinks of the tiny person growing inside Elena, when she imagines holding a child with Elena by her side, her chest tightens with something that feels like both fear and hope. She doesn’t know the map of what comes next. But she knows the direction she wants to move in.

And for the first time in a long time, she’s willing to follow the feeling even when she doesn’t have all the answers.


Chapter Four — The Safe Harbor
Jordan’s POV

Jordan spends the next few days at Marisol’s apartment without anyone formally asking her to stay.

Every night she tells herself she’ll go home tomorrow.
Every morning she wakes to the sound of Elena’s soft footsteps in the kitchen—and stays.

It feels domestic in a way Jordan isn’t used to. Not domestic like matching mugs and throw pillows; domestic like warmth, like routine, like being needed enough to be part of someone’s morning air.

The couch is wrecking her spine.
She doesn’t care.

Jordan wakes to the sound of Elena humming in the kitchen. It’s a small sound, but it pulls her upright like a hand closing over her heart.

She sits up, rubbing sleep from her eyes. The apartment is filled with the scent of toast and something fruity—berries? Tea? She can’t tell. She just knows it’s soft and warm and Elena.

She stands and walks toward the kitchen, leaning against the door frame.

Elena is barefoot, wearing a long, cozy cardigan over a simple tank top and leggings. Her hair is a little messy—waves tumbling down her back—but in a way that feels intentional, like softness arranged by the universe.

“Morning,” Jordan says.

Elena turns, startled, then smiles. “Good morning. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

“No.” Jordan clears her throat. “Couch woke me. Couch is mean.”

Elena laughs—a fragile, breathy little sound—and Jordan feels rewarded in a way that makes no logical sense.

“There’s tea,” Elena says, lifting a mug. “And I made toast. I wasn’t sure what you like in the mornings, so I just… guessed.”

“You guessed toast?” Jordan teases.

Elena blushes. “Well—yes. Everyone eats toast.”

“True. Hard to mess up.”

“I can definitely mess up toast.”

Jordan raises an eyebrow. “I’d like to see you try.”

Elena’s shoulders shake with another soft laugh. She pushes a plate across the counter toward Jordan.

“Um.” Elena hesitates. “Thank you. For staying. I know you don’t… have to.”

Jordan swallows. “I know I don’t. That’s why I’m still here.”

A pause.
A shift.
Something warm flickering between them like the first spark of a match.

But Elena looks away before the moment seals into anything too real.



Marisol leaves for work—late shift makeup—and suddenly the apartment feels smaller, cocooned, quieter.

Jordan doesn’t mind.

Elena sinks into the couch with a blanket draped over her legs. She’s flipping through a small journal, the edges worn and ink-smudged.

“You journal?” Jordan asks.

Elena nods shyly. “Not well. It’s just… thoughts. Worries. Dreams. Things I can’t say out loud.”

Jordan sits across from her. “You can say them out loud, if you want.”

Elena looks at her for a long moment. Really looks.

Then she starts talking.


Elena’s POV

“It’s strange,” Elena says, her voice steady at first. “When I found out I was pregnant, I was terrified. But I was hopeful too. I thought—maybe this is the beginning of something good. Maybe I can finally have the kind of family I never had growing up.”

Jordan listens quietly, not interrupting.

Elena’s fingers trace the edge of the journal. “And then that was just… crushed the fantasy. Seeing him sign those papers—like he was mailing back something he didn’t order.” Her voice wobbles. “And I felt so stupid. For wanting more.”

Jordan’s jaw tightens.

“I’m scared I won’t be enough,” Elena whispers. “That I’ll mess this child up. That I’ll be too tired, too broke, too emotional to be a good mom.”

She pauses. “And I want to be good.”

Jordan leans closer, eyes soft. “You will be.”

Elena blinks. “How do you know?”

“Because I’ve been watching you,” Jordan says quietly. “You care so much it hurts. That’s half the job already.”

Elena tries to smile, but the tears spill over anyway.


Jordan’s POV

Jordan freezes.

She can handle most things—physical pain, pressure, loud stadiums, bright cameras, angry coaches.

But tears? Elena’s tears?

She feels helpless.

Without thinking, she moves to the couch and sits beside her. “Hey. C’mere.”

Elena hesitates only a second before leaning into her shoulder—lightly, tentatively—like someone testing the temperature of a new ocean.

Jordan’s heart slams against her ribs.

“You’re not alone in this,” Jordan murmurs.

Elena’s voice shakes. “I just… don’t want to disappoint anyone.”

Jordan breathes in slowly, steadying herself. “Can I tell you something?”

Elena lifts her head slightly, eyes still wet. “Yes.”

Jordan almost backs out. Her throat tightens around old memories she doesn’t touch, old jagged things she never offers to anyone—not even teammates she’s known for years.

But Elena is looking at her like she’s safe.

So Jordan tries.

“When I was eight,” she begins softly, “my mom left. Not in a dramatic way. Not even with shouting. She just… walked out one morning and didn’t come back.”

Elena’s lips part, her breath catching.

“My dad didn’t know what to do with two girls. He tried, I guess, but he wasn’t built for… emotions. Or care. Or parenting. So I learned early not to need anything. Not to ask. Not to expect. And I had to basically raise Marisol by myself.”

Elena reaches out—slow, unsure—and places a hand over Jordan’s.

Jordan’s throat burns.

“You deserved better,” Elena murmurs.

“So do you,” Jordan says.

Their hands stay touching. Not clasped, not intertwined. Just resting, connected by decision rather than accident.

It feels like relief.
And danger.
And something that might grow into both.



A few minutes later Elena shifts, trying to stand—but halfway up, her face pales and she sways.

“Whoa—Elena.” Jordan rises instantly, steadying her with hands at her waist. “What’s wrong?”

“Just… dizzy,” Elena murmurs, gripping Jordan’s arms.

Jordan lowers her back onto the couch with extreme care. Her hands slide over Elena’s back, one moving instinctively to the back of her head, brushing hair from her face.

“You okay?” Jordan whispers, leaning close.

Elena nods, breath trembling. “I stood too fast.”

Jordan’s thumb grazes her cheekbone, purely to check for fever—but it lingers, impossibly gentle.

Elena looks up at her, eyes wide and soft and searching.

Jordan feels like she’s standing at the edge of something vast.

“You scared me,” Jordan says quietly. Too quietly.

“I’m okay,” Elena whispers back. “Because you’re here.”

Jordan’s chest flutters painfully.

The world narrows to:

Elena’s warm breath on her chin.
Jordan’s fingers still tangled in her hair.
The soft press of Elena’s stomach against Jordan’s thigh.
A gravitational pull neither of them has words for yet.

Jordan leans in—barely, just enough that their foreheads almost touch.

“Elena…” Her voice is rough. “I—”

But just as she gathers the courage to say something real—something terrifying—

The front door unlocks.

Marisol bursts in. “I GOT DONUTS!”

Jordan jolts back like she’s been electrocuted. Elena tenses, cheeks flaming.

Marisol looks between them, eyes narrowing instantly.

“What did I interrupt?” she asks, suspicion dripping from every syllable.

“Nothing,” they both say at the exact same time.

Marisol smirks. “Uh-huh.”

Elena hides her face in her hands. Jordan stands too fast and nearly knocks over the coffee table.



Marisol eventually leaves for a date, pausing only long enough to whisper to Jordan: “Don’t be stupid.”

Jordan tries not to think about it.

Elena sits wrapped in a blanket, watching the warm flicker of the living room lamp. Jordan sits beside her, legs stretched out, shoulder brushing the edge of Elena’s blanket.

They talk in low voices.

Elena about childhood dinners eaten alone at her grandmother’s table.
Jordan about living out of gym bags during her early career.
Elena about the baby kicking for the first time last night.
Jordan about wanting a family someday but never trusting herself enough to try.

At one point Elena turns to her, voice soft:

“Jordan… why are you really staying?”

Jordan swallows. “Because it feels right.”

Elena stares at her like she’s memorizing her features. “I feel safe with you.”

Jordan’s breath catches. “Good. You should.”

“But why?” Elena presses gently. “Why do you care so much?”

Jordan hesitates, fighting the instinct to dodge.

She leans closer, allows her voice to drop into something vulnerable:

“Because I like you,” Jordan whispers. “More than I should.”

Elena’s lips part. Her eyes soften like warmed honey.

“Jordan…”

Their faces draw closer again—slow, inevitable.

Jordan’s hand brushes Elena’s hair behind her ear. Elena’s breath hitches.

Jordan can practically taste the confession forming.
It’s right there—on the tip of her tongue—
Stay with me. Let me protect you. Let me love you.

But before the words escape—

Elena’s phone buzzes violently, shattering the moment.

She startles back, flinching. “It might be the doctor—sorry!”

Jordan sits frozen, pulse wild, trying to anchor herself back into her body.

Elena takes the call. Her voice shifts into polite mode—something about an updated appointment. She hangs up and looks apologetically at Jordan.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers.

Jordan forces a smile. “It’s okay.”

But the heaviness between them is unmistakable—thick, electric, unresolved.



Elena gets ready for bed. Jordan returns to the couch, pulling a blanket over herself.

The apartment is quiet.
Too quiet.

A few minutes later Elena appears in the hallway, leaning against the door frame.

“Jordan?” she says softly.

Jordan sits upright. “Yeah?”

Elena hesitates. Then:

“Thank you.”
She steps closer.
“For today.”
Closer still.
“For listening.”
Closer—until she’s just a few feet away, hair loose around her shoulders.
“And for staying.”

Jordan’s breath catches.

Elena opens her mouth like she wants to say something else—something important, something dangerous—but she doesn’t. Instead she steps forward, bends down, and gently presses her forehead to Jordan’s.

It’s barely a touch.
Just skin to skin.
Warm. Soft. Trusting.

Jordan doesn’t move.

Elena whispers, “Goodnight.”

Jordan’s voice is thick. “Goodnight, Elena.”

Elena lingers one heartbeat longer—and then walks away.

Jordan lies back down, staring at the ceiling, trembling with the weight of what almost happened.

And the certainty that it will happen.

Soon.


Chapter Five — The First Kick
Jordan’s POV

Jordan wakes with a stiff neck and an even stiffer sense of denial.

Another night on Marisol’s couch. Another morning pretending it’s temporary. Another assault of warm domestic sounds she definitely should not get used to.

Elena’s soft footsteps.
The clink of a mug.
The whisper of a kettle boiling.

Every morning she expects the feeling to fade. Every morning it claws deeper.

She sits up, groaning. The couch has officially staged a mutiny.

From the kitchen, Elena calls, “There’s tea if you want it!”

Jordan scrubs a hand over her face. “You bribing me awake again?”

“Only a little.”

Jordan drags herself to the doorway.

Elena stands at the counter with both hands curled around a mug. Her hair is down, sleep-soft, all loose waves around her shoulders. The kind of hair Jordan wants her hands in. The kind of thought Jordan will absolutely not allow.

“Big day,” Elena says.

Jordan tilts her head. “What’s happening?”

Elena smiles shyly. “I’m officially fourteen weeks.”

Jordan blinks. “That’s not… news. You told me that yesterday.”

“Yes, but today I can feel everything more. Like the baby is real. And growing.” She presses a hand instinctively to her belly. “I don’t know. I just woke up excited.”

Jordan feels it like a punch. A gentle one. But still a punch.

“You deserve excited,” Jordan says quietly.

The way Elena looks at her in that moment—soft, warm, too trusting—it could knock down cities.


Marisol leaves early, tossing them a knowing look that threatens Jordan’s entire equilibrium.

As soon as the door shuts, Elena flops onto the couch with a groan.

“My back is killing me.”

Jordan hesitates. “Want me to help with—”

“Yes.”

Oh.
Okay.
That was fast.

Jordan crosses the room cautiously, like approaching a wild, beautiful animal who might scare easily. Elena rolls to her side, exposing the small of her back.

Jordan’s breath catches.

She lifts her hands, hesitating for exactly one second.

Then she presses her palms gently against Elena’s lower back.

Elena inhales sharply. “That—oh. That feels really good.”

Jordan swallows so hard it should qualify as an Olympic event.

“Too much pressure?” Jordan murmurs.

“No,” Elena says on a tiny sigh. “Please don’t stop.”

Jordan won’t be stable again for three to five business days.

She works slow, steady circles into Elena’s muscles, trying not to think about the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric. Trying not to notice how Elena’s breath keeps catching, how her body eases under Jordan’s touch like it’s been waiting for it.

“Jordan?” Elena whispers after a minute.

“Yeah?”

“You’re really good at this.”

“I have experience.” Jordan clears her throat. “Long list of teammates who pull muscles and whine a lot.”

Elena laughs softly. “Lucky teammates.”

Jordan loses the ability to speak for a second.


After breakfast they try cleaning the apartment.

Elena insists she can carry the laundry basket. She cannot.

It tips.
She stumbles.
Jordan lunges.

Hands around Elena’s waist, pulling her upright, holding her close.

Far, far too close.

Elena doesn’t step back immediately. Her fingers end up resting on Jordan’s shoulders, her breath warm against Jordan’s collarbone.

Jordan’s brain short-circuits.

“You okay?” Jordan murmurs.

Elena nods, slightly dazed. “You… you always catch me.”

“Seems like a full-time job,” Jordan jokes quietly.

Elena blushes in a way that devastates Jordan’s internal systems.

They separate reluctantly. Jordan pretends not to notice how Elena’s hand trails along her arm before dropping away.


Elena’s POV

She spends the late morning curled on the couch, hands over her belly, feeling… something.

Nothing definite. Just a flutter. A tiny pulse.

Maybe imaginary.

Maybe not.

She keeps glancing toward Jordan, who is pretending to scroll on her phone but is actually watching Elena’s every move.

Elena isn’t sure when Jordan became her anchor. But now the thought of her leaving sends a quiet ache through her chest she doesn’t want to examine.


Jordan’s POV

The clinic waiting room is bright and cheerful in that sterile way that tries too hard.

Elena fills out more paperwork. Jordan watches every person who passes like she’s daring them to breathe wrong in Elena’s direction.

A tall male nurse with dimples appears, clipboard in hand.

“Elena Alvarez?” he calls.

Elena stands with a smile. Jordan stands too.

Dimples gives her a grin designed for flirting. “Your support person?”

Jordan bristles. “Her friend,” she says with pointed emphasis.

Dimples doesn’t seem intimidated. “Good to have a friend along. You can come back too, if you’d like.”

Jordan mumbles, “Obviously.”

Dimples laughs. Like they’re bonding. Like Jordan should be flattered.

Jordan decides instantly that she hates him.

Inside the exam room, Elena sits on the padded table, rolling up her sleeves while Dimples preps her chart.

“So, Elena,” he says, leaning on the wall like this is his personal audition for a romance movie. “Any nausea today? Headaches?”

“A little,” Elena admits.

“And are you eating enough? Hydrating? Sleeping okay?”

Jordan interrupts. “She’s eating fine.”

Dimples smiles at her. “Is that right?”

Jordan folds her arms. “I live with her. I would know.”

Dimples raises an eyebrow, clearly misinterpreting that sentence in the most annoying way possible. “Ah.”

Elena blushes. “She’s just… staying at her sister’s place which is where I am staying at the moment. To help.”

Dimples nods, still smirking in Jordan’s direction. “Support systems are wonderful.”

Jordan fantasizes briefly about throwing him into a recycling bin.

After the nurse leaves, Elena turns to look at her in the chair beside her.

“Are you alright Jordan? You look a little tense,” Elena said looking at her hands gripping the sides of the chair tightly.

“Yeah… I’m sorry,” Jordan said as she released the arms of the chair she is in.

“You don’t have to be sorry… if this is too weird. You don’t have to stay,” Elena said looking down at her lap.

“No that’s not it at all! I’m happy to be here with you. It’s just that I’m not used to all of this but I’m glad to be a part of it all. It just may take a bit for me to get used to it,” Jordan said as she stood and moved to grab one of Elena’s hands.

Elena looked up at her. “Thank you.”

The doctor arrives, thankfully disrupting the slow-motion jealousy parade.

Elena lies back, lifting her top slightly so the doctor can apply the cool gel.

Jordan moves to her side giving the doctor some more room, but not letting go of Elena’s hand.

Elena tightens her grip. No hesitation. No question.

Jordan stops breathing.

The room dims around the edges. The machine crackles to life.

Then—

A sound.

Not a sound, exactly. A rhythm. A rushing, steady, impossible little drum.

thump-thump-thump-thump

Elena gasps into a sob.

Jordan feels her own eyes sting. “That’s—god.”

The doctor smiles. “Strong heartbeat. Beautiful.”

Jordan stares at the monitor, stunned. She never expected her chest to split clean in half like this. Never expected something so small and far away to hit her this hard.

Elena squeezes Jordan’s fingers harder. Jordan squeezes back.

Dimples watches them with an expression that says he finally gets it.

Good. Jordan hopes it stings.


Back at the apartment, after the appointment high eases into warm exhaustion, Elena lies curled on the couch.

Jordan sits nearby, pretending to watch TV but really listening to every sigh, every shift, every tiny sound Elena makes.

Then Elena stills. Her breath catches.

“Jordan… I think the doctor’s may have been off about how far along I am,” she says shakily. “Jordan, come here.”

Jordan drops the remote instantly. “What’s wrong?”

Elena grabs her wrist, pulling her close. “I… I think the baby moved.”

Jordan’s heart slams. “Where?”

Elena lifts her shirt to expose the soft curve of her belly. The sight hits Jordan harder than the heartbeat did.

“Here,” Elena whispers, guiding Jordan’s hand.

Jordan’s palms are suddenly too hot. She hesitates a fraction, then presses her hand to Elena’s skin.

Warm. Soft. Alive.

Elena’s stomach shifts beneath Jordan’s touch.

Not big. Not dramatic. Just a tiny flutter against her palm.

Jordan freezes.

“Oh,” Elena breathes. “Did you feel it?”

Jordan’s voice cracks. “Yeah.”

Elena’s eyes shine with tears. “That’s the first time I’ve felt it that clearly.”

Jordan can’t speak. She can barely breathe.

Her hand stays on Elena’s belly far longer than it needs to. Elena doesn’t move it away.

If anything, she leans into it.

Jordan whispers, “That’s your kid, Elena.”

“Our,” Elena begins—then cuts herself off, eyes going wide.

Jordan stares at her.

Something hangs in the air so fragile it could shatter under its own weight.

“Elena,” Jordan says quietly, carefully, “what did you… mean to say?”

Elena shakes her head, cheeks flushed. “I don’t know. I just… I didn’t mean—”

Jordan doesn’t push. She can’t. Not when Elena looks that vulnerable.

Instead she cups Elena’s belly just a second longer, then gently pulls her hand away.

But the feel of that movement doesn’t fade. It sinks deeper.


Dinner is quiet after that. Soft glances. Brushed fingers. The kind of silence that isn’t empty at all.

Jordan washes dishes at the sink.

Elena stands beside her, drying them. Their elbows bump. Elena doesn’t move away.

At one point Elena says, “You were so gentle today. At the clinic.”

Jordan frowns. “You expected me to drop you or something?”

Elena smiles at her. “I expected you to be supportive. I didn’t expect you to look like your heart was breaking.”

Jordan nearly drops a plate.

“I wasn’t—”

Elena steps closer, soft voice cutting through her excuses. “It made me feel… not alone.”

Jordan’s breath stumbles. “You’re never alone with me. Not for a second.”

Elena looks up at her with that devastating trust again.

Jordan wants to kiss her.
Jordan wants to run.
Jordan does neither.

Instead she finishes the dishes in silence.


Jordan ends up on the couch again, though the cushions feel slightly kinder tonight. Or maybe her nerves are too fried to notice.

Around midnight, Elena pads softly into the living room.

“Jordan?” she whispers.

Jordan sits up instantly. “What’s wrong?”

Elena hugs herself. “I couldn’t sleep.”

Jordan softens. “Nightmares?”

“Not exactly.” Elena hesitates. “I keep thinking about today.”

Jordan’s pulse jumps. “What about it?”

Elena moves closer. “The heartbeat. And the… the kick. I don’t know. I’ve never felt anything like that. And you were there. You felt it too.”

Jordan nods slowly.

“It made everything real,” Elena whispers. “And it made me realize I’m scared of how much I’m leaning on you.”

Jordan’s whole body tightens. “You can lean on me.”

“I know. But… you’re not the father. You’re not obligated. And I don’t want to put more weight on you than I should.”

Jordan stands. Crosses to her. Stops only inches away.

“Elena,” she says softly, “if you think I’m helping you out of obligation, you don’t know me at all.”

Elena looks at her like she’s standing at the edge of something huge.

“Then why?” she asks.

Jordan’s voice goes low and raw. “Because I want to.”

Elena shivers. “Jordan…”

Jordan steps closer. One breath away. One move away from chaos.

“Tell me to leave,” Jordan whispers. “If you want space, if this is too much, tell me to go and I will.”

Elena doesn’t even hesitate.

“I don’t want you to go,” she says.

Jordan breaks.

Not visibly. Not verbally. But something inside her drops its guard in surrender.

“Then I’m here,” she murmurs.

Elena steps into her. Not a hug. Not exactly. Just… closeness. Enough that Jordan feels her warmth through the thin layers between them.

Elena’s forehead rests against Jordan’s collarbone. Jordan closes her eyes and lets the moment hold them both.

It only lasts thirty seconds.

Jordan will replay all thirty of them for the rest of her life.

When Elena finally pulls back, her cheeks are flushed, her eyes soft.

“Goodnight,” she whispers.

Jordan’s voice is barely there. “Goodnight, Elena.”

Elena slips away down the hall.

Jordan stays still in the dark, hand pressed to the place Elena touched her, heart pounding like she just ran a marathon she willingly lost.

There has been a shift.
Not loud.
Not dramatic.

But unmistakable.

And she knows there’s no turning back now.


Chapter Six — Snowed In
Jordan’s POV

Jordan wakes to the sound of sleet rattling the glass, each icy pellet a reminder that the world outside has been rearranged overnight. She stares up at the unfamiliar ceiling above Marisol’s couch—a ceiling she now knows in the silent, vulnerable dimness of dawn, because lately this couch is more familiar than her own bed. She’d told herself she’d just crash here for a night or two. She stopped telling herself that three days ago.

She checks her phone: 7:42 a.m. The apartment is shrouded in that peculiar winter darkness, not quite night but nowhere close to day, the radiators ticking and hissing against the draft. Something’s off—she can feel it in her limbs, in the absence of early street noise.

Jordan shoves off the throw blanket and pads to the balcony window. She peels back the curtain and whistles quietly. The city is gone, replaced by a thick white slab—icy, heavy snow pressing in on buildings and cars, swallowing up the streets. Nothing moves. The plows haven’t even bothered to start.

Behind her, a soft voice: “What’s happening?”

Jordan turns. Elena stands, pale and sleepy in Marisol’s oversized sweater, hair sticking up, one palm cradling her belly in that distracted way she’s started doing lately. Jordan hates how that simple gesture turns her insides sweet and sore, both.

“We’re snowed in,” Jordan says.

Elena steps beside her, peering through the glass. “Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh.”

“Is that… bad?”

Jordan shrugs, leaning on the windowsill. “Not dangerous. Just means we’re stuck. Roads are closed, trains aren’t running. No one’s going anywhere for a while.”

Elena’s mouth twists, amused, a little nervous. “So, we’re trapped?”

Jordan grins. “Trapped together. Not the worst fate.”

Elena’s cheeks pink, and Jordan forces herself to turn away before she can start inventing new meanings for that color. But then Elena says, “I don’t mind being stuck with you,” and Jordan, for a second, wishes she could blame her sudden shortness of breath on the heating.

An hour later: cinnamon and chocolate fill the apartment. Jordan has commandeered the kitchen and—after some covert Googling—produced actual hot chocolate, not the sad powdery stuff, and offers it up with an awkward flourish. Elena cradles the mug with both hands. “This smells amazing.”

Jordan shrugs, defensively proud. “Just something I made for my sister when we were kids.”

Elena sips and nods, eyes bright. “You’re good at taking care of people.”

Jordan nearly drops her mug. “I’m… not, really.”

“You are,” Elena persists gently. “You’re gentle.”

That word catches Jordan in the chest. She’s been called a lot of things—strong, reliable, intimidating—but gentle is not on the list. For a long moment, she just stands there, stunned, toast cooling in her other hand.

Elena notices the look. “Don’t seem so shocked.”

“I just—didn’t know that was something people saw.” Maybe people didn’t. Maybe nobody ever looked closely enough.

Elena only smiles, sipping her chocolate. “I see it.”

Jordan swallows. The apartment is suddenly very warm.

They gravitate to the couch—blanket over their legs, the storm muffling the city. At first it’s just idle talk; movies, weather, Marisol’s parade of failed boyfriends. But eventually the quiet collects between them, rippling with things left unsaid.

Elena breaks it. “Jordan… can I ask you something?”

Jordan braces.

“Why are you here?”

Jordan frowns. “What do you mean?”

Elena picks at the blanket. “I mean… at Marisol’s. With me. You could be anywhere, but you’re here, every day.”

Jordan feels the question land. She’s been waiting for it, dreading it. Maybe not this morning, not while they’re more or less wrapped in the same blanket, but… eventually.

She breathes. “You needed someone.”

Elena’s eyes search her. “Lots of people do. Why me?”

Jordan wants to say: because I care about you. Because leaving you feels wrong. Because when I go, I wish I could come back without an excuse.

But all she manages is: “It felt wrong to leave.”

Elena doesn’t look away. “Is that really it?”

Jordan hesitates, and that is its own answer. “Mostly.”

Elena inches closer. “You keep staying, even when I say I’m fine. Even when Marisol comes home. Even when I barely talk. You… stay.”

Jordan smiles, a translation for all her mixed-up honesty. “Does that bother you?”

“No,” Elena says, trembling a little. “It scares me.”

“…Why?”

“Because I don’t know what you want from me.”

Jordan sits very still for a long moment. “What do you think I want?”

Elena’s cheeks flush. “I don’t know. You’re so… protective. And kind. And sometimes I think you care more than you should.”

Jordan nearly laughs. “Elena…”

Elena hurries. “I’m not saying it’s bad. I’m saying I don’t understand.”

Jordan’s fingers want to reach for hers, but she pulls back, crosses her arms. “I don’t expect anything from you. I’m here because I want to be. That’s it.”

They hold eye contact, and for once neither one looks away. Elena slowly nods. Maybe she believes it. Maybe she just wants to.

And that, for now, is enough.



Elena can feel Jordan’s thoughts all afternoon—the way she has to hold them in her chest so they don’t boil over and spill out. Jordan doesn’t realize how bold her feelings are, how much space they take up. But Elena feels it, thrumming, makes her own hands shake when she lifts her cup to her lips.

She’s not afraid of Jordan. She’s afraid of needing her.

They sit in silence until Jordan clears her throat. “Your turn.”

Elena blinks. “My turn?”

Jordan nods. “You asked why I’m here. Now I get to ask why you aren’t at your place.”

Elena stiffens.

She’s dreaded this as much as Jordan dreaded hers. The snow was supposed to buy her another day, at least. Out of all the honest things she could say, her voice finds the truest one.

“My apartment feels like failure.”

Jordan’s face softens in a way that makes it hard to keep talking, but she does.

“It’s where everything went wrong. Where I found out I was pregnant. Where I found out—he was cheating on me. Where I… didn’t get what I thought I was building. Every room means something different now, and it’s all stuff I don’t want.” She exhales. “I’m looking for somewhere new, but… until then, I can’t face it.”

Jordan’s jaw tightens but she slides closer, knees bumping under the blanket. “You don’t have to.”

Elena looks down, voice barely above a whisper. “I’m also scared to be alone. But I’m scared to rely on you too much.”

Jordan’s face flinches, but she covers it with a shrug. “You can. I can handle it.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Jordan studies her. “Why?”

Elena closes her eyes. “You’re not supposed to be the one. You’re not the father. You’re not—him.”

Jordan nods slowly. “No. I’m not.”

They sit with that ache for a while, both knowing it’s the truest thing in the room.

Jordan says, soft, “I’m not trying to replace anyone. I just want to be… someone you can lean on.”

Elena feels her resolve crack. “I don’t deserve that.”

Jordan shakes her head, voice certain as gravity: “You do.”

Elena doesn’t move closer. She simply lets the warmth between them exist, and is quietly grateful that Jordan lets it be enough.



The day unfolds slowly. They share the blanket, soft knees and soft talk. Jordan refreshes their mugs, her movements careful and gentle as if not to startle the moment. Elena closes her eyes now and then, lets the quietness wrap itself around her like a second blanket. When she loses her balance dozing, Jordan’s hand finds her shoulder, steady.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. Tired.”

Jordan speaks without thinking: “You can lean on me.”

Elena hesitates, then lets her head fall onto Jordan’s solid, careful shoulder. Jordan freezes. Neither of them says a word.

A long, quiet minute melts away. Elena almost wonders if she dreamt it.

Later, Elena’s phone buzzes. A message from Luis, her old coworker: checking on her. “He’s sweet,” she says, smiling.

Jordan bristles. “In this weather?”

Elena laughs. “He means well.”

Jordan scowls. “I’m sure.” Pause. “You’re not going to let him walk here, right?”

Elena rolls her eyes, nudges Jordan. “Are you jealous?”

Jordan sputters. “What—no. I just… who sends a pregnant woman ‘u up?’ in a snowstorm?”

Elena giggles, holding her warm mug with two hands. “He did not say that. You’re ridiculous.”

Jordan mutters, “I’m cautious.”

Elena tucks her feet back up and leans, just barely, into Jordan’s side. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

Jordan only grumbles at the TV.

When the light outside fades, the windows glow with lamplight. Elena sits cross-legged, the blanket up to her chest, while Jordan flips channels absentmindedly.

After a while, Jordan gives up, turns the TV off and asks the question she’s clearly been sitting on.

“Do you regret telling me everything today? About your apartment. The rest.”

Elena shakes her head. “No.” She searches for the word. “I feel lighter.”

Jordan exhales, relief sharp and swift. “Good. I want you to feel… safe.”

“I do,” Elena says softly. “Maybe too much.”

Jordan looks like she’s about to argue, thinks better of it. “There’s no such thing.”

They watch each other, all the space between them taut. Jordan tucks a stray hair behind Elena’s ear. Elena shivers.

Jordan leans in—not enough to close the distance, but nearly. “Tell me if this is too much,” she breathes.

Elena’s voice is fragile and sure. “It’s not.”

Jordan exhales.

The hush pulls them forward… A hair more, and…

The front door bangs open, scattering snow and cold air. Marisol barrels in, cheeks pink, hauling a tote bag of takeout.

“Well,” she sighs, “my date’s wine ran out, and the city finally plowed the main road. Miss me?”

Jordan jumps away from Elena on the couch. Elena’s face goes scarlet.

Marisol pauses, glancing at the sudden gulf of space between them. “…What exactly did I just walk into?”

Jordan and Elena chorus: “Nothing!”

Marisol just snorts. “Right. And the pope’s my ex-boyfriend.”

She tromps off to the kitchen, grumbling about her frozen windshield. Jordan flashes a glance at Elena. Elena glances back.

And they smile—a tiny, private, conspiratorial thing.

They’re not ready to have the conversation.

But sooner or later, the conversation will have them.


Chapter Seven — The Almost Confession
Jordan’s POV

The winter wind still clings to Jordan’s skin as she enters Marisol’s apartment, though she’s been inside for nearly ten minutes. The cold has nothing to do with the temperature now—it’s the nerves. They haven’t left her alone since last night. Since the snow, the closeness, the conversations she should not have had with Elena Alvarez while wrapped in blankets on the couch. Since every piece of her that she’d kept in tight, locked compartments decided—without consulting her first—to soften around Elena.

Dangerous.

That’s what this is.

Absolutely catastrophically dangerous.

She shouldn’t be here again today. She shouldn’t have come back.

But something in her gut—something warm and foolish—told her to check in, see how Elena was doing after yesterday.

And now that she’s inside, she’s even more undone.

Because Elena is sitting on the couch in one of those soft knit sweaters she lives in, her wavy hair pulled over one shoulder, cheeks flushed from heat or nerves—Jordan can’t tell which. There’s a cup of tea in her hands. She looks up when Jordan enters.

“Hey,” Elena says softly.

Just that one word. Just that one sound.

And Jordan is gone.

Again.

She answers with a quiet, “Hey,” but her chest is tight.

Marisol isn’t home yet. Jordan knows she should be relieved, but she’s not. It makes everything dangerously intimate, like stepping into a room that’s too quiet, too warm, too full of possibilities.

She wishes she didn’t notice the way Elena tucks her feet under herself. Wishes she didn’t notice how tired she looks, or the way she smiles anyway, trying not to be a burden.

She wishes she didn’t want to wrap her up in something warm and safe and her.

“Did you sleep okay?” Jordan asks because she needs to say something. Anything.

Elena hesitates. “Kind of. I had a bad dream around four. But I fell back asleep.” Then she looks down into her cup. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Jordan’s heart drops to her stomach.

Don’t look at me like that, Elena. Don’t say things that sound like confessions.

She clears her throat. “Yeah. Of course.”

But her voice betrays her. It’s too warm. Too relieved.

Elena’s gaze lifts. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Jordan replies instinctively. Then, because lying to Elena feels impossible: “Mostly.”

Elena’s soft brows furrow with concern. “Talk to me?”

Jordan shakes her head. “Not important.”

But the way Elena looks at her—steady, patient—makes something in Jordan’s ribcage ache.

“Everything you feel is important,” Elena whispers. “Even the things you hide.”

God.

Jordan has never wanted to kiss someone so badly in her entire life.

They move around each other gently for the next hour—Jordan warming up soup on the stove; Elena folding baby clothes Marisol bought impulsively; conversation hovering between them like a fragile thread.

Jordan pretends she’s not watching Elena’s hands, the way they tremble slightly when she’s concentrating. Pretends she isn’t memorizing the way her mouth curves when she smiles. Pretends, because pretending is safer.

She shouldn’t be here.

She shouldn’t want this.

She shouldn’t be falling for a woman who—

Who might still be mourning the man who left.

Who deserves something better, gentler, easier than Jordan Hale and her mess of a heart.

And what would Marisol think? Jordan already knows: betrayal, confusion, anger. The idea of hurting her sister is enough to make her stomach twist.

Jordan is halfway through rinsing a bowl when Elena’s voice breaks the silence.

“Jordan?”

She looks over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

Elena bites her lip—a nervous gesture that wrecks Jordan every time. “Can we talk? Really talk?”

Jordan sets the bowl down. Wipes her hands on a towel. Walks slowly back toward the couch.

Elena shifts to make space for her.

Which is the first problem.

Jordan sits too close.

Or maybe Elena sits too close.

Either way, their thighs brush.

Jordan’s breath catches like she’s been sucker punched.

Elena looks down at her hands. “I keep thinking about last night.”

Jordan freezes.

“About what we talked about,” Elena continues, not looking at her yet. “About why I stayed. Why you stayed. About feeling… safe.”

Jordan swallows hard. “Right.”

Elena lifts her head. Her hazel eyes are soft but searching. “You’re always here for me. More than anyone. More than I ever expected. And it means more than you know.”

Jordan’s pulse stutters. “Anyone would—”

“No,” Elena interrupts gently. “Not anyone.”

Jordan looks away, because if she looks directly into Elena’s eyes, she’s going to betray herself. “I just want to help.”

Elena studies her for a long moment. “Why?”

Jordan’s heart stops.

Elena leans in slightly. “Why you, Jordan? Why are you the one who shows up? Why do you stay? Why do you care so much?”

Jordan opens her mouth.

Closes it.

Elena inches closer, voice trembling but brave. “You can tell me.”

Jordan’s hand curls tightly against her knee. “Elena…” She swallows. “It’s complicated.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

Jordan laughs softly, but it’s cracked, uneven. “You’d be surprised.”

Another inch. Another breath. Another electric heartbeat.

Elena whispers, “Jordan. Look at me.”

Jordan does. Slowly.

And it feels like drowning in warm water.

Elena’s eyes shine with something raw and real. “I feel… safer when you’re here.”

Jordan’s chest constricts painfully. “Elena…”

“And sometimes,” Elena continues softly, voice barely more than a breath, “I feel something else, too.”

Jordan stops breathing.

Elena doesn’t seem to realize what she just said, or how close she is now, or how Jordan’s heart is slamming desperately against her ribs.

Jordan’s voice comes out low, pained. “You shouldn’t say things like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because I might… misunderstand.”

Elena blinks. “Jordan, I—”

“No,” Jordan says quietly, shaking her head. “It’s okay. I know how it works.”

Elena looks confused. “What works?”

Jordan forces a tight smile. “You’re straight. And vulnerable. And scared. And I’m someone who’s here. I get it.”

Elena stares at her, stunned—but Jordan mistakes the shock for something else. For rejection. For discomfort. For fear.

Her chest seizes. Damn it. She knew this was too far. She knew being this close—emotionally or physically—was dangerous.

Before Elena can clarify—before she can speak at all—Jordan stands abruptly.

“Elena, I’m sorry,” Jordan murmurs, voice rough. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“What? You didn’t—Jordan, wait—”

“I shouldn’t have… gotten so close.” Jordan grabs her coat from the couch arm. Her keys. Anything she can find to give her hands something to do besides reach for Elena. “I should let you rest. I’ll give you space.”

Elena’s confused, frightened expression guts her.

“Jordan—don’t go—”

But Jordan is already at the door.

“Elena,” she says softly, not turning around because she knows if she does, she’ll crumble. “It’s fine. Really.”

“It’s not,” Elena insists, standing now, wobbling slightly but determined to reach her. “Jordan, I didn’t mean—”

Jordan shakes her head, stopping Elena from finishing whatever she was about to say—some sweet, hopeful thing that would only make the fall hurt worse. “Take care of yourself, okay? I’ll check in tomorrow. Or the next day.”

“Jordan.”

Her name in Elena’s voice is almost enough to pull her back.

Almost.

But Jordan has already made up her mind. She can’t make this harder for Elena. Can’t be another complication. Can’t be something Elena regrets.

So she leaves.

She steps into the cold hallway. Shuts the door quietly, though her hands tremble.

On the other side, Jordan hears Elena’s soft, shocked whisper.

“Jordan… please don’t go.”

Jordan closes her eyes.

And walks away.


Elena’s POV

The door clicks shut.

Elena stands frozen, her breath trembling, a hand pressed over her stomach like it’s the only thing keeping her grounded.

The warmth Jordan brought into the apartment disappears instantly, as if dragged out into the hallway with her, leaving the air hollow and aching.

She whispers into the empty living room, “Jordan… I wasn’t finished.”

Her heart breaks with the realization:

Jordan thought she was straight.

Jordan thought the feeling she was starting to find—this strange, gentle gravity—was impossible.

Jordan left because she thought Elena didn’t want her.

Elena sinks slowly onto the couch, stunned. Confused. Her cheeks flushed, her heart pounding.

She whispers into her shaking hands:

“I wanted to tell her I liked her.”

The words tremble out, small and astonished.

“And I’m… not straight.”

She’s known that for years, quietly, privately, without ever having to explain it out loud. A truth she kept tucked close to her heart because there was never someone she needed to say it to.

Until now.

Until Jordan Hale.

Elena stares at the closed door—at the space Jordan just walked through—and feels something terrifying and wonderful blossom painfully inside her.

She doesn’t know what will happen next.

She only knows one thing with absolute clarity:

She wants Jordan to come back.


Chapter Eight — The Heart’s Connection
Elena’s POV

Jordan avoids her for three days.

Three entire days where Elena doesn’t hear her footstep cadence in the hallway, doesn’t hear her low laugh drifting from Marisol’s kitchen, doesn’t catch the subtle scent of her coffee lingering on the counter. Three days where the apartment feels… wrong. Too quiet, too hollow around the edges.

It starts the morning after the almost kiss.

An almost kiss Elena hasn’t been able to stop replaying.
An almost kiss that Jordan fled from like the apartment was on fire.
An almost kiss that shouldn’t have happened and yet—God—it had almost felt truer than anything Elena had experienced in months.

And now Jordan is gone.

Not gone-gone, but gone in the way cowards run. Jordan Hale, usually the bravest person in the room, has turned into a shadow—slipping in and out of the apartment only when she knows Elena won’t be there, texting Marisol with excuses that feel flimsy even through the screen.

Practice ran late.
Staying with a teammate tonight.
Got an early training session.
No, don’t wait up.

Elena reads each one like a small rejection.
Even though she knows better.
Even though she knows Jordan wouldn’t almost kiss her casually.

Even though she wished she could have kissed her back.

Now, Elena feels stranded in her own feelings, unable to talk about any of it. She certainly can’t tell Marisol—God forbid. The idea twists her stomach so hard that the baby protests with a well-placed kick.

Her best friend’s older sister.

Her safe place these past few weeks.

Her… something. Something new and startling and tender.

And Jordan thinks she’s straight.

So Jordan ran.


Marisol notices on day three.

She’s rummaging through a kitchen drawer, hunting for the extra charger she swears she bought, when she pauses mid-rant, eyes narrowing.
“Okay,” she says slowly, “what is going on with you?”

Elena freezes on the couch, blanket half-draped over her lap. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve been jumpy all week,” Marisol says, crossing her arms. “And Jordan basically disappeared. One of you is avoiding the other, and don’t you dare lie to me.”

Elena’s heart stutters.
She manages a small, hopefully casual smile.
“I think Jordan’s just busy.”

Marisol snorts. “Jordan? Busy? Sure. But she hasn’t avoided this apartment since that time she got food poisoning and refused to puke within a three-mile radius of my bathroom.”

Elena blinks. “…That happened?”

“Very dramatically.” Marisol squints at her. “Ellie. Seriously. Did something happen?”

Yes. An almost kiss. The almost kiss.

But Elena forces herself to look down at the woven pattern of the blanket. “I don’t know. Maybe she just needed some space.”

“Huh.” Marisol leans back against the counter, frowning thoughtfully. “Maybe I should go check on—”

“No!” Elena blurts, far too quickly.

Marisol raises an eyebrow. “…Okay. Something definitely happened.”

Elena opens her mouth—
panics—
and says,

“I think Jordan and I are just… fine. She’s probably exhausted.”

It’s not a lie.
Just not the truth either.

Marisol eyes her suspiciously but eventually sighs. “Fine. I won’t pry. Yet.”

Yet makes Elena’s stomach twist, but she nods gratefully all the same.


Jordan’s POV 
Jordan, meanwhile, is losing her mind.

She’s sitting on the floor of her own apartment across town, knees drawn up, head buried in her hands. Her gear bag lies half-emptied on the floor, sneakers tossed aside like she couldn’t figure out where to put them. A cold coffee sits untouched on the table.

Her shoulders are tense. Her jaw aches from clenching. The memory of the almost kiss keeps flashing behind her eyelids like a light she can’t switch off.

What did you do, Hale?

She knew—knew—she shouldn’t have touched Elena like that. Not with the way she’s been feeling. Not with the way Elena trusts her. Not when Elena is vulnerable, pregnant, overwhelmed, hurting.

Not when Elena is straight.

Jordan exhales through her teeth and presses her palms against her eyes.

It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t calculated. It wasn’t anything except pure, raw instinct wrapped in weeks—months—of feelings she thought she had under control.

She had almost kissed Elena like she meant it.

Because she did.

That’s the part she can’t outrun.

And Elena looked like she would have kissed her back.
Soft and startled and wanting.

Until Jordan panicked, pulled away like she’d been burned, and muttered some incoherent apology before fleeing the apartment like a coward.

She hasn’t forgiven herself since.

Practice doesn’t help.
Teammates don’t help.
Sleep doesn’t help, not when she dreams of Elena’s mouth, Elena’s hand gripping her forearm, Elena whispering her name—

Jordan groans and drops her forehead onto her knees.

She’s ruined everything.



It takes Marisol breaking into her apartment (with the spare key Jordan forgot she had) to crack the silence.

Jordan startles when the door swings open.

Marisol steps inside, eyebrows raised, arms full of grocery bags. “Wow. So this is where you’ve been hiding.”

Jordan stiffens. “I’m not hiding.”

“Oh please,” Marisol scoffs. “You’re emotionally constipated, J. I can smell it from the hallway.”

Jordan glares weakly. “What do you want?”

“To check on you,” Marisol singsongs. She drops the bags on the counter and studies her sister’s disheveled state. “Or maybe check on whoever broke your brain. Because something did.”

Jordan scrubs her hands over her face. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Too bad, loser,” Marisol says cheerfully, flopping onto Jordan’s couch like she owns it. “I’m your family, and you look like you tried to swallow a basketball.”

Jordan chokes on a laugh.
Marisol grins—then sobers.

“Seriously. What’s going on?”

Jordan hesitates.
She almost says nothing.

But her sister’s eyes are patient. Soft. Not judgmental—never judgmental.

Jordan exhales, long and shaky.
“I almost kissed someone.”

Marisol’s eyebrows launch into orbit. “Oh?”

“And I shouldn’t have.” Jordan’s voice is raw. “I messed up.”

Marisol leans forward. “Did she reject you?”

Jordan’s silence says everything.

Marisol’s expression softens into something knowing. “Jordan… who?”

Jordan looks away, jaw tightening.

Marisol narrows her eyes.

“…No,” she whispers. “Wait.
No.
Hale, tell me you didn’t—”

Jordan closes her eyes.

“Jordan. Hale. Did you almost kiss my best friend?”

Jordan winces. “I didn’t mean to.”

Marisol drops her face into her hands. “Oh, my GOD.”

“She’s straight,” Jordan mutters. “I screwed everything up.”

“She’s not straight.”

Jordan’s head snaps up. “What?”

“Ellie is bisexual, idiot.”

Jordan’s entire world tilts.

Marisol groans dramatically. “Oh, you two are so emotionally inept it physically hurts me.”

Jordan’s heart is hammering. “But she—she didn’t say anything.”

“Because she’s scared,” Marisol says simply. “Because she’s pregnant and stressed and confused and thinks you don’t want her.”

Jordan goes still.
Quiet.
Something inside her fractures, then reassembles into something clearer.

“…I need to talk to her.”

Marisol hops up and grabs her coat. “Yeah. Right now.”

Jordan swallows. “Are you—are you mad at me?”

Marisol stops at the door, softening. “Jordan. If you hurt her, I’ll light your shoes on fire. But right now? She needs you. Go.”

Jordan nods, throat tight.

She leaves the apartment and heads straight for Marisol’s.


Elena’s POV

Elena is cleaning the kitchen when she hears a knock.

“Marisol, did you—” she calls, walking toward the door.

But when she opens it, it’s not Marisol.

It’s Jordan.

Jordan, breathless.
Jordan, flushed from the cold.
Jordan, looking at Elena like she’s something fragile and luminous at the same time.

Elena’s heart stumbles painfully. “J-Jordan?”

Jordan swallows. “We need to talk.”

Elena steps aside automatically. “Come in.”

Jordan enters slowly, as though the air itself is delicate. The apartment feels suddenly too small for both of them, filling with tension that crackles like static.

They stand facing each other in the living room, inches apart.

Elena breaks first.
“You’ve been avoiding me.”

Jordan flinches. “I know.”

“Why?” Elena whispers.

Jordan hesitates—then exhales a long, trembling breath.

“Because I almost kissed you. And I thought you didn’t want that. I thought you were straight. I thought I crossed a line you didn’t want me anywhere near.” Her voice cracks. “And I couldn’t stand the thought of hurting you.”

Elena stares at her.
Her pulse roars in her ears.

“I’m not straight,” she whispers.

Jordan freezes.

Elena steps closer, voice soft but certain. “I… I did want the kiss, Jordan. I haven’t stopped thinking about it.”

Jordan’s breath catches, her entire body going still like a held note.

“But I’m scared,” Elena adds, voice breaking. “I’m pregnant. I’m messy. I’m trying to keep everything from falling apart. I didn’t want to… I don’t know… ruin anything. Especially not with you.”

Jordan takes a shaky breath and closes the final distance between them.

“Elena,” she says softly, reverently, “you are not ruining anything. You’re not messy. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.”

Elena’s eyes fill.

Jordan lifts a tentative hand, brushing a tear that spills over. Her thumb lingers on Elena’s cheek.
Elena leans into it.

“Elena,” Jordan whispers, voice trembling, “I ran because I was afraid you didn’t want me. But I’m done running.”

Elena’s breath hitches. “So am I.”

Jordan’s eyes flicker with something bright. She cups Elena’s face fully now, her hands warm and careful.

“Elena,” she murmurs, “can I—?”

“Yes,” Elena breathes.

Jordan kisses her.

The kiss is slow. Deep. A confession without words.
A promise.

Elena melts into her, hands gripping the fabric of Jordan’s hoodie. Jordan’s lips move against hers with aching tenderness, with a reverence that feels like worship.

When they part, foreheads resting together, both breathing hard, Elena whispers:

“I want this. I want you.”

Jordan swallows hard, eyes shining. “I want you too. More than I should.”

Elena lets out a watery laugh. “Maybe we’re allowed to want each other.”

Jordan brushes her thumb over Elena’s jaw. “Yeah. Maybe we are.”

A beat of silence.
Warm. Full. Transformative.

Then Marisol walks in.

She stops.
Sees their flushed faces.
Sees Jordan’s hands on Elena’s waist.
Sees Elena’s lips pink and kiss-swollen.

She freezes.

Then she breaks into the most triumphant grin either of them has ever seen.

“FINALLY,” she declares, tossing her keys onto the table.
“Took you two long enough.”

Jordan groans. Elena covers her face.

But Marisol just laughs, grabs her mug of hot chocolate, and announces:

“I’m thrilled for you. But also? Ground rules meeting in an hour. Nobody kiss where I can see it unless it’s cute. Continue.”

Then she disappears down the hallway.

Jordan and Elena stare at each other.
Then dissolve into breathless, relieved laughter.

And when Jordan kisses her again—
slow and warm,
full of promise—
Elena kisses her back without fear.

Something in them both corrects itself.
Aligns.
Finds home.

At last.


Chapter Nine — New Routines
Elena’s POV

The morning after everything changes—after the confessions, after the trembling words and the gentler kiss that followed—Elena wakes in Marisol’s guest bedroom with sunlight warming her cheek and a feeling in her ribcage that is both too large and too fragile to name.

She lies still for a long moment, listening.

The apartment is quiet in a way she’s never noticed before. Not empty—just calm. Alive. Like the space itself is holding its breath with her. She rubs a slow hand over her belly, now firm beneath her palm.

“Good morning,” she whispers to the baby, voice still raspy from sleep.
They shift inside her—just a faint press, like a whispered hello.

Her heart swells.

Things feel different today. Not because everything is fixed—far from it. But because last night had been… clarity. And tenderness. And a release of something that had been building for weeks, maybe months.

Jordan kissed her like she was precious.

Jordan kissed her like she had wanted to from the beginning but had been too afraid to cross a line.

Jordan kissed her like she mattered.

And Elena had kissed her back.

Her cheeks heat with the memory of it—the warmth of Jordan’s hands, the tremble in her breath, the way Jordan kept brushing a single strand of hair behind her ear again and again, like she couldn’t stop touching her.

But then Jordan had whispered against her forehead, “We’re not breaking this. You or me. Or us.”

Elena had almost cried.

She sits up slowly, stretching stiff limbs. Her body has begun to change rapidly now—everything a little heavier, a little slower. But she feels steady this morning. Clear.

Maybe even… hopeful.

A soft clatter of dishes draws her out of the room.

Elena freezes.

Jordan.

She can tell instantly—just from the rhythm of the sounds, the soft hum of music, the way something warm curls low in her stomach.

Jordan Hale hums when she’s happy.

Elena stands, straightens her long t-shirt, smooths her messy hair into a ponytail, and steps into the hallway.

The kitchen is bathed in soft winter sunlight, and Jordan is standing at the stove in gray sweatpants and a navy t-shirt, barefoot, hair damp from a quick shower. There’s a pan sizzling and a cutting board covered with fruit.

Elena watches her for a few seconds, leaning lightly against the doorway.

Jordan looks… content. Peaceful. The kind of peaceful she never seems to find in public, where her shoulders stay tense and her jaw locked.

“Morning,” Elena finally says, voice low.

Jordan turns—and her whole face softens.

“Hey.”
A small, shy smile.
Completely unlike the confident smirk she gives strangers.

This one is just for Elena.

“You’re up earlier than usual,” Jordan says. “Did you sleep okay?”

Elena nods. “I did. Better than I have in a while.”

Jordan’s smile grows just a millimeter. But Elena sees it. Feels it.

“I made breakfast,” Jordan says, gesturing to the stove. “Or—at least, I’m attempting breakfast.”

“You cook?” Elena teases softly.

A huff of laughter. “Define ‘cook.’”

Elena steps forward, the smell of caramelizing apples and cinnamon wrapping around her like an embrace.

“You made us apples?” she asks softly.

Jordan’s shoulders twitch. “Yeah. You know. For the… cravings.”

Elena blushes. “I mentioned apples once.”

“You mentioned them twice,” Jordan corrects in a low voice, flipping the slices in the pan. “I pay attention.”

Something flutters inside Elena—not the baby, but something else warm and dangerous.

“Thank you,” she whispers.

Jordan glances at her, eyes warm and searching.
Then, gentler: “You’re welcome.”



Jordan sets two plates on the table. Elena reaches for glasses. Jordan moves to grab forks at the same time as Elena moves closer, and their arms brush.

It shouldn’t feel like a spark.

But it does.

Jordan steps back quickly, rubbing the back of her neck in a shy gesture Elena has only seen once—after their kiss.

“You okay?” Elena asks softly.

Jordan exhales. “Yeah. Just… adjusting.”

“Me too.”

They share a look—soft, fragile, full.

They sit.

For a few minutes, they eat in companionable silence. Jordan occasionally nudges Elena’s plate closer, a gesture Elena pretends not to notice but secretly treasures.

Then Jordan clears her throat lightly.
“So… Marisol’s working a double shift today.”

Elena lifts an eyebrow. “Oh?”

Jordan tries very hard not to look sheepish.
“I figured… I could stay a bit. If you want. Just to help out. In case you get dizzy or anything.”

Elena smiles into her glass. “Jordan Hale… are you volunteering to babysit me?”

Jordan chokes on a piece of fruit.

“That’s not—okay, not what I meant.”

Elena laughs softly, the sound filling the kitchen. “I’m teasing.”

Jordan’s eyes warm, and she relaxes.

“So,” Elena says gently, “why are you spending so much time here?”

Jordan looks at her plate as though it might give her a script.

“Because…”
She pauses.
“…you feel like home.”

The words are so soft Elena almost thinks she imagined them.

But Jordan looks at her then—really looks—and Elena’s breath catches.

“Oh,” Elena breathes.

“Yeah,” Jordan murmurs.


Jordan’s POV

Jordan watches Elena from the couch as she folds more baby clothes Marisol impulsively bought on sale. Elena’s fingers move delicately over the tiny onesies, her smile small but real.

It hits Jordan in a way that feels both too big and too inevitable:

She’s falling in love.

Not the soft crush she tried to ignore in the early days.
Not the quiet admiration from a distance.
This is real.
Solid.
Something rooted.

And completely terrifying.

Elena glances up and catches Jordan staring. “What?”

Jordan swallows. “Nothing. You just… look happy.”

“I am,” Elena says softly. Then adds, more daringly, “Because of you.”

Jordan’s ears warm. She looks away quickly, pretending to scroll on her phone.

The truth is… she’s afraid to break the moment.
Afraid to move too fast.
Afraid to ruin anything.

But Elena keeps smiling at her like she’s safe.

Jordan isn’t used to being someone’s safe place.



They fall into an unspoken pattern:
· Jordan fixing the loose hinge on the guest room door
· Elena bringing Jordan a mug of tea
· Jordan guiding Elena down onto the couch when she gets a dizzy spell
· Elena dozing lightly with her head against Jordan’s shoulder
It happens naturally. Without permission. Without tension.

Just… comfort.

At some point, Elena wakes, eyelashes fluttering. She blinks up at Jordan, confused but soft.

“Did I fall asleep on you?”

Jordan nods. “Yeah. It was cute.”

Elena flushes. “I didn’t drool, did I?”

“Only a little.” Jordan grins.

“Jordan!”

Jordan laughs—deep and warm—and Elena joins her. The sound twines between them like a ribbon.

Elena stays leaning against her for another long minute before sitting up slowly.

Her breathing shifts halfway through the movement, a little hitch of discomfort.

“You good?” Jordan asks instantly, steadying Elena’s elbow.

“Yeah. Just… tightness.”

Jordan places a large, careful hand on the small of her back to help her settle.

Elena melts into the touch.

Jordan does too—and tries to hide it.



Elena hesitates before speaking.

“Jordan?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I ask you something… kind of personal?”

Jordan tenses. “Sure.”

“Why did you tell me that I feel like home?”

Jordan’s breath freezes.

Because you do.
Because you’re the only person who looks at me like I’m more than my stats.
Because I want to stay.
Because I think I’m falling for you.

She doesn’t say any of that.

Instead:
“I just… meant that being around you feels easy. Safe. And I don’t get that a lot.”

Elena stops folding. “I’m glad I make you feel safe.”

Jordan swallows, throat tight. “You do.”



Elena’s POV

They’re cooking together—Jordan chopping vegetables with ease, Elena stirring pasta sauce—when smell suddenly hits Elena wrong.

Her stomach lurches.

“Oh—nope—hold on—” Elena clamps a hand over her mouth.

Jordan reacts instantly. “Bathroom?”

Elena nods quickly.

Jordan is already there, hand on her back, guiding her carefully. Elena kneels by the toilet and retches miserably. Jordan holds her hair back, murmuring soft reassurance.

“It’s okay. I’ve got you. Just breathe.”

Elena feels tears burn her eyes—not from nausea, but from tenderness.
Jordan’s tenderness.

When she’s done, Jordan wipes her mouth with a cool cloth, her touch gentle and steady.

“I’m sorry,” Elena whispers.

“Don’t apologize,” Jordan says firmly. “Ever.”

Elena looks up at her—the concern in her eyes, the softness in her jaw, the warmth in every line of her face—and something warm unfurls in her chest.

“Jordan,” she says quietly, voice trembling.

“Yeah?”

Elena almost tells her then.

Almost says I’m falling for you.
Almost admits she hasn’t been this safe in years.

But the words stick behind her ribs, too sacred to rush.

Instead, she whispers, “Thank you. For today. For everything.”

Jordan brushes a thumb over her cheek, barely there.
“Anytime. Always.”



They settle on opposite ends of the couch with a movie playing, feet occasionally brushing as they shift.

Elena keeps catching Jordan’s gaze.
Jordan keeps catching Elena’s smile.

When the movie ends, Jordan stretches, preparing to leave.

“I should head out—”

“Stay,” Elena says softly, almost without thinking.

Jordan freezes. “Elena…”

“You don’t have to sleep here. But just… stay a little longer.”

Jordan hesitates.

Then nods.

They talk softly for another hour—about names Elena likes, about Jordan’s training schedule, about Marisol’s tendency to buy things impulsively.

By the time Jordan finally gets up to leave, Elena feels warm and full and a little bit dizzy from it all.

At the door, Jordan pauses.
Elena steps closer.
Not touching, but close enough to feel the pull.

“Goodnight,” Jordan murmurs.

“Goodnight,” Elena whispers.

Their hands brush—just a whisper of contact—but it sends a pulse of warmth through both of them.

Jordan holds Elena’s gaze for a long second.
A second that feels like promise.

Then, she slips out into the hallway.

Elena shuts the door behind her and presses a hand to her chest, feeling her heartbeat slam against her palm.

New routines.

New feelings.

New hope.

And this time… she’s not afraid.


Chapter Ten — The Baby Moon

Elena’s POV

The plan, as Marisol had laid it out with the frantic energy of a woman trying to fix everything at once, was simple. A weekend. Just two nights. A small, quiet cabin a few hours out of the city, rented through an app Elena had never heard of. “A baby moon,” Marisol had insisted, shoving a printed confirmation into Elena’s hand. “No stress. No phones. Just you, the fresh air, and some peace and quiet before your life turns into a whirlwind of diapers and sleep deprivation.”

Elena had been skeptical. The idea of being alone, even in a idyllic setting, had lost its appeal weeks ago. “Alone” wasn’t what she craved anymore.

“Don’t worry,” Marisol had said, winking conspiratorially. “I already took care of the ‘alone’ part. Jordan’s driving you. She needs a break from training anyway. Consider it a two-for-one. You get your peace and quiet, and she gets a reminder to make sure she doesn’t over-exert herself trying to climb a tree or something.”

Elena’s protest had died in her throat. The thought of a weekend away with Jordan was both terrifying and exhilarating, a potent cocktail that had become her new normal.

The drive up is surprisingly easy. Jordan, true to form, had packed a cooler with enough snacks to survive a minor apocalypse, including a bag of sliced apples “just in case.” She drives with a relaxed confidence Elena has come to associate with her off-court persona—one hand on the wheel, the other occasionally resting on the center console, close enough that Elena can feel the warmth radiating from her skin.

They talk about everything and nothing. The terrible new pop song on the radio, the absurdly specific way Elena wants to arrange the baby’s bookshelf, the looming trade deadline that has Jordan’s agent calling her at all hours. It’s comfortable. It’s them.

The problem begins when they turn onto the unpaved road indicated by the GPS. The sun is already dipping below the treeline, painting the sky in strokes of orange and violet. The road gets bumpier, narrower, until Jordan is navigating the SUV through what can only be described as a very ambitious dirt path.

“I’m starting to think Marisol’s definition of ‘charming rustic cabin’ and mine are very different,” Jordan mutters, gripping the steering wheel as the tires crunch over a particularly large rock.

Elena peers out the window at the dense, dark woods. “This feels less ‘charming’ and more ‘the beginning of a horror movie.’”

Just as she says it, the SUV lurches violently. A loud thwump echoes from the undercarriage, followed by a decisive hiss.

Jordan sighs, pulling over as far as she can. “Well, that’s not good.”

The flat tire is depressingly definitive. Jordan, ever capable, has the spare out and the jack in place within minutes, her brow furrowed in concentration as she works in the fading light. Elena watches her, a knot of anxiety tightening in her stomach. This isn’t how it was supposed to go. This wasn’t the peaceful, structured weekend she’d been reluctantly looking forward to.

It takes them another forty-five minutes to get back on the road, the spare tire groaning in protest. By the time they follow the GPS’s final instruction—“You have arrived at your destination.”—it’s fully dark. The cabin is… not a cabin. It’s a small, well-kept house, nestled against the woods, with a wide porch and a single glowing light in the window. It looks more like a writer’s retreat than a horror movie set.

Jordan kills the engine, and the silence that rushes in is profound. “Okay,” she says, turning to Elena. “Not what I expected, but… not bad, right?”

Elena nods, too tired to do much else. “Not bad at all.”

The key is under a ceramic frog, just as Marisol’s text promised. The inside is cozy and warm, a stone fireplace taking up most of one wall, plush furniture, and a small, tidy kitchen. It’s perfect. Too perfect. There’s only one detail that feels slightly off.

Elena walks down the short hallway, pushes open the only bedroom door, and stops.

There’s one bed.

A large, sprawling, king-sized bed piled high with pillows and a thick, knitted comforter. It looks inviting. It looks dangerous.

Jordan appears behind her, peering over her shoulder. Her breath catches, a soft, audible hitch. “Oh.”

“Marisol,” Elena says, a note of dawning horror in her voice. “She booked a one-bedroom. For a baby moon.”

Jordan is silent for a long moment. Elena can feel the heat of her body, the scent of her soap and the crisp autumn air clinging to her clothes. “I can… I can take the couch,” Jordan offers, her voice a little too fast. “It’s a nice couch. Very couch-like.”

Elena looks from the bed to the couch in the living room. It’s a love seat. There is no way Jordan’s six-foot-two frame is fitting on that without significant discomfort. The thought of her, folded up and miserable all night while Elena sleeps in a bed big enough for four, is unbearable.

“No,” Elena says, the word firm and final. “Don’t be ridiculous. We’re adults. We can share a bed. It’s fine.”

Jordan’s eyes meet hers in the dim light. There’s a question there, a flicker of something deep and uncertain. “Are you sure?”

“Positive,” Elena lies, her heart hammering against her ribs. “It’s just sleeping. We’ve napped on the couch together. This is just… a flatter, softer version of that.”

Jordan’s lips twitch into a small, almost imperceptible smile. “A flatter, softer version. Right.”

They fall into a new kind of quiet, one laden with unspoken possibility. They eat the soup Jordan heats from a can, sitting on opposite ends of the love seat, their knees not quite touching. The fire crackles, casting dancing shadows across the room. Every creak of the house, every sigh of the wind outside, feels amplified.

When it’s time for bed, the ritual is awkward and tender. Elena uses the bathroom first, changing into the soft pajamas Marisol had packed for her. When she comes out, Jordan is standing by the bed, looking at it like it’s a final exam she’s unprepared for.

She’s changed, too, into a pair of worn gray sweatpants and a simple white t-shirt. Without her usual armor of confidence and public persona, she looks younger, softer. Vulnerable.

Elena slips under the covers on the left side, the sheets cool against her skin. She lies as stiff as a board, staring at the ceiling, every nerve ending alight.

Jordan moves with the same hesitation, sliding into bed on the right side. She keeps to the very edge, creating a chasm of empty space between them.

“Goodnight, Elena,” she whispers, her voice barely audible over the fire.

“Goodnight, Jordan.”

Elena closes her eyes, but sleep is a distant country. She is acutely aware of the woman next to her. The sound of her breathing. The warmth of her body, a silent promise just inches away. The baby shifts, a slow, somersaulting roll, and Elena places a hand on her belly, a silent, grounding gesture.

“You okay?” Jordan’s voice is an indistinct murmur in the dark.

“Yeah. Just… thinking.”

“About what?”

“Everything,” Elena admits softly. “This. Us. How we got here.”

Jordan is quiet for so long Elena thinks she’s fallen asleep. Then, she speaks, her voice thick with something Elena can’t name. “I keep thinking about that first doctor’s appointment. How you looked at the sonogram and your whole face just… lit up. And I thought, ‘I would do anything to protect that.’”

Elena’s throat tightens. “You have, Jordan. You have.”

“I know I’m not… I’m not the baby’s father,” Jordan continues, her voice cracking slightly. “And I’m not trying to be. But when I’m with you, when I’m helping you, it feels like I’m part of something. Something good.”

“You are,” Elena whispers, turning onto her side to face her. In the faint glow of the embers, she can see the glisten of tears in Jordan’s eyes. “You’re the best part of it, Jordan.”

Jordan’s breath hitches. She shifts, rolling onto her side to face Elena. The space between them shrinks to a hand’s breadth. “Elena…”

“Yeah?”

“I’m scared,” she confesses, the words raw and honest. “I’m scared of messing this up. Of moving too fast or not fast enough. I’m scared of my career, of what people would say. I’m scared of wanting this so much.”

Elena’s heart breaks a little, and then stitches itself back together, stronger. She reaches out, her fingers finding Jordan’s hand in the darkness. She laces their fingers together, a tangible anchor in the storm of their fear.

“I’m scared, too,” Elena admits. “But not of you. Never of you.”

Jordan squeezes her hand. “I don’t know how to do this.”

“Neither do I,” Elena says, a small, watery laugh escaping her. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

The word hangs in the air between them, heavy with meaning. Together.

Jordan closes the remaining distance. It’s not a sudden movement, but a slow, deliberate drift, like a ship finding its way to harbor. Her hand, still tangled with Elena’s, pulls gently, and Elena goes, shifting closer until their knees touch, until she can feel the soft puff of Jordan’s breath against her cheek.

In the firelight, Jordan’s eyes are dark, searching. They flicker down to Elena’s lips, then back up, a silent question that needs no words. Elena answers by leaning in, by closing the last, impossible inch between them.

The first kiss is nothing like the first one. That kiss was a confession, a trembling release of weeks of pent-up longing. This kiss is a promise. It’s slow and deep, a gentle exploration that says I’m here and I’m not going anywhere. Jordan’s lips are soft, hesitant at first, then firm with a certainty that makes Elena’s entire body sigh in relief. She tastes of mint and the faint, lingering sweetness of the apples from dinner.

Elena’s free hand comes up to cup Jordan’s jaw, her thumb stroking the soft skin there. Jordan makes a low sound in her throat, a quiet hum of pleasure, and deepens the kiss. Her tongue traces the seam of Elena’s lips, a silent request, and Elena opens to her instantly. The kiss unravels then, growing from something sweet and searching to something hungry and real. It’s a conversation without words, a sharing of breath and fear and hope.

When they finally break apart, they’re both breathing heavily. Jordan rests her forehead against Elena’s, her eyes closed. “Wow,” she whispers, the word a puff of air against Elena’s skin.

“Yeah,” Elena breathes back. “Wow.”

Jordan opens her eyes, and the raw, open affection Elena sees there makes her chest ache. “I’ve wanted to do that since the day I met you,” Jordan admits, her voice husky. “Even when I didn’t know I wanted it.”

Elena laughs softly. “I think I’ve wanted it since you showed up with a toolbox and fixed my wobbly bookshelf.”

A genuine, brilliant smile breaks across Jordan’s face, the kind that’s usually reserved for a game-winning shot. It transforms her, making her look years younger, free of the weight she so often carries. “The bookshelf,” she murmurs. “That was my master plan.”

“It was a very good plan,” Elena says, her voice dropping to a near-whisper. She shifts, her body aching with a need that goes far beyond simple affection. The baby is a quiet, warm presence between them, but the desire that sparks to life now is all for the woman in front of her. “Jordan… touch me.”

Jordan’s eyes darken. She doesn’t need to be asked twice. Her hand releases Elena’s and moves with aching slowness, tracing the line of Elena’s shoulder, down her arm, her fingers leaving a trail of fire in their wake. She hesitates at the hem of Elena’s pajama top, her gaze questioning.

Elena answers by taking Jordan’s hand and guiding it underneath, pressing it flat against the warm, swollen skin of her belly.

Jordan’s breath catches. Her hand is large and warm, covering a vast expanse of Elena’s midsection. She doesn’t move, just rests it there, her expression one of utter reverence. “He’s so quiet tonight,” she murmurs, her thumb stroking gently.

“She,” Elena corrects softly. “And I think she’s behaving because she knows we’re finally getting our act together.”

A small chuckle rumbles in Jordan’s chest. “Smart girl.” Her hand begins to move in slow, sweeping circles, a gesture that’s both intimate and incredibly soothing. It’s the same way she’s touched Elena’s stomach a dozen times before, but this time, everything is different. This time, her touch is laced with intent, with a lover’s curiosity.

Her hand drifts upward, her fingers tracing the sensitive skin below Elena’s ribs. Elena arches into the touch, a soft sigh escaping her lips. Jordan’s gaze follows the path of her hand, her eyes dark with a mixture of awe and desire.

“Is this okay?” Jordan asks, her voice tight.

“It’s more than okay,” Elena breathes. “Don’t stop.”

Jordan’s other hand comes up to frame Elena’s face, her thumb brushing her cheekbone. She leans in and kisses her again, a slow, deep kiss that steals the air from Elena’s lungs. As they kiss, Jordan’s hand continues its exploration, mapping the new landscape of Elena’s body with a tenderness that brings tears to Elena’s eyes. She traces the curve of her belly, the swell of her hips, the soft fullness of her breasts. She touches her not as if she’s fragile, but as if she’s a masterpiece, something to be cherished and discovered.



Elena’s own hands aren’t idle. She slips them under Jordan’s shirt, her palms splaying across the hard, muscled plane of her back. She feels the shift of Jordan’s muscles as she moves, the solid, reassuring strength of her. She’s felt Jordan’s strength before—in the way she steadies her when she’s dizzy, in the firm grip of her hand—but this is different. This is the strength of a woman who is choosing to be vulnerable, who is laying herself bare.

“Jordan,” Elena gasps against her mouth. “I want…”

“What?” Jordan pulls back just enough to look at her, her eyes searching. “Tell me what you want, Elena.”

Elena takes a shaky breath, the words catching in her throat. It’s one thing to feel it, another thing to say it. But looking at Jordan, at the unwavering love and patience in her eyes, she finds her courage.

“You,” she whispers. “I want all of you.”

Jordan’s eyes flutter shut for a second, a wave of emotion washing over her face. When she opens them, they’re shining with unshed tears. “You have me,” she promises, her voice thick with conviction. “All of me.”

The rest of their clothes disappear in a slow, careful tangle of limbs and soft laughter. There’s no rush, no frantic urgency. This is a discovery, a worship. Jordan lays Elena back against the pillows, her movements infinitely gentle. She settles beside her, propped on an elbow, and just looks. Her gaze is so intense, so full of love, that Elena feels it like a physical touch.

“You’re so beautiful,” Jordan murmurs, her fingers tracing the line of Elena’s collarbone, down the valley between her breasts. “I don’t think I’ve ever really let myself see it before.”

Elena feels a blush creep up her neck. She’s felt awkward and massive for weeks, her body a vessel she no longer recognizes. But under Jordan’s gaze, she feels… beautiful. Seen. Desired.

Jordan leans down and presses a kiss to the swell of her belly, then another, and another, working her way up. Her lips are soft and warm, her breath a gentle caress. When she finally reaches Elena’s mouth, the kiss is deeper, filled with a new, simmering heat.

Elena’s body arches, seeking more contact, more pressure. The need that’s been simmering beneath the surface now roars to life, an insistent, demanding ache. “Jordan,” she pleads, her hands tangling in her hair. “Please…”

Jordan seems to understand exactly what she’s asking for. Her hand drifts down, over the curve of Elena’s hip, her touch light and teasing. Elena’s hips lift off the bed, a silent, desperate plea, and finally, Jordan’s fingers slip into the wet heat between her thighs.

Elena gasps, her head falling back against the pillows. It’s a shock and a relief, a jolt of pure pleasure that sizzles through her veins. Jordan’s touch is confident and sure, her fingers exploring with a surgeon’s precision and a lover’s intuition. She finds the sensitive bundle of nerves and circles it slowly, deliberately, watching Elena’s face for every reaction.

Elena’s world narrows to the point of contact, to the exquisite pressure building inside her. Her breath comes in ragged pants, her hands clutching at the sheets. Jordan leans down, kissing her neck, her shoulder, whispering words of encouragement against her skin.

“That’s it,” she murmurs. “Let go for me, Elena. I’ve got you.”

The words are Elena’s undoing. The combination of Jordan’s skilled touch and her unwavering support sends her hurtling over the edge. Her orgasm crashes through her, a powerful, all-consuming wave that leaves her shaking and breathless. It’s a release that’s been months in the making—a letting go of fear, of loneliness, of a future she thought she had to face alone.

As the tremors subside, Jordan gathers her into her arms, holding her close. Elena buries her face in the crook of Jordan’s neck, her body still humming with pleasure. She can feel the frantic beat of Jordan’s heart against her cheek, a steady, reassuring rhythm.

“Are you okay?” Jordan asks, her voice a soft rumble.

Elena can only nod, words beyond her. She feels boneless, sated, and more loved than she has ever felt in her entire life.

After a few moments, she stirs, a new determination taking hold. She shifts in Jordan’s arms, pushing gently until Jordan is on her back. Elena rises over her, her hair a curtain around their faces.

“My turn,” she whispers, and sees the flicker of surprise and desire in Jordan’s eyes.

She’s never been with a woman like this, but touching Jordan feels as natural as breathing. She starts with a kiss, deep and slow, pouring all the love and gratitude she feels into it.

Her hands begin their own exploration, tracing the powerful lines of Jordan’s body. She follows the strong column of her neck, over the defined muscles of her shoulders, down the hard plane of her stomach. Jordan is a study in contrasts—the hard-earned strength of an elite athlete and the soft, yielding tenderness of a woman who is giving her heart.

Elena’s touch is reverent. She learns the map of Jordan’s body with her fingertips and her lips. She presses a kiss to the small, silvery scar just above Jordan’s knee from a childhood accident. She traces the faint lines of old stretch marks on her hips, marks of a body that grew too fast, too strong. She touches her not as a fan touches a celebrity, but as a lover touches her equal, finding beauty in the history written on her skin.

Jordan’s breathing grows ragged, her hands tangling in Elena’s hair, her hips lifting in silent invitation. Elena can feel the tension coiling in her, the same desperate need that had consumed Elena moments before.

She moves down Jordan’s body, her lips and tongue leaving a trail of fire. She takes her time, wanting to savor this, to give Jordan the same unwavering attention and devotion that Jordan has given her. When she settles between Jordan’s thighs, she looks up, meeting her gaze. The raw, unguarded trust she sees there takes her breath away.

“Elena,” Jordan whispers, her voice thick with need.

Elena doesn’t hesitate. She leans down and tastes her.

Jordan’s response is instantaneous. A sharp gasp, her back arching off the bed, her hands tightening in Elena’s hair. Elena follows her instincts, listening to the soft sounds Jordan makes, feeling the way her body responds. She learns what she likes, what makes her gasp, what makes her whimper. It’s a power and a privilege, this act of giving pleasure, of seeing this strong, confident woman come apart in her arms.

She uses her tongue and her fingers, building a rhythm that is slow and steady at first, then faster, more demanding. She watches Jordan’s face, the way her eyes squeeze shut, the way her mouth falls open in a silent cry. The sight is the most erotic thing Elena has ever seen.

“Don’t stop,” Jordan begs, her voice strained. “Please, don’t stop…”

Elena has no intention of stopping. She redoubles her efforts, sucking gently, her fingers curling inside her, finding the spot that makes Jordan cry out. The sound is her name, a raw, desperate chant that pushes Elena to give her more, to take her higher.

Jordan’s orgasm is a beautiful, violent thing. Her entire body bows, a string taut to its breaking point, and then she shatters. A long, broken cry escapes her lips as the pleasure wracks her body, her thighs trembling against Elena’s shoulders. Elena holds her through it, her touch gentle and grounding, until the tremors subside and Jordan collapses back against the pillows, limp and spent.

Elena crawls back up her body, gathering her in her arms. Jordan is breathing heavily, her face flushed, her eyes closed. A single tear tracks from the corner of her eye, and Elena gently wipes it away with her thumb.

Jordan opens her eyes, and they’re shining with a light so bright it’s almost blinding. It’s a look of pure, unadulterated love, and it’s all for Elena.

“Wow,” Jordan whispers, her voice hoarse. “Just… wow.”

Elena laughs softly, a feeling of profound joy bubbling up inside her. She presses a soft kiss to Jordan’s lips. “I concur. Wow.”

They lie tangled together in the quiet aftermath, the only sound the crackling of the fire and the steady beat of their hearts. The space between them is gone, replaced by a new, seamless intimacy. Elena’s head rests on Jordan’s chest, her hand draped over her stomach. Jordan’s arm is wrapped tightly around her, holding her close.

“I never thought this would happen,” Jordan says softly, her voice vibrating through her chest. “Not in a million years.”

“Me neither,” Elena admits. “But I’m so glad it did.”

Jordan is quiet for a moment, her fingers stroking Elena’s hair. “What happens now?” she asks, the question laced with a familiar anxiety. “When we go back?”

Elena lifts her head to look at her. “We figure it out. Like we said. Together.”

“But your career… my career…”

“Is our career,” Elena says, her voice firm. “We’ll face it. We’ll face whatever comes. But we’ll do it together.” She pauses, her hand moving to cover Jordan’s heart. “You’re not just a basketball player, Jordan. And I’m not just a pregnant woman. We’re… us. That’s what matters.”

Jordan’s eyes search hers, and the last of the fear seems to melt away, replaced by a quiet, steady resolve. “Us,” she repeats, the word tasting like a vow.

“Us,” Elena confirms.

She settles back against Jordan’s chest, a feeling of rightness settling over her. The future is still uncertain, a vast and uncharted territory. But for the first time in a long time, she’s not afraid of it. She has a partner. She has a love that feels as solid and real as the ground beneath her. She has a family, born not of convention, but of choice, of friendship, and of a love that bloomed in the most unexpected of places.

As she drifts off to sleep, wrapped in Jordan’s arms, the baby gives a soft, contented kick, as if in agreement. New routines. New feelings. A new future. And this time, it’s everything she ever wanted.


Chapter Eleven — The Last Night
Elena’s POV

Elena wakes to the feeling of fingers tracing lazy circles on her shoulder and the warm, solid weight of an arm draped over her hip. For a moment, she’s disoriented, her body slower than her mind. The light filtering through the window is soft and pearlescent, the air in the room cool and clean. And then she remembers.

Jordan.

She shifts slightly, and the arm around her tightens instinctively, pulling her closer. A soft, contented sigh escapes her. This is new. This is the kind of waking up she’s only read about in books, the kind that feels like a secret meant just for her. She can feel the even rhythm of Jordan’s breathing against her neck, the steady beat of her heart a comforting thrum against her back.

The baby shifts, a gentle, rolling sensation, and Elena places her hand over Jordan’s where it rests on her belly. Jordan’s fingers stop their circling, then resume, a little lower, a little more deliberate, as if she’s saying good morning to them both.

“Morning,” Jordan’s voice is a low, raspy murmur, thick with sleep. It vibrates through Elena’s entire body.

“Morning,” Elena whispers back, not daring to move, not wanting to break the spell. “How long have you been awake?”

“A little while,” Jordan admits. Her lips brush the sensitive skin just below Elena’s ear. “I was enjoying the quiet.”

“It’s not quiet,” Elena says softly. “I can hear your heart.”

Jordan presses a soft, lingering kiss to her shoulder. “Good.”

They stay like that for a long time, a tangled knot of limbs and shared warmth, neither in a hurry to start the day. There’s no awkwardness, no post-coital retreat. There’s only the easy, comfortable silence of two people who have found their anchor.

Eventually, Jordan untangles herself, sitting up and stretching. The sheet pools around her waist, and Elena watches the play of muscle across her back, the way the morning light catches the golden tones of her skin. She feels a surge of something so powerful it almost brings tears to her eyes—want, and possession, and a deep, abiding tenderness.

“I’m going to make a run for it,” Jordan says, grinning as she catches Elena’s appreciative stare. “The fire needs wood, and I’m pretty sure I saw an ax outside. I’m feeling very rustic and capable.”

“Don’t chop your foot off,” Elena says, trying for a serious tone and failing. “I’m not sure how I’d explain that to your coach.”

“‘Hale sustains non-basketball-related injury in heroic attempt to build a fire for her very pregnant girlfriend’?” Jordan suggests, her eyes twinkling. The word ‘girlfriend’ hangs in the air between them, new and shiny and perfect.

Elena’s heart does a little flip. “Yeah. Something like that.”

While Jordan is outside, Elena gets up, her body feeling loose and pleasantly sore. She pulls on Jordan’s sweatshirt, the fabric soft and smelling faintly of her, and pads into the kitchen. The cabin feels different this morning. It’s no longer just a getaway; it’s their place. It’s the place where everything changed.

She finds the coffee Jordan had brought and starts a pot, the rich aroma soon filling the small space. By the time Jordan comes back, her cheeks flushed from the cold and her arms laden with firewood, Elena has two mugs ready.

Jordan sets the wood down by the hearth and accepts the mug, her hands cold against Elena’s. “My hero,” she says, her voice warm as she wraps her hands around the ceramic.

They drink their coffee on the couch in front of the crackling fire Jordan builds, their feet tangled together under a blanket. They don’t talk about the future or the past. They talk about the coffee. They talk about the birds outside. They talk about nothing at all, and it feels like they’re saying everything.

After breakfast—scrambled eggs and toast, which Jordan insists on making, claiming she’s a “breakfast virtuoso”—Jordan suggests a walk.

“Just a short one,” she adds, looking at Elena’s belly. “Down to the creek I saw yesterday. The path is flat.”

Elena agrees, grateful for the chance to move. The air is crisp and cool, the sun filtering through the bare branches of the trees. Jordan walks beside her, her hand a constant, reassuring presence on the small of Elena’s back, or sometimes, just laced with hers. The world feels muted and peaceful, the two of them moving in their own quiet bubble.

They reach the creek, the water gurgling over smooth, mossy stones. They find a fallen log and sit, watching the water flow.

“You know,” Elena says, breaking the comfortable silence. “I used to have this idea of what my life would look like. The white picket fence, the husband, the 2.5 kids. The whole picture.”

Jordan is quiet, letting her talk.

“And when he left… it felt like that picture had been torn up and thrown in my face. Like I’d failed before I even started.” She looks down at her hands, then over at Jordan. “This isn’t that picture.”

Jordan’s expression is serious, her eyes soft with understanding. “Is that okay?”

Elena smiles, a real, genuine smile that reaches all the way to her eyes. “It’s better than okay. It’s… real. It’s messy and unexpected and a little terrifying. But it’s ours. It’s us.” She reaches out and places her hand on Jordan’s knee. “I wouldn’t trade this for any picture in the world.”

Jordan lets out a breath she didn’t seem to realize she was holding. She covers Elena’s hand with her own. “Me neither,” she says, her voice thick with emotion.

They spend the rest of the day in a state of lazy contentment. They read side-by-side on the couch, Elena’s head in Jordan’s lap. They doze in the afternoon sun. Jordan tries to teach Elena how to play chess, a game Elena is spectacularly bad at, which results in much laughter and accusations of cheating. They make dinner together, a simple pasta that they eat while sitting on the floor in front of the fire, feeding each other bites and talking about baby names.

“What about ‘Liam’?” Jordan suggests, twirling pasta onto her fork.

“Too common,” Elena says. “What about ‘Riley’?”

“Sounds like a golden retriever,” Jordan counters, and Elena throws a piece of garlic bread at her.

By the time night falls, a comfortable melancholy has settled over them. It’s their last night. Tomorrow, they go back to the city, to Marisol’s apartment, to reality.

They get ready for bed with a quiet, unspoken familiarity. There’s no hesitation this time, no awkward space left between them. Elena brushes her teeth while Jordan showers, and when Jordan comes out, Elena is already in bed, waiting for her.

Jordan slips under the covers and immediately pulls Elena into her arms, fitting their bodies together like they were made for each other.

“I don’t want to go back tomorrow,” Jordan admits, her voice a low whisper against Elena’s hair.

“I know,” Elena says, her own heart aching with the same sentiment. “But we have to.”

“I know.” Jordan’s arms tighten around her. “I just… I don’t want this to end. I don’t want to go back to pretending.”

“We won’t have to,” Elena says, twisting in her arms so she can see her face. “We’ll figure it out. We’ll tell Marisol. We’ll take it one day at a time.”

Jordan’s eyes search hers in the dim light. “Are you sure you’re ready for that? For what it means? For the attention, the questions…”

“I’m ready for it as long as I have you,” Elena says, and she means it with every fiber of her being. The thought of facing the world without Jordan by her side is infinitely more terrifying than facing the world with her.

Jordan leans in and kisses her, a kiss that’s full of all the things they can’t quite put into words. It’s a kiss of goodbye to this perfect, isolated bubble, and a kiss of hello to whatever comes next. It’s deep and slow and full of a desperate, clinging sweetness.

When they part, Jordan’s eyes are dark with desire. “Make love to me, Elena,” she whispers.

It’s not a question. It’s a plea. And Elena answers with her body.

This time, there’s no hesitation, no slow discovery. This time, they know each other. They know the map of each other’s bodies, the places that make them gasp, the touches that make them sigh. Elena rolls over her, her body moving with a newfound confidence. She takes her time, kissing every inch of Jordan’s skin, worshipping her with her hands and her mouth, pouring all her love, all her gratitude, all her hope into every touch.

Jordan is pliant beneath her, her hands roaming Elena’s body, her soft moans a guide. When Elena finally settles between her thighs, Jordan is already arching, already begging. Elena gives her what she wants, what she needs, taking her to the edge and over again and again, until Jordan is a writhing, sobbing mess of pleasure, crying out her name into the quiet room.

Afterward, Jordan holds her, her body still trembling. “I love you,” she whispers, the words a raw, ragged confession. “I think I’ve loved you from the beginning.”

Elena’s heart swells, so full it feels like it might burst. 

Jordan’s words hang in the air, so profound and absolute that they seem to change the very molecules of the room. I love you. It’s not just a phrase; it’s a foundation. A truth that has been there all along, waiting to be spoken.

Elena’s breath catches in her throat, and for a second, she can’t speak. She just looks at Jordan, at the raw, unguarded love shining in her eyes, and feels it resonate in every cell of her body. The baby gives a strong, determined kick, as if in agreement, and Elena lets out a soft, watery laugh.

“I love you, too,” she whispers, the words feeling both monumental and incredibly simple. “So much it feels like I might break from it.”

Jordan’s smile is brilliant, a flash of pure, unadulterated joy. She pulls Elena down for a kiss, a kiss that’s less about passion and more about sealing a promise. It’s a kiss that tastes of salt and relief and a future they are no longer afraid of.

But the need is still there, a low, simmering hum beneath the surface of their confessions. Elena wants to show Jordan, not just tell her, what she feels. She wants to map every inch of her, to memorize the lines of her body, to worship the strength that has become her shelter.

She begins again, her movements slow and deliberate. She presses a line of kisses down the center of Jordan’s chest, feeling the frantic beat of her heart against her lips. She traces the defined muscles of her abdomen with her tongue, feeling the way they quiver under her touch. She pays attention to the details she’s only glanced at before—the small mole on her ribs, the way her skin is softer here, more vulnerable.

Jordan’s hands are in her hair, her fingers stroking, not guiding, just touching, connecting. She’s letting Elena lead, letting her explore, and the trust implicit in the act is more arousing than anything else.

Elena moves lower, her lips ghosting over the sharp curve of Jordan’s hipbones. She can feel the tension coiling in Jordan’s legs, the way her breath hitches in anticipation. She settles between her thighs, the firelight casting a warm glow over Jordan’s skin. She looks up, meeting her gaze, and the intensity she sees there—the raw hunger and absolute surrender—makes her own body clench with need.

She doesn’t wait. She leans down and takes Jordan into her mouth, and the sound Jordan makes is a choked, desperate gasp. It’s a sound of pure, unadulterated pleasure, and it’s the most beautiful thing Elena has ever heard.

She takes her time, building a rhythm that is both tender and demanding. She uses her tongue, her lips, the gentle scrape of her teeth, learning what makes Jordan’s hips lift off the bed, what makes her cry out, what makes her beg. She watches Jordan’s face, the way her eyes squeeze shut, her mouth falling open, her brow furrowed in concentration. She watches this powerful, controlled woman completely lose herself to pleasure, and it’s the most intimate, most profound experience of her life.

Jordan’s hands are no longer gentle; they’re gripping the sheets, her knuckles white. Her breath is coming in short, sharp pants. “Elena… God… Elena…”

Elena can feel her getting close, feel the tension in her thighs, the frantic arch of her back. She doubles her efforts, sucking harder, her fingers joining her mouth, curling inside to find that spot that makes Jordan see stars.

And then Jordan shatters.

Her orgasm is a violent, beautiful thing. Her body bows, a taut string pulled to its breaking point, and then she comes with a long, broken cry of Elena’s name. It’s a sound of release, of surrender, of a love so overwhelming it has to find a voice. Elena holds her through it, her touch soft and grounding, her mouth never leaving her, drawing out every last wave of pleasure until Jordan collapses, limp and trembling, against the pillows.

Elena crawls back up her body, gathering her in her arms. Jordan is breathing heavily, her face flushed, her eyes closed. A single tear tracks from the corner of her eye, and Elena gently wipes it away with her thumb.

Jordan opens her eyes, and they’re shining with a light so bright it’s almost blinding. It’s a look of pure, unadulterated love, and it’s all for Elena.

“Wow,” Jordan whispers, her voice hoarse. “Just… wow.”

Elena laughs softly, a feeling of profound joy bubbling up inside her. She presses a soft kiss to Jordan’s lips. “I concur. Wow.”

They lie tangled together in the quiet aftermath, the only sound the crackling of the fire and the steady beat of their hearts. The space between them is gone, replaced by a new, seamless intimacy. Elena’s head rests on Jordan’s chest, her hand draped over her stomach. Jordan’s arm is wrapped tightly around her, holding her close.

“I never thought this would happen,” Jordan says softly, her voice vibrating through her chest. “Not in a million years.”

“Me neither,” Elena admits. “But I’m so glad it did.”

Jordan is quiet for a moment, her fingers stroking Elena’s hair. “What happens now?” she asks, the question laced with a familiar anxiety. “When we go back?”

Elena lifts her head to look at her. “We figure it out. Like we said. Together.”

“But your career… my career…”

“Is our career,” Elena says, her voice firm. “We’ll face it. We’ll face whatever comes. But we’ll do it together.” She pauses, her hand moving to cover Jordan’s heart. “You’re not just a basketball player, Jordan. And I’m not just a pregnant woman. We’re… us. That’s what matters.”

Jordan’s eyes search hers, and the last of the fear seems to melt away, replaced by a quiet, steady resolve. “Us,” she repeats, the word tasting like a vow.

“Us,” Elena confirms.

She settles back against Jordan’s chest, a feeling of rightness settling over her. The future is still uncertain, a vast and uncharted territory. But for the first time in a long time, she’s not afraid of it. She has a partner. She has a love that feels as solid and real as the ground beneath her. She has a family, born not of convention, but of choice, of friendship, and of a love that bloomed in the most unexpected of places.

As she drifts off to sleep, wrapped in Jordan’s arms, the baby gives a soft, contented kick, as if in agreement. New routines. New feelings. A new future. And this time, it’s everything she ever wanted.


Chapter Twelve — Colors in the Air
Elena’s POV

The drive back from the cabin feels nothing like the trip up.

On the way there, the air between them had been thick with unsaid things — questions, tension, longing that neither of them quite knew how to name. Now, Elena sits curled against the passenger window with Jordan’s sweatshirt draped around her shoulders, watching bare winter trees slip past while Jordan’s hand rests comfortably on her thigh.

They don’t talk much.

They don’t have to.

Every few minutes, Jordan will brush her thumb across Elena’s leg, or Elena will reach over and playfully tug on the sleeve of Jordan’s jacket. It feels easy. It feels like something real — something they’ve stepped into without hesitation.

Something they’re both afraid to lose.

When they finally pull into Marisol’s apartment building, Elena exhales like the world has dropped back into place around them. Jordan parks, turns off the engine, and rests her head briefly against the steering wheel.

“You okay?” Elena asks, brushing a hand over Jordan’s shoulder.

“Yeah,” Jordan says, though her voice is soft, weary. “Just not ready to leave our little bubble.”

“We’ll make one here,” Elena whispers. “We always do.”

Jordan smiles, but there’s a flicker of something else behind it — the creeping reality of a basketball season that won’t make room for morning fires and snow-crusted creek walks.

They carry their bags inside, and Marisol bursts out of the kitchen the moment they enter.

“THANK GOD you’re alive! Do you know how many horror scenarios I imagined?”

Elena laughs and hugs her tightly, while Marisol glares over Elena’s shoulder at Jordan.

“And YOU.” She points an accusing finger. “You were supposed to text me when you made it there. Then when you didn’t, I told myself, ‘Okay, okay, maybe she forgot.’ But THEN—”

“Elena had morning sickness and I was building a fire,” Jordan interrupts dryly.

Marisol narrows her eyes. “Fine. That’s… valid. But next time, both of you are required to send me video proof of life every 48 hours.”

Elena laughs again, the sound bright and warm. Jordan, setting down the luggage, glances over with a softness that Marisol completely misses.

But Marisol doesn’t miss the way Jordan’s fingers lightly brush Elena’s back as she passes.

Her eyes narrow.

“Elena,” she says slowly. “You look… glowy.”

Elena flushes. “Cabin air?”

“Mmhmm,” Marisol says, unconvinced.

Jordan pretends to study the floorboards.



Elena sinks into the couch with a sigh, rubbing her belly. The baby rolls beneath her hand, a gentle reminder that life is moving forward no matter how she feels.

Jordan sits beside her, leaving only a few inches of space. Their knees touch. Elena doesn’t pull away.

“So,” she says casually, “I’ve been thinking.”

“That’s dangerous,” Jordan teases.

Elena nudges her. “Be serious. I’ve been thinking… I want to do something fun. Something celebratory. Something to make this whole pregnancy feel less like I’m bracing for impact.”

Jordan turns fully to her, eyes softening. “What do you want to do?”

“A gender reveal.”

Jordan blinks. “Really?”

“Yeah.” Elena sweeps a hand over her stomach. “I want it to be happy. I want it to feel like I’m stepping into something good. Something exciting. Not like… something that happened to me.”

Jordan absorbs that. She nods once, slow. “Then we’ll make it the happiest reveal in the world.”

Elena smiles, leaning sideways into her. “I thought Marisol could plan it.”

“That tracks,” Jordan deadpans. “She’ll overcomplicate it, color-code it, and custom-order a confetti cannon.”

Elena laughs. “Exactly.”



The moment Elena mentions the idea, Marisol’s eyes go wide — then wider — and then she screams.

“You want ME to plan the reveal?! Me? ME?!”

Jordan winces. “God, warn a person first.”

Marisol grabs Elena’s shoulders dramatically. “I swear to you on my grandmother’s ghost — she’s not dead, but still — I will make this the reveal of the YEAR. Nay, the DECADE. People will talk about this reveal even when the child is in college.”

Elena laughs. “Just… nothing hospital-level. I don’t want the fire department showing up.”

“No promises,” Marisol says with a wicked grin.

Elena is half joking, half terrified.

Jordan whispers behind her hand, “If she tries to install fireworks, I’m shutting it down.”



When Marisol leaves to brainstorm, Elena stays on the couch, suddenly tired. Jordan sits beside her, watching her shift gingerly into a more comfortable position.

“Seatbelt baby kicking again?” Jordan asks softly.

Elena nods. “A little.”

Jordan hesitates — then places a hand over Elena’s. Warm, steady, grounding.

“You okay?” she asks.

Elena nods. “Just… tired. But good-tired.”

Jordan brushes her thumb lightly, reverently, across Elena’s stomach.

Elena’s breath stutters.

Jordan doesn’t seem to notice the effect she has. Or maybe she does and she’s pretending not to.

“Let me know if you need anything,” Jordan murmurs.

“I always do,” Elena whispers before she can stop herself.

Jordan goes still.

Then gently, carefully, she leans her head against Elena’s shoulder. And Elena lets her, resting her cheek against Jordan’s hair.

The world shrinks to warmth, shared breaths, and the soft, rhythmic rise and fall of the baby between them.



The next morning, Elena wakes to the sound of quiet movement. When she pads into the kitchen, she finds Jordan already there, dressed in training sweatpants and a team hoodie, tying her shoes.

Elena blinks sleepily. “You’re up early.”

Jordan glances up, offering the soft, private smile she reserves only for Elena. “Season’s starting soon. Gotta get back into routine.”

Elena leans on the counter. “Back into ‘routine,’ huh? Meaning… less sleep, more pressure, and a coach who refuses to believe in sick days?”

Jordan snorts. “Accurate.”

She stands, rolling her shoulders, and Elena watches the familiar confidence settle into her posture — the Jordan who commands courts, who signs autographs, who shoulders expectations without flinching.

It hits her then, like a shift in gravity: this woman isn’t just hers in quiet cabins and soft mornings. She belongs to the world too.

“How long will practices be now?” Elena asks carefully.

Jordan pulls her hair into a tight ponytail. “Eight hours today. Media session tomorrow. A scrimmage on Wednesday.” She hesitates. “I won’t be around as much.”

Elena’s heart gives a small, involuntary drop.

“Oh,” she murmurs.

Jordan steps close, her hand finding Elena’s waist almost instinctively.

“Hey,” she says softly. “I’m not going anywhere. I just… might have to be gone a little more physically.”

Elena nods, forcing a smile. “I get it. Really, I do. It’s your career.”

“It’s our life,” Jordan corrects gently.

Elena’s breath catches.

Then Jordan kisses her — slow, reassuring, a promise sealed in warmth.

“I’ll be back for dinner,” she says.

Elena watches her walk out the door, her chest full and aching all at once.



By early afternoon, Marisol bursts into the living room with a sealed envelope, fanning herself dramatically.

“I KNOW THE TRUTH,” she announces.

Elena freezes. “Marisol—wait—don’t say it!”

She grins. “You really think I would spoil the biggest surprise since the dawn of gender reveals? Please. I am a vault. A fortress. A steel-reinforced bunker of secrecy.”

Elena squints. “You’re sweating.”

“Well, it’s a heavy secret!”

She tosses the envelope onto the counter, labeled in dramatic handwriting:
For the Most Extra Gender Reveal in History. Do Not Open (Elena, I’m Watching You).

Elena stares at it, her palm itching.

Marisol narrows her eyes. “Don’t even think about it.”

“I wasn’t!”

“You were.”

“Okay, maybe a little.”

“Unacceptable.”

Marisol clutches the envelope to her chest. “This stays with me until reveal day. I will guard it with my LIFE.”

Elena groans. “I made a mistake choosing you.”

“Nonsense. You chose perfection.” She snaps her fingers. “Now! Let’s talk themes.”

“Oh no.”

“Do you want more sparkles or more drama?”

“Neither?”

Marisol gasps. “How dare you.”



It’s nearly 7 p.m. by the time Jordan returns. Elena hears the door creak open and looks up from the couch.

“You’re late,” she says softly.

Jordan drops her bag. “Long day.” Then she smiles, worn but real. “But I missed you.”

Elena’s heart melts. Jordan looks exhausted — hair damp from a shower at the training facility, shoulders tense, eyes tired but brightening at the sight of her.

“Come here,” Elena murmurs, opening her arms.

Jordan sinks onto the couch beside her, head finding Elena’s lap with a sigh that rattles straight through Elena’s chest.

Elena strokes her hair. “Rough practice?”

“Coach thinks I magically forgot how to shoot in the off-season.” Jordan groans. “Also, one of the rookies kept calling me ‘ma’am.’”

Elena snorts. “You? Ma’am?”

Jordan grumbles. “I almost retired on the spot.”

Elena laughs, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “You’re doing great.”

Jordan’s eyes flutter closed. “Only because you’re here.”

Elena’s throat tightens. She runs her fingers through Jordan’s hair until the tension slowly leaves her body.



They eat takeout on the couch — Thai food, per Jordan’s request — and Elena tells her about Marisol’s theatrics.

“She knows the gender,” Elena says softly.

Jordan freezes mid-bite. “She does?”

“Yeah.”

Jordan sets her fork down carefully. “And you’re… okay with not knowing yet?”

Elena smiles. “I want us to find out together.”

Jordan’s jaw works, as if she’s swallowing a sudden rush of emotion. “Elena…”

“Yeah?”

Jordan takes her hand, brushing her thumb over her knuckles.

“I meant what I said,” Jordan murmurs. “About this being our life.”

Elena’s heart stutters again — the same way it did by the creek, the same way it did in the cabin, the same way it does every time Jordan looks at her like she’s something sacred.

“I know,” Elena whispers.

Jordan squeezes her hand. “Good. Because I’ve never wanted something like this before.”

Elena feels the tremor of truth in her voice. It leaves her breathless.



Later, when they’re lying in bed, Jordan curled protectively around Elena’s back, the baby kicks suddenly, firmly, against Jordan’s forearm.

Jordan inhales sharply. “Was that—?”

“Yeah,” Elena whispers, smiling in the dark.

Jordan presses her palm against Elena’s stomach, awe in every line of her body.

“Hi,” she whispers to the bump. “I’m here. Always.”

Elena closes her eyes, emotion swelling like a tide.

“Jordan?” she murmurs.

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad you’re their family.”

Jordan doesn’t answer at first — she just pulls Elena closer. When she does speak, her voice is thick.

“I’m glad you’re mine.”


Chapter Thirteen — The Gender Reveal Day
Elena’s POV

Elena wakes with a fluttering nervousness in her stomach that has nothing to do with the baby and everything to do with the fact that today, she will learn something enormous. Something defining. Something that will shape the future she and Jordan are slowly, delicately building.

She places a hand over her belly.

“Be kind to me today,” she whispers. “Your mamá is trying not to panic.”

Behind her, Jordan grumbles sleepily and pulls her closer, her face buried in Elena’s hair. “You’re panicking?” she mutters, her morning voice deep and gravelly. “I thought that was my job.”

Elena smiles. “It can be a shared responsibility.”

Jordan opens an eye. Mischief glints there. “Then I vote we panic together, after coffee.”

“Smart.”

Jordan kisses her shoulder, warm and lingering. A small gesture. Loving. It grounds Elena instantly.

Today will be big. Not just for her.
For them.


Marisol had insisted—no, declared—that she was hosting the gender reveal in the lounge of her apartment building, a bright space she’d decorated for weeks in subtle greens and yellows, because “neutral is chic and also keeps people from guessing.”

Elena steps inside the lounge, feeling instantly overwhelmed.

Streamers, balloons, a huge decorated table of treats. A massive wrapped box, tall enough to completely hide someone behind, sits in the center of the room.

A huge sign hangs above the space:

“WELCOME, LITTLE MYSTERY BEAN!”
—with a badly drawn bean doodle beside it.

Jordan stares at the sign. “She had one job.”

“It’s perfect,” Elena says, tears threatening instantly.

The baby kicks as if agreeing.

“Okay,” Marisol calls from across the room. “I need EVERYONE to keep Elena away from the box. And Jordan, don’t even think about trying to peek—”

Jordan holds up a hand. “I won’t cheat at a baby reveal. I have standards.”

Marisol snorts. “You cheat at UNO.”

Jordan sighs. “That was one time.”

Elena smiles, her heart swelling at the domestic chaos.



First is Abuela Rosa, stepping carefully inside with a cane in one hand and a bakery box balanced in the other.

Elena rushes to her. “Abuela—you didn’t have to bring anything.”

“Nonsense,” Rosa says, kissing her cheek. “A baby needs blessings. And pastries. Mostly pastries.”
Her eyes soften when she notices Jordan. “Ahh. And you…” She pats Jordan’s bicep. “You look stronger than last time. Good. Strong women protect families.”

Jordan’s ears go pink. “I—I try.”

“Hmm. Keep trying,” Rosa says, walking away.

Jordan murmurs, “Your grandmother scares me a little.”

“She scares everyone.”

Next come friends from Marisol’s job, some neighbors, and a few of Jordan’s teammates—including Tasha, who gives Elena a warm hug and then turns to Jordan with a smirk.
“You clean up okay. Didn’t expect that.”

Jordan flips her off behind her water bottle. Tasha blows a kiss.

Then the door opens again.

And everything shifts.

A tall man steps inside, early sixties, silver hair at his temples, wearing a stiff dress jacket like he’s unsure if the event requires it. He holds a gift bag but looks like he wants to drop it and run.

Jordan freezes mid-sip of her water.

Marisol stops mid-sentence.

Elena feels the tension ripple through the room.

Their father.

Jordan’s jaw tightens. Marisol’s eyes go wide and wet at the same time.

“Dad?” Marisol whispers.

He clears his throat. “Your sister invited me.”

Both sisters look at each other—Jordan narrowing her eyes at Marisol like you did what?
Marisol mouths back desperately: He asked. And I thought… maybe…

Jordan’s gaze goes hard, old hurt flickering behind it.

Elena gently touches Jordan’s arm. Jordan doesn’t flinch—but she doesn’t relax either.

Their father looks at Elena, confused but warm. “You must be Elena. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Elena smiles politely but stays close to Jordan. “It’s nice to meet you.”

He nods, but his gaze keeps drifting back to his daughters with a mixture of guilt and longing.

“May I give you a hug?” he asks, voice cracking.

Marisol, always the softer heart, nods and steps into his arms. The moment is emotional, awkward, painful in its tenderness.

Jordan remains still.

Her father looks at her.

Jordan doesn’t move.

But Elena sees the moment their eyes lock.

A storm brews across Jordan’s expression—love, resentment, longing, anger.
Her father gives a tiny nod, as if accepting whatever boundary she needs.

Jordan exhales shakily and turns her face away.

Elena’s heart aches for her.



People mingle. Music plays. Snacks disappear quickly. The huge box—covered in yellow wrapping paper—sits like a looming mystery in the middle of the room.

Elena stays near Jordan, who’s trying very hard to look normal even though Elena can feel the tension radiating from her.

“Hey,” Elena murmurs, brushing her hand against Jordan’s lower back. “If you need air—”

Jordan leans closer, voice low. “Don’t leave my side.”

The words hit Elena deep in the chest.
Possessive. Vulnerable. Honest.

Her grandmother, watching from across the room, gives Elena a knowing look.
Elena pretends not to see it.

Marisol clinks a glass. “Okay, everyone! The reveal will happen soon—”

A shout interrupts her.

“WAIT! I forgot the cupcakes!”

Gasps. Disaster. Panic.

Marisol sprints away, yelling. “NOBODY TOUCH THE BOX!”

People laugh. The tension breaks. The room relaxes.

And Jordan… shifts closer to Elena.



Jordan stands behind Elena, her hands resting lightly on Elena’s hips under the guise of “helping her balance when people bump into her”—though no one is near them.

Elena leans back into her without thinking.

Jordan’s breath brushes the back of her neck.

“You look beautiful today,” Jordan murmurs.

Heat floods Elena’s body. “You told me that this morning.”

“I could tell you every hour.”

Elena swallows. “We’re surrounded by eighty people.”

Jordan’s fingers slide, barely perceptible, along the side of her waist.

“I don’t care,” she whispers.

Elena’s heartbeat stutters.

Jordan’s father watches them from across the room, his expression weighted with understanding—as if he’s piecing things together.



Elena steps into the hallway outside the lounge to catch her breath. Too many eyes. Too much emotion. Too many feelings rising in her throat.

Jordan follows seconds later.

“Elena—hey, what’s wrong?” Jordan asks softly, reaching for her.

“I’m fine. Just needed a breather.”

Jordan steps closer, one hand lifting to gently brush a curl behind Elena’s ear.
The touch is soft. Intimate. It sends a shiver down Elena’s spine.

“You’re trembling,” Jordan whispers.

“It’s just… today is big, you know?”

“I know.”

Jordan’s thumb traces Elena’s cheekbone.

“You’re not doing this alone,” she murmurs. “Not any part of this.”

Elena’s breath catches. She looks up at Jordan, the hallway quiet around them.
Jordan’s gaze softens, warms, darkens.

A pull forms between them—magnetic, breathless.

Jordan leans in.

Elena leans back.

Their lips brush—

“HEY!” Marisol bursts out of the lounge. “Why are you two hiding? We’re ready!”

Jordan jerks back like she’s been caught stealing cookies. Elena’s face burns.

Marisol squints at them suspiciously. “Were you—?”

“No,” Jordan blurts.

“Absolutely not,” Elena adds too quickly.

Marisol’s eyes narrow. “Uh-huh.”

Jordan coughs. “Let’s… go.”

They return to the chaos of the party, both a little breathless.



Everyone gathers. Phones out. Cheers rising. The energy is electric.

Jordan stands on Elena’s right, Marisol on her left. Their father stands a few feet behind, hands clasped nervously.

Elena grips the ribbon attached to the box.

“This is it,” Marisol whispers, practically vibrating with excitement.

Jordan leans in, voice so low only Elena hears:
“No matter what color comes out, he or she already has me.”

Tears immediately prick Elena’s eyes.

“Ready?” Marisol says loudly.

Elena nods, hands shaking.

Jordan covers Elena’s hand with her own for steadiness.

Together, they pull—

The ribbon snaps free.

The lid springs open.

A sea of bright blue balloons erupts from the box, drifting toward the ceiling.

The room explodes in cheers.

Marisol screams.
Abuela Rosa claps her hands over her mouth.
Tasha yells, “IT’S A BOY!”
Jordan laughs—a real, full laugh—and wraps Elena in her arms.

Their father wipes at his eyes discreetly.

Elena sobs into Jordan’s chest, overwhelmed with joy and relief and love.

Jordan lifts her slightly, spinning her gently before setting her back down.

“A boy,” Jordan whispers into her hair. “We’re having a boy.”

Elena takes Jordan’s face in both hands. “We’re having a boy.”

Their foreheads press together.
Their breaths mingle.
The world around them blurs.

It’s not a kiss.
But it’s dangerously close.

Abuela Rosa yells, “Let them breathe, niñas! The baby is getting dizzy!”

Jordan pulls back, blushing. Elena laughs through tears.

But their hands stay entwined.


The room erupts into joyful chaos, but Elena barely hears anything. All she feels is Jordan’s arms around her, the warm press of her cheek against Jordan’s neck, and the steady thrum of a heartbeat that isn’t hers. The blue balloons drift lazily toward the ceiling, bouncing softly as if celebrating on their own.

Her son.
Their son, in every way that matters.

Jordan pulls back slowly, hands settling on Elena’s hips as though afraid she’ll float away with the balloons. Her blue eyes shine, and a smile — wide, unguarded, achingly tender — spreads across her face.

“A boy,” Jordan murmurs, her forehead dropping softly against Elena’s. “We’re having a boy.”

Elena’s breath shivers out of her, half-laughter, half-sob. “Yeah,” she whispers. “We are.”

A cheer bursts behind them, and suddenly Marisol barrels into both of them, arms flung around their shoulders.

“You’re having a nephew!” she shouts—and then immediately starts crying into Elena’s hair. “I’m—so—happy—”

Jordan groans, laughing as her little sister clings to all three of them. “Sol, you’re squeezing her.”

“She’s fine!” Marisol argues, tightening her hug. “This is the happiest day of my entire life!”

“Except for the day I made varsity,” Jordan says.

“No, this is better.”

Jordan pretends to be offended, but her arm stays around Elena, hand splayed protectively across her belly.

It is chaos. Beautiful, messy, emotional chaos.

And then—

A hush falls. Subtle, but perceptible.

Because someone finally approaches the trio from across the room. Someone who hasn’t yet come close.

Jordan tenses before she sees him. Her spine goes straight, hand freezing against Elena’s stomach.

Elena senses the shift immediately.

Her father.

Even in the low golden light of the decorated community room, Mr. Hale is unmistakable. A tall man, broad-shouldered, dressed too formally for a gender reveal party—slacks, a button-down, and a jacket he doesn’t remove. He has a neatly trimmed graying beard and a carefully neutral expression, as if he walked into a meeting rather than his daughters’ lives.

Marisol notices him last.

“Dad?” she says, voice catching. 

A flicker of discomfort crosses his face — too fast to catch if someone weren’t searching for it. Jordan sees it. Elena sees it. Marisol sees it and tries to pretend she doesn’t.

“I did,” he says gruffly. “I thought it was important.”

Jordan’s jaw tightens. “We’ve had other important moments.”

Elena gently touches her elbow, grounding her.

He steps closer, clearing his throat. “Jordan, Marisol… I’m not trying to fight. I’m here to celebrate.”

“Bare minimum,” Jordan mutters under her breath.

Elena slips her hand into Jordan’s before she can say anything louder.

Her father forces a small smile. “And to meet the—ah—the woman carrying my… prospective grandson.”

Elena steps slightly in front of Jordan, not blocking her but softening the impact. “Hello, Mr. Hale. I’m Elena.”

He nods stiffly. “Thank you for allowing me here today.”

Jordan’s hand squeezes hers.

Elena smiles gently, diplomatically. “Thank you for coming.”

It’s fragile, the air between them. Something raw and unspoken. A man who was physically present but emotionally unreliable. A daughter who learned to raise her sister because someone had to. A younger sister who loved him too much to see the cracks. A girlfriend—maybe something more—trying to hold them all steady.

The moment stretches. Breaks.

Her father clears his throat again. “Congratulations to both of you.” His gaze flicks to Jordan. “You look… happy.”

That stops her sister cold.

Jordan blinks at him, something painfully fragile flickering across her features before she shutters it. “Yeah,” she says quietly. “I am.”

Elena runs her thumb across the back of Jordan’s hand, and Jordan’s shoulders loosen by a single degree.

Her father leaves the three of them then, wandering toward the punch bowl like he needs a moment. Or an exit.

Marisol exhales shakily. “Wow. That was… not terrible?”

Jordan lets out a humorless laugh. “Low bar, Sol.”

But her voice cracks, just enough for Elena to hear.

“El,” Jordan murmurs softly. “I need… a breath.”

Elena nods, brushing her hand against Jordan’s lower back. “Come on. Hallway?”

Jordan’s eyes close briefly—grateful, aching—then she nods.

They slip unnoticed from the room, leaving the cheering guests and floating balloons behind.


The hallway outside the party room is quiet, the hum of fluorescent lights the only sound. Jordan leans back against the wall, head tipped up, eyes closed. She looks strong, like always—but the kind of strong that’s stretched thin.

Elena steps in front of her, close enough that their feet touch.

“Honey,” she whispers, laying a hand on Jordan’s chest. “Talk to me.”

Jordan exhales sharply, the breath shaky but controlled.

“I wasn’t ready to see him,” she admits. “Not today. Not on… your day.”

“Our day,” Elena corrects, gentle but firm.

Jordan opens her eyes.

God, she looks tired. Vulnerable. Beautiful.

“He always showed up for things, technically,” Jordan says quietly. “But he was never there. Not really. I don’t know why he came today. I don’t know what he wants.”

Elena’s thumb traces small circles against her sternum. “Do you want him here?”

Jordan hesitates.

“I don’t know,” she whispers. “Part of me wants him to see this—us. My life. The things I built without him. And part of me wants him to leave before he ruins it.”

Elena steps even closer. So close Jordan has to drop her gaze to look at her.

“You are not something he can ruin.”

Jordan’s throat works as she swallows.

“El,” she murmurs, voice low, “you can’t know that.”

“I do.”

“How?”

“Because you don’t break,” Elena whispers. “You bend. You hold. You protect everyone around you. You protected Marisol. Now you’re protecting me. You protect our son.”

Jordan’s breath catches on the word our, just like it always does.

Elena lifts a hand to Jordan’s jaw, thumb brushing the faint stubble there. “You are not your father’s mistakes.”

Jordan’s eyes drift half-shut at the touch. “Say it again.”

“You are not him,” Elena repeats, softer. “And you are not alone.”

Something in Jordan detonates — not explosively, but like a slow, inevitable bloom inside her chest.

Her hand rises, hesitates, then cups Elena’s waist, pulling her just an inch closer. “Elena…”

The tension between them tightens—heated, intimate, urgent but tender.

Jordan’s gaze drops to Elena’s lips.
Hovers.

She leans in—

A breath.
A heartbeat.
The barest brush of her nose against Elena’s cheek—

“Elena? Jordan?”

Marisol’s voice barrels down the hallway.

Jordan jerks back like she’s been burned, scrubbing a hand over her face. Elena bites back a groan—both of frustration and disappointment—and takes a tiny step away.

Marisol pokes her head around the corner, oblivious. “Guys! Dad’s doing the awkward quiet thing again and I need backup.”

Jordan mutters something unholy under her breath.

Elena squeezes her hand once—brief, private, grounding—before they walk back toward the party.


The crowd swells around them once more, congratulating, hugging, laughing. Jordan keeps a hand on Elena’s lower back the entire time, guiding her gently through clusters of well-wishers. Every brush of her fingertips sends heat curling low in Elena’s stomach.

Jordan whispers things in her ear that no one else can hear:

“You look beautiful.”
“Tell me if you get tired.”
“Do you want water?”
“Do you need to sit?”
“Hey… breathe. I’m right here.”

Every word is intimate.
Every touch is a promise.
Every look is a spark.

They share a moment in the kitchen while grabbing more plates—Elena reaching up for a stack of cups, Jordan pressing in behind her to help, her hands bracketing Elena’s on the counter.

Jordan’s breath ghosts across her neck.

“You’re going to be an amazing mother,” Jordan murmurs.

Elena’s knees nearly buckle.

She turns her head slightly; Jordan’s lips are an inch from her cheek.

“This is torture,” Jordan whispers.

“Then kiss me,” Elena breathes.

Jordan inhales sharply—needing, wanting—but steps back.

“El,” she whispers, voice rough, “if I kiss you now, I won’t stop.”

A rash of heat races across Elena’s skin.

“Good,” she whispers.

Jordan’s eyes darken, pupils widening—desire, restraint, ache. “You’re going to kill me.”

Before Elena can answer, guests enter the kitchen, shattering the moment.

Again.

Elena exhales shakily, gripping the counter for support.


The guests mill around, eating, laughing. Marisol’s father speaks to Elena’s grandmother, awkward but polite. Jordan stays close—never clingy, but always there, a steady warmth at her side.

Her grandmother touches Jordan’s arm at one point.

“You’re good for her,” she says.

Jordan nearly chokes on her punch.

Elena’s grandmother simply smiles, soft and knowing. “Don’t let fear be your master, mija.”

Jordan looks at Elena across the room, eyes softening.


As guests begin leaving, Jordan helps Elena gather the leftover cupcakes and half-empty plates. The room is quieter, lights dimmer, the air warmer and intimate.

“You okay?” Jordan murmurs.

Elena nods. Then shakes her head. Then laughs softly. “I’m happy. Overwhelmed. A little sore.”

Jordan’s hand cradles her cheek. “Sit. I’ll finish up.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to,” Jordan says simply.

Elena sits. Watches her. Lets herself be loved in this small, gentle way.

Jordan’s father lingers nearby, watching the two of them with something unreadable in his eyes. He approaches Jordan slowly.

“I’d… like to talk. Sometime,” he says awkwardly.

Jordan freezes.

Elena squeezes her hand. “Whenever you’re ready,” she whispers.

Jordan nods stiffly at him. “Soon.”

It’s not forgiveness. But it is something.



Elena’s grandmother leaves first, kissing her forehead and giving Jordan a longer hug than expected.

Marisol’s father leaves next, with a quiet nod and a softer look than he arrived with.

Finally, it’s just Elena, Jordan, and Marisol cleaning confetti off the floor.

Marisol waves them off. “Go. I’ve got this.”

Elena hesitates. “Are you sure?”

“Go,” Marisol insists. “Tonight was… big.”

Jordan helps Elena step into her coat, hands lingering on her waist.

“You ready?” Jordan asks softly.

Elena nods, heart full. Brimming. Overflowing.

As they leave the building, Jordan takes her hand without asking, threading their fingers together in the cool night air.

Neither of them speaks.

They don’t need to.

Tonight, their world expanded.

Tonight, their son became real.
Their future became clearer.
Their fear became manageable.
Their love—though still unspoken in the way that matters—deepened.

Tonight, despite the chaos and the tears and the ghosts that walked through the door…

Jordan Hale and Elena Alvarez stepped forward.

Together.


Chapter Fourteen — The Quiet After the Storm
Elena’s POV

The walk from the curb to Jordan’s apartment building is silent, but it’s a new kind of silence. Not the tense, loaded quiet of the drive to the cabin, but the heavy, resonant hush that follows a storm. The city sounds—the distant wail of a siren, the rumble of the subway beneath their feet—seem to belong to a different world. In their small bubble, all that exists is the weight of Jordan’s hand in hers and the lingering image of blue balloons floating against a ceiling.

Jordan’s apartment is exactly as Elena remembers it: sleek, minimalist, and impersonal. The city lights glitter through the floor-to-ceiling windows, painting the dark hardwood floors in strokes of gold and silver. It’s a beautiful, expensive space that still feels like a hotel room. But tonight, as Jordan flicks on a soft lamp in the living room, it feels different. It feels like a sanctuary.

“Sit,” Jordan says, her voice gentle but firm. She’s already shrugging off her jacket, the movements fluid and economical. “You’ve been on your feet for hours.”

Elena doesn’t argue. She sinks onto the plush gray couch, the cushions sighing around her. A wave of exhaustion, deep and boneless, washes over her. It’s not just physical fatigue; it’s the emotional toll of the day—the joy, the anxiety, the confrontation with a past that isn’t even hers.

Jordan disappears into the kitchen, and Elena hears the quiet hum of the refrigerator, the clink of a glass. She returns a moment later with a tall glass of water and places it on the coaster on the coffee table. Then she kneels in front of Elena, her hands resting lightly on Elena’s knees.

“How are you? Really?” Jordan’s eyes are searching, her focus so absolute it’s like a physical touch.

“Tired,” Elena admits, her voice barely a whisper. She reaches out, her fingers tracing the sharp line of Jordan’s jaw. “How are you?”

Jordan leans into her touch, her eyes closing for a second. “I don’t know,” she says, the honesty raw. “Seeing him… it was like a ghost walked into the room. A ghost I thought I’d already buried.”

Elena’s heart aches. “You were incredible today.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Jordan scoffs, but there’s no heat in it.

“You stood there. You let him see you. You let him see us,” Elena corrects softly. “That’s everything.”

Jordan opens her eyes, and the raw vulnerability there steals Elena’s breath. “I only did it because you were there.” She shifts closer, her hands sliding up to rest on Elena’s hips. “I wouldn’t have been able to walk back in that room if you weren’t holding my hand.”

Elena’s throat tightens. She cups Jordan’s face in both her hands, her thumbs stroking her cheekbones. “Then I’ll always hold your hand.”

Jordan’s gaze drops to her lips. The air between them, already charged with unspoken emotion, crackles with a new, urgent heat. The memory of the almost-kiss in the hallway, the stolen touches in the kitchen, the way Jordan’s voice had roughened when she’d said, if I kiss you now, I won’t stop—it all rushes back, a tidal wave of wanting.

“El…” Jordan murmurs, her voice a low rasp. She leans in, slowly, giving Elena every chance to pull away.

Elena doesn’t. She meets her halfway.

Their lips meet, and it’s not a gentle, tentative kiss. It’s a collision. It’s the release of every ounce of tension from the day, from the weeks, from the years of wanting without knowing how to ask for it. It’s deep and hungry and desperate, a kiss that tastes of relief and belonging. Jordan’s hands tighten on her hips, pulling her forward until Elena is perched on the edge of the couch, her body flush against Jordan’s. Elena’s fingers thread into Jordan’s hair, holding her close, needing her closer.

Jordan pulls back just enough to breathe, her forehead resting against Elena’s. “I’ve wanted to do that all day,” she whispers, her voice ragged.

“Me too,” Elena breathes. “All week.”

Jordan stands, pulling Elena up with her. Her hands are steady on Elena’s waist as she guides her toward the bedroom. “You’re staying here tonight,” she says. It’s not a question.

Elena just nods, her heart hammering against her ribs.

Jordan’s bedroom is as minimalist as the rest of the apartment, but it feels more personal. The bed is large and made with dark gray linens. A single photograph sits on the nightstand—Jordan and Marisol, much younger, grinning at the camera with their arms slung around each other.

Jordan turns on a small lamp on the dresser, bathing the room in a warm, soft glow. She turns to face Elena, and for a moment, they just look at each other. The athlete, the woman who carries the weight of a team and a family on her shoulders. And the mother, the woman who is building a new life from the ashes of an old one. They are two halves of a whole, standing on the precipice of something terrifying and beautiful.

Jordan reaches out, her fingers hooking into the belt loop of Elena’s jeans. “Can I?” she asks, her voice soft.

Elena’s answer is to lift her arms over her head as Jordan slowly pulls her shirt off. The cool air raises goosebumps on her skin, but it’s Jordan’s gaze, warm and reverent, that makes her shiver. Jordan’s hands trace the curve of her waist, the swell of her belly.


Jordan’s POV

“You’re so beautiful,” Jordan whispers, and the awe in her voice makes Elena’s eyes burn.

She hooks her thumbs under the waistband of Elena’s jeans and slowly slides them down, her knuckles brushing against Elena’s skin. Elena steps out of them, standing before Jordan in just her bra and underwear. She feels exposed, vulnerable, but utterly safe.

Jordan guides her to sit on the edge of the bed, then kneels in front of her again. She presses a soft kiss to Elena’s belly, right above her navel. “And you,” she murmurs, her lips moving against Elena’s skin. “You’re the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”

Elena’s breath hitches. She buries her fingers in Jordan’s hair, holding her close as Jordan presses a series of soft, worshipful kisses across her stomach. It’s an act of devotion, of acceptance, of a love so profound it defies words.

After a moment, Jordan stands and quickly sheds her own clothes, her movements efficient but not rushed. She’s all lean muscle and golden skin, a study in strength and grace. She joins Elena on the bed, pulling the covers over them before gathering Elena into her arms.

They lie face-to-face, the only light the soft glow from the lamp. Jordan’s hand rests on Elena’s belly, her thumb stroking back and forth.

“I was so scared today,” Jordan admits, her voice barely audible in the quiet room. “Not just of him. Of… this. Of what it means. Of being a father.”

Elena covers Jordan’s hand with her own. “You’re not going to be him, Jordan.”

“I know,” Jordan says, and Elena can hear that she means it. “Because I have you. And I have him.” She looks down at Elena’s stomach. “I’m going to love him so much. I’m going to love you both so much.”

Tears slip from the corners of Elena’s eyes, and Jordan gently wipes them away with her thumb. “I love you,” Elena whispers, the words feeling like the truest thing she’s ever said.

Jordan’s smile is soft, luminous. “I love you, too.”

She leans in and kisses her again, a slow, deep kiss that’s full of all the promises they’ve just made. It’s a kiss that says I’m here. It says I’m not going anywhere. It says this is our life.

Jordan’s touch is reverent as she explores Elena’s body, her hands and lips learning every curve, every hollow. She’s not just taking pleasure; she’s giving it, her touch a constant, steady reassurance. When she finally moves between Elena’s thighs, she looks up, her eyes dark with desire and love.

“Let me take care of you,” she whispers.

And Elena lets her. She lets go of all the fear, all the anxiety, all the weight of the day, and just feels. She feels the gentle sweep of Jordan’s tongue, the sure pressure of her fingers, the way her body responds, arching and trembling under Jordan’s touch. It’s a slow, deliberate build, a wave of pleasure that crests higher and higher until it breaks over her in a shuddering, soul-deep release that leaves her breathless and boneless.

Jordan holds her through it, then moves back up her body, gathering her in her arms. Elena can feel the frantic beat of Jordan’s heart against her chest. She rolls over, pinning Jordan beneath her, her body moving with a newfound confidence. She wants to give Jordan the same release, the same sense of peace, the same absolute certainty that she is loved.

She takes her time, kissing her way down Jordan’s body, learning the map of her, memorizing the taste of her skin. She listens to the soft sounds Jordan makes, feels the way her body trembles, and follows her instincts until Jordan is crying out her name, her body taut and then collapsing in a wave of pleasure.

Afterward, they lie tangled in the sheets, the air in the room thick with the scent of them—sweat and sex and something deeper, something that smells like home. The only light is the soft glow from the lamp, casting their bodies in warm relief. Jordan’s limbs are heavy, her body languid in a way it never is after a game. This is a different kind of exhaustion, a bone-deep satisfaction that feels like a surrender.

Elena is curled against her side, her head on Jordan’s shoulder, her hand resting possessively over Jordan’s heart. Jordan’s arm is wrapped around her, her fingers tracing idle patterns on the soft skin of Elena’s back. The baby, having been thoroughly celebrated, is finally still, a quiet, warm presence between them.

Jordan presses a soft kiss to the crown of Elena’s head, breathing in the scent of her shampoo. Her heart feels so full it’s almost painful, a swollen, aching thing in her chest. She’s never felt this. Not the thrill of a game-winning shot, not the pride of a championship, not even the fierce, protective love she has for Marisol. This is something else entirely. This is peace.

“Jordan?” Elena’s voice is a sleepy murmur, vibrating against her chest.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you.”

Jordan frowns, confused. “For what?”

“For today,” Elena says, lifting her head to look at her. Her eyes are soft, shining in the dim light. “For facing him. For letting me be there. For… all of it.”

Jordan’s throat tightens. She reaches up, tucking a stray curl behind Elena’s ear. “I couldn’t have done it without you,” she says, the words rough with emotion. “I would have run.”

“No, you wouldn’t have,” Elena disagrees gently. “You’re the strongest person I know. You just needed to know you didn’t have to be strong alone.”

The simple truth of it hits Jordan like a physical blow. She had been alone for so long. She’d built walls around herself, high and thick, convinced that strength meant solitude. She’d shouldered her responsibilities, protected her sister, built her career, all by herself. And then Elena had walked into her life, soft and resilient and fiercely loving, and had simply… climbed the walls. Not by trying to tear them down, but by showing Jordan it was safe to open the gate.

She leans in and kisses Elena, a soft, lingering kiss that’s full of everything she can’t put into words. It’s a kiss of gratitude, of awe, of a love so profound it scares her.

When they pull apart, Elena’s eyes are heavy-lidded with sleep and satisfaction. “I think I’m going to pass out now,” she whispers.

Jordan smiles, a genuine, easy smile that feels brand new. “Okay. Sleep, El.”

Elena snuggles closer, her body relaxing completely against Jordan’s. Within minutes, her breathing evens out, deep and slow.

Jordan lies awake, watching her sleep. She watches the gentle rise and fall of her chest, the way the moonlight catches the curve of her cheek. She looks down at where her hand rests on Elena’s belly, a protective, instinctive gesture. Their son. A boy. The thought sends a fresh wave of terror and exhilaration through her.

She thinks of her own father. Of the man who was physically present but emotionally a ghost. A man who taught her what not to be. He had shown up today, a specter from a life she thought she’d escaped, and for a moment, she had felt like that scared, angry teenager again. But then Elena had taken her hand, and the fear had receded, replaced by a fierce, unwavering certainty.

She wouldn’t be him. She couldn’t be. Because she had Elena. She had this. She had a family.

She tightens her arm around Elena, pulling her impossibly closer, and whispers into the quiet darkness, “I’m not going anywhere.”


Elena’s POV

The next morning, Elena wakes up slowly, drifting into consciousness like a leaf on a gentle stream. The first thing she’s aware of is warmth. A solid, warm presence at her back, an arm draped possessively over her hip, a leg tucked between hers. Jordan.

A slow, contented smile spreads across her face. She shifts slightly, and the arm around her tightens instinctively, pulling her closer. A soft, sleepy sigh escapes Jordan, her lips brushing the sensitive skin just below Elena’s ear.

“Morning,” Jordan’s voice is a low, raspy murmur, thick with sleep. It vibrates through Elena’s entire body.

“Morning,” Elena whispers back, not daring to move, not wanting to break the spell. “How long have you been awake?”

“A little while,” Jordan admits. Her fingers start tracing lazy circles on Elena’s stomach. “I was enjoying the quiet.”

“It’s not quiet,” Elena says softly, her hand covering Jordan’s. “I can hear your heart.”

Jordan presses a soft, lingering kiss to her shoulder. “Good.”

They stay like that for a long time, a tangled knot of limbs and shared warmth. There’s no awkwardness, no morning-after retreat. There’s only the easy, comfortable silence of two people who have found their anchor.

Eventually, Jordan untangles herself, sitting up and stretching. The sheet pools around her waist, and Elena watches the play of muscle across her back, the way the morning light catches the golden tones of her skin. She feels a surge of something so powerful it almost brings tears to her eyes—want, and possession, and a deep, abiding tenderness.

“I’m going to attempt to make coffee,” Jordan says, grinning as she catches Elena’s appreciative stare. “I make no promises about the quality.”

“Just don’t burn the apartment down,” Elena says, trying for a serious tone and failing.

Jordan laughs, a bright, carefree sound that Elena wants to hear every day for the rest of her life. She pulls on a t-shirt and a pair of sweats, looking comfortable and domestic and utterly gorgeous.

Elena gets up, pulling on Jordan’s sweatshirt from the day before. It’s soft and smells faintly of her, and wearing it feels like being wrapped in a hug. She pads out of the bedroom and into the kitchen.

Jordan is standing by the counter, frowning at the complicated-looking coffee machine. She looks up when Elena enters, her expression softening into a smile that’s just for her.

“Morning, beautiful,” she says.

Elena’s heart does a little flip. “Morning.”

They drink their coffee on the couch in front of the massive windows, watching the city wake up below. They don’t talk about anything important. They talk about the coffee. They talk about the blue balloons. They talk about what they’ll name their son. It’s the most mundane, most extraordinary conversation of Elena’s life.

Around mid-morning, Elena’s phone buzzes. It’s Marisol.

You two alive? Or did you get eaten by a rogue gender reveal balloon?

Elena laughs, showing the text to Jordan.

Jordan rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling. “Tell her we’re fine. And that I’m keeping you hostage.”

Elena types back: We’re fine. Just having a quiet morning. We’ll be back later.

Quiet morning, huh? Marisol texts back immediately, followed by a winky-face emoji. I see how it is. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!

Jordan snorts. “That’s a very short list.”

The mention of going back brings a flicker of reality. The bubble is going to pop. They have to go back to Marisol’s, back to the real world of work and obligations and a looming basketball season.

“You know,” Jordan says, her voice casual, but Elena can hear the nervousness underneath. “You don’t have to go back to Marisol’s.”

Elena looks at her, her heart starting to beat a little faster. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… you could stay here,” Jordan says, her gaze direct and unwavering. “With me. Your stuff is mostly in boxes anyway. It’s just… a thought. You’d have your own room, of course. Or you could take the master. I can take the other one. It’s bigger. More space for you and the… you know.” She’s rambling, her usual confidence gone, replaced by an endearing vulnerability.

Elena reaches out and places her hand over Jordan’s, stopping her nervous fidgeting. “Jordan,” she says softly. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”

Jordan’s eyes widen slightly, as if the directness of the question caught her off guard. She takes a deep breath, and when she speaks, her voice is steady and sure. “Yes. I am.”

Elena’s breath catches. It’s too soon. It’s crazy. It’s perfect.

“Yes,” she whispers, the word feeling like the most natural thing in the world. “Yes, I’ll move in with you.”

The relief that washes over Jordan’s face is so palpable it’s almost comical. She lets out a breath she didn’t know she was holding, and a brilliant, unguarded smile spreads across her face.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Elena confirms, laughing.

Jordan leans in and kisses her, a kiss that’s full of joy and relief and the promise of a thousand mornings just like this one.

When they pull apart, Jordan’s expression turns serious again. “There’s one more thing,” she says, her voice softer. “About my dad.”

Elena’s expression softens. “Okay.”

“I want to talk to him,” Jordan says, her voice losing its earlier joy and settling into a quiet, resolute tone. “I think… I think I need to. To close the door on it all, for good.”

Elena’s heart clenches with a protective ache. She sees the shift in Jordan’s posture—the subtle straightening of her spine, the way her gaze becomes distant, as if she’s already bracing herself for a fight that hasn’t even begun yet. This is the Jordan who faces down a seven-foot center in the paint, the Jordan who carries the weight of a franchise on her shoulders. But this is different. This battle is internal, and the opponent is a ghost.

“Okay,” Elena says softly, her hand still covering Jordan’s. She doesn’t offer platitudes or false assurances. She just offers her presence. “What do you need from me?”

Jordan looks at her, and the raw gratitude in her eyes is almost overwhelming. “Just… be there,” she whispers. “When I call him. Or if I go see him. I don’t think I can do it alone.”

“You won’t be,” Elena promises. “Ever.”

The decision hangs in the air between them, a heavy, tangible thing. The morning’s easy contentment is gone, replaced by a sense of solemn purpose. They are no longer just two women falling in love; they are a unit, preparing to face a shared past.

“When?” Elena asks gently.

Jordan considers it, her thumb stroking the back of Elena’s hand. “Not today,” she says, a firm edge to her voice. “Today is ours. This… this is for tomorrow. Or the day after. But I want to do it. Before the season really gets going. Before…” She glances down at Elena’s stomach. “Before he gets here.”

Elena nods, understanding completely. Jordan wants to resolve this before their son is born, before she has to navigate fatherhood while still haunted by the ghost of her own.

“Then we’ll do it on your terms,” Elena says. “When you’re ready.”

Jordan lets out a slow breath, the tension in her shoulders easing just a fraction. “Okay,” she says. “Okay.”

The decision made, a new kind of quiet settles over them. It’s not the comfortable silence of the early morning, but the thoughtful stillness that precedes a significant event. They finish their coffee, the rich, bitter taste a stark contrast to the sweetness of their new reality.

“We should probably get back to Marisol’s,” Elena says, though the thought of leaving this bubble is deeply unappealing. “She’ll send out a search party if we’re not back by lunch.”

A small smile touches Jordan’s lips. “And she’ll probably bring a megaphone.”

They get dressed, the movements slower now, imbued with a new intimacy. Elena folds the sweatshirt she’d been wearing, but Jordan stops her.

“Keep it,” she says, her voice low. “I like you in my clothes.”

Elena’s heart flutters. She pulls the soft fabric on, the scent of Jordan clinging to it a comforting promise. When they’re ready, Jordan grabs her keys, but instead of heading for the door, she turns to Elena.

“Hey,” she says, her hands coming to rest on Elena’s waist. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For saying yes. For… everything,” Jordan says, her gaze intense. “For making me feel like I can actually do this. Be a partner. A father.”

Elena reaches up, her hand cupping Jordan’s cheek. “You already are,” she whispers.

Jordan leans down and kisses her, a slow, deep kiss that feels less like a goodbye and more like a vow. It’s a kiss that says we’re in this together, no matter what comes next.

The drive back to Marisol’s is different from the drive to the cabin, and different again from their silent, hand-holding journey the night before. This time, Jordan’s hand is on the gear shift, her knuckles white. She’s quiet, withdrawn, already turning the conversation over in her head.

Elena doesn’t push. She just rests her hand on Jordan’s thigh, a steady, grounding presence. She can feel the coiled tension in her muscles, the frantic energy that’s already starting to build. She knows Jordan. She knows she needs to process, to strategize, to turn the emotional confrontation into a game plan she can execute.

When they walk into Marisol’s apartment, Marisol is on the couch, scrolling through her phone with a theatrical scowl. She looks up when they enter, her expression shifting instantly to one of gleeful suspicion.

“Well, well, well,” she says, setting her phone down. “Look what the cat dragged in. Or, you know, what the two very much-in-love cats dragged in.”

Jordan rolls her eyes, but there’s no heat in it. “Shut up, Sol.”

Marisol’s eyes dart between them, taking in their intertwined hands, the way Elena is wearing Jordan’s sweatshirt, the soft, private look in Jordan’s eyes. Her teasing expression melts away, replaced by genuine, unadulterated delight.

“Oh my god,” she breathes. “You guys finally… you know.” She makes a vague, explosive gesture with her hands.

Jordan just sighs, a hint of a blush creeping up her neck. Elena smiles, a warmth spreading through her chest. There are no secrets here. Not with Marisol.

“I’m moving in with Jordan,” Elena says, deciding to just rip the bandage off.

Marisol’s jaw drops. For a full three seconds, she is completely, utterly silent. And then she shrieks.

“MOVING IN?!” she yells, launching herself off the couch and grabbing both of them in a bone-crushing hug. “ARE YOU SERIOUS?! OH MY GOD, THIS IS THE BEST DAY OF MY LIFE! I KNEW IT! I KNEW IT FROM THE MOMENT SHE LOOKED AT YOU LIKE YOU WERE THE LAST BOTTLE OF GATORADE AFTER A CHAMPIONSHIP GAME!”

Jordan groans, her face buried in her sister’s hair. “You’re the worst.”

“I’m the best!” Marisol argues, pulling back to look at them, her eyes shining with tears. “This is amazing! My sister and my best friend! It’s like a Hallmark movie, but with better clothes and a way cooler baby.”

Elena laughs, the sound bright and happy. Despite the looming conversation with Jordan’s father, a sense of rightness settles over her. This is her family, in all its chaotic, loving glory.

As Marisol starts planning a housewarming party that will undoubtedly involve custom-made streamers and a champagne fountain, Jordan catches Elena’s eye. The tension is still there, a shadow in the back of her gaze, but it’s softer now. It’s manageable.

Elena gives her a small, reassuring smile. Jordan’s lips curve in response, a silent acknowledgment passing between them. They had a new home to build, a son to raise, and a past to confront. And they were going to do it all together.


Chapter Fifteen — In Transit
Jordan’s POV

Jordan Hale had never been more grateful for leggings and an oversized hoodie in her life.

Her body was aching from a brutal morning practice—first week of the season always felt like someone had taken sandpaper to her muscles—but today she had a different kind of endurance test ahead of her:

Moving day.

“Well,” Jordan muttered as she shouldered open Marisol’s apartment door with one hip, “at least I’m good at lifting things.”

Marisol looked up from where she was kneeling on the living room floor, surrounded by rolls of bubble wrap, a permanent marker tucked behind her ear like a construction foreman.

“You’re good at lifting Elena’s hopes and dreams,” she corrected dramatically, then pointed at a stack of half-filled boxes. “Those go to the car. And maybe don’t drop them, since one of them has all her prenatal vitamins.”

Jordan smirked. “I’ll try not to doom the baby by tripping over your shoe collection.”

“That’s fair,” Marisol admitted. “My heels are dangerous.”

Elena appeared from the hallway, her hair in a soft braid, one hand automatically resting on her stomach. Twenty-five weeks along now. She looked… radiant wasn’t the right word. She looked strong. Settled. Like someone building a life she finally wanted to live.

And God help Jordan, she loved her so much it was dizzying.

“Okay,” Elena exhaled, joining them. “Kitchen boxes are done. Bedroom is almost finished.”

“You’re doing too much,” Jordan said immediately, stepping forward and taking the box out of her hands. “Put that down.”

Elena raised an eyebrow. “Jordan, it’s a pillow. I’m not hauling bricks.”

“You could strain something,” Jordan countered.

“You could strain something by worrying too hard,” Elena shot back.

Marisol clapped. “Good! Healthy communication! Now someone please get this giant tub of skincare products away from me before I’m tempted to try them all on at once.”

Jordan grabbed the tub, leaning in to whisper at Elena’s ear as she passed, “Still not carrying anything heavier than a feather, Alvarez.”

Elena tried to look annoyed.

She failed completely.

Instead, she blushed the way she always did when Jordan used her last name like that—warm, shy, flustered.

Jordan let herself look at her for a moment too long.
This woman was moving into her home.

Their home.

It hit Jordan like a punch, a good one, the kind that made your lungs expand wider than you thought possible.

She cleared her throat. “C’mon. Let’s start loading the car.”


Elena’s POV

The elevator ride down smelled faintly of someone’s leftover pasta and lavender detergent, a strangely comforting combination. Jordan stood beside her, one hand carrying a box, the other sliding behind Elena’s back in a protective gesture that felt natural now—like something Jordan didn’t even think about anymore.

The doors opened into the parking garage.

“Okay,” Jordan said as they approached her SUV, “this is Trip One. Out of, like… five.”

“Five?” Elena blinked. “I don’t own that much.”

“You’re forgetting the twenty-seven boxes of baby stuff your abuela sent last month,” Jordan reminded her.

Elena sighed with affection and exhaustion. “She thinks she’s preparing me for triplets.”

“Your grandmother is terrifying,” Jordan said. “In a good way.”

“In the way that makes you want to do everything right so she doesn’t call you out?”

“Exactly.”

Jordan opened the trunk, and Elena watched as she carefully arranged boxes like she was building an elaborate puzzle. Efficient. Strong. Focused. Everything about Jordan was intensity—except around Elena, where a softness lived underneath that still surprised her.

“Hey,” Elena called softly.

Jordan glanced back.

Elena stepped closer and brushed a hand over her shoulder. “You okay? You look a little… far away.”

Jordan swallowed. “Just thinking.”

“About your dad?” Elena asked gently.

Jordan hesitated, then nodded once.

She didn’t offer more—which was fine. Elena didn’t push. She just stepped closer and kissed Jordan’s cheek, lingering for a heartbeat longer than necessary.

Jordan breathed out, tension melting.

“Thanks,” she murmured.

Elena squeezed her hand. “Always.”


Jordan’s POV

The guest room had been empty for years.

A storage space, technically. A room where equipment went to die, where boxes of old jerseys lived, where the treadmill sat covered in dust like a shrine to forgotten New Year’s resolutions.

And now?

Now it was the nursery.

Or it would be—once she finished it.
Once she perfected it.

Once she made it worthy of Elena.

Jordan stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, imagining where everything would go.

The crib she’d already ordered (currently hidden at her teammate Tasha’s apartment).
The dresser still in the box.
The paint swatches taped to the wall—soft blues, deep greens, warm creams.

She wanted it to be perfect.
She needed it to be perfect.

“Athlete brain,” Tasha had teased when Jordan confessed she was making a spreadsheet for nursery assembly.
“You’re treating this like the playoffs.”

Jordan had shrugged.
“What else am I supposed to do? It matters.”

It mattered because when Elena walked into this room for the first time, Jordan wanted her to feel loved.
Protected.
Chosen.

And maybe—maybe Jordan wanted to prove to herself she could do this.
That she could be someone different than the father she had been given.

Her phone buzzed.

Elena:
We have a problem.

Jordan’s heart lunged.

Jordan:
Are you okay?

Elena:
Yes, but Marisol isn’t letting me pack my own sneakers. She says I have “pregnancy feet” and shouldn’t bend down.

A wave of relief—and amusement—washed through her.

Jordan:
I’m on my way.

She took one last look at the room, a small smile tugging at her mouth.

Soon.
She’d make it perfect soon.


Elena’s POV

By the time Jordan walked through the door, Marisol had arranged her sneakers into a rainbow gradient and was lecturing her about arch support.

“Your feet are doing important hormonal things!” Marisol insisted.

Jordan stepped in. “Sol, go drink some water.”

“I did! With lemon!”

“More water.”

Marisol sighed dramatically and left in a whirl of chaos.

Jordan turned to Elena, eyes warm. “You good?”

“I would like my sneakers back.”

Jordan grabbed the pair at the top of the rainbow. “Your wish is my command.”

“You’re making fun of me,” Elena accused, slipping them on.

“No,” Jordan said, crouching to tie the laces for her. “I’m worshipping you.”

Elena’s breath caught.

Jordan looked up, and something passed between them—soft, serious, grounding.

“Ready to go?” Jordan asked quietly.

Elena nodded.

Jordan pressed a kiss to her knee before standing.


Jordan’s POV

The second trip went smoother. Mostly. Except for the moment Elena tried to lift a box labeled Books and Jordan reacted like she’d attempted to pick up a burning building.

“Elena!”

“It’s books, Jordan.”

“It’s heavy.”

“It’s paper.”

Jordan gently pried the box out of her hands. “It’s my job.”

Elena rolled her eyes but kissed Jordan’s cheek again, which felt like a win.

By the fourth trip, Jordan was sweating through her shirt.

By the fifth, she was questioning her life choices.

By the sixth, Elena forced her to sit down on the couch with a bottle of water.

“You’re doing too much,” Elena said, echoing Jordan’s words from earlier.

Jordan tried to protest but Elena pressed a hand to her chest, thumb stroking instinctively.

“You’re carrying the heavy things,” she murmured. “I’m allowed to carry you.”

Jordan’s throat tightened.

She didn’t cry.
She didn’t.

But it was close.


Elena’s POV

Jordan’s apartment looked different with her things inside.

Less cold.
Less perfect.
More… them.

Her books on the shelves.
Her favorite blanket draped over the back of the couch.
Her shoes by the door beside Jordan’s size-13 sneakers.

It felt like a life beginning to form.

Jordan stopped behind her, hands sliding around her waist, chin resting on her shoulder.

“What do you think?” Jordan asked softly.

“It feels like home,” Elena whispered.

Jordan tightened her arms around her.

“Good,” she murmured. “That’s what I wanted.”


Jordan’s POV

Practice that afternoon was brutal.

Her coach had sensed “season energy,” as he called it, and decided today was the perfect time for wind sprints and a scrimmage that left Jordan’s legs trembling like overcooked noodles.

She showered quickly afterward, her mind already drifting back to Elena—was she settling into the apartment okay? Did she eat? Was she resting? Did the baby kick?

And the nursery waited upstairs, half-finished and taunting her.

Driving home, her muscles ached, but it was the good kind of ache—the productive kind.

She opened the door quietly.

Elena was curled up on the couch, blanket around her, reading one of her pregnancy books. She looked up and smiled, soft and warm in a way that made Jordan’s chest feel too small for her heart.

“You’re home,” Elena said.

“Yeah,” Jordan breathed.

She crossed the room, leaned down, and kissed her forehead.

Elena tugged her shirt gently. “Sit with me.”

Jordan did, letting Elena curl into her side.

“How was practice?” Elena asked.

“Violent.”

Elena laughed, kissing Jordan’s shoulder. “You’ll win your first game.”

Jordan rested her cheek atop Elena’s head. “I hope so.”

“You will,” Elena said simply, like it was fact.

It made Jordan want to win for her.


Elena’s POV

After dinner—pizza Marisol had delivered with a note that said Don’t burn down the kitchen without me—Jordan slipped away to “handle something.”

Elena let her go, pretending she didn’t notice the hammer sounds from down the hall.

She smiled to herself.

Jordan thought she didn’t know about the nursery.

That was adorable.

What Jordan didn’t know was that Elena hadn’t peeked. She wouldn’t ruin the surprise. She wanted Jordan to have that moment—to reveal it on her own terms.

She imagined Jordan covered in paint, muttering to herself about crib instructions, obsessively leveling picture frames.

Her heart warmed.

She fell asleep on the couch waiting for her.


Jordan’s POV

It was almost midnight when Jordan finished for the night.

She was covered in sawdust and paint samples, sweat drying cold on her skin. The nursery was still a work in progress, but she was proud of what she’d done.

It wasn’t ready.

But it would be.

She walked down the hallway quietly and found Elena asleep on the couch, curled on her side like she always was when she felt safe.

Jordan’s chest tightened.

She lifted Elena carefully—God, she loved how Elena immediately burrowed into her without waking—and carried her to the bedroom.

She laid her down gently.

Elena murmured, half-asleep, “You’re working too hard.”

Jordan brushed a kiss to her temple. “It’s worth it.”

Elena smiled even in sleep. “Come to bed.”

Jordan did.

Elena curled against her instantly, fitting perfectly in her arms like she had always belonged there.

Jordan whispered into her hair, “Welcome home, El.”

And for the first time in her life—
Jordan Hale felt like she was home too.


Chapter Sixteen — The Calm Before the Storm
Jordan’s POV

The week leading up to the season opener felt like living inside a pressure cooker. Every practice was a battle, every film session a dissection of potential weaknesses, every media interview a minefield of questions about last year’s playoff loss and the “new-look” Vipers. Jordan moved through it all with a familiar, single-minded focus, but there was a new variable in her carefully calibrated equation: coming home to Elena.

Home. The word still felt foreign and miraculous on her tongue.

Their new routine settled into a comfortable rhythm with a speed that surprised them both. Mornings were a quiet dance around the kitchen—Jordan trying to master her protein-packed smoothie maker, Elena laughing as she stole sips and declared it “tasted like wet grass.” Jordan would leave for practice with a lingering kiss, and Elena would spend her day unpacking the last of her boxes, turning the sterile, perfect apartment into a space that was undeniably theirs.

Her books, with their colorful spines and worn covers, now lived on the shelves alongside Jordan’s pristine collection of sports biographies. Her ridiculously soft throw blanket was permanently draped over the arm of the couch. A half-empty mug of her pregnancy tea sat next to Jordan’s insulated water bottle on the coffee table. These small traces of Elena’s presence were slowly, surely, erasing the apartment’s impersonal chill.

Jordan would come home, her body aching and her mind buzzing with plays and statistics, and the moment she walked through the door, the noise would stop. Elena would be there, a calm in the center of her storm. Sometimes she’d be reading, sometimes she’d be on a video call with her abuela, and sometimes she’d just be standing by the window, one hand on her belly, watching the city lights blink on. The sight of her, safe and content in their home, was the only victory Jordan truly needed.

But the calm was punctuated by a rising tension.

It started with a text. An unknown number, but Jordan knew instantly who it was. Heard you’re playing Friday. Good luck.

Jordan had stared at the message, her stomach clenching. She didn’t reply. She showed it to Elena, whose response was simple and perfect. “Don’t engage,” she’d said, taking the phone from her hand and setting it face down. “He doesn’t get to be in your head before a game.”

Two days later, a small, flat package arrived. No return address. Inside was a framed, yellowed newspaper clipping from a local sports section. A photo of a teenage Jordan, her face set in a grim scowl, after she’d won a high school championship. The headline read: HALE HEIR APPARENT—LIKE FATHER, LIKE DAUGHTER?

Jordan had thrown the frame against the wall, the glass shattering. She’d stood there, breathing heavily, her hands clenched into fists, a storm of fury and old pain raging inside her.

Elena hadn’t flinched. She had simply walked over, wrapped her arms around Jordan from behind, and rested her cheek against her back. “Let it go,” she’d whispered. “He’s trying to get in your head. Don’t let him.”

Jordan had leaned into her, the fight draining out of her, replaced by a wave of exhaustion. “How do I stop him from getting to me?”

“You don’t,” Elena had said, turning her around and cupping her face. “You just build a wall so strong around the things that matter that he can’t touch them. We build it. Together.”

And they were. Every night, Jordan would disappear down the hall for an hour, and Elena would pretend not to hear the faint sounds of drilling or the soft thud of a hammer. She knew what Jordan was doing. She was building that wall, one crib slat at a time.

The night before the game, the tension was palpable. Jordan was wired, pacing the living room in her sweats, her energy coiled so tight Elena could almost feel it vibrating in the air.

“Sit down,” Elena said gently from the couch. “You’re making me dizzy.”

Jordan stopped, running a hand through her hair. “Sorry. I’m… I’m ready for it to be over. The waiting.”

Elena patted the cushion beside her. “Come here.”

Jordan sank onto the couch, letting out a long breath. Elena shifted, swinging her legs into Jordan’s lap and lying back against the cushions, her head pillowed on the arm of the couch. She took Jordan’s hand and placed it on her belly.

“Feel that?” she asked.

Jordan’s focus immediately shifted, her entire being tuning into the spot where her hand rested. For a moment, there was nothing. Then, a definite, solid thump against her palm.

Jordan’s breath hitched. “He’s strong.”

“He’s feisty,” Elena corrected with a small smile. “He’s been doing that all day. I think he knows his mama has a big game tomorrow.”

Jordan’s eyes softened, the hard edge of anxiety blurring into something warmer. She leaned down, pressing a soft kiss to Elena’s belly, right where their son had just kicked. “You listen to your mom,” she murmured against her skin. “She knows everything.”

Elena’s heart swelled. She watched Jordan, her face so close to their baby, her expression so full of a love that was still new and breathtaking. This was the woman she was. Not the angry, guarded athlete. Not the daughter of a man who had failed her. She was this. A partner. A protector. A mother.

“Hey,” Elena said softly. “Can I ask you something?”

Jordan looked up, her eyes dark and serious. “Anything.”

“Can I see it?”

Jordan froze. “See what?”

Elena gave her a knowing look. “The nursery. You’ve been working on it for a week. You think I don’t hear you whispering curse words at Swedish furniture directions at midnight?”

A slow blush crept up Jordan’s neck. “It’s not finished,” she said, her voice suddenly hesitant. “It’s a mess. I wanted it to be perfect before I showed you.”

“I don’t need it to be perfect,” Elena said, her voice gentle but firm. “I just want to see what you’ve been building for us.”

Jordan searched her face, her expression a mixture of pride and vulnerability. Finally, she nodded. “Okay,” she breathed. “Okay.”

She stood up, her hand extended. Elena took it, letting Jordan pull her to her feet. Jordan led her down the hallway, her steps slow, as if approaching a sacred space. She stopped in front of the closed door to the guest room, her hand resting on the doorknob.

“Remember,” Jordan said, her voice barely a whisper. “It’s not done.”

Elena squeezed her hand. “It’s already perfect because you made it for him.”

Jordan took a deep, steadying breath and pushed the door open.

The room was bathed in the soft glow of a single lamp. The walls were painted a serene, deep sage green, calming and strong. The crib was assembled in the corner, a beautiful, dark wood structure that looked sturdy and safe. A rocking chair sat beside the window, a small stack of children’s books on the floor next to it. The changing table was built, the top lined with a soft, neutral-colored pad.

It wasn’t finished. There were paint swatches still taped to one wall. The curtains weren’t hung. But it was there. It was a nursery. It was a room built with love and care and a desperate need to get it right.

Elena’s breath caught in her throat. She walked into the room, her fingers trailing over the smooth wood of the crib. She looked at the rocking chair, imagining Jordan sitting there in the middle of the night, their son in her arms. She looked at the walls, at the care Jordan had taken to make the lines straight, the color even.

This wasn’t just a room. It was a promise. It was Jordan’s heart, made tangible.

Tears welled in Elena’s eyes, blurring her vision. She turned, and Jordan was standing in the doorway, watching her, her hands shoved in her pockets, her expression so uncertain it broke Elena’s heart.

Elena crossed the room and wrapped her arms around Jordan’s neck, burying her face in her shoulder. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

Jordan’s arms came around her, holding her tight. “You really think so?”

“I know so,” Elena said, pulling back to look at her. She wiped at her tears with the back of her hand. “You did this. For us.”

“For you,” Jordan corrected, her voice rough. “For him. I wanted him to have… something I never did. A place that was safe. A place that was built with love.”

Elena’s heart felt like it might burst. She leaned in and kissed her, a deep, tender kiss that tasted of salt and gratitude and a future that was finally, truly, theirs.

When they pulled apart, Jordan rested her forehead against hers. “I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you, too,” Elena replied. “Now go get some sleep. You have a game to win.”

Jordan smiled, a real, genuine smile that finally reached her eyes. “Yeah,” she said, her confidence returning, bolstered by the woman in her arms and the room that was a testament to their new beginning. “I do.”


Chapter Seventeen — The Opening Bell
Elena’s POV

Game day in the Hale-Alvarez household began not with an alarm, but with the feeling of Jordan’s heart beating a frantic, syncopated rhythm against Elena’s back. Jordan was already awake, of course. Elena could feel the thrum of nervous energy radiating from her, a low-level hum that had been building for a week. She was lying rigidly still, a coiled spring of pure adrenaline.

“Go for a run,” Elena murmured, her voice thick with sleep. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know the time, or the state of Jordan’s psyche. It was 5:00 a.m. on opening day. “You’ll wear a hole in the mattress.”

Jordan let out a soft, self-deprecating laugh. “Am I that obvious?”

“You’re vibrating,” Elena said, rolling over to face her. She placed a hand on Jordan’s chest, feeling the rapid-fire beat beneath her palm. “It’s okay to be nervous.”

“I’m not nervous,” Jordan lied, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. “I’m… strategically energized.”

Elena just raised an eyebrow. “Right. Well, your strategic energy is making me queasy. Go. Run. Release the beast.”

Jordan’s lips curved into a small smile. She leaned in and kissed her, a quick, firm press of lips. “Okay. I’ll be back in an hour. Don’t lift anything heavier than a grape.”

“I’ll try to restrain myself,” Elena promised.

When Jordan left, the apartment felt cavernously quiet. Elena got up, her own body moving more slowly these days, and padded into the kitchen. She started the coffee maker, then stood in the doorway of the nursery. The morning light filtered through the un-curtained window, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air. It was a beautiful, half-finished promise. She ran her hand over the smooth wood of the changing table, her heart aching with a fierce, protective love. This room was Jordan’s fortress, and she was its queen.

Jordan returned an hour later, glistening with sweat and looking marginally more human. She showered while Elena made them eggs, forcing Jordan to sit and eat at least three bites before she was allowed to retreat into her own head.

The pre-game ritual was a quiet, focused dance. Jordan moved with an economy of motion that was mesmerizing to watch. She taped her own ankles, her fingers sure and practiced. She pulled on her uniform, the black and gold of the Vipers a second skin. She sat on the edge of the bed, lacing up her size-13 sneakers with the intense concentration of a bomb disposal expert.

Elena just sat and watched, giving her the space she needed but never letting her feel alone. She was the calm in the center of Jordan’s hurricane.

Just as Jordan finished tying her last lace, her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She glanced at it, and her entire body went rigid.

Elena didn’t have to ask. She knew.

Jordan picked up the phone, her jaw tight. She stared at the screen for a long moment, then, with a decisive flick of her thumb, she silenced it and placed it face down on the dresser. She didn’t delete the message. She didn’t block the number. She simply dismissed it. It was a small act, but it was monumental. It was the sound of a door closing.

“What did it say?” Elena asked softly.

Jordan let out a slow breath, the tension in her shoulders easing. “Just the usual,” she said, her voice flat. “‘Remember who you are. Don’t disappoint.’”

Elena stood up and walked over to her, wrapping her arms around Jordan’s waist from behind. “You know who you are,” she said, her cheek pressed against Jordan’s strong back. “You’re the woman who built a nursery with her own two hands. You’re the woman who loves me. You’re the mother of my son. That’s who you are. Everything else is just noise.”

Jordan turned in her arms, her eyes shining with an emotion so deep it stole Elena’s breath. She cupped Elena’s face in her hands. “How did I get so lucky?”

“You stopped running,” Elena whispered.

Jordan leaned down and kissed her, a kiss that wasn’t about passion but about grounding. It was a kiss that said thank you and I’m ready and we’re in this together.

“I have to go,” Jordan murmured against her lips.

“I know,” Elena said. “Go be great.”


Elena’s POV

The arena was a living, breathing beast. The roar of the crowd was a physical force, the air thick with the smell of popcorn and anticipation. Elena sat in the private box Marisol had secured, her hand resting on her belly. She’d never been a big sports fan, but watching Jordan walk onto the court during introductions felt like watching a queen take her throne.

The crowd went wild for her, chanting her name. “HA-LE! HA-LE! HA-LE!” Jordan’s face was a mask of concentration, but as she turned to wave to the crowd, her eyes found Elena’s in the box. For a split second, the mask dropped, and she gave her a small, private smile. Elena’s heart swelled.

The game was a brutal, beautiful ballet of violence and grace. Jordan was a force of nature. She moved with a predatory grace, her long limbs eating up the court. She was everywhere—blocking a shot, stealing a pass, sinking a three-pointer from the top of the key with an effortless flick of her wrist. She was playing with a controlled fury, channeling all the tension of the past week into every movement.

But the other team was good. They were physical, and they were targeting Jordan. Every time she drove to the basket, they were there, hacking at her arms, bumping her hips. She hit the floor three times in the first half alone, each time getting up slowly, shaking it off, her expression unreadable.

Elena’s hands were clenched into fists, her own body tensing with every impact. Marisol, beside her, was a nervous wreck.

“They’re trying to get in her head!” Marisol hissed, tearing out a handful of popcorn. “That’s a flagrant foul! Ref, are you blind?!”

“She’s fine,” Elena said, her eyes fixed on Jordan. “She’s just letting them think they can.”

She was right. Jordan was absorbing the punishment, letting them wear themselves out, biding her time. She was a strategist, playing the long game.

With ten seconds left in the half, the Vipers were down by two. Jordan had the ball at the top of the key. The crowd was on its feet, screaming. The defense collapsed on her, a wall of bodies trying to trap her, to stop her.

Elena saw it happen. A flicker in Jordan’s eyes. A shift in her stance. It was the same look she got when she was about to do something incredible.

Jordan faked right, then exploded left, a blur of motion that left her defender stumbling. She drove to the basket, drawing the last defender to her. At the last possible second, just as she was about to collide with a wall of muscle, she jumped, her body contorting in mid-air. She didn’t take the shot. She whipped the ball across the court to a wide-open teammate in the corner.

Swish.

The buzzer sounded as the ball went through the net. Three points. The Vipers were up by one.

The arena erupted. Jordan landed hard, but she was already smiling as she jogged to the locker room, slapping hands with her teammates.

“She’s a genius,” Marisol breathed, her eyes wide.

Elena just smiled, her heart pounding with pride. She wasn’t just watching an athlete. She was watching her partner.


The second half was a war. The lead changed hands six times. The physicality escalated. With a minute to go, the Vipers were down by one. Jordan had the ball. She drove to the basket, drawing two defenders. As she went up for the layup, she was fouled—hard. She hit the floor, and the arena went silent.

She didn’t get up right away.

Elena’s heart stopped. She was on her feet, her hands gripping the railing, her breath caught in her throat.

“Get up, Jordan,” she whispered. “Get up.”

Slowly, Jordan pushed herself up. She was limping, favoring her right leg. The trainer rushed out, but Jordan waved him away, her face a grim mask of pain. She walked to the free-throw line, her jaw set.


Jordan’s POV

She had two shots. The game was on the line.

The arena was so quiet Elena could hear her own heartbeat. Jordan took a deep breath, bounced the ball three times, and looked up. Her eyes scanned the crowd, and for a second, they found Elena’s again. In that gaze, there was no pain, no fear. There was only absolute, unwavering certainty.

She sank the first shot. Nothing but net.

She sank the second shot. Perfect.

The Vipers were up by one. There were three seconds left on the clock. The other team called a timeout. They had one last chance.

Jordan stood on the sideline, her leg clearly bothering her, her hands on her knees. She was gasping for air. Elena could see the exhaustion etched on her face.

The final play was a chaotic scramble. A long, desperate shot that bounced off the rim. The ball was in the air, a hundred hands reaching for it. And then, there was Jordan. She jumped, her sore leg screaming in protest, and with a final, desperate surge of will, she tipped the ball away. 

The ball hung in the air for a fraction of a second that felt like an eternity. Every eye in the arena was on it, a chaotic, hopeful prayer for a rebound. And then, like a bolt of lightning, Jordan was there. Her body, pushed past its limit, found one last reserve of strength. She launched herself upward, her fingers brushing against the leather, and with a final, desperate flick of her wrist, she sent the ball tumbling away from the basket, out of bounds, off the fingertips of the opposing team.

The buzzer blared, a deafening, glorious sound that signaled the end.

The Vipers had won.

The arena exploded. It was a wall of sound, a physical force of pure joy and relief. Jordan’s teammates mobbed her, a pile of black and gold jerseys and ecstatic bodies. But she didn’t celebrate. She just stood there for a moment, her hands on her knees, gasping for air, her body trembling with exhaustion and pain. She looked up, her eyes scanning the crowd, and found Elena’s in the box.

She gave her a small, tired nod. A silent, shared victory.


Elena’s POV

Elena’s own breath came out in a rush, a sob of pure relief and pride escaping her lips. She sank back into her seat, her hands shaking. Marisol was screaming beside her, hugging a stranger, but Elena’s world had narrowed to the woman on the court who had just fought a war and won.

By the time Elena made it down to the family waiting area, the adrenaline was starting to wear off, replaced by a bone-deep weariness. She leaned against the wall, her back aching, her heart still thumping a frantic rhythm.

The door swung open, and Jordan emerged. She was moving slowly, a pronounced limp in her gait, her face pale and drawn. She was flanked by a trainer, but she waved him off with a sharp, dismissive gesture. Her eyes scanned the small crowd, and when they landed on Elena, the hard, exhausted lines of her face softened.

“Hey,” Jordan said, her voice raspy.

“Hey,” Elena whispered back, pushing off the wall and closing the distance between them. She didn’t say anything about the game, or the final play, or the heroic last-minute stand. She just looked at her, really looked at her. At the sweat beading on her forehead, at the dark circles of exhaustion under her eyes, at the way she was favoring her right leg.

“You’re limping,” Elena said, her voice laced with concern.

“Just a little tweak,” Jordan brushed it off, but she winced as she shifted her weight. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not,” Elena said, her tone gentle but firm. She reached out, her hand hovering just above Jordan’s elbow, not wanting to touch a sore spot. “Let’s go home.”

Jordan just nodded, the fight draining out of her. She let Elena take her bag, let her guide her through the throng of reporters and well-wishers, let her open the car door for her. In the passenger seat of the SUV, Jordan finally let her head fall back against the headrest, her eyes closing.

“Don’t fall asleep yet,” Elena said softly as she pulled out into the city traffic. “You need to ice that knee.”

“Mmm,” Jordan murmured in agreement. “Five minutes. Just five minutes.”

The drive home was quiet. The city was a blur of lights and noise, but inside the car, there was only the sound of their breathing, the soft hum of the engine, and the low, soothing voice of the late-night radio host. Elena drove carefully, her mind replaying the final moments of the game, the image of Jordan tipping the ball away burned into her memory. She had been magnificent. Fierce. Unstoppable.

When they walked into the apartment, the familiar, quiet space felt like a sanctuary. Jordan went straight to the couch, collapsing onto it with a groan of pure, unadulterated relief.

“Stay there,” Elena commanded, disappearing into the kitchen. She returned a moment later with an ice pack and a glass of water. She knelt in front of the couch, gently lifting Jordan’s leg and placing the ice pack on her swollen knee.

Jordan hissed at the initial shock of the cold, but then let out a long, slow breath as the numbing relief began to set in. “You’re good at that,” she murmured, her eyes half-closed.

“I’ve had a lot of practice watching you get hurt,” Elena replied, her voice soft. She adjusted the ice pack, her fingers lingering for a moment on Jordan’s skin. “You were incredible tonight.”

Jordan’s eyes opened, and she looked at Elena, her gaze clear and focused despite her exhaustion. “We won,” she said, a simple statement of fact.

“You won,” Elena corrected.

“We won,” Jordan insisted, her hand coming down to cover Elena’s. “I couldn’t have done that without you. Without knowing you were there. Without… this.” She gestured vaguely around the apartment, at their life.

Elena’s heart swelled. She leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to Jordan’s forehead. “You’re the one on the court, Hale. I just sit in the expensive seats and worry.”

“You do more than that,” Jordan said, her voice growing serious. She tightened her grip on Elena’s hand. “You’re the reason I could ignore his texts. You’re the reason I could walk out there and not let him get in my head. You’re the reason I wanted to win.”

Elena felt a tear slide down her cheek, and she quickly wiped it away. “You’re going to make me cry,” she whispered.

“Don’t cry,” Jordan said, her voice softening. She used her free hand to gently tilt Elena’s chin up, her thumb stroking her cheek. “I’m too tired to deal with tears.”

Elena laughed, a watery, hiccupping sound. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m in love,” Jordan corrected, her voice a low, intimate murmur. “I’m so in love with you, it scares the hell out of me.”

Elena’s breath caught. “It doesn’t scare me,” she whispered back. “It feels like coming home.”

Jordan’s eyes softened, the last of the game-day tension finally melting away, replaced by a deep, abiding tenderness. “Yeah,” she breathed. “Me too.”

She tugged gently on Elena’s hand. “Come here.”

Elena shifted closer, and Jordan wrapped her arms around her, pulling her down onto the couch with her. Elena settled against her chest, her head nestled in the crook of Jordan’s shoulder, the steady beat of Jordan’s heart a soothing rhythm against her ear. The ice pack was a cold, forgotten lump on the floor.

“Stay,” Jordan murmured, her lips brushing against Elena’s hair. “Just for a minute.”

Elena closed her eyes, breathing in the familiar scent of Jordan’s sweat and her soap, a scent that meant safety and strength and love. “I’m not going anywhere,” she whispered.

And she wasn’t. She was exactly where she was meant to be.


Chapter Eighteen — The Long Road
Jordan’s POV

The weeks that followed bled into a rhythm, a new kind of normalcy forged in the crucible of a long basketball season. Jordan’s life became a relentless cycle of flights, practices, games, and recovery. She was a machine, finely tuned and ruthlessly efficient. Her body was a map of new bruises, her mind a constant replay of game footage, but she was thriving. The Vipers were on a winning streak, and Jordan was at the heart of it, playing with a ferocity that was both awe-inspiring and, for Elena, occasionally terrifying.

Home games became Elena’s sanctuary. She’d sit in the same box, a familiar comfort in the roaring chaos of the arena. She’d learned the game’s cadence, the ebb and flow of momentum, the specific way Jordan’s shoulders would tense when she was about to make a game-changing play. When Jordan was on the court, Elena felt a part of it, her own breath held on every drive to the basket, her heart soaring with every victory.

Away games were a different story. At thirty weeks pregnant, air travel was out of the question. Their goodbyes in the early morning hours of travel days became a quiet, painful ritual.

“I hate this,” Jordan would murmur, her face buried in Elena’s hair, her arms wrapped around her as if she could physically anchor herself to their home.

“I know,” Elena would whisper back, holding her just as tightly. “But you’ll call me when you land.”

“Every time.”

“And you’ll text me when you get to the hotel.”

“Immediately.”

“And you’ll think about me and our son and not about getting into a fistfight with a seven-foot center from Milwaukee.”

Jordan would always pull back and smile at that, a genuine, tired smile that made the ache in Elena’s chest a little more bearable. “No promises on the last one.”

The video calls became their lifeline. They were strange, pixelated snapshots of their separate lives. Jordan, alone in a sterile hotel room in a different city each night, her face illuminated by the blue light of her laptop, still buzzing with adrenaline or slumped with exhaustion. Elena, curled up on their couch, her belly a prominent, comforting presence in the frame, surrounded by the warm, familiar chaos of their home.

“Tell me about it,” Jordan would say, her voice low and raspy over the speakers.

And Elena would. She’d describe the way the sun hit the sage green walls of the nursery. She’d tell Jordan about the latest ridiculous baby item her abuela had shipped. And sometimes, she’d hold the phone to her stomach.

“He’s moving,” she’d whisper. “He’s been kicking up a storm tonight. I think he misses you.”

Jordan would go silent, her eyes fixed on the screen, and Elena knew she was wishing she could feel it, too. “Put your hand there,” Jordan would say, her voice thick with emotion. “Describe it to me.”

“He just did a little roll,” Elena would say, her own voice soft. “Like he’s trying to get comfortable. He’s strong, Jordan. Just like his mama.”

Those calls were the best and worst parts of the day. A reminder of what they had, and a painful testament to what they were missing.

Jordan, of course, had a contingency plan. Her contingency plan was named Marisol.

“If you’re not there, I want Marisol there,” Jordan had declared one night, her tone leaving no room for argument. “She’s going to stay with you when I’m on the road. End of discussion.”

Elena hadn’t protested. She knew it came from a place of fierce, protective love. And Marisol, ever the dramatic, took her new role with the seriousness of a secret service agent.


Elena’s POV

“Operation Protect Momma and the Heir is officially in effect,” she’d announced, showing up on the first away-game trip with an overnight bag, a gallon-sized container of her homemade salsa, and a list of emergency phone numbers taped to her fridge. “I am on high alert for any and all pregnancy-related shenanigans.”

Marisol’s presence filled the apartment with a different kind of energy. It was louder, messier, and filled with an endless stream of gossip, celebrity reality show commentary, and frankly, incredible food. She’d sit with Elena on the couch, painting her toenails while they debated baby names, or they’d go on short, slow walks around the block, Marisol chattering nonstop, a bright, loud distraction from the quiet loneliness of Jordan’s absence.

It was on one of these nights, a couple of weeks into the season, that Marisol decided she needed tacos. Specifically, tacos from a tiny, grimy, but utterly divine hole-in-the-wall downtown.

“My car is in the shop,” Elena had said, rubbing her lower back. “And I’m not sure I’m up for the subway right now.”

“Nonsense,” Marisol had declared, grabbing her keys. “I’ll go. You will stay on that couch and rest. I will be your noble taco-steed. Any requests?”

“Just make sure they’re extra spicy,” Elena had called after her.


Marisol’s POV

The bar was a few blocks from the taco stand, a place Marisol usually avoided. It was dark, smelled of stale beer and regret, and was generally not her scene. But as she walked past the window, a familiar hunched-over silhouette at the end of the bar made her stop dead in her tracks.

Her father.

He looked worse than he had at the gender reveal party. Thinner. His hair was greasy, his face unshaven, and he was nursing a glass of something amber and cheap with a shaking hand. He was alone. And he was profoundly, brokenly drunk.

A wave of something hot and complicated washed over Marisol—anger, pity, and a deep, ancient ache. She could walk away. She should walk away. Jordan would want her to. Jordan had built a wall against this man, and Marisol had always been her staunchest defender.

But he was still her father. And he looked so small.

She pushed open the heavy door, the bell above it jingling with a sad, pathetic sound. She walked up to the bar and slid onto the stool next to him. He didn’t look up.

“Dad,” she said, her voice flat.

He flinched, his head turning slowly. His eyes, bloodshot and clouded with alcohol, struggled to focus on her. “Marisol?”

“No, it’s the Queen of England,” she said, her usual sarcasm a flimsy shield against the sight of him. “What are you doing here?”

He shrugged, a pathetic, loose-jointed gesture. “Just… having a drink.”

“It looks like you’ve had a few,” she said, gesturing to the empty glasses beside him. “Where are you staying?”

He looked away, a flicker of shame in his eyes. “Motel. Out by the highway.”

Marisol closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and made a decision. A decision she knew her sister would hate.

“Come on,” she said, standing up and pulling a few bills from her wallet to toss on the bar. “You’re coming with me.”

He blinked up at her. “What?”

“You heard me. You’re not staying in a motel. You’re not coming to my place. You’re coming to my apartment. Now get up.”

He stared at her, a glimmer of something like hope in his ruined expression. He allowed her to help him up, his body leaning heavily on hers. He smelled of whiskey and failure.

She got him into her car and drove them to her own apartment, a small, chaotic space that was nothing like Jordan’s pristine penthouse. She sat him on her couch, gave him a glass of water, and found an old blanket.

“Marisol…” he began, his voice rough.

“Don’t,” she said, cutting him off. “Just… sleep it off. We’ll talk in the morning.”

She went into her bedroom and closed the door, her back sliding against it as she sank to the floor. She pulled out her phone and stared at Jordan’s name in her contacts. Her thumb hovered over the screen.

She couldn’t tell her. Not yet. Jordan was in the middle of a road trip, playing the best basketball of her life. She was happy. She was building something new and beautiful with Elena. This… this was a mess from the past. It was Marisol’s mess to handle. For now.

She typed a quick text to Elena. Taco mission accomplished! The Heir is safe. I’m just heading home. Tell Jordan I said hi if you talk to her.

Then she put the phone down, closed her eyes, and listened to the sound of her broken father breathing in her living room, the weight of her secret settling over her like a shroud.


Chapter Nineteen — The Weight of Secrets
Marisol’s POV

The next two weeks were an exercise in compartmentalization for Marisol. By day, she was the whirlwind force of nature planning Elena’s baby shower, a task she had taken on with the zeal of a general planning a military campaign. Her apartment became command central, buried under swatches of blue and green ribbon, lists of caterers, and a frankly terrifying number of tiny, plastic pacifiers that looked like basketballs.

“Jordan is going to lose her mind when she sees this,” Elena said one afternoon, waddling through the chaos and sipping a glass of decaf tea. She was now thirty-two weeks, her belly a full, round statement that made her glow with a potent mixture of maternal pride and pure exhaustion.

“Losing her mind is the goal,” Marisol declared, not looking up from a spreadsheet titled “OPERATION: BABY SHOWER DOMINATION.” “She deserves to be overwhelmed with joy. Also, I’ve commissioned a cake shaped like a basketball court. The little figures will be edible. It’s art.”

Elena laughed, sinking onto the one clear spot on the couch. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

“I am a logistical genius,” Marisol corrected primly. “Now, are we absolutely certain we don’t want a live dove release? Because I know a guy.”

But by night, the general’s quarters transformed. The whirlwind of party planning would die down, and a heavy, suffocating quiet would descend. Her father, David Hale, would emerge from the guest room, a ghost in her apartment. He’d been sober for three days, thanks to Marisol’s strict enforcement and a near-constant supply of coffee and her surprisingly decent homemade soup. He was quiet, subdued, a shell of the arrogant, charismatic man who had haunted their childhood.

He’d sit on her couch, staring out the window at the city lights, while Marisol cleaned up her party-planning debris, the silence between them thick with unspoken history.

The conversation they both knew was coming finally happened on a Thursday night. The Vipers were on a West Coast trip, and Jordan had just texted Elena a picture of her room service dinner with the caption, “Death by chocolate cake. Send help.”

Marisol sat opposite him, her arms crossed. “We need to talk, Dad.”

He nodded, his gaze still fixed on the window. “I know.”

“Why are you here, really?” she asked, her voice softer than she intended. “Not just in this city. Why did you show up at that party?”

He finally turned to look at her, his eyes shadowed with a familiar, weary sadness. “I wanted to see her. To see you both. To… try.”

“Try?” Marisol scoffed, the bitterness rising in her throat. “You’ve been trying our whole lives, and all you’ve ever done is disappoint us.”

He flinched as if she’d struck him. “That’s not fair, Marisol.”

“Isn’t it?” she shot back. “You left, Dad. You chose your ego over your family. You chose your pride over your daughters.”

“I made mistakes,” he said, his voice low. “Huge ones. But I’m trying to fix things. I reached out to Jordan. I sent her that article. I was trying to connect.”

“By reminding her that she’s your shadow? That she’s just a copy of the man who broke her heart? That’s not connection, that’s cruelty.”

He ran a hand over his face, the gesture so weary it seemed to pull the skin from his bones. “She’s my daughter. My legacy. I just wanted her to remember that.”

“She doesn’t want to be your legacy!” Marisol’s voice rose, sharp and piercing. “She wants to be her own person! She’s building a life, a real one, with a woman who loves her and a son on the way. She’s happy. And you can’t stand it, can you? You can’t stand that she’s succeeding without you, that she’s found a love that has nothing to do with you.”

He stared at her, his expression unreadable. “She hasn’t made any time for me,” he said, and the accusation in his voice was so petty, so pathetic, it made Marisol sick. “Not since the party. I text. I call. She ignores me. What am I supposed to do? I’m her father.”

“No,” Marisol said, her voice dropping to a dangerous, quiet calm. “You’re a sperm donor who’s feeling nostalgic. A father is someone who shows up. A father is someone who puts his child’s well-being above his own pride. You don’t get to waltz back into her life after decades of silence and demand her time and attention just because you’re feeling lonely. That’s not how this works. You don’t get to blame her for your drinking.”

His face crumpled. “I’m not… I’m not drinking because of her.”

“Then why?” Marisol challenged. “Why are you here, looking like you’ve been sleeping in a gutter?”

He looked away, his shame a palpable thing. He was silent for a long moment, and when he finally spoke, his voice was barely a whisper. “There’s someone else.”

Marisol’s blood ran cold. “What?”

“Back home. A woman. We… we were together for a while.” He couldn’t meet her eyes. “She’s pregnant.”

The words hung in the air between them, ugly and unforgivable. Marisol felt the world tilt, a wave of nausea rising in her throat. It wasn’t just the betrayal, the fresh wound of it all. It was the sheer, unmitigated gall. The pattern. The proof that he would never, ever change.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she breathed, the words laced with a venomous disbelief. “You’re here, trying to crawl back into Jordan’s life, trying to make her feel guilty for your pathetic existence… all while you’ve knocked up some other woman?”

“It’s not like that,” he pleaded, finally looking at her, his eyes desperate. “It just… happened. I’m trying to do the right thing this time. I’m going to be there for this one. For the baby.”

Marisol let out a short, sharp, humorless laugh. It was the most ridiculous thing she had ever heard. “Oh, you’re ‘going to be there for this one’?” she mocked, her voice dripping with acid. “What a noble sacrifice. What a lucky, lucky baby to have a father who only shows up when he’s running from his last mistake.”

She stood up, her entire body vibrating with a cold, clean rage. The pity, the complicated ache, the familial duty—it all evaporated, leaving only a crystalline, pure clarity.

“Get out,” she said, her voice dangerously quiet.

“Marisol, please…”

“Get out,” she repeated, pointing to the door. “Get your things and get out of my apartment. Go back to your motel by the highway. Go be a father to your new family. But you will not do it here. You will not use my sister’s happiness as a salve for your conscience. You will not poison this.”

He stared at her, his mouth agape, but he saw the finality in her eyes. He saw the wall she had just built, brick by bitter brick. There was no arguing with it. There was no getting past it.

He stood, a broken old man, and walked to the guest room without another word. A few minutes later, he emerged with a small, sad duffel bag. He paused at the door, his back to her.

“I’m sorry, Marisol.”

“No, you’re not,” she said, her voice hollow. “You’re just sorry you got caught. The lock will be changed by morning.”

He walked out, and the door clicked shut behind him, the sound echoing in the sudden, oppressive silence.

Marisol stood in the middle of her living room, surrounded by the cheerful remnants of her party planning, and felt the weight of her secret lift. It was easier now. So much easier. He was gone. He was a problem she had solved and erased. There was no need to tell Jordan, no need to burden Elena with the ugly truth of their father’s capacity for destruction.

Her secret was safe. And as she looked at the list of guests for the baby shower, a list filled with friends and teammates and love, she told herself she had done the right thing. She had protected them. She had protected her family.


Chapter Twenty — The Unveiling
Elena’s POV

The key turning in the lock was the sweetest sound Elena had heard in two weeks. She was on the couch, her feet propped up on a mountain of pillows, a novel resting unread on her lap. The moment she heard it, a warmth spread through her chest, a sense of rightness settling over the apartment.

Jordan walked in, her travel bag slung over one shoulder, her face etched with the deep lines of a three-game road trip. But her eyes, when they found Elena, were bright and alive. She dropped the bag by the door with a heavy thud and crossed the room in three long strides, sinking to her knees in front of the couch.

“Hey,” she breathed, her hands coming up to frame Elena’s belly, her thumbs stroking the stretched skin. “Hey, little guy. Mama’s home.”

Elena ran a hand through Jordan’s hair, which was still damp from a post-game shower. “We missed you,” she whispered.

Jordan leaned in and pressed her forehead against Elena’s stomach. “I missed you more. You wouldn’t believe the hotel beds in Denver. I think I slept on a box of rocks.”

“Poor baby,” Elena teased, her fingers tracing the line of Jordan’s jaw. “Well, you’re home now. And you have a day and a half to recover before Marisol descends upon us for Operation: Baby Shower Domination.”

Jordan groaned, a low, dramatic sound that was muffled by Elena’s shirt. “Don’t remind me. I saw the group chat. I think she’s planning a military-grade tactical assault. Are there going to be flashbangs?”

“Just a cake shaped like a basketball court,” Elena said, laughing. “And a lot of pastel-colored everything. You’ll survive.”

Jordan looked up, her eyes soft. “As long as I’m here with you guys, I can survive anything.”



The next day, the apartment was transformed. Marisol arrived at 10:00 a.m. like a force of nature, her arms laden with boxes of decorations and coolers of food. She was a whirlwind of controlled chaos, directing Elena’s friends—who had shown up early to help—with the authority of a five-star general.

“Luis, you are on balloon duty. I want a balloon arch, but make it tasteful. This is a classy affair, not a child’s birthday party,” she instructed, pointing a finger at Elena’s cousin. “Sofia, the tablecloths. The crepe paper goes outside, not on the underside. We are not heathens.”

Elena sat on a barstool at the kitchen island, sipping sparkling cider and feeling utterly useless and deeply amused. Jordan, who had been coerced into helping, was attempting to assemble a three-tiered platter for cupcakes and failing miserably.

“Hale,” Marisol barked, marching over. “That is not a Jenga tower. It is a cupcake stand. The large plates go on the bottom. Gravity, Jordan, look it up.”

Jordan scowled, holding up a wobbly tier. “This is needlessly complicated. Why can’t we just put them on a plate?”

“Because we are celebrating a miracle, not having a bake sale,” Marisol said, snatching the platter from her and fixing it with three expert twists. “Now, go stand by the door and greet people. Try to look welcoming. You look like you’re about to guard a three-point line.”


By two o’clock, the apartment was unrecognizable. It was a sea of soft blues and gentle greens, of floating silver balloons and delicate streamers. The scent of marinated chicken and sweet pastries filled the air. It was beautiful. It was overwhelming. It was so perfectly Marisol.

The guests began to arrive—Jordan’s teammates, their boisterous energy filling the space; Elena’s friends from work, their coos and smiles directed at her belly; and then, the door opened, and a small, formidable woman with iron-gray hair and eyes that held a universe of love walked in.

Elena’s Abuela.

“Mija,” she said, her voice warm and strong, bypassing everyone else to wrap Elena in a hug that felt like coming home. She pulled back, her hands cupping Elena’s face, her gaze dropping to her stomach. “Let me see him.” She placed a palm flat against Elena’s belly, her expression one of pure reverence. “He is strong. He will be a fighter, like his mother.”

Jordan stepped forward, her posture respectful, almost shy. “Hola, Abuela.”

The older woman’s eyes assessed her, a flicker of her old, protective caution warring with the undeniable affection she now held for the woman who made her granddaughter so happy. “Jordan,” she said, her tone softening. “You look tired. Have you been eating? You are too skinny. You need meat on your bones to protect my family.”

A ripple of laughter went through the nearby guests. Jordan just smiled, a genuine, easy smile. “I’m working on it, Abuela. Marisol’s been feeding me well.”



The party was a success. Marisol, for all her manic planning, had created an atmosphere of pure, unadulterated joy. There were games—guessing the baby food flavor was a particular highlight of disgust—and a mountain of presents that threatened to take over the living room. Jordan, ever the competitor, took the “Diaper Changing Challenge” with a terrifying seriousness, assembling a miniature diaper on a doll with the speed and precision of a pit crew changing a tire.

But the real moment, the one that made Elena’s heart ache with a happiness so profound it was almost painful, came when it was time for presents. Elena sat in a throne of pillows on the couch, Jordan on the floor beside her, opening gifts with the help of her teammates.

They received tiny, impossibly soft onesies. A stack of board books. A beautifully carved wooden mobile of a moon and stars. And then, Marisol wheeled out a large, flat box wrapped in simple brown paper.

“This one is from me,” Marisol said, her voice uncharacteristically quiet. “It’s not for him. It’s for you guys.”

Jordan and Elena exchanged a look. Jordan sliced through the tape and unfolded the paper. Inside was a framed, black-and-white photograph.

It was them.

It was a candid shot Elena didn’t even know existed. They were in the apartment, on a lazy Sunday afternoon a few weeks ago. Jordan was sitting on the couch, her back against the back of the couch, with a basketball on the couch next to her. Elena was lying on her side, her head in Jordan’s lap, fast asleep. One of Jordan’s hands was resting on Elena’s belly, the other was tangled gently in her hair. The afternoon light streamed through the window, casting them in a soft, hazy glow. They weren’t posing. They weren’t performing. They were just… there. A portrait of a quiet, perfect moment. A portrait of a family.

Elena felt tears prick her eyes. She looked at Jordan, whose own breath had caught. Jordan was staring at the photograph, her expression one of stunned, vulnerable awe. She reached out, her fingers tracing the edge of the frame, a single tear escaping and sliding down her cheek.

Marisol stood beside them, her hands shoved in her pockets, her usual bravado gone. “I just… I saw it happen,” she said softly, looking only at her sister. “And I wanted you to have it. So you’d always remember what this looks like. What you built.”

Jordan looked up from the photo, her gaze finding Marisol’s. There were no words. There didn’t need to be. Jordan just stood up and pulled her sister into a fierce, tight hug, burying her face in Marisol’s hair.

“Thank you,” Jordan whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “Sol… thank you.”

Marisol hugged her back, hard. “Anything, you idiot.”

Later, after the last guest had gone and the apartment was once again quiet, save for the hum of the dishwasher, Jordan and Elena stood in the nursery, looking at the photograph propped up on the dresser. It was the first thing that belonged in the room, a perfect anchor for the space.

“It’s perfect,” Elena said, leaning her head against Jordan’s shoulder.

Jordan wrapped an arm around her, her hand coming to rest on her belly. “Yeah,” she agreed, her voice a low murmur in the quiet room. “It really is.”


Chapter Twenty-One — Pressure Points
Jordan’s POV

Jordan Hale had played through injuries, exhaustion, hecklers, and more than a few hostile away crowds, but nothing—and absolutely nothing—compared to the stress of having a very pregnant Elena Alvarez at thirty-six weeks insisting she was “totally fine” and “not made of glass.”

Jordan adored her. Cherished her. Would die for her.

But she was also one small, wet floor or unexpected contraction away from making Jordan’s entire universe collapse.

Which was exactly why Elena was not allowed at home games anymore.

Not for the next four weeks. Not until the baby—their baby—arrived.

Jordan tightened her shoelaces in the locker room, jaw set as her teammates teased her good-naturedly.

“You look like someone stole your favorite protein shake,” Tasha muttered, smirking as she threw her towel into her locker.

“I’m fine,” Jordan said automatically.

“You’re lying,” Maya added. “Your eyebrow does that twitchy thing.”

Jordan’s eyebrow twitched harder.

“Just… focus on the game,” she said through her teeth.

They laughed, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. Her mind wasn’t in the arena—it was two miles away, in the apartment she shared with Elena, where Marisol was currently on “Elena Watch Duty.”

And the mental image was… chaotic.

Elena, 36 weeks, insisting she can slice vegetables standing up.
Marisol, forbidding such behavior, hiding every sharp object in the kitchen.
Elena, waddling determinedly after her.
Marisol, screaming.
Elena, screaming back.

Jordan rubbed a hand over her face.

She had never loved two people more. She had also never feared for her sanity more.

Her phone buzzed once. A text from Elena.
ELENA: We’re watching already. Stop worrying.
MARISOL: She made me sit on the floor because “the couch is too soft.” Send help.
Jordan smiled. A real, soft one. Okay. They were fine.

She pocketed her phone, forced her brain back toward game focus, and stepped out into the roar of the home crowd.


Jordan was locked in—at least on the surface.

Three pointers dropping. Defense tight. Her body moving like muscle memory.

But her thoughts were drifting, looping back to Elena’s swollen belly, the way it tightened when she was having Braxton-Hicks, the way she winced sometimes when she bent too fast. She wanted to be home with her, hand on her skin, feeling their son roll and stretch.

She wanted to be anywhere except a basketball court.

But the crowd was loud. Energetic. Hungry.

And Jordan fed them the way she always did.

A breakaway steal. A clean layup. Cheers exploding around her—

Then, her body froze.

Her stomach dropped.

Across the court, in the shadows of the entry tunnel—

was her father.

Standing crooked. Leaning against the wall. His shirt wrinkled, his hair sticking up, his eyes red-rimmed.

Drunk.

Jordan’s chest constricted so fast she almost stumbled.

No, no, no.
Not here.
Not tonight.
Not like this.

Her teammates were jogging back for transition defense, but Jordan’s vision tunneled.

Her father lifted a hand. Half-wave, half-plea.

A security guard two steps away was already noticing him. So were two people in the front row.

Panic shot through Jordan’s veins like cold fire.

If Marisol saw him?
If Elena saw him on the broadcast?
If anyone recognized him?

Jordan’s world would implode.

She moved before she could think, calling for a timeout so abruptly her coach actually swore.

As the arena buzzed with confusion, she ran—not toward her bench, but toward the tunnel.

“Jordan!” the coach yelled. “Hale! Where the hell are you going?”

She didn’t answer. Her heartbeat drowned everything out.

She reached him in three long strides, grabbing his elbow before he tipped sideways.

“Dad,” she hissed. “What are you doing here?”

He blinked at her, unfocused. “Came to see you play.”

“Not like this,” she whispered, her throat thick. “Not… here.”

Security approached, assessing him with suspicion.

Jordan stepped forward, blocking their view.

“He’s with me,” she said firmly.

They hesitated, recognizing her—recognizing the franchise player—and backed off a few feet.

Her father swayed again. Jordan tugged him up straighter, looping his arm over her shoulder. He smelled like cheap whiskey and a night of bad decisions.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” she whispered, fury and fear twisting in her gut.

He slurred, “I wanted t’see you… you never called.”

She closed her eyes for one heartbeat.

This man.
This man who had been gone most of her childhood.
Who came back only with guilt and expectations.
Who now stood at her game, drunk, ready to unravel everything.

“Come on,” she said, voice tight. “We’re leaving.”

“But your game—”

“I said we’re leaving.”



She didn’t even remember the drive. Her body was on autopilot the entire way, dragging him into a hotel lobby through the service entrance to avoid anyone recognizing him.

The desk clerk stared.

“Emergency,” Jordan said flatly. “Two nights. No charges to the room. I’ll pay cash.”

She got the key, hauled her father into a quiet room, and sat him on the bed.

He flopped back, staring at the ceiling.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Jordan said, pacing the room. “Why aren’t you back home? Why are you still in this city? Why are you drinking again? What do you want from me?”

He rubbed his face, groaning. “I messed up.”

“Yeah,” Jordan snapped. “That’s the theme of your whole life.”

He flinched. She regretted it—but only a little.

“Why?” she demanded. “Why show up drunk to a game? Why now? Why when Elena is weeks from giving birth and Marisol is hanging by a thread and I’m juggling a career and a family and—”

Her voice cracked.

She couldn’t breathe.

Her father looked heartbreakingly small. Old. Lost.

“I thought… you’d want me around,” he murmured.

Jordan’s chest twisted painfully.

“I don’t know what I want,” she whispered. “But I know I can’t have you ruining everything.”

He nodded slowly, falling back on the pillows.

Jordan dragged a chair to the wall and sat, burying her face in her hands.

She was exhausted.
She was angry.
She was terrified.

She needed to go back to her game—she should go back.

But she didn’t move.

She just breathed. Forced herself to sit still. Imagined Elena at home on the couch, warm and safe, Marisol beside her, both blissfully unaware of the wreckage Jordan was trying to contain alone.

I can’t tell them.
Not yet.
Not until she figured this out.

Her phone buzzed relentlessly. Missed calls. Texts.

MARISOL: You okay??
ELENA: Baby just kicked for you. Come win this.
COACH: Where ARE you??
TEAM CHAT: Jordan wtf?? Are you hurt??
MAYA: Blink twice if kidnapped.

Jordan stared at the screen.

Her life was split into three directions:

Basketball.
Family.
Secrets.

She was being pulled apart.

But she typed:
JORDAN: I’m okay. Long story. Be home soon.
“Long story” wasn’t even half of it.

She silenced her phone, looked at her father asleep on the hotel bed, and whispered:

“I don’t know how to do this, Dad.”

Her voice cracked again.

“I don’t know how to be strong enough for all of this.”

Outside, the city hummed.

Inside, Jordan Hale felt like she was breaking.


Elena’s POV

Back on the apartment couch, Elena shifted for the seventeenth time. The baby pushed under her ribs, uncomfortable and restless.

Marisol handed her a pillow, muttering, “Your girlfriend better hit a career-high tonight for abandoning us with these hips.”

Elena smiled weakly. “She’s fine. Probably just focused.”

But something gnawed at her. A worry she couldn’t name.

The baby kicked again.

Elena rubbed her belly.

“Jordan, where are you?” she whispered.


Jordan’s POV

She stayed until her father was out cold, then slipped quietly out the door.

She didn’t know what she would say to Elena when she got home.

She didn’t know how she would hide this from Marisol.

She didn’t know how to be a partner, a soon-to-be parent, a star athlete…

…and the daughter of a man who kept breaking her heart in new ways.

But she walked toward her car with one thought anchoring her:

I have four weeks before the baby comes.
I just have to hold everything together for four more weeks.
I can do that.
I have to.

She didn’t realize she was shaking until she reached her car and gripped the steering wheel with both hands.

Her mind replayed her father’s words—I thought you’d want me around.

Jordan whispered into the quiet car:

“I don’t know what I want anymore.”

Then she drove home.


Chapter Twenty-Two — The Fractures Form
Jordan’s POV

Jordan wakes before the sun.

She has been doing this for nearly a week now—creeping out of bed like a thief, pulling her hoodie over her head, and padding out of the bedroom she shares with Elena before Elena even shifts under the blankets. She pretends it’s because of early practice. Or because she wants to squeeze in a morning workout. Or because of some nebulous “team thing.”

But it’s all lies.

Small, shaky lies that she’s never been good at telling.

She pauses at the bedroom doorway, quietly watching Elena sleep. Elena lies curled on her side, one arm draped instinctively over her stomach, the early-morning light catching in her hair. Jordan feels a familiar ache—love, longing, a whisper of fear—all tightening behind her ribs.

She whispers an apology Elena won’t hear and quietly closes the door.


Elena’s POV

Elena wakes just minutes after Jordan leaves.

It keeps happening—always the empty, warm dent on the mattress beside her; always the lingering citrus-and-laundry scent that makes her heart ache with something she refuses to name.

She sits up slowly, pushing hair back from her face. Her chest feels constricted.

Something is wrong.

Jordan thinks she’s being subtle, but Elena has lived with her long enough now—slept next to her, shared tea with her, shared laughs, shared whispers in the dark—to know when Jordan Hale is spiraling.

Jordan withdraws when she’s scared.

She overcompensates when she feels helpless.

She pretends everything is fine when she thinks she needs to “be strong” for everyone else.

Elena rubs her belly, feeling a small flutter—one of the baby’s morning stretches.

“Your mom,” she tells the baby softly, “is pretending she’s fine again.”

She tries to laugh, but it cracks at the edges.



Marisol is the first to say it aloud.

“You two are weird.”

She says it while dropping off empanadas, scanning the apartment like something inside is going to leap out and confess.

Jordan is tying her shoes by the front door.

Elena is pretending not to watch Jordan.

It’s awkward.

It’s so awkward.

Marisol points at them both. “Whatever this tension is? Fix it. Because I feel like I’m walking into a soap opera every time I visit.”

Jordan flinches. Elena looks away.

Marisol freezes. Her eyebrows lower. “Oh shit. It’s… real tension?”

Jordan grabs her gym bag like it’s a lifeline.
“Gotta go—team’s waiting.”

“You’re supposed to have today off,” Marisol calls after her.

Jordan freezes for half a second, muscles tightening.
Then she bolts.

Marisol slowly turns toward Elena, hands on hips.

“What did she do?”

“I don’t know,” Elena whispers, then gives a humorless smile. “Or maybe I do.”

She touches her stomach again—the grounding habit.
Marisol’s expression softens.

“She loves you, you know.”

Elena’s breath catches. “Marisol…”

“Oh please, I’m not stupid,” Marisol says, throwing up a hand. “But I’m not judging. I just want you two to stop being weird because it stresses me out.”

She leaves with a bag of empanadas missing because she “earned them after surviving the vibes in this apartment.”

Elena laughs. But it doesn’t reach her eyes.


Jordan’s POV

Jordan plays terribly.

Not average.

Terribly.

Missed passes. Bad fouls. A turnover that makes the head coach pinch the bridge of his nose like he’s seconds away from swearing on national TV.

“Get your head in the game, Hale!” he barks.

Jordan mutters, “Trying.”

But she’s not.

Her head is not anywhere close to where it needs to be. It’s not even in the arena. It’s back home—worrying about Elena, about the baby, about the strange quietness between them, about the cracked-open truth of her father showing up again.

For the millionth time, she tries to shake it off.

It doesn’t work.

In the last quarter, she misses a wide-open layup. Her coach immediately burns a timeout.

The arena goes quiet.

Jordan stands there, chest heaving, eyes unfocused.

Her teammates look at her with worry—not annoyance. Because Jordan Hale doesn’t crack. Jordan Hale doesn’t choke. Jordan Hale doesn’t fall apart.

Except she is.

She’s falling apart so badly she barely recognizes herself.

Her captain, Avery, approaches her gently.
“You okay?”

Jordan forces a smile. “Yeah. Just—just off day.”

Avery gives her a knowing look.

“I’ve played with you for eight years. This is not an off day. What’s going on?”

Jordan opens her mouth.

Nothing comes out.


She drives straight to the hotel.

To him.

Her father.

She hates it. It makes her stomach twist. But she goes anyway, because ignoring him won’t make him disappear. And because—God help her—some tiny part of her still wants him to get better.

The hallway smells like old carpet and cheap cleaning spray.
Jordan knocks.

The door opens.

Her father looks… decent.

Eyes cleared. Shoulders less slumped. Not shaking.

“Three days sober,” he says quietly.

Jordan nods. “That’s good.”

“Come in.”

She does.

The room is clean. There’s a case of bottled water by the bed. A pamphlet from a recovery center is folded open on the nightstand.

She swallows. “You’ve been trying.”

“I am trying,” he says. “I know you don’t believe it.”

She doesn’t respond.

He scrubs a hand down his face. “I talked to Marisol.”

Jordan freezes.

“When?” Her voice is tight.

“A week ago,” he admits. “She found me first. She… she told me not to come see you until I sobered up. She said you had too much on your plate.”

Jordan feels the ground tilt under her.

Marisol didn’t tell her.

Her own sister didn’t tell her.

Her father continues softly, “She’s tough. Like you.”

Jordan sits heavily on the edge of the bed.
She feels betrayed. Angry. Guilty.

And so, so tired.

“Why now?” Jordan whispers. “Why show up now, after everything? After all the years you weren’t a father to us?”

He doesn’t dodge it.

“I have a woman back home,” he says quietly. “She’s pregnant.”

Jordan’s stomach drops.

“I’m going to be a dad again.”

She stands. “So that’s why you came? Because you get drunk thinking about screwing up another kid?”

He flinches.

“I came because I didn’t want to lose you first.”

Something fractures in her chest.

She hates him.

She loves him.

She wishes she felt nothing. That would be easier.

She presses a hand to her forehead. “Dad…”

He steps toward her—hesitates.
“I want to be better. I want to do right by this baby. And I want to—Jordan, I want to be someone you’re not ashamed of.”

A deep, painful breath leaves her.

She sits again.

He sits too.

Jordan looks away, murmuring, “I’m not ashamed of you. I’m just… tired.”

“I know.”

They sit in silence.

Her father speaks first.
“Let me stay here a little longer, okay? Let me get steady. Then I’ll go home. I won’t burden you.”

Jordan closes her eyes.

He doesn’t know he already is.

But she nods. “Okay.”


She keeps him hidden.

She keeps him in the hotel.

She tells no one—not Elena, not Marisol—because part of her thinks she can fix it on her own. Part of her thinks Elena has enough to worry about with pregnancy and hormones and preparing for the baby. And part of her thinks that if she tells Elena the truth, Elena will worry about her too.

And Jordan is built to protect people.

Not be protected.

She leaves early in the mornings to check on her father.
She stays away from the apartment to keep her two worlds from colliding.

But Elena sees through all of it.


Elena’s POV

Elena watches Jordan withdraw piece by piece.

They still share a bed, but Jordan sleeps on the far edge now, as if proximity hurts.

They still eat meals together, but Jordan rushes through them.

They still talk, but it’s surface-level. Hollow. Polished.

Elena stands at the kitchen sink one night, drying dishes slowly. Jordan is packing her bag for yet another “team practice,” even though Elena knows the schedule well enough to recognize the lie.

“You’re leaving again?”

Jordan freezes.
Turns.

“Elena—”

“Is everything okay?” Elena asks softly.

Jordan opens her mouth—closes it—tries again.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine.”

And there it is.

The lie lands like a stone between them.

Elena nods slowly and forces a kind smile. “Okay.”

Her voice is gentle.

Too gentle.

Jordan feels each word slicing at her.

Elena turns away. Jordan watches her, throat burning, and walks out because she doesn’t know how to stay.


Marisol hates guessing games.

She bursts into the apartment one afternoon like she owns the place—and immediately scans the room.

“Elena, where’s Jordan?”

“Out,” Elena murmurs.

“Again?” Marisol groans. Then she squints. “Okay, tell me everything.”

Elena sighs. “There’s nothing to tell.”

“Bullshit,” Marisol snaps. “You look like someone canceled Christmas.”

Elena cracks a tired smile.

Marisol softens. “Do you want me to talk to her?”

“No.”
Elena shakes her head. “I need her to talk to me.”

Marisol hesitates, then steps closer.
“You didn’t… push her away, did you?”

Elena’s breath shatters on the way out.
“No.”

Marisol suddenly looks worried.
Like really worried.

She pulls out her phone.
“I’m calling her.”

Elena grabs her hand.
“Don’t.”

Marisol stops.

“Elena…”

“Please,” Elena whispers. “If she’s going through something, she’ll tell me when she’s ready.”

Marisol sees something break inside Elena.

And for once, the younger sister says nothing.


Jordan’s POV

Jordan sits in her car outside the apartment that night.

Engine off.

Heart racing.

Hands gripping the steering wheel hard enough that her knuckles ache.

Her father’s words repeat endlessly in her mind.
The team’s disappointment echoes after the game.
Elena’s soft “okay” haunts her like a prayer she’s failing to answer.

She feels like she’s drowning.

She also feels like she’s failing everyone at once—Elena, the baby, Marisol, the team… herself.

And that’s when the pressure finally cracks her open.

She puts her forehead against the wheel.

And she cries.

Not quietly.

Not gracefully.

She cries until her breathing stutters, until her chest burns, until she feels emptied out and terrified and small.

When she finally pulls herself together, she wipes her face and whispers—

“I’m losing her.”


Elena’s POV

Back upstairs, Elena is cleaning the living room to distract herself.

She’s fluffing the couch cushions when something falls out—
A card key.

A hotel card key.

Her pulse spikes.

Her throat tightens.

She sits down on the couch slowly, staring at it.
Turning it in her fingers.

Jordan has been going to a hotel?

Why?

Oh God—
Is she seeing someone?

Her stomach twists painfully.
The baby kicks like he’s protesting.

Elena presses a hand to her belly, blinking back tears.

“No,” she whispers. “Jordan’s not like that.”

But doubt creeps in.
Fear too.
Fear that she loves someone who’s pulling away from her.
Fear that she’s losing the one person who made her feel safe.

She doesn’t cry.

But she feels the crack forming.


Jordan’s POV

The moment Jordan steps through the door, she knows Elena found something.

Elena is sitting on the couch.

Calm.
Still.
Too still.

Jordan’s heart lurches.

“Elena?”

Elena holds up the hotel key card.

Quiet.
Devastating.

“Is there something you want to tell me?”

Jordan goes pale.

“Elena, it’s not—it’s not what you think.”

“Then what is it?” Elena asks softly. “Because you’re lying to me. You’re hiding something. You’re disappearing. And I’m pregnant with your child—Jordan, I need to know what’s going on.”

Jordan flinches like she’s been hit.

“Elena, please—I can explain.”

“Then explain.”

Jordan tries.

She really tries.

But the words choke in her throat.

She can’t bring herself to say “my father’s drinking again,” or “I’m trying to fix him,” or “I don’t want you to see me fall apart.”

She can’t say any of it.

So she whispers the worst possible thing—

“I can’t.”

Elena’s breath breaks.

Jordan sees it.

Feels it.

And something inside both of them fractures in unison.

Jordan steps forward instinctively. “Elena—”

Elena holds up a hand, stopping her gently.

“Just tell me one thing,” she whispers. “Are you leaving me?”

Jordan recoils. “No! God, no—Elena, never.”

“Then why does it feel like you already have?”

Jordan’s eyes sting.

“Elena, please don’t say that.”

“Then tell me the truth.”

Jordan can’t.

So Elena stands.

Her voice is calm.

Too calm.

“When you can talk to me… when you can stop running from me… I’ll be here.”

She brushes past Jordan and disappears into the bedroom.

Jordan stands frozen.

Broken.

And guilty beyond belief.


She walks to the bedroom door.

Touches it.

Doesn’t open it.

She whispers—barely audible—

“I’m sorry.”

Because she is.

More than she can bear.

She returns to the living room.

Sits on the couch.

And for the first time since moving in with Elena, she realizes—

If she doesn’t tell the truth soon…
She might lose the two people she loves most.


Chapter Twenty-Three — Breaking Point
Elena’s POV

Elena lasted three more days.

Three days of Jordan waking before dawn and slipping out of their apartment like a ghost. Three days of short, distracted texts. Three days of seeing Jordan’s face—exhausted, drawn—but never hearing the real reason why.

Three days of feeling the space between them stretch so wide Elena swore she could fall straight through it.

On the fourth morning, she snapped.


Jordan was already pulling on her hoodie when Elena waddled into the living room, one hand on her aching lower back, the other braced on the wall.
She looked half-asleep. Jordan looked like she hadn’t slept at all.

“Leaving early again?” Elena’s voice was quieter than she intended, a tremble woven through each word.

Jordan froze mid-motion. “Yeah, uh—practice conditioning. Coach wants us in early.”

“You didn’t tell me that last night,” Elena said. “Or the night before. Or the night before that.”

Jordan swallowed. “Schedules changed.”

Elena stepped forward. “Jordan… talk to me. Please. What is going on with you?”

Jordan’s shoulders tensed—almost imperceptibly, but Elena caught it. Watched it. Felt it.

“I’m fine,” Jordan said, voice thin. “Just tired.”

“Tired?” Elena laughed, but it came out brittle. “You barely look at me. You barely eat. You come home late. You leave early. You won’t sleep next to me anymore because you wake up before the sun and don’t want to ‘bother’ me. Jordan… something is wrong.”

“Elena,” Jordan whispered, eyes closing for too long. “I just need time.”

“For what?”
Elena’s voice cracked.
“For what, Jordan? Time for what?”

Jordan flinched at the tone, at the rising hurt in it. “I can’t talk about it.”

“Why?” Elena demanded, tears forming and blurring her vision. “Why can’t you tell me anything?”

Jordan’s jaw clenched hard. A muscle in her cheek twitched.

“I don’t want to put… pressure on you,” she said. “Or on the baby.”

Elena’s heart dropped, sharp and heavy. “Pressure? Jordan, I’m your partner. You’re allowed to lean on me. That’s how this works.”

But Jordan only shook her head, panicked and retreating. “I can’t—Elena, I just can’t.”

And that—that—was the moment something inside Elena broke open.

She swayed on her feet, a hand drifting to her belly as if to shield the baby from the hurt.

“If you can’t talk to me,” she whispered, “then you can’t be with me.”

Jordan’s breath left her like someone punched the air out of her lungs. “What?”

“I can’t keep begging you to let me in,” Elena said, tears spilling. “I can’t keep wondering if I did something wrong. I can’t raise a child with someone who shuts down every time things get hard.”

“Elena,” Jordan said, taking a step forward.

Elena stepped back.

“I’m leaving,” she said quieter. “Just for now. I’ll be at Marisol’s.”

Jordan stopped like she’d slammed into a wall. “Elena, please—wait—”

“I left you a note,” Elena whispered. “I wrote everything I couldn’t say without crying. You can read it after I leave.”

“Elena—”

“I love you,” she said, voice trembling so hard she barely recognized it. “But you have to want to let me in. You have to want to show up. And right now… you don’t.”

Jordan looked as though the floor tilted beneath her.

Elena walked to the bedroom. She moved slowly, her back aching, her belly heavy. She packed a small overnight bag—maternity leggings, a soft sweatshirt Jordan bought her, the baby book she filled out at night when Jordan wasn’t home.

When she walked back to the door, Jordan stood there frozen, like a statue carved out of regret.

“Elena, please don’t go,” she whispered.

“I can’t stay,” Elena said. “Not like this.”

And she left.

Jordan didn’t chase her.

She didn’t have to—her face said she wanted to.

She just didn’t know how.


Jordan’s POV

The apartment fell silent.

Jordan stood in the living room, chest heaving, eyes burning.
The sunlight was thin and cold through the blinds.

On the kitchen counter sat a folded piece of paper with her name.

Jordan.

Her fingers shook when she opened it.

Jordan —
I love you.
But I can’t keep hurting like this.
I don’t know what’s going on, and I’m scared. Not of you—of losing you.
But I can’t be with someone who shuts me out.
If you want this—me, the baby, us—you have to talk to me.
If you don’t… I’ll know by your silence.
I’m at Marisol’s.
Please take care of yourself.
—Elena

Jordan’s vision blurred.

She folded the letter carefully, reverently, pressing it to her forehead like a prayer she didn’t know how to say out loud.

Then she sank to the floor.

And for the first time in years—since her mother left, since she raised her sister alone, since she learned to swallow every emotion that threatened to make her weak—Jordan Hale sobbed.



The team noticed immediately.

Jordan’s performance tanked.

She missed easy shots.
She fouled unnecessarily.
She snapped at a ref.
She got benched.

“Get your head on straight,” Coach barked.
But no one knew that Jordan had lost the only thing she’d ever let herself love without guarding it to death.

Off the court, she spiraled harder.

She spent her nights in the nursery.

Elena’s half-folded baby blankets.

The rocking chair they picked out together.

The mobile Jordan assembled while Elena slept on the couch beside her.

Now Jordan sat in that rocking chair—late at night, early in the morning—hands dangling between her knees, staring at nothing and everything at once.

And she drank.

Just enough to blur the sharp edges.

Just enough to sleep.

Just enough to betray every promise she swore she’d never break.

I will never be like him.

But grief melted her resolve.

Loneliness drowned it.

Guilt shattered it.

She drank again.



Tasha was the first to smell the smoke before the fire got out of control.

She showed up at Jordan’s apartment after practice—still in her hoodie, hair in a messy bun, carrying two cups of hot chocolate because she wasn’t sure if Jordan needed caffeine or comfort.

When she walked in—using the spare key Jordan once gave her “in case of emergencies”—the first thing she noticed was the silence.

The second was the smell.

Alcohol.

And the third was Jordan.

Sitting on the nursery floor.
Bottle beside her.
Eyes red.

“Jesus, Hale,” Tasha whispered. “What are you doing?”

Jordan didn’t look up. “Go home, Tash.”

“You’re drinking?” Tasha stepped in, closing the door behind her. “You don’t drink.”

“I do now,” Jordan muttered.

“Bullshit.” Tasha marched over and grabbed the bottle. “What the hell is going on with you?”

Jordan’s jaw tightened. “Tasha. Go home.”

“No.”

“Tasha.”
Her voice sharpened.
Cracked.
Fell back into hardness again.
“Leave.”

Tasha didn’t budge. “You look like hell. Talk to me.”

Jordan’s breaths turned ragged. “I said leave.”

“No,” Tasha repeated. “Not when you’re like this. Not when—”

“GET OUT.”

The shout broke the air like glass.

Tasha recoiled—not scared, but hurt. It was the first time Jordan had ever raised her voice at her. The first time Jordan broke like a splintered board instead of bending.

Jordan’s hands were shaking.
Her chest heaved.
Her eyes were wild with grief she refused to speak.

Tasha set the bottle on the dresser, stepped back slowly, and nodded once.

“I’ll go,” she said softly. “But this isn’t you. And you know it.”

Jordan didn’t respond.

Tasha stepped through the doorway—and paused.

She wanted to hug her.
She wanted to shake her.
She wanted to say, Go to Elena. Fix it. Before it’s too late.

But Jordan looked like a wounded animal—cornered, trapped, lost.

So Tasha simply said, “I’m here when you’re ready.”

And then she left—with tears in her eyes.



Two days later, the hotel called.

Jordan’s father had fallen off the wagon.

Hard.

After their fragile talk—after he admitted there was another baby on the way, after Jordan begged him to get sober for once in his life—he’d gone right back to drinking.

The hotel manager found him slurring and stumbling in the hallway.

Jordan picked him up, silent and shaking.

She got him to bed.
She pulled off his shoes.
She covered him with a blanket.

He looked older than she remembered.

Smaller.

Broken.

Just like she felt.

And Jordan sat there in the dark hotel room long after he slept—fighting the urge to drink, too.

She didn’t.

Not that night.

But she wanted to.

God, she wanted to.


Elena’s POV

Elena spent her first night back at Marisol’s crying quietly into a pillow.

Marisol climbed into bed with her, stroked her hair, whispered affirmations, cursed Jordan’s name gently but lovingly—then admitted she didn’t understand what was happening either.

They slept tangled together like when they were teenagers.

But Elena woke three times thinking she heard Jordan’s footsteps in the hall.

Each time, she cried again.

She missed Jordan’s hoodie drying on the chair.
She missed Jordan’s hand on her belly at night.
She missed Jordan’s laugh, rare as it was.
She missed everything.

But she wouldn’t go back until Jordan talked.

And Jordan didn’t.


Jordan’s POV

The team tried to hide how worried they were.

Tasha told the coach Jordan was “dealing with stuff.”
Another teammate told her to “get her head on straight.”

Jordan barely heard them.


Her world shrank to:

Basketball.
The nursery.
The hotel room where her father slept off his mistakes.
The empty apartment that still smelled like Elena’s cocoa shampoo.

And the silence where Elena’s voice used to be.



It happened on a Tuesday night.

Jordan sat in the rocking chair again, one hand on the half-painted mural she’d worked on for three nights straight.

She looked around the nursery—the crib, the mobile, the stuffed dinosaur Elena picked out.

This was supposed to be our life.
Our room.
Our baby.

Her throat tightened until she could barely breathe.

She picked up a paintbrush.

She painted until her hand cramped.

She painted until tears blurred the lines.

She painted until she couldn’t run from the truth anymore.

She wanted Elena back.

She needed Elena back.

She was losing herself without her.

But Elena was gone—and Jordan had no idea how to get her back.

She didn’t know how to break her silence, how to explain everything without falling apart, how to stop being the version of herself she’d sworn she’d never become.

The nursery felt too quiet.

Too hopeful.

Too full of everything she wasn’t sure she deserved anymore.

In a moment of overwhelming grief, she stood—stumbling slightly—grabbed the half-empty bottle on the dresser…

And then she stopped.

Frozen.

Staring.

Breathing hard.

She set it down.

She sat back on the floor.

She buried her face in her hands.

And whispered, “I don’t know how to fix this.”

Her voice cracked in the empty room, small and broken.

She stayed there until morning.


Chapter Twenty-Four — The Fallout & First Steps Back
Jordan’s POV

Jordan didn’t remember the taste of the first drink.
Or the second.
Or the fifth.

She only remembered the silence afterward—thick, heavy, a blanket over her senses. She remembered the echo of Elena’s empty side of the bed, the crinkle of the note she’d crushed in her fist, and the horrible way her apartment suddenly felt too big.

She’d promised herself she would never be like him.
Never lose herself in a bottle.
Never let alcohol become an answer instead of a danger.

But heartbreak had a way of eroding old promises.

And Jordan Hale was cracking everywhere.


Tasha knocked twice—firm, familiar, the way she always did on game days.

“J? You didn’t answer my texts.”
Another knock. “Jordan, seriously—open up.”

Jordan dragged herself toward the door, bottle still in hand, eyes blurry.
When she opened it, Tasha’s expression fell instantly.

“Jesus, J… you look like hell.”

“Thanks,” Jordan slurred, turning away. “That’s what I was going for.”

Tasha followed her inside.

The apartment reeked of stale beer and exhaustion. The living room was dim except for the glow of the muted TV, replaying old game footage she didn’t remember putting on. A half-assembled crib sat in the hallway. Baby clothes folded themselves into mocking little piles. A pregnancy book lay facedown like it had fainted.

“Where’s Elena?” Tasha asked gently.

“Gone.” Jordan swallowed. “She left. She left me.”

Tasha approached slowly, like someone approaching a wounded animal.

“Look, J… you’re hurting. But this—”
She reached forward, taking the bottle from Jordan’s hand.
“You can’t do this.”

Jordan jerked it back. “Don’t.”

“Jordan—”

“DON’T.”

Tasha flinched but didn’t back down. “You’re drunk. You need help.”

“Don’t tell me what I need!” Jordan snapped.

Her voice cracked with something deeper than anger—pain, fear, grief tangled into a choking snarl.

Tasha put her hands up, palms open. “I’m not your enemy.”

Jordan’s vision blurred. Her blood pulsed hot. She didn’t know where the edge was between fury and heartbreak—she only knew she was falling.

“Leave,” Jordan whispered, shaking.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Tasha said softly. “Not when you’re like this.”

Jordan saw red.

Then her fist swung.
Not at the wall.
Not at empty air.

At Tasha.

Tasha stumbled. “JORDAN—what the hell?!”

Jordan didn’t feel the punches land—she only felt the shame afterward, thick and suffocating. Tears blurred her vision but she was too far gone to stop.

The door burst open and two teammates rushed in—Amber and Jules, both wide-eyed.

They grabbed Jordan’s arms, pulling her back.

“Jordan, STOP!”
“What are you doing?!”
“She’s your friend!”

Tasha wiped her lip, a smear of blood on her fingers. She didn’t yell. She didn’t threaten. She just stared at Jordan with something heartbreaking:

Disappointment.

“You need help,” Tasha whispered.
“And if Elena saw you like this… she’d break.”

Jordan collapsed to her knees.

Broken already.


Tasha’s POV

It took Tasha half an hour to stop shaking.

It took two minutes to decide what she had to do.

She didn’t want to involve Elena—not this close to her due date. But this wasn’t a sprained ankle or a bad game slump. This was Jordan spiraling toward a cliff she might not crawl back from.

So Tasha went to Marisol’s apartment.

When Marisol opened the door, she frowned at the sight of Tasha’s swollen cheek, split lip, bruises forming under her eye.

“What happened?” Marisol whispered.

“Jordan happened.”

Elena, slow-moving at nearly thirty-nine weeks pregnant, rose from the couch.
Her hand flew to her belly.

“Is she—did she—oh my god—Tasha—”

“This isn’t about the fight,” Tasha said quickly. “I’m okay. She didn’t mean to. She’s… she’s not okay. She shouldn’t be alone. And you both need to know the rest.”

She told them everything.

Jordan’s drinking.
Her performance crashing.
Her self-destruction.
Her heartbreak.
Her guilt.
Her father.

The way he’d come back into their lives—sober some days, destroyed others—and how that reopened wounds Jordan had spent a lifetime stitching shut.

Elena’s breath hitched.
Marisol’s face went pale.

“She hid this from us,” Marisol whispered.

“She hides everything,” Tasha corrected gently. “Especially the things that hurt.”

Elena’s heartbeat thudded in her ears. “She’s… drunk right now?”

“Passed out. On the nursery floor. She was finishing it.”
Tasha swallowed.
“She kept saying she needed it to be perfect… in case you didn’t come back.”

Elena’s hand trembled on her belly.

Marisol grabbed her coat. “We’re going.”

“Wait,” Tasha said, stepping in front of them. “Elena—you’re days from your due date. Are you sure—”

“Yes.” Elena’s voice didn’t waver. “I’m sure.”


Jordan’s POV

Jordan didn’t hear them come in.

Didn’t hear Tasha’s whispered instructions.
Didn’t hear Marisol cursing under her breath.
Didn’t hear Elena’s soft, broken inhale.

She was sprawled on the nursery floor, half in and half out of the rocking chair, one arm over her face. Her lip was split; a bruise darkened her cheek. Her knuckles were raw. Her breathing uneven.

The mural she’d painted on the wall—soft blue mountains and baby stars—looked heartbreakingly perfect behind her ruined state. The crib was finished now, assembled crookedly but sturdy. A little mobile dangled above it—tiny basketballs and clouds.

Elena pressed a hand to her heart.

“Jordan…”
It came out as a whisper.

Marisol knelt beside her sister, checking her pulse, her face tight with worry.

“She’s okay,” Marisol said softly. “Drunk off her ass, but okay.”

Elena knelt too—slowly, carefully—ignoring the ache in her hips. Her hands shook as she reached out and brushed loose hair from Jordan’s forehead.

Jordan stirred at the touch.

Her eyes cracked open.
Bloodshot. Lost.

“Elena?”
Her voice was barely a breath.
“…am I dreaming?”

“No,” Elena whispered, tears streaking her face. “You’re not.”

Jordan blinked, trying to sit up, but her body folded forward instead. Elena caught her shoulders instinctively, steadying her.

Jordan burst into tears.

“I’m sorry,” she choked out. “I’m so sorry. I messed everything up. I broke everything. I… I tried not to be like him. I tried. I tried so hard.”

Elena held her face gently between her palms.

“Jordan,” she whispered. “Look at me.”

Jordan did—eyes glassy, terrified, pleading.

“You’re not him,” Elena said. “You made mistakes. Big ones. But you are not him.”

Jordan shook her head violently. “I hit Tasha.”

“Yes,” Tasha said softly from the doorway. “And we’ll deal with that. But right now you need help.”

Jordan’s gaze snapped back to Elena.

“You left,” she whispered.
“You left me.”

Elena’s voice trembled. “Because you shut me out. Because you lied. Because you were drowning and you wouldn’t let me reach you.”

“I didn’t want to drag you down,” Jordan cried. “You’re pregnant. You’re stressed. I didn’t want you to see me break.”

Elena leaned her forehead to Jordan’s.

“I would rather see you break,” she whispered, “than watch you destroy yourself alone.”

Jordan sobbed so hard it shook her entire body.

Marisol stood quietly, pain flickering across her face as she watched her big sister come undone.

“J,” she said gently, kneeling on Jordan’s other side. “We’re here. Okay? We’re not going anywhere.”

Jordan looked between them like she didn’t deserve any of it.


It took an hour to get Jordan upright, hydrated, and somewhat coherent. She was embarrassed—horrified—even in her haze. She apologized to Tasha over and over until Tasha finally squeezed her shoulder and said:

“Save it for when you’re sober. And in therapy.”

Jordan nodded.

Elena stood close the entire time, one hand subconsciously guarding her belly. Not out of fear—out of instinct, out of tenderness.

When Jordan wobbled, Elena caught her.

When Jordan cried again, Elena steadied her breath.

When Jordan whispered, “Please don’t leave again,” Elena didn’t answer out loud.
She didn’t know the answer yet.
Not today.

But she stayed.

That was something.


Marisol stepped into the hallway to call the team manager and her father.

Jordan overheard the words through the open door:

“Yes, she’s safe.”
“No, she can’t play tomorrow.”
“Yes, she needs time. And help.”
“No—don’t tell the press anything yet.”

Then:

“Dad… she found you again and it broke her.
If you care about her at all, you need to get sober.
For her. For your… new kid.
For yourself.”

Jordan closed her eyes.

Shame washed over her again.
But something else too—

A tiny, fragile spark of want.
Wanting things to change.
Wanting to be better.
Wanting to be worthy of the people kneeling on her nursery floor.


When the crisis steadied, when silence finally settled, Elena lowered herself beside Jordan on the floor.

“You scared me,” Elena whispered.

Jordan looked devastated. “…I know.”

“You hurt me,” Elena added softly.

Jordan flinched. “I know.”

“You pushed me away.”

“I know.”

Elena’s voice cracked. “But I still—care. Too much, maybe. Enough that I’m here. Enough that I can’t stand the thought of you disappearing into this again.”

Jordan’s throat worked. “Elena…”

“Don’t ask me to take you back tonight.” Elena shook her head. “You’re drunk. You’re hurting. You need help first. Real help. Professional help.”

Jordan nodded slowly, painfully. “Okay.”

“And you need to apologize to Tasha when you’re sober.”

“Of course.”

“And you need to talk to your father eventually. But not until you’re ready.”

“…okay.”

“And you need sleep.”

Jordan let out a weak, watery laugh. “I might never wake up.”

“You will,” Elena whispered, brushing Jordan’s cheek with her thumb. “Because I’ll be here in the morning.”

Jordan froze.

Elena corrected herself softly:

“I’ll be here. Not as your girlfriend. Not as anything romantic yet. But as someone who loves you. Someone who wants you safe.”

Jordan’s eyes filled again—but this time the tears didn’t spill.

“Can I…”
Her voice broke.
“Can I hold your hand? Just—so I know this isn’t a dream?”

Elena hesitated only a moment.

Then she slipped her fingers into Jordan’s.

Warm.
Steady.
Real.

Jordan exhaled. A deep, trembling release.


Marisol returned, voice firm.

“Okay. We’re getting her into the bed. And first thing tomorrow, we make a plan. Therapy, team doctor, management, detox if needed. No more hiding.”

Jordan nodded, exhausted.

“Okay.”

They helped her stand. Jordan swayed, leaning too heavily on Elena, but Elena didn’t complain. She tightened her grip, guiding Jordan carefully.

When they passed the crib, Jordan paused.

“I finished it,” she murmured. “For him. For you.”

Elena squeezed her hand.
“I know.”

Jordan looked at her, raw and vulnerable.
“Do you think he’ll hate me?”

Elena’s answer was instant.

“No. He will adore you. If you fight for yourself starting now.”

Jordan closed her eyes.

“I will,” she whispered. “I promise.”


They tucked Jordan into bed, leaving water and ibuprofen on the nightstand. Marisol dimmed the lights. Tasha touched Jordan’s shoulder gently before leaving.

Elena lingered last.

Jordan reached out, fingertips trembling.
Not asking for a kiss.
Not for forgiveness.
For presence.

Elena sat on the edge of the bed and took Jordan’s hand one more time.

“I’m not coming back tonight,” Elena said softly. “But I’m not abandoning you either.”

Jordan swallowed. “Okay.”

Elena brushed Jordan’s hair back.

“Get some sleep.”

Jordan’s voice was barely audible.

“Elena… thank you.”

Elena’s heart squeezed painfully.

“Goodnight, Jordan.”

She turned off the light.

Jordan closed her eyes.

And for the first time in weeks, despite everything—

She didn’t feel completely alone.


Chapter Twenty-Five — The Morning After
Jordan’s POV

Jordan woke slowly—painfully—as consciousness clawed its way back into her skull.

Her tongue felt like sandpaper.
Her mouth tasted like metal and regret.
Her head pounded so hard she almost wondered if she’d hit it on something.

Then she remembered.

Not something.
Someone.

Tasha.
Her teammate.
Her friend.

Her stomach lurched with nausea and shame.

Oh God. Oh God, what did I do?

Jordan blinked until the blurry ceiling came into focus. She was in her own bed—someone must’ve carried her here. Or maybe she’d staggered here on her own. Her memory of last night was a jagged, shattered mess: yelling, Tasha’s hands on her shoulders, Jordan swinging, rage she didn’t even recognize as her own.

And then—
Elena.

The soft shape of her in the doorway.
Her face full of worry and heartbreak.
Her swollen belly just weeks from delivering.

Jordan felt like she’d swallowed glass.

She pushed herself upright. Her body protested with loud, sharp aches. Her knuckles were split. Her ribs hurt. Her shoulder felt bruised.

And the worst part?
She deserved every bit of it.

She rubbed her face with both hands, then stood, wobbling. The apartment was too quiet. Too still. Not the kind of silence that meant she was alone—this was the charged, bracing silence of people waiting.

People she’d hurt.

Jordan breathed once. Twice.
Then stepped out of the bedroom.

She wasn’t prepared for what she saw.


Tasha sat on the far end of the couch, an ice pack on her cheek, her jaw stiff.
Marisol sat next to her, arms crossed, furious and scared all at once.
And Elena—Elena was there too.

Standing near the window.
One hand bracing her lower back, the other resting protectively over her belly.
Her face pale, tired, and heartbreakingly gentle.

Jordan froze in the doorway.

No one spoke for a moment.

Tasha was the one who finally broke the silence.

“Well,” she said, her voice hoarse but steady. “Look who’s alive.”

Jordan’s throat tightened. Shame pressed into her ribs like a vise.

“I…” She swallowed. “I’m so sorry.”

Tasha winced—not from pain, but from disappointment.

“You should be.”

Marisol rose to her feet in a snap. “What the hell is wrong with you, Jordan?!”

Jordan flinched. She didn’t blame her.

Marisol took one step forward, then stopped, breathing fast.

“You promised me,” she said, voice cracking. “You promised you wouldn’t turn into him.”

Jordan felt the hit like a punch to the gut.

Her father.

Her worst fear.

Her greatest wound.

Jordan had told herself she’d never drink like him. Never lose control like him. Never make the people she loved feel unsafe the way he had.

But last night…
Last night she’d crossed lines she couldn’t uncross.

“I know,” Jordan whispered. “I know. I’m sorry, Sol.”

“Sorry doesn’t fix this!” Marisol shouted.

Elena exhaled sharply and stepped between them—slowly, carefully, as if her body was still adjusting to standing.

“Marisol,” she said softly. “Please.”

Her voice calmed the room like a hand smoothing a rumpled blanket.
Marisol swallowed and dropped back onto the couch, wiping her face.

Jordan’s eyes found Elena’s.

And everything inside her broke.

“Elena,” she breathed. “I never meant for you to see—any of that. I never wanted to be… that person.”

Elena’s eyes shimmered.

She didn’t approach her.
She didn’t smile.
She didn’t soften.

She just looked at Jordan like she was trying to reconcile two versions of her in her mind—the Jordan who held her during panic attacks, who whispered to her growing baby, who promised safety… and the Jordan who had spiraled so far she had struck a friend.

“Elena,” Jordan whispered again, voice cracking. “Please say something.”

Elena inhaled shakily. Her hand rested on her belly again.

“You scared me.”

The words were soft.
Final.
A verdict.

Jordan felt her chest cave inward.

“I know,” she whispered. “And I hate myself for it.”

A beat of silence passed.

Then Tasha leaned forward, her expression steady and painfully honest.

“You hit me, J,” she said. “You were drunk and angry and you hit me. Twice.”

Jordan’s eyes filled.

“I remember,” Jordan whispered. “I think. Parts of it.”

“You nearly broke my nose.”

Jordan covered her mouth with one hand, overwhelmed by nausea—this time emotional, not physical.

“I’m so sorry,” she choked out.

“I accept your apology,” Tasha said. “But you need help.”

Jordan nodded immediately, almost desperately.

“I know. I know I do.”

“Then get it,” Tasha pressed. “Because if you don’t—your contract won’t survive this, your career won’t survive this, and your family sure as hell won’t.”

Jordan’s eyes flicked to Elena.

Elena swallowed, fighting emotion.

“We want you back,” Elena whispered.
“But not like this.”

Those words hit deeper than any punch ever had.


Jordan looked down at the carpet, her voice trembling.

“I’ve never been like this,” she said quietly. “Not even in college. Not even when we lost Mom. I—I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

Tasha exchanged a look with Marisol, then spoke softly.

“You’re unraveling, J. And you’ve been doing it alone.”

Jordan shook her head. “I wasn’t alone.”

Elena lowered her gaze.

“You pushed me away,” she whispered. “You pushed all of us away.”

Jordan felt it like a knife twisting.

“I know,” she breathed. “I was afraid.”

Marisol scoffed. “Of what?! That Elena might actually love you back? That Dad being around would ruin everything? That being needed again would make you mess up?”

“Yes!” Jordan snapped, startling herself.

All three women froze.

Jordan pressed her palm over her eyes, voice breaking.

“Yes. All of that. I’m terrified. I’ve been terrified for weeks.”

The room went still.

Elena’s breath hitched.

Jordan lowered her hand and forced herself to keep going.

“I didn’t tell anyone Dad was back because I didn’t want… I didn’t want to drag you into that mess again. I didn’t want him to hurt you like he hurt us. And then he told me about the baby he’s having, and it—God, it messed me up.”

She swallowed hard.

“I keep thinking about what kind of parent I’m going to be. If I’m even capable. If I’m going to screw up like he did.”

Elena’s eyes softened—but she didn’t move closer.

“You won’t,” she said.

Jordan laughed bitterly. “Elena, look at me.”

“I am looking at you,” Elena replied. “And I see someone who made a terrible mistake. Who hurt someone. Who scared me. But that doesn’t mean you’re your father.”

Her voice wavered.

“People don’t break cycles in one day. Or one month. Or even one year.”

Jordan’s vision blurred.

Elena added softly:

“But you have to want to break it.”

Jordan shook her head quickly. “I do. I swear I do.”

Tasha sighed. “Then step the hell up.”

Jordan nodded, wiping her face.

“I will. I… I need help. Real help.”

Marisol’s expression cracked first. A small, wet sound escaped her throat—the sound of fear leaving the body.

She stood slowly, walked to Jordan, and wrapped her arms around her waist.

Jordan stiffened before melting into the embrace, tears slipping down her face.

“You scared me,” Marisol whispered into her chest.
“I know,” Jordan whispered back. “I’m done scaring you.”


When Marisol stepped back, Tasha stood.

She approached slowly—her jaw bruised, her cheek swollen, one eyebrow split. She looked like she’d been in a street fight.

Jordan had done that.
She would never forgive herself.

Tasha stopped in front of her.

“Do it again,” she said calmly, “and I’ll never speak to you again. And I’ll tell the team everything.”

Jordan nodded, tears burning.

“I know. I’m so sorry, Tash.”

Tasha pulled her into a brief, painfully tight hug.

“Get your shit together,” she whispered. “I miss my friend.”

Jordan’s throat closed.


The room slowly shifted. Energy changing. Pressure softening.
Only one conversation remained.

Elena.

Jordan wiped her face again, unsure how to even start.

“Elena,” she said softly.

Elena looked at her, but didn’t move closer.

“You broke up with me,” Jordan said quietly.

Elena’s breath caught. “You weren’t giving me a choice.”

Jordan took that like a blade.

“You deserved better than what I’ve been. I know that.”

Elena swallowed, her gaze flicking to Marisol, then Tasha—who both stepped out toward the kitchen to give them space.

Jordan inhaled shakily.

“I want to fix this,” she said. “Not for the relationship— not yet. I mean I want to fix me.”

Elena’s eyes shimmered, but her expression stayed guarded.

“Good,” she whispered. “You need to.”

Jordan nodded.

“And I know I can’t ask you to trust me. Or forgive me. Or come back.”

Elena’s breath shook.

“I’m not asking anything from you,” Jordan continued. “I just want you safe. And happy. And if that means you stay with Marisol—then that’s what I want.”

Elena looked down at her belly.

“I want you healthy,” she murmured. “I want you sober.”

“I will be,” Jordan vowed.

“And I want…” Elena hesitated. “…I want you at the birth.”

Jordan’s chest caved.

“Elena… after everything?”

Elena sniffed and wiped her cheek.

“You’re still his family,” she whispered. “And you’re—”

Her voice broke.

“You’re still the person I love.”

Jordan gasped quietly.

Elena added quickly:

“But I can’t be with you unless you’re getting help. Real help. And staying sober. And showing up. Every day.”

Jordan nodded immediately, fiercely.

“I will,” she promised. “I swear I will.”

Elena lifted her chin.

“We’ll see,” she said. “One step at a time.”


Marisol returned first.
Then Tasha.
The room eased into something almost normal.

Elena slowly approached Jordan—close enough that Jordan could feel her warmth, smell the faint vanilla of her lotion, hear the tiny hitch in her breath.

Elena placed one trembling hand over Jordan’s heart.

Jordan swore her heart stopped entirely.

“Fix this,” Elena whispered.
“For you.
For him.”

She guided Jordan’s hand to her belly.

The baby kicked.

Jordan broke down.

Sobs shook her body as she crouched, forehead pressed gently against Elena’s stomach, her hand cradling the space where life stirred beneath.

“I’m so sorry,” she cried. “I’ll do better. I promise.”

Elena’s hand slid into Jordan’s hair—softly, tenderly, painfully familiar.

“I hope you do,” she whispered.

It wasn’t forgiveness.
Not yet.

But it was a beginning.


After an hour—maybe two—Marisol helped Elena gather her things. Tasha hovered protectively near Elena, giving Jordan small, cautious looks.

Elena paused at the doorway and turned back.

“You’re not alone, Jordan,” she said softly. “But you have to meet us halfway.”

Jordan nodded.

“I will.”

Elena stepped out.
The door closed.

The apartment went silent again.

But not the same silence as this morning.

Not the silence of shame.

This was the silence before rebuilding.

She moved slowly down the hall, stepping into the room she’d spent countless nights painting, crafting, imagining.

The stars she’d stenciled glowed faintly in the dim light.
The crib waited.
The rocking chair stood still.

Jordan sank onto the floor.

For the first time in a long time—

She didn’t drink.
She didn’t break.
She didn’t run.

She cried.

Then she breathed.

Then she whispered to the empty room:

“Tomorrow. I start tomorrow.”

And she meant it.


Chapter Twenty-Six — Rehab, Recovery, and Rebuilding
Jordan’s POV

Jordan Hale had imagined a lot of moments in her life—championship buzzer-beaters, rookie-year interviews, the feeling of stepping onto the court as crowds roared.

She had never imagined waking up in rehab.

Technically, it wasn’t rehab yet—it was the quiet medical wing of a facility on the outskirts of the city. A place where no cameras were allowed. Where no one whispered her name behind their hands. Where no one expected the invincible, unbreakable Jordan Hale the world had always seen.

She wasn’t invincible now.

She wasn’t unbreakable.

And for the first time, she wasn’t pretending to be.


The fluorescent lights hummed softly above her as she stirred awake. Her head didn’t ache the way it had yesterday—an improvement—but there was a soreness through her body, a reminder of the fall, the fight, and the weeks of self-destruction that had led her here.

A nurse looked up from a small computer cart beside her bed.

“Morning, Jordan,” the woman said gently. “How are you feeling?”

Jordan rubbed her eyes. “Like trash,” she admitted.

The nurse nodded. “That’s normal. You’re withdrawing from a lot of things—alcohol, exhaustion, stress, emotional overload. It’s going to feel… heavy.”

Jordan stared at the ceiling. “Yeah. Heavy.”

She knew heavy.
She had carried heavy her whole life.

But this—this was something else. Something she didn’t know if she was strong enough for.

The nurse adjusted a monitor. “Your sister and your girlfriend left messages.”

Jordan stiffened.
“Elena isn’t—she’s not my girlfriend anymore.”

The nurse paused, eyes softening. “The way she sat by your bed yesterday doesn’t look like someone who stopped caring.”

Jordan swallowed hard.
She didn’t want to think about that. Not yet.

“Would you like breakfast?” the nurse asked.

Jordan shook her head. “Not hungry.”

“It’ll come back. But you should eat anyway.”

When the tray came, Jordan stared at it for a long moment. Every small action—picking up a fork, taking a bite—felt like it required more focus than an entire full-court press.

But she ate.
Because she promised she would try.

And for the first time in weeks, she kept a promise—to herself.


“Jordan, come in.”

The therapist’s office was small and cozy. Shelves of books, soft yellow lighting, two comfortable chairs. Nothing like the clinical rooms she’d imagined.

Jordan sat down slowly, hands tucked between her knees like a child waiting for punishment.

The therapist, Dr. Rowe, smiled gently. “Today is just talking. No expectations, no pressure. I want to know you. The real you, not the athlete, not the public figure.”

Jordan scoffed. “No one wants to know the real me.”

“I do,” Dr. Rowe said simply.

Something inside Jordan wavered.

“So,” the therapist continued, “tell me about why you’re here.”

Jordan squeezed her hands together. “Because I screwed everything up. Because I started drinking. Because I hit my teammate. Because my girlfriend—” her voice broke, “—left. Because I’m about to be an… I don’t know now and I don’t want to ruin everything.”

“Jordan,” Dr. Rowe said softly, “those are consequences. Not causes.”

Jordan blinked.

“Tell me what sits under all that.”

Jordan’s throat tightened.

“My dad showed up,” she whispered. “After everything. He showed up, and he was drinking again, and I didn’t know how to—how to handle it. And he told me he had a pregnant girlfriend. And I—” Her breath hitched. “I got angry. At him, at myself, at the world. And everything I’d been holding together just… snapped.”

“And the drinking?” Dr. Rowe asked.

“It felt like shutting off a switch,” Jordan said honestly. “Like I could silence everything. The fear, the expectations, the memories, the feeling of messing up Elena’s life when she trusted me.”

“And did the switch stay off?”

Jordan shook her head. “No. It made everything worse.”

“And what do you want now?”

Jordan hesitated. Her answer hurt.

“I want to get better,” she whispered. “Not for basketball. Not for the fans. For Elena. For my sister. And for me.”

Dr. Rowe nodded. “Good. That’s a place to start.”

And for the next hour, Jordan let herself talk.
About her mother leaving.
About raising Marisol.
About never getting to be a kid.
About always being the responsible one and watching people fall apart around her.

By the end, she felt wrung out.
But lighter.

The weight hadn’t lifted.
But someone else was holding part of it now.



Elena came to the facility three days later.

Jordan heard her before she saw her—the soft voice at the front desk, the nervous laugh. She sat frozen on the small sofa by the window until the door finally opened.

Elena stepped in.

Jordan’s breath left her body.

Elena was nearly full term, belly round and beautiful beneath a soft sweater, cheeks flushed with emotion and exhaustion. Her eyes found Jordan’s immediately.

Not anger.
Not disgust.
But something else—something painfully tender.

“Hey,” Elena whispered.

Jordan swallowed hard. “You came.”

“Of course I came,” Elena said, her voice cracking. “You scared me half to death.”

Jordan looked down at her hands. “I didn’t want you to see me like that.”

“Well, too bad,” Elena said softly, approaching her. “Because I love you. And loving someone means you don’t just show up when they’re strong.”

Jordan’s eyes burned.

“Sit with me?” she whispered.

Elena nodded and eased herself onto the couch beside her, moving slowly. Jordan immediately reached out to steady her without thinking—and Elena let her.

“How’s the baby?” Jordan whispered.

“Strong,” Elena murmured. “Kicking up a storm.”

Jordan’s lip trembled. “I’m sorry I haven’t been there.”

Elena took her hand.

“You’re here now.”

Jordan leaned her forehead to Elena’s knuckles, tears falling silently.

“I’m getting help,” Jordan whispered. “I won’t drink again. I won’t run from things. I won’t leave you alone—not like that.”

Elena cupped the back of Jordan’s head gently. “I don’t need perfection. I just need honesty.”

Jordan nodded into her hand.
She could do honesty.
She owed that to Elena.

And to herself.

After a long moment, Elena shifted and guided Jordan’s hand to her belly.

“Feel,” she whispered.

A gentle bump pressed against Jordan’s palm.

A heartbeat of life.
A reminder of hope.
A future she wasn’t ready to give up on.

Jordan broke.

Not collapse—release.

Tears spilled from her eyes, quiet and real.

“I want to be there,” Jordan whispered. “For him. For you. I want to earn my way back.”

Elena’s eyes softened. “Then start by getting better.”

Jordan nodded.
Because she would.
She had to.


Rehab wasn’t glamorous.

Jordan had imagined a peaceful environment, yoga sessions, soothing music.

Reality was:
· withdrawal headaches
· nightmares of her father drunk
· anxiety attacks she didn’t know how to name
· physical symptoms she hid her whole life finally surfacing
· group therapy where strangers cried beside her
· family sessions she wasn’t ready for
But every day, she showed up.
Every day, she tried.

And sometimes—as the days blurred together—she surprised herself.

She laughed.
She opened up.
She listened.
She learned she wasn’t alone.

She learned that strength wasn’t the absence of pain but the willingness to face it.

And every night, she replayed Elena’s words:

“I don’t need perfection. I just need honesty.”

So Jordan learned honesty.
Slowly.
Painfully.


Marisol arrived a week in, arms crossed but eyes red.

Jordan stood awkwardly as her younger sister stepped into the quiet visiting room.

Neither moved first.

Then Marisol shoved her.
Not hard.
Just enough.

“You stupid big idiot,” Marisol whispered, her voice breaking. “I thought you were dead.”

Jordan closed her eyes. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“Why didn’t you come to me?” Marisol asked, tears spilling now. “I’ve always gone to you. Why didn’t you—just once—come to me?”

Jordan’s throat locked.

“Because I didn’t want to fail you,” she whispered.

Marisol wiped her eyes furiously. “You didn’t fail me. Hiding did.”

Jordan stepped forward then—slow, hesitant—and Marisol fell into her arms like she had when they were kids.

“I’m here now,” Jordan murmured into her hair.

“You better be. Because Dad told me everything, and you’re not allowed to disappear again.”

Jordan stiffened. “He talked to you?”

“Yeah,” Marisol sighed. “He’s trying, J. He’s really trying. But he’s as lost as you are.”

Jordan swallowed hard. “I don’t know how to forgive him.”

“Then start with forgiving yourself,” Marisol whispered.

Jordan held her sister tighter.

The world was still messy.
Still broken.
Still healing.

But she wasn’t facing it alone anymore.


Two weeks in, Jordan attended her first family session with her father.

She was stiff, guarded, angry.

Her father looked smaller than she remembered. Tired. Ashamed. He wrung his hands in his lap, eyes never fully lifting.

“I know you don’t owe me anything,” he whispered. “I know I wasn’t what either of you needed. I know what I lost. But I’m trying, Jordan. And I want to be better before your brother or sister comes.”

Jordan swallowed.

“I’m angry,” she said plainly.

“I know,” her father whispered.

“I’m hurt.”

“I know.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“I know.” His voice broke. “But I’ll earn it back. I swear I will.”

Jordan didn’t answer.
But she didn’t walk out.

For now, that was enough.


Rehab didn’t cure her.
But it helped her understand herself.

She learned coping strategies.
She learned the root of her drinking.
She learned she wasn’t doomed to repeat her father’s mistakes.

She learned she deserved a future.

And when she graduated the program three weeks later, she stood in the crisp morning light outside the facility with her small duffel bag and a trembling heart.

She didn’t know what waited for her.

She only knew who she wanted to walk toward.

Elena.

Their baby.

A better life.

One step at a time.

She pulled out her phone and typed a message with shaky fingers.

Jordan:

I’m out. I’m ready to talk. If you still want to.

The three dots blinked.
Blinking.
Blinking.

Then:

Elena:

Come home.

Jordan exhaled—shaky, raw, relieved.

And she walked toward the future she would fight to deserve.


Chapter Twenty-Seven — Coming Home
Jordan’s POV

Jordan had never imagined her own apartment could feel foreign.

Not after rehab.
Not after everything she’d nearly destroyed.
Not after clawing her way out of the dark.

But when she stepped inside—Elena beside her, hand braced on her nearly forty-two–week belly, eyes softer but guarded—Jordan felt like she was walking into the home of someone she used to be.

Someone she wasn’t anymore.

Someone who almost lost the woman standing in her doorway.

Elena gingerly took in the cleaned space, the newly folded towels, the absence of bottles, the stillness.

“You really… reorganized everything,” Elena murmured, voice soft but full of a kind of tentative admiration.

Jordan rubbed her palms on her jeans. “Well… rehab gives you a lot of time to think. And sort. And, uh—clean. I guess cleaning was a safe outlet.”

Elena’s lips curved.
Not a full smile.
Not yet.
But warmer than anything Jordan had seen from her in weeks.

Jordan’s heart stuttered at the sight.

“Can I—?” Elena motioned toward the hallway.

“Yeah,” Jordan said quickly. “Of course. You can go anywhere you want. It’s all yours. I mean—not yours, unless you want it to be. Or—well. You know what I mean.”

Elena inhaled a quiet laugh, shaking her head fondly.
“Jordan,” she said softly, “you don’t have to be this nervous around me.”

“Don’t I?” Jordan whispered before she could stop herself.

Elena froze. Her hand drifted instinctively to her belly.
Her eyes shimmered with a mix of ache and affection.

“You’re trying,” she said. “Really trying. I see that.”

Jordan swallowed hard. “I’m trying because I almost lost you. And him.”

Elena’s breath hitched—the emotional kind, not the pregnant-about-to-burst kind.

Before Jordan could make it worse, Elena walked forward, reached out…and touched Jordan’s forearm.

A warm, grounding touch.

“We aren’t all the way back yet,” Elena said gently. “But we’re… walking toward it.”

Jordan nodded, throat thick. “I’ll walk at your pace.”

“And he’ll set the rest,” Elena added with a small smile, rubbing her belly.

Jordan’s chest squeezed with love so fierce she could hardly hold still.

Elena moved down the hallway, slow and steady.
Jordan followed a step behind, protective as ever.

“Mind if I…?” Elena nodded toward the nursery door.

Jordan’s breath caught.
The room she finished in the darkest hours.
The room she passed out in.
The room Elena found her in.

“Of course,” Jordan said, reaching past her to open it.

Elena gasped softly.

The room glowed now—soft blues, warm whites, quiet night-sky decals.
The crib stood ready, tiny folded clothes neatly arranged in baskets, and the rocking chair positioned near the window.

“It’s beautiful,” Elena whispered. “Jordan… this is… breathtaking.”

Jordan’s eyes burned.
“You deserve beautiful things. He deserves beautiful things. I wanted to give that to you both.”

Elena turned, and for the first time in what felt like forever, she touched Jordan’s cheek.
A gentle stroke.
A forgiving one.

“You’re giving us something better than beautiful,” Elena whispered.
“You’re giving us hope.”

Jordan closed her eyes, her breath shaking.

Before she could speak, Elena’s body tensed—subtle, but sharp.

“Elena?” Jordan’s eyes flew open. “Is something wrong—?”

Elena exhaled slowly, head bowing. “Mm… I think that was a contraction.”

Jordan froze. “Like—a contraction contraction? Or a practice one?”

Elena gave her a flat look. “Jordan. I’m forty-one weeks and six days pregnant. Nothing is a practice anymore.”

Jordan’s pulse shot straight through her entire body.

“Okay. Right. Yes. Good. Okay. We rehearsed this—right? I mean, we talked about it.”

Elena inhaled through her nose, hands on her belly.
“That was definitely stronger than the ones this morning.”

Jordan instantly switched into Go Mode.
The athlete.
The protector.
The woman who refused to fail her again.

“Okay, sit down. No—wait—what feels better? Standing? Walking? Breathing? Breathing is good—”

Elena laughed despite the discomfort. “Jordan, sweetheart, I’m okay.”

Sweetheart.

Jordan nearly melted onto the floor.

But before she could comment—

Another contraction hit.

This one deeper.
Lower.
Stronger.

Elena’s face tightened, her hand gripping Jordan’s bicep.

Jordan’s entire soul snapped to attention.

“Tell me what to do,” Jordan murmured, guiding her toward the nearest chair. “Just tell me.”

“Help me breathe,” Elena whispered, leaning forward. “And time them.”

Jordan fumbled for her phone, hands trembling but functional.
“Right—right. Timing. Got it.”

They breathed together.
Elena’s eyes closed through the pain, Jordan’s hand steady on her back.

“There you go,” Jordan murmured. “That’s it. Good. You’re doing so good.”

Elena’s lips parted, breath shuddering.
“I can’t believe—my water hasn’t broken yet.”

As if the universe had been waiting for its cue—

A soft pop sound.

Then a gush.

Jordan’s eyes widened. “Was that—?”

Elena looked down. “…Yep.”

“Okay. Okay. Okay. Hospital time. Hospital. Now.” Jordan scooped up Elena’s bag, keys, phone—everything. “Car. Elevator. Let’s go.”

Elena managed a half-smile between breaths.
“You’re adorable when you panic.”

Jordan gripped her hand. “Not panicking—just… responding. Rapidly.”

But her voice shook with adrenaline.

She helped Elena into the hallway, locking the door behind them.

“Text Marisol,” Elena said, exhaling through another contraction.

Jordan already had her phone out. “On it. And your Abuela. And Tasha. And anyone else you want.”

Elena laughed again, leaning into Jordan’s side.
“You’re doing amazing.”

Jordan’s heart swelled.

Elena was in pain—real pain—yet she still found a way to reassure her.

That was the moment Jordan knew, with bone-deep certainty:

She would spend the rest of her life loving this woman.

They reached the parking garage. Jordan buckled Elena into the passenger seat with gentle, trembling hands.

“You ready?” Jordan asked.

Elena nodded.
Then winced through another contraction.

Jordan kissed the top of her head.
Light.
Instinctive.
Undeniably intimate.

“Let’s go meet our son,” Jordan whispered.

Elena’s eyes filled instantly.
With love.
With hope.
With something new blooming between them.

“Yeah,” Elena said softly. “Let’s.”

Jordan started the car, hands gripping the wheel like it was the only thing keeping her upright.

And together—they drove toward the hospital.
Toward answers.
Toward forgiveness.
Toward the future forming right in front of them.

Toward the moment everything in their lives would change forever.


Chapter Twenty-Eight — The Birth
Jordan’s POV

The hospital room was too bright. Too cold. Too empty.

Until Elena said the words that nearly took Jordan’s knees out from under her.

“Jordan… I want you with me.”

Jordan had been bracing for anything except that.

She stood just inside the room, hands still trembling from the frantic drive, shoulders tense, sweatshirt damp with melted snow. Marisol and Abuela Rosa had stepped aside, waiting for Elena’s decision. And now—

Jordan blinked hard. “You—want me? E, are you sure? I don’t want to make this harder for you.”

Elena reached for her, face tight with pain but eyes clear. “It’s already hard. But you make me feel safe. Please—stay.”

Those two small words—please, stay—landed in Jordan’s chest like something sacred.

She didn’t hesitate again.

She stepped to Elena’s bedside and took her hand as though it was the most natural thing she’d ever done.

Abuela Rosa let out a soft, knowing sigh. Marisol wiped her eyes.

“Okay,” Jordan whispered. “I’m not going anywhere.”


Elena pressed her forehead to Jordan’s shoulder as another one tore through her.

“You’re doing incredible,” Jordan murmured, rubbing slow circles on Elena’s back, grounding her. “Just breathe with me, okay? In through your nose… out slow…”

Elena did, shaky but real.

The nurse glanced over. “She listens to you,” she noted softly to Jordan. “That helps more than you think.”

Jordan swallowed. “I just—want her to feel okay.”

Elena gave a breathless laugh that melted into another contraction. “Not… okay… yet…”

Jordan braced her, whispering encouragements Elena barely registered but still clung to.

Between contractions, Elena rested her forehead against Jordan’s sternum, exhausted.

“You don’t have to stay right here the whole time,” she murmured.

Jordan brushed a strand of sweaty hair from her cheek, tucking it behind her ear. “Yes, I do.”

“You’re not obligated—”

“I’m not obligated,” Jordan interrupted. “I’m honored.”

Elena’s eyes softened, wet.

Another wave hit.

Jordan held her through it.


Snow continued falling outside the tall hospital windows, turning the city into a muffled, white world. Nurses came and went. Monitors beeped. Breathing exercises repeated over and over.

Jordan never left her side.

At one point, Elena squeezed her hand so hard Jordan thought her knuckles cracked.

“Break my fingers if you want,” Jordan told her. “I don’t need them.”

Elena managed a tiny, incredulous laugh.

“You’re unbelievable.”

“Pretty sure I’m supposed to say that about you.”

Elena looked at her—longer than necessary, deeper than before. Something unspoken moved between them, a fragile, warm thread.

Then another contraction stole her breath.

Jordan steadied her through it, murmuring, “I’m here. I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”


Quiet. Tender. Worried.

Not like a partner.
Not like a friend.

Like something in her had already chosen Elena long before either of them were ready to admit it.

Marisol sat in the corner, sniffling into her sweatshirt sleeve.

“God, I’ve never seen you this soft,” she whispered to Jordan during a lull.

“Shut up,” Jordan muttered—but didn’t deny it.

Abuela Rosa smiled knowingly from her chair. “You love my niña, hmm?”

Jordan froze.

Turned red.

Elena, half-asleep between contractions, whispered, “Abuela…”

But Rosa only smiled more. “You think an old woman can’t see what’s in front of her? It is clear as day.”

Jordan looked away quickly. “This… isn’t the time.”

Rosa murmured, “No. But the time will come.”

Jordan didn’t answer—but her silence said everything.


“I can’t… I can’t anymore,” she whispered, shaking.

“Yes you can,” Jordan said instantly. “You have been doing this for hours and you’re strong. Stronger than you think. You are not alone.”

Another contraction slammed through Elena. She cried out, tears slipping down her cheeks.

Jordan pulled her into her arms.

“Look at me,” she whispered.

Elena did—barely.

“You’re the bravest person I’ve ever met.”

Elena’s chin trembled. “You’re just saying that.”

“No,” Jordan said, voice breaking. “I’ve seen brave. I’ve had to be brave. This? You? You’re on another level.”

Elena sobbed once—fear, pain, gratitude blending together.

And Jordan pressed a kiss to Elena’s hairline before she realized what she was doing.

Marisol gasped quietly.

Elena froze, eyes widening.

But she didn’t pull away.

Instead, she rested against Jordan again—trusting. Choosing.

Another contraction crushed the moment, dragging Elena’s attention back into the storm of her body.

Jordan held her through it.


“Alright, Elena,” she said. “It’s time.”

Elena’s breath quickened in panic.

Jordan immediately took her hands. “Hey. Hey. Look at me. You’ve got this.”

“I’m scared,” Elena whispered. “Jordan—I’m so scared.”

“I know,” Jordan said softly. “But I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

Elena squeezed her hands like a lifeline.

Marisol and Abuela moved near the back wall, giving space but staying close.

The nurses coached Elena through breathing, positioning, pushing.

Jordan stood at her head, stroking her hair back from her forehead, whispering encouragements nonstop.

“You’re doing perfect.”

“You’re so strong.”

“That’s it, E. That’s it.”

She could feel Elena trembling, could see the terror and determination in her eyes. Every time Elena faltered, Jordan was the voice pulling her back.

Then—

A nurse exclaimed softly, “We’re almost there.”

Elena sobbed again, exhausted beyond words.

Jordan leaned close, forehead touching Elena’s.

“One more,” she whispered. “I swear, Elena—just one more. You can do this.”

And somehow—some impossible, miraculous way—

Elena believed her.

She pushed with everything she had left.


High and loud and immediate.

Elena collapsed against the pillows, sobbing with relief.

Jordan’s breath hitched violently.

The doctor lifted a tiny, wriggling, furious baby boy into view. “You have a beautiful, healthy son.”

Jordan covered her mouth as tears spilled over her cheeks.

Elena cried openly when they placed him on her chest, kissing the top of his head, whispering broken little prayers in Spanish.

Jordan couldn’t look away.

Couldn’t breathe.

Because she had never loved anything more than the sight of Elena holding her son.

Her son.

Her son.

The thought hit Jordan so hard she had to brace a hand on the bedrail.

Marisol sobbed into her hands.

Abuela Rosa crossed herself, whispering blessings.

And Jordan—shaking, overwhelmed—leaned forward.

“Elena,” she whispered, voice breaking.
“E… he’s perfect.”

Elena looked up at her, eyes shining, tears streaking her cheeks.

“Meet him,” she whispered. “Jordan… come meet him.”

Jordan moved closer—slowly, reverently.

She touched his tiny hand with one trembling finger.

His fingers curled around hers.

Jordan let out a broken sound she couldn’t contain.

Elena watched her with an expression Jordan would think about for the rest of her life—soft, full, aching, full of something she hadn’t been able to name before now.

Love.

It was love.


“Can you stay?” she whispered.

Jordan blinked, her heart stumbling. “You want me to?”

Elena nodded, exhausted but certain. “I don’t… want to do this without you.”

Jordan lowered herself into the chair beside her bed. “Then I’m here.”

Elena reached out her hand, fingers brushing Jordan’s lightly. “Thank you… for everything.”

Jordan shook her head, voice thick. “You don’t thank someone for loving you.”

Elena’s breath hitched.

Jordan froze, realizing what she’d said.

But Elena didn’t look scared.

She looked… hopeful.

Wrecked.
Tender.
Soft.

“Jordan…” Elena whispered.

But before anything more could be said, the baby stirred, letting out a small cry.

The moment broke—but gently.

Jordan stood, helping Elena adjust, handing her the baby again, brushing sweaty strands from her face with delicate fingers.

They said nothing more.

They didn’t need to.

Because something had shifted in that room—soft, undeniable, irrevocable.

And both of them felt it.


Chapter Twenty-Nine — The First Night
Elena’s POV

Oliver is two days old when the world finally becomes quiet again.

Elena is discharged from the hospital in the early afternoon—slow-moving, sore, and exhausted, but glowing in a way that has nothing to do with heat lamps or adrenaline. Jordan carries the car seat like it’s made of glass and dynamite simultaneously, double-checking every strap, adjusting the shade twice, then three times, because the November sun is “too bright.”

Elena teases her for it.
Jordan blushes for it.

Marisol drives them home, overly cautious, muttering about potholes like they’re natural disasters. Elena sits in the backseat with Oliver, touching his tiny fingers, while Jordan sits behind the driver, knees bouncing with the kind of nervous energy that looks like it might ignite the entire car.

By the time they reach Marisol’s apartment building, both women are buzzing with a soft, strange mixture of happiness and fear.

A new life has begun.
And nothing about that is small.


Marisol helps Elena upstairs with the baby bag while Jordan follows, carrying the car seat. When they step inside the apartment, everything feels unfamiliar—the same space, but the presence of a newborn changes the air, the purpose, the gravity.

It takes them almost twenty minutes to settle Oliver into the portable bassinet. Every squeak he makes sends Jordan stiff as a board; every sigh he makes sends Elena melting into soft, anxious warmth.

Marisol leaves them alone a while later, mumbling something about picking up groceries and “giving you both mom time—one biological, one emotional.”

Jordan pretends she didn’t hear that.
Elena pretends she didn’t blush.

When the front door clicks shut, silence wraps around them. A tender, hesitant silence.

Jordan stands near the bassinet, hands clasped behind her back like she’s afraid to touch anything.

“You don’t… you don’t have to stay,” Elena says softly, lowering herself onto the couch. She winces as she sits. Jordan notices instantly.

“I want to stay,” Jordan says. “If you’ll let me.”

Elena swallows. “It’s not that. I just— I know it might be weird. Being here. After everything.”

Jordan kneels in front of her, cautious but deliberate.

“Elena… you asked me to be in the delivery room.” Her voice cracks on the last word, the memories rushing back—the pain, the courage, the way Elena squeezed her hand until Jordan could barely feel her fingers. “There’s nothing you could ask of me that would ever be too much.”

Emotion swells hot behind Elena’s eyes.

“Then… stay,” she whispers.

Jordan nods. Relief loosens her shoulders. “I’m not going anywhere.”


Oliver wakes, fussing. His tiny face scrunches in a way that somehow destroys every shield Jordan has ever built.

Elena lifts him gently, but her arms tremble a little from the soreness and exhaustion of the birth.

“Here,” Jordan murmurs, stepping closer. “Lean back. Let me help.”

Elena hesitates only a split second before letting Jordan guide her—one strong arm behind her back, the other steadying Oliver so Elena can reposition him.

It’s intimate. Quiet. Almost unbearably soft.

Elena feels her face warm.

Jordan feels her heartbeat stumble.

They both pretend not to notice.

When Oliver settles enough to latch, Elena’s head falls back on the couch cushion, relief melting her features. Jordan steps away to give her privacy—but she doesn’t go far. She simply sits on the floor nearby, back against the couch, eyes half-closed but alert for any sign Elena needs something.

It’s domestic.
It’s tender.
It’s the kind of moment that only forms between hearts still tethered, even after they’ve hurt one another.


Jordan’s POV

Around six, someone knocks softly on the apartment door.

Jordan stiffens instantly. “You stay here. I’ll get it.”

Elena laughs weakly. “Jordan, it’s probably Marisol.”

But it isn’t.

Jordan opens the door and finds Rosa Alvarez standing there, bundled in a heavy sweater, her dark eyes warm and knowing. She carries a tin of homemade empanadas under one arm and a small velvet box in the other.

“Abuela?” Jordan asks, unsure why she feels suddenly nervous.

Rosa smiles up at her. A soft, wise smile that makes Jordan feel six years old and fifteen feet tall all at once.

“May I come in, mija?” she asks.

Jordan swallows and steps aside quickly. “Of course. Elena’s resting but— I’ll get her.”

“No,” Rosa says gently. “You and I should talk first.”

Jordan freezes.

Elena, in the living room, hears the voice and tries to sit up, but Rosa waves a hand without even looking. “Stay put, mi niña. I will see you in a moment.”

Jordan suddenly feels like she’s been called to the principal’s office.
Or worse—like someone finally sees everything.

Rosa sets the empanadas down, then stands before Jordan with the velvet box.

“I came to see my great-grandson,” she says softly, “but I also came to see you.”

Jordan blinks. “Me?”

“Yes, you. The woman who holds my granddaughter’s heart without even realizing it.”

Jordan feels her breath leave her.

Rosa reaches out and takes her hand, pressing the velvet box into her palm.

Inside is a ring.
Silver band.
Oval diamond.
Simple, elegant, unmistakably family.

“I planned to give this to the person Elena would marry one day,” Rosa says. “And now I give it to you.”

Jordan stares at the ring as if it burns.

“But… we’re not— she doesn’t— I messed everything up,” Jordan stammers. “She broke up with me. I don’t even know if she wants me anymore.”

Rosa lifts her chin.

“I am old enough to see what young people pretend not to. Elena loves you, Jordan. Even now. Even with fear. Even with pain.” She pauses. “But that love will not wait forever.”

Jordan feels tears sting her eyes. “I want to make things right. I just don’t know how.”

Rosa squeezes her hand.

“You start by becoming the woman worthy of this ring. The woman you were becoming before you lost your way.” Her voice softens. “Rehab was the first step. Now come the others.”

Jordan closes her fingers around the ring.

A vow forms silently in her chest.

I will be better.
For Elena.
For Oliver.
For myself.


Elena feeds Oliver again while Jordan slips back to her apartment. She needs to breathe. She needs to think. She needs to rearrange the space that once held her darkest moment.

She opens the nursery door and the smell of fresh paint and baby powder hits her—mixed with the faint memory of tears and liquor.

She stands in the doorway a long time before moving.

Then she works.

She gently takes down a few decorations she knows Elena never liked. She rearranges the shelving, softens the lighting with a warm-hued lamp, removes the blanket she spilled liquor on the night she collapsed in the room.

Finally, she mounts the wooden sign she’d commissioned weeks ago—one she hadn’t been able to bring herself to hang.

OLIVER CHRISTIAN HALE-ALVAREZ
Letters carved in smooth walnut, surrounded by a soft painted crescent moon.

When she steps back, her throat tightens. The room feels… new.
Like a second chance.
Like forgiveness waiting to be earned.

She takes the ring from her pocket.
Runs her thumb over the cool metal.
And whispers into the quiet:

“I’ll give you the life you deserve, little man. And your mom… if she’ll have me again.”


When Jordan returns to Marisol’s apartment, Elena is in the rocking chair, Oliver asleep on her chest. She looks tired. Tender. Beautiful in a way that tears something open in Jordan.

“You okay?” Jordan asks softly.

Elena nods. “Yeah. Just… overwhelmed.”

Jordan kneels beside her, resting a hand gently on her knee. Elena doesn’t pull away.

“I went to the nursery,” Jordan says.

Elena’s breath catches. “Oh.”

“I changed some things. I didn’t want that room to hold bad memories. For you. Or for Oliver.” Jordan hesitates. “If you want to see it, I can show you tomorrow.”

Elena’s eyes soften, warm with something deeper than gratitude.

“I’d like that,” she whispers.

Jordan exhales, relief ghosting across her features.

They sit quietly a moment. The world feels slower. Smaller. Kinder.

Then Elena glances down at Oliver and murmurs, “He looks like you when he sleeps.”

Jordan freezes. “He—what? How?”

Elena smiles, tired but sincere. “Same mouth. Same little frown when he dreams. Same stubborn chin.”

Jordan looks away, swallowing emotion she’s not ready to release.

“Thank you,” she whispers.

“For what?” Elena asks.

“For letting me be here,” Jordan says truthfully. “For still letting me see him. And you.”

Elena’s breath trembles.

“I never wanted you gone, Jordan,” she says softly. “I just needed you sober. Safe. Honest.”

Jordan bows her head. “I’m trying.”

“I know.”

Elena reaches out instinctively and tucks a strand of Jordan’s blonde hair behind her ear.
A small touch.
A devastating one.

Jordan’s eyes close as if the gesture hurts in the most beautiful way.

The silence stretches—warm, tingling, charged.

Elena whispers, “Stay with me tonight.”

Jordan lifts her head, eyes wide.

“Elena…”

“Not like that,” she clarifies quickly, cheeks warm. “Just… here. With me. With us. Oliver’s first night. I want you part of it.”

Jordan nods slowly.
Solemnly.
Gratefully.

“Always.”


Jordan sleeps on the couch. Not because she wants distance—but because Elena insisted she needed the bigger bed to rest with Oliver.

Still, sometime around 3 a.m., when Oliver fusses, Jordan is already awake, padding across the apartment before Elena can even sit up.

“I got him,” Jordan murmurs.

And she does.

She lifts Oliver gently, supporting his head the way she was taught, humming softly as she rocks him while Elena watches from the bed.

A small family.
A tentative one.
But a family all the same.

Elena’s chest tightens.

Maybe forgiveness doesn’t arrive all at once.
Maybe love isn’t about perfection.
Maybe it’s about choosing each other again and again—even after the storm.

Before Jordan places Oliver back beside Elena, the baby’s tiny hand closes around Jordan’s finger.

Jordan freezes.
Elena watches, breath caught.
The room grows softer somehow.

A promise forms in the quiet:
This is not their end.


Chapter Thirty — Co-Parenting Begins
Elena’s POV

Elena had told herself dozens of times that this was only a visit.
Just a practical one.
Just to see how Jordan had fixed up the nursery.

But as she stood outside Jordan’s apartment—Oliver strapped snugly against her chest in a soft blue carrier—her fingers trembled over the doorknob.

Jordan had texted that morning:

Door’s unlocked. Come in whenever you’re ready. I’ll be home in a minute. Therapy ran long.

Therapy.
Jordan was going to therapy.
Jordan was sticking to her recovery plan.
Jordan was showing up for Oliver—every single time, without hesitation.

It was enough to make something deep inside Elena twist, tender and painful and hopeful all at once.

She finally pushed the door open.

The apartment smelled faintly of lavender—different from the citrus diffuser Jordan used to rely on. The light was softer. The clutter from the months of chaos was gone. Shoes lined up neatly. Empty bottles—gone. The air had changed. The mood had changed.

Jordan had changed.

Elena sucked in a breath.

Oliver shifted on her chest, letting out a soft baby sigh.

“Yeah,” Elena whispered to him, kissing the top of his head. “I know, mi amor. I’m nervous too.”

She padded inside quietly, like stepping into something sacred.

The nursery door was cracked open.

She pushed it the rest of the way.

And stopped.

The last time she’d seen this room, Jordan had been on the floor—bleeding, unconscious, broken in a way Elena had never seen.

Now…

Now the room was gently lit with a warm lamp. A soft white rug sat beneath the crib. The walls had been repainted—a lighter, airy blue-gray. Above the crib hung a beautiful wooden sign with carved letters painted navy:

OLIVER CHRISTIAN HALE-ALVAREZ

Elena’s hand flew to her mouth.

“Oh, Jord…”

She walked into the room slowly, her eyes stinging. Everything had been quietly reworked. Thoughtfully. Gently. As though Jordan had poured healing into every inch of it.

A glider chair sat in the corner, a soft blanket draped over its back. A tiny bookshelf displayed board books and a framed photo—one Marisol had taken at the hospital of Jordan holding Oliver for the first time, looking terrified and awestruck at once.

Elena brushed a finger over its frame.

She didn’t hear Jordan come in.

“Is it okay?”

Elena froze. Slowly, she turned.

Jordan stood in the doorway—fresh from therapy, hair pulled back, wearing joggers and a loose sweatshirt. She looked healthier. Clearer. There was still exhaustion in her eyes, but the shaking self-loathing that once lived there had softened into something else:

Determination. Vulnerability. Love.

“Jordan…” Elena breathed. “It’s beautiful. Dios mío. It’s perfect.”

Jordan exhaled—like she’d been holding her breath the whole time Elena had been inside.

“I wanted it to feel different,” she murmured. “I didn’t want you—or him—to ever have to remember what happened in here. I wanted it to feel like… a beginning.”

Elena blinked, tears spilling.

“You did that,” she whispered. “You really did.”

Jordan stepped inside slowly, as if cautious not to overwhelm the air.

“Can I…?” she asked softly, nodding toward Oliver.

Elena unbuckled the carrier without a word and transferred the baby into Jordan’s arms. Jordan held him with the gentleness of someone holding something irreplaceable—her lips brushing his forehead.

Elena’s heart clenched.

Jordan swayed instinctively, bouncing him just a little, kissing his hair again. “Hi, little man,” she whispered. “You like your new room?”

Oliver made a soft cooing sound that made them both laugh.

Jordan looked up—and the warmth in her gaze nearly knocked Elena backward.

“Thank you for coming,” Jordan said quietly. “I know I don’t deserve easy forgiveness. But I’m trying. I’m really trying.”

“I know,” Elena said. And she meant it. “Jordan, I see it. Every day. And I’m proud of you.”

Jordan’s eyes glassed over. She looked down at Oliver, kissing his head again to hide it.

Elena swallowed the ache rising in her throat.

There was love here—still. So much love, threaded through pain and healing and hope.

Maybe… maybe they really could find their way back.


Jordan’s return to the team was cautious but determined.

The first week back, Elena brought Oliver to practice—mostly because Marisol had begged, but also because she wanted Jordan’s team to see the change she’d been witnessing.

The second they entered the gym, the entire team froze.

“IS THAT HIM?!” a forward named Tanya shrieked.

“Oh my GOD look at his little FACE—”

“I’m going to die. I’m actually going to die—”

The team swarmed like a flock of excited aunts.

Elena laughed, adjusting Oliver’s blanket. “He’s a human, not a stuffed animal, please be gentle—”

Tasha approached last.

Tasha, who had taken punches from Jordan.
Tasha, who had still shown up after.
Tasha, who had gone to Marisol and Elena, because she truly cared.

She stepped close, hands raised slightly. “May I?”

Elena smiled. “Of course.”

Tasha picked up Oliver carefully, settling him in her arms. Her tough expression melted instantly. “Aw, damn. He’s… really cute.”

Jordan, who had been tying her shoes, looked up.

Their eyes met.

There was gratitude in Jordan’s. Forgiveness in Tasha’s.

“Thank you,” Jordan murmured.

“For what?” Tasha asked, bouncing Oliver.

“For giving me another chance.”

Tasha rolled her eyes. “Girl, please. Just don’t punch me again and we’re good.”

Jordan snorted. “Deal.”

When practice began, Tasha passed Oliver back to Elena and nodded toward Jordan.

“She’s really trying,” she said. “I’m proud of her. And of you. Both of you. This… this is hard.”

Elena’s chest tightened. “Yeah,” she whispered. “But he’s worth it.”

Tasha grinned. “He is. And… so is she.”

Elena’s breath caught.

She didn’t deny it.


Elena didn’t go back to Jordan’s apartment permanently, not yet. She was still staying with Marisol, letting things settle, letting Jordan prove her consistency.

But they fell into an easy rhythm:

Jordan visiting before practice
Jordan stopping by after therapy
Elena bringing Oliver over
Texts at 2 a.m. when the baby wouldn’t sleep
Shared smiles over video calls

And slowly… something warm began to stitch back together.

One night, Elena stopped by Marisol’s apartment with Oliver, exhausted from a long day. Jordan had the day off and ended up helping Marisol cook dinner.

Elena found Jordan on the couch afterward—fast asleep, Oliver sprawled on her chest, his tiny hand clutching her sweatshirt.

Elena froze in the doorway.

The lamp cast a soft glow on them—Jordan’s hand protectively cupping Oliver’s back, their breaths synced, both deeply, peacefully asleep.

Something inside her broke open.

This.
This was family.
This was home.
This was everything she had ever been afraid to want.

Elena approached quietly, brushing a curl off Oliver’s forehead.

Jordan stirred—eyes fluttering open. When she saw Elena, she smiled sleepily.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “We… passed out.”

“You’re fine,” Elena whispered back. “You look perfect.”

Jordan’s breath hitched—but she didn’t speak.
She didn’t move.
Just looked at her—softly, intensely, lovingly.

Elena’s heart hammered.

She sat on the edge of the couch, brushing a hand through Jordan’s hair. “You’re doing so well,” she murmured. “I’m really proud of you, Jord.”

Jordan swallowed. “I’m doing it for him. And… for me. And also…”

She hesitated.

Elena leaned closer. “And also?”

Jordan shook her head, eyes gentle. “Someday. I’ll say it someday. When you’re ready to hear it.”

Elena’s breath trembled.

She already knew.

She already felt it too.

But they had time. They deserved time—safe, gentle, earned time.

She rested her hand on Jordan’s shoulder and leaned her head against Jordan’s for a moment.

Jordan closed her eyes, soaking in the closeness.

No words.
Just warmth.
Just healing.
Just love slowly blooming again.



Co-parenting fell into place with surprising ease.

Jordan rearranged her schedule around games and practices. Elena took the daytime shifts while Jordan took evenings when she could. They attended Oliver’s first pediatric check-up together, laughing when the doctor commented on how calm and expressive Oliver was.

“He gets that from Elena,” Jordan said.

“He gets his dramatic lungs from you,” Elena shot back.

Jordan laughed. “You’re not wrong.”

Even their arguments were gentler now—brief flickers of tension followed by sober, careful communication.

Jordan went to therapy three times a week.
She checked in with her sponsor daily.
She stayed away from her father entirely for the moment, with boundaries Elena was proud of her for holding.

And slowly… Elena started to fall for her all over again.

Not the Jordan she’d reacquainted with months ago—
But the Jordan who had fought tooth and nail to become better.


One quiet evening, Elena stopped by Jordan’s apartment unexpectedly. She’d meant to drop off a few more baby clothes Oliver had outgrown, but when she entered the nursery, she found Jordan sitting in the rocking chair—Oliver asleep in her arms.

Jordan didn’t look up, but she sensed Elena there. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Elena whispered.
She stepped closer.
Touched the carved sign over the crib.
Touched the back of the chair.
Touched the softness in the room Jordan had rebuilt.

“Can I sit with you?” she murmured.

Jordan nodded, shifting Oliver slightly.

Elena sat on the arm of the chair, her hand brushing Jordan’s shoulder.

Jordan leaned into the touch. A soft exhale.

“Elena,” she whispered, voice trembling. “I… I don’t want to rush anything. I don’t want to push you. But I want you to know… I’m not going anywhere. Not this time. Not ever.”

Elena’s hand slid down Jordan’s arm—finding her fingers.
She laced them together.

“I know,” she whispered. “And I’m not asking you to rush. But I want you to know something too.”

Jordan looked up.

Elena held her gaze, steady and soft.

“I miss us,” she whispered. “And I’m open to… seeing where we can go again. Slowly. Carefully. Together.”

Jordan’s breath caught.

She didn’t kiss Elena.
She didn’t pull her closer.

She just squeezed her hand—tight, warm, grateful, trembling.

“Elena,” she murmured, voice thick. “You have no idea what that means to me.”

Elena smiled.

Oliver sighed in his sleep, tiny and perfect in Jordan’s arms.

Elena leaned her head gently against Jordan’s shoulder.

And in that quiet nursery—rebuilt from ashes—
they both felt the shift:

Co-parents becoming partners again.
A broken family becoming whole.
A new beginning quietly taking root.


Chapter Thirty-One — Trying Again
Elena’s POV

Elena had grown accustomed to the strange rhythm of her days: wake up in Marisol’s apartment, feed Oliver, nap when she could, try to keep up with work emails, and—most comforting of all—wait for Jordan to knock on the door.

It wasn’t every day, and it wasn’t always planned, but Jordan had become a steady presence again, woven into the routine with a gentleness that hadn’t existed before rehab. She always asked permission. Always checked in. Always respected Elena’s boundaries.

And every time Jordan held Oliver—his tiny cheek pressed to the center of her chest, her lips brushing the top of his soft hair—Elena felt something ache inside her. Something hopeful. Something terrifying.

They weren’t together.

But they were becoming something again.

Something real.

Something that might survive the devastation they had crawled out of.


It was a big night—Jordan’s first televised game since her return.

Elena spent all morning deciding if she should go.

Marisol tried not to pressure her, though she had definitely hovered.

“You’re coming, right?” Marisol asked while bouncing Oliver on her hip. “I mean… it would be good support. And Jordan would be over the moon.”

Elena hesitated, chewing her lip. “I don’t want to distract her. This game is important.”

“Exactly why you should be there.”

Elena sighed, stroking Oliver’s tiny foot. “Okay. But we sit somewhere low-stress. No courtside drama.”

Marisol grinned. “Deal.”

They bundled up, got Oliver into his stroller, and headed to the arena.

Elena felt her heart thrum faster the minute they stepped inside—bright lights, roaring fans, music shaking the floor. The last time she had been here, Jordan had been playing her worst games, falling apart right in front of her.

Tonight felt different.

Hopeful.

She settled into the seat beside Marisol, adjusting Oliver’s headphones so the noise wouldn’t bother him. The baby blinked at the lights, curious and soft and perfect.

Elena kissed his forehead.

Then Jordan jogged onto the court.

And Elena forgot how to breathe.

Short blonde hair tied back. Blue eyes sharp and determined. Muscles fluid as she warmed up.

Jordan scanned the stands—quickly, like she wasn’t trying to—but Elena felt it. The moment Jordan saw her.

Her eyes softened.

Her lips parted.

Her whole body shifted, like she’d been bracing herself without realizing it.

Elena’s heart fluttered.

Jordan mouthed, Hi.

Elena mouthed back, Hi.

Oliver kicked his tiny heels. Elena laughed.

Jordan’s face melted into something so warm, so full, that Marisol elbowed her.

“Oh my god. She’s so in love with you,” Marisol whispered.

Elena blushed. “Shh.”

But she couldn’t deny it—not when Jordan ran a little harder in warm-ups, smiled a little wider, played like a woman with something to prove and someone to play for.


Elena went to the family hallway to feed Oliver during halftime, rocking him gently in the quieter corridor. The arena noise dimmed here, lights low, walls lined with framed photos of past championship teams.

She’d just settled into a chair when footsteps approached.

Click-clack.

Confident.

Purposeful.

Elena looked up as a tall, stunning blonde woman strode over wearing the away team’s warm-ups, ponytail swinging.

Jordan’s ex.

Naomi Harrington.

A professional star. Gorgeous. Legendary shooter. The kind of woman who curved effortlessly into interviews, red carpets, and highlight reels.

Elena felt her stomach dip.

Naomi’s gaze swept from Elena—messy-bun, postpartum sweatshirt, baby spit on her sleeve—to the tiny bundle in her arms.

Her expression tightened.

“So,” Naomi said flatly. “It’s true.”

Elena blinked. “Sorry?”

Naomi crossed her arms. “Jordan has a kid now. Your kid.”

Elena swallowed. “Oliver.”

Naomi’s jaw flexed. “She didn’t tell me. I had to find out from our trainer. Imagine my surprise.”

Elena stiffened. “Jordan and I aren’t… together.”

“Doesn’t matter. She always said she didn’t want kids. Not until after retirement.” Naomi’s voice wavered between hurt and territorial. “But I did. I wanted a family with her. I loved her.”

Elena held Oliver a little closer. “I’m sorry.”

Naomi’s eyes narrowed. “Are you? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you got everything I wanted.”

Elena flushed with shock—and a spark of defensiveness. “Jordan helped me because she’s a good person. She stepped up. That doesn’t mean—”

“Doesn’t mean she loves you?” Naomi bit out. “You really believe that?”

Elena froze.

Because lately… she wasn’t sure.

Naomi shook her head. “This entire league knows how Jordan looks at you. I know how she looks at you.” She gestured at Oliver. “And at him.”

Elena’s pulse quickened. “Why are you telling me this?”

Naomi exhaled shakily, crossing her arms tighter. “Because maybe you should know what you’re doing to her. She’s trying so hard to rebuild herself. The drinking. The breakdown. The disappearing. And now—this.” Her eyes flicked to Oliver. “Don’t let her break again.”

Elena flinched. “I would never hurt her.”

“Good.” Naomi turned to leave… then stopped. “And one more thing.”

Elena braced.

“You’re jealous.”

“What?” Elena squeaked.

Naomi smirked—not cruel, just painfully aware. “When I walked up, your entire energy changed. Which means you care about her more than you’re saying.”

Elena opened her mouth—but no words came.

Naomi shook her head and walked away.

Leaving Elena rattled.

Breathless.

And very, very aware of the tightness in her chest.

Jealous?

Over Jordan?

She held Oliver close, whispering into his hair.

“Oh, baby… what am I doing?”


Jordan’s team won—by a lot.

And Jordan herself scored a season high.

When she jogged out toward the family area, sweat-damp hair plastered to her forehead, eyes bright with adrenaline, Elena felt that flutter again.

Jordan spotted her.

Her entire face lit up.

“Elena,” she breathed.

Oliver squealed as if greeting her.

Jordan melted instantly, stepping closer—but stopping just short of touching. Always careful now.

“Can I…?”

“Of course,” Elena said softly.

Jordan lifted Oliver with practiced arms, pressing her cheek to his. “Hi, Ollie-bear. Did you see mama play? Mama killed it, huh?”

Elena’s heart skipped.

She still called herself mama.
She said it so naturally.
So lovingly.
So confidently.

Elena felt heat creep up her neck.

Jordan looked at her, smiling in that open, disarmed way she only ever seemed to around Elena and Oliver. “Thanks for coming. Both of you.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Elena whispered.

Jordan swallowed.

Her eyes dipped—briefly, instinctively—to Elena’s lips.

And that was the moment Naomi chose to reappear.

“Jordan,” she said sharply.

Jordan froze.

Elena stiffened.

Naomi stepped closer, arms crossed. “We need to talk.”

Jordan’s expression tensed. “Now? Naomi, I—”

Naomi shot Elena a pointed glance. “Yes. Now.”

Jordan held Oliver a little tighter. Protective. A tiny step closer to Elena.

“I’ll find you later,” Jordan murmured to Elena. “Don’t leave, okay? Please?”

Elena nodded, trying not to look affected.

Jordan handed Oliver back to her reluctantly, fingers brushing Elena’s palm for a moment longer than necessary.

Her eyes lingered.

Soft.

Then she followed Naomi.

And Elena watched them walk away—Naomi visibly upset, Jordan visibly uncomfortable.

A sharp little twist tugged inside Elena.

Jealousy.

Damn it, Naomi had been right.


Jordan’s POV  Naomi paced in front of the locker room door like she was ready to fight.

Jordan braced.

“What the hell, Jordan?”

Jordan ran a hand through her hair. “Naomi, I really don’t have—”

“You have a kid? And you didn’t tell me?”

Jordan blinked. There it was. The rawness. The part that made sense.

“Naomi… we broke up over a year ago.”

“I don’t care!” Naomi snapped. “I deserved to hear it from you.”

Jordan sighed. “You’re right. I should’ve told you.”

Naomi froze mid-pace.

That wasn’t the response she expected.

“You… should have?”

Jordan nodded. “Because you were important to me. I’m sorry I didn’t.”

Naomi deflated a little.

Then she whispered: “You love her, don’t you?”

Jordan’s heart stuttered.

Her mouth opened—but nothing came out.

Naomi let out a broken laugh. “God. Of course.”

Jordan swallowed. “We’re not together.”

“But you want to be.”

Silence.

Naomi shook her head, wiping at her eyes. “Then fight for her. And please, Jordan… don’t hide anything from her. Not like you did with me.”

Jordan nodded, shame prickling deep.

Naomi squeezed her shoulder once, then walked away.

Jordan exhaled shakily.

She had made so many mistakes.

But Elena…
Elena was the one person she wanted to do right by.

And she was going to try.


Elena’s POV

Elena stood rocking Oliver when Jordan returned, face flushed with emotion.

“Hey,” Jordan said softly.

Elena couldn’t help it—her jealousy spiked again. “Everything okay with Naomi?”

Jordan blinked, surprised. “Yeah. Just… clearing the air.”

Elena nodded, though her stomach twisted.

Jordan stepped closer. “You sure you’re okay?”

Elena hesitated. “I… might be a little jealous.”

Jordan froze.

Then—

Slowly.

Softly.

A smile crept across her lips.

“You’re jealous?” she whispered, like it was a fragile gift.

Elena blushed hard. “Maybe.”

Jordan’s eyes softened so deeply it felt like a touch.

“Elena,” Jordan murmured, “you don’t have to be jealous. I’m not with her. I don’t want to be with her.”

Elena’s breath hitched. “Who do you want to be with?”

Jordan stepped closer. Close enough Elena felt her body heat. “You already know.”

Elena’s heart thudded.

Oliver yawned.

Marisol’s voice echoed somewhere far off.

Crowds roared beyond the doors.

But for a moment, it was just them.

Jordan’s hand brushed Elena’s lower back—light, careful, but intentional.

Elena shivered.

Her cheeks warmed.

Her lips parted.

Jordan leaned slightly forward, just enough that Elena felt her breath.

“Elena…” Jordan whispered.

And Elena wanted to close the inch between them.

Wanted to kiss her.

Wanted to melt into her.

But the hallway door slammed open.

“Hey!” Marisol yelled. “We’re getting food on the way home—who wants tacos?”

Jordan jerked back.

Elena startled.

Oliver burped loudly.

Marisol blinked. “Uh… what did I interrupt?”

“Nothing,” both women blurted.

Too fast.

Too guilty.

Marisol raised an eyebrow.

“Mmhmm,” she said suspiciously. “Sure.”

Jordan rubbed her neck.

Elena bounced Oliver nervously.

But something had shifted.

Something undeniable now.

Something they could no longer pretend wasn’t happening.


Back at Marisol’s, Elena settled Oliver into his bassinet, her mind spinning.

Jordan had brushed her back.

Looked at her like she hung the damn moon.

Almost kissed her.

And Elena?

She wanted it.

More than she wanted air.

When she came back into the living room, Jordan was sitting on the couch, head down, hands clasped, like she was building up the courage to speak.

“Can we talk?” Jordan asked softly.

Elena’s heart squeezed. “Yes. Please.”

Jordan exhaled. “Earlier… when you said you were jealous…”

Elena flushed. “I didn’t mean to make things weird.”

“You didn’t.” Jordan stood, stepping closer. “I need you to know that I’m trying. Harder than I’ve ever tried at anything. Therapy. Sobriety. Basketball. Being a parent. Being someone you—someone you and Ollie deserve.”

Elena’s eyes pricked.

Jordan continued, voice thick with vulnerability.
“I know I messed up. I know I hurt you. And I’m not asking for you back. Not yet. Not until you want it. Not until you feel safe. But I’m not going anywhere, Elena.”

A tear slipped down her cheek.

Jordan caught it with her thumb.

Elena’s breath shuddered.

“I see you,” Jordan whispered. “And I’m not running again. Not from you. Not from him. Not from us.”

Elena leaned into her touch.

“Jordan,” she whispered, voice cracking, “I’m scared.”

“I know.” Jordan cupped her cheek. “But we can be scared together.”

Elena closed her eyes.

Jordan rested her forehead against hers.

Not a kiss.

Not yet.

Just a promise.

A beginning.

Oliver stirred with a soft coo.

Elena pulled back with a watery smile. “He’s waking up.”

Jordan smiled tenderly. “Can I get him?”

Elena hesitated—then nodded.

Jordan lifted Oliver with the ease of a parent, settling him against her shoulder and rocking gently, humming under her breath.

Elena watched them—warmth swelling in her chest.

A family.

A real one.

Maybe.

Just maybe.

It was time to try again.


Chapter Thirty-Two — The Soft Restart
Jordan’s POV

Jordan didn’t expect the first day of being “official again”—or whatever this new, fragile stage was—would feel so much like learning to breathe for the second time.

She’d sat awake most of the night before, Oliver asleep in the portable crib beside her sofa, Elena curled up in Marisol’s guest room, only one thin wall away. Jordan had stared at the ceiling until dawn, silently repeating:

Don’t screw this up. Don’t rush her. Don’t run. Don’t crumble.

And now, standing in the nearly-finished kitchen of Marisol’s apartment, she watched Elena gently rock Oliver after feeding him, sunlight catching in her long hair like soft amber. Jordan felt her heart stumble—too fast, too hopeful, but still cautious enough to tremble.

Elena caught her staring and offered the tiniest smile.
The kind that meant: We’re not fixed yet, but I’m here.

Jordan stepped closer, keeping her movements slow, deliberate. “Need help?”

Elena shook her head, but her smile deepened. “Just… hold out your arms.”

Jordan blinked. “Yeah. Yeah—of course.”

Oliver shifted easily into her hold, warm and impossibly small for someone who’d just changed her whole life. Jordan looked down at him and then up at Elena again.

The look Elena gave her then was something between gratitude and something that looked dangerously close to love.

Soft. Quiet. Unspoken.

The beginning of something restarting.


Elena poured coffee into two mugs—one decaf for herself, one with a little too much sugar for Jordan—and passed it without comment. Jordan accepted it with the gentlest brush of fingers.

A spark. A familiar one.

But this time neither pulled away.

Elena leaned against the counter, mug in hand. “You slept on the couch again.”

Jordan shrugged. “Marisol would murder me if I took the guest bed.”

“And I would’ve let you,” Elena murmured, softer, “if you’d asked.”

Jordan froze, unsure whether Elena meant it or whether it was one of those emotional half-truths she said before realizing how vulnerable it made her sound.

But Elena didn’t take it back. She just sipped her coffee and watched Jordan like she was trying to memorize the sight of her.

Jordan swallowed. “We’re taking this slow, remember?”

“I know.” Elena looked down, cheeks warming. “I just… feel safer when you’re close.”

Something in Jordan’s chest unspooled at that. Something that had been knotted tight since the night Elena walked away.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Jordan said quietly.

Elena’s eyes lifted, soft and shimmering. “I’m trying to believe that.”


Jordan had a home game that night, and the whole city still buzzed about how her ex—Naomi, the guard from Denver—had shown up last game and nearly caused a scene. It hadn’t escalated into a public blowout, but Elena’s jealousy had been sharp and unexpected, and Jordan had hated how much she’d hurt her without even doing anything.

“I talked to Naomi,” Jordan said while strapping Oliver into the car seat later that afternoon. “Made it clear where things stand.”

Elena fastened the buckle on the baby bag. “And where do things stand?”

Jordan turned to face her fully. “I’m not interested in her. At all. Not even a little.”

Elena’s breath hitched, barely a sound. “Oh.”

“And I told her the truth,” Jordan added.

Elena’s eyebrows lifted. “Which is?”

Jordan took a step closer. “That I’m in love with someone else.”

Elena’s lips parted, soft and stunned, but before she could answer, Oliver squeaked, demanding attention neither of them could ignore.

Jordan touched Elena’s elbow gently. “You don’t have to say anything yet. I just… didn’t want you doubting yourself.”

Elena’s eyes softened. “I’m not doubting myself. I’m doubting whether I deserve you.”

Jordan’s inhale was sharp, painful. “Elena, don’t—”

But Elena stepped back, turning toward the car, ending the moment before either could go too far.

Yes. They weren’t fixed. Not fully.

But they were inching toward each other again.

And Jordan would take inch by inch as long as Elena didn’t walk away.


Elena and Oliver sat courtside during warm-ups—team privilege and because Tasha insisted the baby was good luck. Jordan spotted them immediately. Her heart did the embarrassing swoop it always did.

She jogged over, towel slung around her neck. “You okay here?”

Elena nodded. “We’re good. Tasha’s been educating Oliver about defensive footwork.”

Tasha shouted from across the court, “He’s already got better balance than you!”

Jordan flipped her off affectionately; Tasha blew a kiss. Then Jordan leaned closer to Elena.

“You really sure you’re okay after last time?” she asked quietly.

Elena looked at her. “Jordan… I got jealous, yeah. But not because of Naomi. Because I thought you’d move on before I was ready.”

Jordan blinked. “Move on? From you?”

Elena flushed. But she didn’t deny it.

Jordan stepped close enough that Elena could feel her breath. “I’m not going anywhere, Elena.”

Before things got too intense, Oliver let out a happy babble. Jordan laughed and kissed the top of his head—small, quick, but affectionate enough to send heat through Elena’s cheeks.

A few fans saw and cooed. Cameras flashed.

Jordan ignored them. She only looked at Elena.

And Elena… she looked back like she was slowly remembering the way home.


Jordan showered quickly after the win—she’d played well again, slowly climbing back toward her old form. When she came out of the locker room, hair damp and hoodie soft around her shoulders, Elena was waiting with Oliver in his carrier, gently bouncing him.

“There you are,” Elena whispered.

Jordan’s chest gave a traitorous flutter. “You waited?”

“Of course.”

They walked out to the car together. The lot was mostly empty, the night cool enough that their breaths fogged.

Jordan opened the back door, reached for the carrier, but Elena stopped her gently.

“Jordan?” Elena’s voice shook, the smallest bit. “Can we… talk when we get home?”

Jordan swallowed. Hard. “Yeah. Yeah, of course.”

Elena didn’t elaborate.

But her eyes said it all:

I’m ready. I want to try again.


Marisol wasn’t home, giving them a rare moment alone. Elena put Oliver in the portable crib and then turned toward Jordan with a look that was soft and unsure and brave all at once.

Jordan’s heart hammered. “Elena—whatever you want to say—”

Elena stepped closer.

Then closer.

Until she was close enough that her fingers brushed Jordan’s hoodie.

“I don’t want to lose what we had,” Elena whispered. “But I’m scared. Scared of hurting you again. Scared of being hurt. Scared of doing this wrong.”

Jordan swallowed. “We can be scared together.”

Elena shook her head, tears pooling. “I need to know you’re not rushing because of Oliver. Or guilt. Or because you think you owe me.”

“Elena.” Jordan cupped her cheek, gently, like touching something breakable. “I loved you before we ever talked about being a family. I love you because you make life feel real again. Because you walk into a room and I remember what breathing feels like.”

Elena’s breath shivered.

“And I want you,” Jordan continued softly, “slow, fast, whatever pace you choose. Because I want you.”

Elena’s tears spilled. Jordan wiped them away with her thumb.

Then, finally, Elena leaned in.

Their lips brushed—soft, tentative, careful.

A restart. A promise. A beginning again.

Elena pulled back first, cheeks flushed. “That… that felt right.”

Jordan smiled, dizzy with relief and hope. “It did.”

Elena took Jordan’s hands in hers, squeezing lightly. “Then let’s try again. Slowly. Officially. Carefully.”

Jordan’s breath left her in one long exhale. “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay, we can do slow.”

Elena’s smile wavered, warm and trembling. “Just don’t disappear again.”

“I won’t,” Jordan said. “Not unless you tell me to.”

Elena leaned her forehead against Jordan’s. “I’m not telling you to.”

They stood like that for a long moment—quiet, close, breathing the same air, their joined hands warm between them.

Starting again.

Rebuilding.

Choosing each other.

Slowly, carefully, officially.

Together.


Chapter Thirty-Three — Healing the Past
Jordan’s POV

Jordan woke up before her alarm, blinking into the dim morning light of her apartment. The world felt quieter now—still complicated, still layered with old scars, but steadier. She sat up slowly, rubbing at her face, and for a moment she simply breathed.

Elena and Oliver had stayed the night. Not in Jordan’s apartment, but at Marisol’s—still the neutral ground, still the place where healing felt safe. But they had spent the entire afternoon here yesterday, sprawled across the living room while Oliver babbled at the ceiling fan like it was his closest friend. Elena had fallen asleep curled on one end of the couch; Oliver slept on Jordan’s chest; and Jordan pretended she wasn’t reading into it too much.

She wasn’t supposed to. That was the deal.

Slow. Careful. One step at a time.

She kept repeating it like it was a prayer.

Jordan padded into the kitchen and poured herself coffee. The smell grounded her. She checked the clock. Her father was supposed to arrive in forty minutes.

The boundary meeting.

The conversation they were all supposed to have. The closure Jordan could no longer avoid.

She leaned against the counter, bracing her hands on the edge. She’d faced national championships, televised games, brutal injuries, and rehab withdrawals—but this felt like the hardest prep of her life.

Her father showing up again had nearly destroyed her.

Nearly broke her sobriety.

Nearly broke her relationship.
Nearly broke her.

And yet he was still her father.

Still the man she’d spent her childhood trying to impress.

Still the man she’d spent her adolescence trying to parent.

Still the man she loved despite everything.

The knock came soft and hesitant.

Jordan exhaled, set her cup down, and opened the door.

Her father stood there wearing a clean flannel shirt, hair trimmed, beard neatened. His eyes were clearer than she’d seen in years. But the shame in them was unmistakable.

“Hey, kiddo,” he whispered.

Jordan swallowed. “Hey.”

They stepped into the living room, the same space where she had collapsed drunk on the nursery floor months ago—where he had unknowingly been part of the catalyst that sent her spiraling.

He looked at the room with the reverence of someone who understood just enough to be scared of what he’d done.

“You look good,” he said gently. “Healthy.”

“Working on it.”

He nodded. “I’m glad. I, uh… got coffee. If you still like caramel.” He held out the cup like a peace offering.

She hesitated… then took it.

Baby steps.

He sat on the far end of the couch, as though he didn’t trust himself to sit closer. Jordan sat on the opposite end.

It mirrored their relationship—connected by blood, separated by history.

“How’s… everything?” he asked carefully.

Jordan sighed. “Hard. But improving.”

“Good.” His foot bounced nervously. “I’m trying, you know. I’m going to meetings. Real ones. Not the kind I went to years ago where I just sat there angry and thinking it was all pointless.”

Jordan nodded, sipping her coffee.

“I met a sponsor. Been sober thirty-nine days.”

This time she truly met his gaze. “I’m proud of you.”

He blinked fast, like he wasn’t used to hearing that from her. “I didn’t come here expecting forgiveness,” he said softly. “I just… needed to face what I’d done. I needed to tell you.”

Her chest tightened. “Tell me what?”

His voice wavered. “I was a terrible father. And I left you to raise your sister. I let you become the adult long before you should have.”

Jordan’s throat constricted.

“You didn’t deserve that burden,” he whispered. “You never should’ve had to protect Marisol from me. Or yourself.”

She stared at the floor, her nails digging into her palms. Memories flickered—late nights, empty liquor bottles, consoling Marisol after their father missed another school play, another birthday, another emergency.

“I was so angry at Mom for leaving,” he continued. “And instead of—of growing up—I made you both grow up instead.”

Jordan’s nose stung. “I didn’t want to be mad at you,” she said quietly. “I just didn’t want to lose you.”

“You didn’t,” he whispered. “I lost myself.”

Silence filled the room, thick but not suffocating.

Her father inhaled shakily. “I know I can’t fix what I broke. I can’t undo your childhood. But I’m trying now. For me. For… the new baby. For you and Marisol. And if—if you want any kind of relationship… I’m here. But if you don’t…” He swallowed. “I’ll accept that too.”

Jordan wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I want something,” she murmured. “I just… need boundaries.”

His shoulders sagged with relief. “Anything you need.”

“And if you drink again,” she said quietly, “you won’t meet Oliver. At all.”

He nodded immediately. “Fair.”

“And you won’t be around if you can’t show up sober. Not for me. Not for Marisol. Not for the baby you have on the way.”

His eyes glistened. “Understood.”

She inhaled, steady. “I want to try. But we’re rebuilding slowly. And you need to be consistent. Not perfect. Just… present.”

“I can do that.” His voice cracked. “Thank you.”

Jordan leaned back into the couch cushions, exhausted but lighter than she’d been in years.

It wasn’t forgiveness.

Not yet.

But it was the first soft step toward peace.



Jordan stood in the middle of the nursery—her nursery—breathing in the faint scent of baby powder and clean laundry. The room no longer felt like a graveyard of her lowest point. She had repainted one wall a gentler shade of blue. Hung Oliver’s name in wooden letters above the crib. Added a rocking chair she’d found online at midnight during one of her recovery insomnia nights.

Oliver sat propped in her arms, chubby fists gripping her shirt tightly as though claiming her.

“You ready, dude?” she whispered.

He cooed, kicking his tiny feet.

“Yeah. Me too.”

Elena had dropped him off thirty minutes ago with a diaper bag that could’ve sustained a small village. She’d looked nervous—apologetic even—but Jordan reminded her gently:

“We’re co-parents. And I love him. You can trust me.”

And Elena had smiled in that soft, melting way that always punched straight into Jordan’s ribs.

She kissed Oliver’s forehead. “Alright, bud. What are we doing first? You hungry? Bottle? Nap? Existential crisis?”

He blew a spit bubble.

Jordan grinned. “Nap it is.”

She carried him around the apartment, bouncing gently. “Your mom says you like the humming. So here goes…”

And she started humming the same lullaby their grandmother sang to them when they were children—a tune Jordan had carried through every painful season of her life.

Oliver’s eyes fluttered.

His tiny hand curled around her thumb.

Her heart cracked in the most beautiful way.

When his breathing slowed, she whispered:

“You have no idea how much I needed you, kid. Not just to be better for you—but to remember who I am.”

She laid him in the crib and watched him sleep, her chest warm and aching.



A knock sounded at the door just as Oliver woke with a tiny squeak.

Jordan scooped him up and opened the door.

Elena stood there.

Hair in a loose bun. Face tired but glowing. Cheeks a little flushed as if she’d been worried.

“Hey,” Jordan said softly.

“How was it?” Elena asked, stepping in quietly, eyes searching both Jordan and the baby.

Jordan adjusted Oliver in her arms. “We survived. He’s still alive. I’m still alive. He drooled a little. I forgave him. It’s been a journey.”

Elena laughed, relief flashing visibly across her features. “You two look good.”

Jordan swallowed. “We had a good day.”

Oliver reached for Elena, and she kissed his forehead before smoothing his soft brown hair.

Then her eyes lifted to Jordan’s.

Something tender passed between them—something delicate and rebuilding.

“Thank you,” Elena murmured. “For being here. For showing up.”

Jordan’s throat tightened. “I’ll always show up for him.”

A pause.

“And for you.”

Elena’s breath caught.

Jordan stepped closer, not touching, just near. “My dad came by this morning,” she added quietly.

Elena’s expression softened instantly. “Are you okay?”

“I think so,” Jordan admitted. “We talked. It wasn’t easy. But… it was good.”

Elena’s fingers brushed Jordan’s forearm—accidental or maybe not. “I’m proud of you.”

Jordan’s chest warmed. “I’m trying. Every day.”

“I know,” Elena whispered. “I see it.”

The room felt small suddenly.

Or maybe it was just them filling it.

Jordan didn’t lean in.

Elena didn’t step back.

They simply breathed in the closeness they were still relearning.

Then Oliver yawned loudly and slapped Jordan’s cheek with a soft, uncoordinated hand.

Both women laughed.

The tension melted into something sweeter.

Something safe.

Something new.


Jordan walked her to the door, Oliver in her arms, his head resting on her shoulder.

Elena hesitated at the threshold. “Do you want him tonight?” she asked softly. “Or should he stay with me and Marisol?”

Jordan kissed Oliver’s forehead. “He can go with you. I have practice early tomorrow.”

Elena nodded. “Okay.”

But she didn’t move.

Neither did Jordan.

Finally, Elena whispered, “Today was good.”

Jordan smiled. “Yeah. It was.”

“And I… I like who you’re becoming,” Elena added, voice trembling slightly. “I liked today.”

Jordan’s heart fluttered painfully hopeful. “I did too.”

They held each other’s gaze for a long, warm moment.

Not quite lovers again.

Not quite distant.

Something rebuilding.
Something blooming softly.

“Goodnight, Jordan,” Elena whispered.

“Goodnight, Elena.”

Jordan watched until the elevator doors closed behind her.

Then she leaned her head against the doorframe, exhaling shakily.

She wasn’t fully healed.

Their relationship wasn’t fully repaired.

But today was the first day in a long time she believed they might get there.

Together.

Slowly.

Carefully.

Honestly.

And with Oliver right at the center of it all.


Chapter Thirty-Four — Foundations of a New Family
Jordan’s POV

Morning sunlight spilled across Marisol’s living room like a gentle blessing, brushing over toys tucked into baskets, a folded baby blanket on the couch, and Elena—half-asleep, hair mussed, nursing Oliver in the soft early quiet. Jordan hovered in the hallway for a long moment, leaning on the doorframe, just watching.

She didn’t mean to stare.
She didn’t mean to feel her chest tug the way it did.
But there was Elena, warm and glowing and humming softly to Oliver, who was blinking up at her like she hung the moon.

He kind of wasn’t wrong.

Jordan shifted her weight, one hand sinking into the pocket of her sweatshirt. She was supposed to be grabbing the diaper bag and a granola bar before they all headed out to their first public outing as a trio—just the three of them. Not practice, not a doctor’s appointment, not therapy, not something stressful. Just… a family outing.

They hadn’t called themselves a family yet.

But this morning, seeing them there, she could hardly pretend the word didn’t feel right in her bones.

Elena’s eyes lifted. “Hey,” she whispered, voice soft from lack of sleep and morning tenderness.

“Hey,” Jordan replied, stepping closer. “He awake already?”

“Just hungry,” Elena said, brushing a thumb over Oliver’s cheek as he suckled. “He didn’t wake you?”

“No.” Jordan grinned a little. “You always handle him before I even know he made a noise. It’s like you’re tuned to him on a secret frequency.”

Elena gave a tired but warm smile. “Mom-frequency. I guess it activates automatically.”

Jordan’s chest tightened—so subtly, she wasn’t sure Elena noticed—but God, did she admire her. That bravery. That instinct. That softness wrapped around steel.

She cleared her throat and lowered herself onto the edge of the couch, careful not to crowd. “We can wait to leave until he’s done. We’ve got time.”

The sound of Oliver’s quiet suckling filled the soft silence.

Outside the apartment window, the city was waking up—muffled footsteps, a distant car horn, the electric hum of life. Inside, it was just the three of them in their own quiet bubble.

Elena’s head slowly rested back against the cushion. “I’m nervous.”

“For the outing?” Jordan asked.

“For everything,” Elena said honestly. “But today too, yeah.”

Jordan nodded. “What part?”

Elena looked down at Oliver as if the answer were cradled in her arms. “People will see us. Together. And they’ll assume things.”

“And… you don’t want them to?” Jordan asked carefully.

Elena hesitated.

“I don’t mind,” she said softly. “I just don’t know what we are yet. And I don’t want anyone else defining it for us before we do.”

Jordan nodded, slow and understanding, though a small ache tugged at the center of her chest. Fair. It was fair. They were rebuilding—carefully, not rushing, not repeating past mistakes. She would go at Elena’s pace until her feet burned.

“Then people can assume whatever they want,” Jordan said gently. “We don’t owe them an explanation. It’s just us and our little dude getting some fresh air.”

Elena’s lips curved. “Our little dude.”

“Our very cute little dude,” Jordan added proudly.

Oliver finished and released a tiny sigh as he relaxed. Elena adjusted her shirt, lifted him to her shoulder, and patted his back while Jordan rose instinctively.

“Here,” she said, taking the burp cloth from the armchair and placing it against Elena’s shoulder. “He fell asleep halfway through. He’s gonna spit up.”

“You always know,” Elena teased, rubbing circles on Oliver’s tiny back.

Jordan shrugged, a bit embarrassed. “He’s predictable.”

“He’s predictable for you. You two have your own language.”

Jordan scratched the back of her neck, trying to avoid how warm her ears suddenly felt. “I just spend a lot of time with him.”

Elena’s smile softened.

“You don’t have to justify loving him, Jordan.”

She froze.

Loving him.
Not liking.
Not caring for.
Loving.

Her throat grew thick. She swallowed hard.

“I do,” she managed, voice soft. “I love him a lot.”

Elena’s eyes softened in a way that nearly undid her. “I know.”

Oliver let out a small burp—loud enough that they both laughed, the tension melting from the air.

Jordan reached out before thinking, steadying Oliver with a gentle hand as Elena shifted him into her arms. Their fingers brushed. Just a graze. But it felt like someone struck a match in the quiet morning.

Elena didn’t pull away.

Jordan licked her lips, eyes dropping briefly to Elena’s mouth before she caught herself and looked away.

The air thrummed with all the things they weren’t ready to say.

After a beat, Elena cleared her throat. “I’ll go get his diaper bag.”

Jordan nodded quickly. “It’s already by the door.”

“Oh.” Elena blinked. “You—”

“I packed it,” Jordan said casually, trying to hide how much she enjoyed being useful. “Bottles, wipes, his blue blanket, the sun hat you like, two outfits, and his pacifiers.”

Elena blinked at her, stunned. “You think of everything.”

Jordan shrugged, trying not to preen under the praise. “He drools on everything. I learned.”

Elena’s laughter warmed the room. “That’s true.”

She shifted Oliver into his car seat and buckled him in with practiced precision. Jordan watched with quiet awe. Every buckle click was a reminder that Elena had learned all this alone at first. Learned it in fear. Learned it while abandoned.

And she wasn’t alone anymore.

Jordan wanted desperately to prove she wasn’t temporary.

As Elena tugged the last strap, she whispered something so soft Jordan might have imagined it:

“I’m glad it’s you.”

Jordan’s heart punched against her ribcage. “Elena…”

But Elena stood, grabbing her coat. “Come on. Before he wakes up.”

Jordan swallowed her words and grabbed the stroller.

They stepped into the hallway, still wrapped in the tender hush of early morning.


They squeezed into the cramped elevator—Jordan with the stroller, Elena cradling the diaper bag. Their arms brushed. Shoulders too.

Jordan’s breath hitched.

The elevator hummed and groaned its way downward. A flickering fluorescent bulb buzzed overhead.

Elena’s fingers brushed Jordan’s hand on the stroller handle—not by accident. Not really. Her knuckles lingered, grazing softly.

Jordan held absolutely still.

“Thank you,” Elena said quietly.

“For what?”

“For today.”
“For trying.”
“For coming home.”
“For coming back to yourself.”
Her eyes flickered to their son, asleep in the stroller. “For coming back to us.”

Jordan’s lips parted, breath catching.

“You don’t have to thank me for that,” she whispered. “I’d do anything for you two.”

Elena swallowed, gaze falling to Jordan’s chest for a heartbeat too long.

Before Jordan could speak—
Before she could say something reckless—
The elevator dinged.

And the moment broke.


The chill of early spring air met them as the building door swung open. The city smelled faintly of wet pavement and brewing coffee from the café across the street. A normal day. Ordinary.

But for them?

It was monumental.

Elena pulled her coat tighter and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Jordan lowered the stroller down the two steps, careful, steady, making sure every wheel landed safely.

Elena watched her do it with a tenderness she didn’t try to hide.

“Where to first?” Jordan asked.

“Honestly?” Elena exhaled. “I just want fresh air. A slow walk. Maybe the park.”

“Park it is.”

They fell into step beside each other, shoulders brushing again. A little closer this time.

People passed them. A few glanced at the stroller. A couple smiled. Some didn’t look at all.

Jordan kept waiting for someone to give the wrong look—
the judgmental kind, the kind that had haunted them during her worst months.

But instead—

A woman at the bus stop leaned over. “Your baby is beautiful.”

Elena beamed. “Thank you.”

The woman winked. “You two must be very happy.”

Jordan tensed.

Elena didn’t.

She simply looked at Oliver, eyes soft. “We are.”

Jordan’s breath left her in a quiet, stunned rush.

We are.

Not I am.
Not he is.
Not maybe someday.

We.

Jordan felt the word settle inside her like something warm and blooming.


They reached the park and found an empty bench beneath an old oak tree. Jordan parked the stroller and sat, legs spread instinctively wide, elbows on her knees. Elena sat beside her, close enough that their thighs touched.

She didn’t move away.

“So,” Elena said lightly, “think Oliver’s ready for his first grand tour of the pigeons?”

Jordan smirked. “Oh yeah. They’re a big part of city culture. He needs to know.”

Elena laughed, head tilting back. Her joy was breathtaking.

“Jordan?” she asked after a moment.

“Yeah?”

“I see how hard you’re trying,” Elena said quietly. “And I need you to know it matters. A lot.”

Jordan swallowed hard. “I want to be better. For you. For him. For myself.”

Elena’s hand slid onto the bench between them, palm up.

An invitation.

Jordan stared at it, pulse thundering.

Slowly—slowly—she placed her hand in Elena’s.

Elena squeezed gently.

Jordan didn’t breathe.

“I’m not pressuring anything,” Elena whispered. “I just wanted you to know… I feel safe with you again.”

Jordan bowed her head.

Her voice cracked. “Thank you. That means everything.”

Elena’s eyes shimmered. “You mean everything too.”

Jordan looked up sharply—but Elena’s gaze was soft, not urgent, not pushing, simply honest.

A truth placed gently between them.

Jordan’s chest ached.

“Elena…” she breathed.

But before she could say more, Oliver fussed in the stroller, the moment fracturing like a bubble.

Elena pulled her hand back with a small smile. “Duty calls.”

Jordan exhaled shakily and leaned forward to unbuckle Oliver. “Come here, little man. I got you.”

She lifted him, steady and practiced. Oliver squirmed, then settled against her chest with a tiny sigh, his cheek pressed over Jordan’s heart.

Elena watched with an expression that bordered on reverent.

“Hey,” Jordan murmured to Oliver, brushing his soft hair. “You’re okay.”

“You always calm him,” Elena whispered. “He trusts you.”

Jordan swallowed. “I trust him too.”

Elena’s voice came soft, trembling slightly. “And me?”

Jordan froze.

Their eyes locked.

“Elena,” she whispered, raw, “I trust you more than anyone I’ve ever known.”

Elena’s breath stuttered.

Before either could push the moment further—
before hearts or lips crossed a line—
an excitable group of joggers rounded the path and Oliver startled, fussing loudly.

The moment evaporated.

Elena stood. “We should walk a bit more. He’ll settle.”

Jordan nodded, shifting Oliver to her shoulder. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

But even as they walked—

Even as the noise of the city wrapped around them—

Even as Oliver’s whimpers faded—

The weight of what had just passed between them lingered like electricity.

Unspoken.
Charged.
Growing roots.

And neither of them—
not anymore—
wanted to run from it.


The elevator doors glide open with a soft chime, spilling warm light into the lobby of the children’s museum. Jordan steps out first, holding Oliver against her shoulder. Elena follows with the diaper bag, her cheeks still rosy from the small, perfect moment they shared at the café—barely a date, but close enough that both of them feel changed by it.

Oliver coos, grabbing Jordan’s collar with his tiny fist. She laughs breathlessly.
“I know, dude. Big day. A lot of excitement.”

“You’re good with him,” Elena says softly as they cross the foyer. “I mean… I knew that, but today it really hit me.”

Jordan swallows at the warmth in her tone. “He just likes me because I make stupid faces.”

“You make him feel safe,” Elena replies, this time with no hesitation. “That’s… that’s not a small thing.”

The doors swing open to the cool afternoon air outside, the city noise softened by a layer of winter haze. Snow is melting in patchy lines along the sidewalk. Oliver’s breath fogs against Jordan’s shirt. Everything feels muted, intimate, like a snow globe that someone has gently shaken.

They walk slowly toward Jordan’s car—half because the sidewalks are slushy, half because neither of them wants the day to end.

When they reach the car, Jordan unlocks it but doesn’t open the door. She just stands there, bouncing Oliver lightly, staring at Elena with this expression like she’s memorizing her.

Elena feels a flutter in her chest. “What?”

“You haven’t stopped smiling since the café,” Jordan says quietly.

“You were… easy to smile with.”

Their eyes meet. That unspoken want flickers again—gentle, cautious, but strong enough that Elena’s breath stutters.

Jordan finally breaks away to buckle Oliver into the car seat. Elena watches her—how carefully she positions his little hat, how she tucks the blanket around his legs, how she taps his nose and murmurs, “There you go, buddy.”

It hits Elena like a wave:
She loves him. Completely.
And she loves me. Maybe still. Maybe always.

She forces in a breath.

Jordan straightens up, wiping a smear of drool off her shirt.
“You okay?”

Elena nods too quickly. “Yes. I mean—yeah. Just… today was good.”

Jordan blushes—actually blushes. “Yeah. It was.”


On the drive back to Marisol’s apartment, Oliver sleeps soundly. The city whistles by in streaks of muted color. Elena sits with her hands clasped in her lap until Jordan glances over.

“You’re really quiet.”

“I’m thinking,” Elena says honestly.

“About…?”

“Everything.”

Jordan exhales. “Yeah. Same.”

Silence again—but it isn’t uncomfortable. If anything, it feels like they’re building something in those quiet seconds. Something fragile, but steady.

When they hit a red light, Jordan drapes her arm along the back of Elena’s seat while turning to check on Oliver. The motion brings her closer—close enough that Elena feels her breath warm against her cheek. Close enough that Elena’s pulse races.

Jordan doesn’t move away immediately. Their eyes lock, suspended, waiting—

The light turns green. Jordan jerks back to the wheel.
“Right. Driving,” she mutters.

Elena bites back a smile.


Marisol’s apartment is warm when they enter, the radiator rattling gently. Oliver is half-asleep, murmuring little baby-groans as Jordan carries him inside.

“I’ll take him to the living room,” Jordan says softly.

Elena hangs up the diaper bag, her heartbeat still unsteady from the car moment. She removes her coat and follows Jordan into the living room, where Oliver is already stretched out on his blanket on the couch, tiny fists curled toward his face.

Jordan kneels beside him, brushing a strand of blond hair out of her eyes. She looks calm in a way Elena hasn’t seen in months.

Elena lowers herself beside her on the rug. Their shoulders brush.

Jordan doesn’t lean away.

A long, quiet minute passes—just the hum of the heater, the soft sound of Oliver’s breathing.

Then:

“Thank you,” Elena whispers.

Jordan blinks. “For what?”

“For today. For him. For… everything.”

Jordan shifts to face her fully. “Elena. You don’t have to thank me for loving him.”

The words slip out before she seems to realize what she’s said.

Elena’s breath catches.

Jordan freezes, eyes widening in panic. “I—I meant—I just—”

“No,” Elena interrupts gently. “Don’t take it back.”

Jordan swallows hard. “Okay. Then… I won’t.”

Elena’s hand moves without her thinking—reaching across the rug, fingertips brushing Jordan’s knuckles.

Jordan trembles, almost imperceptibly.

“Elena…” she whispers, like saying her name hurts and heals her at once.

“You’ve grown so much,” Elena murmurs. “You’ve worked so hard. And today I saw you—really saw you. The way you used to be. The way you are now. The way you could be. And I…”

Her voice falters.

Jordan leans closer. “You what?”

Elena forces herself to meet her eyes. “I want to try. I want to try this. Again. Carefully.”

Jordan’s breath leaves her in a trembling rush. “Elena, I—God, I’ve wanted that. I just didn’t want to push.”

“You’re not pushing,” Elena whispers. “I’m reaching.”

She touches Jordan’s cheek. Jordan closes her eyes like she’s been starved for the contact.

“Elena,” she breathes, voice breaking. “I’m scared.”

“Me too.”

Jordan opens her eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you again.”

“I don’t want to lose you again.”

Their foreheads touch, barely. A brush. A promise.

“I never stopped loving you,” Jordan whispers. “Not for one second, even when I was at my worst. Even when I didn’t deserve you.”

Elena’s throat tightens. “You do deserve love, Jordan. You always have.”

“I didn’t believe that,” Jordan admits. “Not until… recently. Not until you kept showing up. Even when you shouldn’t have had to.”

Elena’s eyes glisten. “We both broke. We both healed. And now… I think we’re different people. Better people.”

Jordan huffs a soft, shaky laugh. “You make me better.”

“You make me brave.”

Another silence.

Then Jordan leans in—slowly, giving Elena time to pull away.

Elena doesn’t.

Their lips meet in the softest, most tentative kiss. Barely there. A whisper of a promise. Warm. Fragile. Real.

Jordan pulls back first, breath uneven. “Is this okay?”

“Yes,” Elena whispers. “More than okay.”

Jordan’s smile is small and astonished, like she’s afraid to believe she deserves it.

Oliver stirs with a small cry, breaking the moment. Jordan laughs quietly, pressing her forehead to Elena’s once more before shifting toward him.

“I’ve got him,” she says, lifting Oliver gently into her arms. “Little guy always has perfect timing.”

Elena watches her—how effortlessly Jordan soothes Oliver, how natural she looks standing in the soft apartment light, baby against her chest. The future that once terrified Elena now feels… possible.

Jordan rocks Oliver lightly, humming something soft under her breath.

Then she glances at Elena with eyes that hold a new, careful certainty.

“Let’s take him back to the guest room,” Jordan says. “We can all sit with him until he falls asleep.”

We.

Not you and him.
Not you and Marisol.
Not the two of you.

We.

Elena stands, stepping closer. “Yeah,” she whispers. “Let’s go.”

When they walk down the hallway—with Jordan carrying Oliver and Elena walking beside her, brushing shoulders—it feels like something new has clicked into place.

Not the wild, burning fire of their first attempt.
Not the shattered, painful wreckage of their separation.

Something soft.
Something steady.
Something earned.

They move together, instinctively, gently, like a small family learning its rhythm.

And as Jordan lays Oliver down in the crib and Elena rests her hand on Jordan’s back—

it becomes clear that whatever they are becoming,
they’re becoming it together.


Chapter Thirty-Five — The First Real Week as a Maybe-Family
Elena’s POV

Elena wakes before Oliver does, which is rare now.
She opens her eyes slowly, blinking into the soft living room light filtering past the curtains in Marisol’s apartment.

Jordan is already awake.

Not leaving.
Not running.
Not hiding.

She’s sitting at the edge of the couch Elena and Oliver slept on last night, hair still damp from a shower, wearing a warm gray hoodie and sweats. Her elbows rest on her knees, and she’s just… watching them. Protectively. Softly. With that quiet awe she always tries to hide.

Elena’s breath catches.

Jordan notices at once and smiles—small, hesitant, like she’s terrified of startling a wild animal.

“Morning,” she whispers. Her voice is hoarse with sleep and something deeper. “You were drooling. Both of you.”

Elena blushes immediately.
“I wasn’t—Oliver drools. Babies drool.”

“You drooled on him,” Jordan teases gently.

Elena swats her leg with the blanket. Jordan laughs—actually laughs—and the sound shakes something loose inside Elena’s chest.

It feels normal.
It feels… like a family almost.

Not defined.
Not official.
But real.

Jordan reaches out instinctively to take Oliver when he stirs, but stops herself, hand hovering.

Elena notices.

“It’s okay,” she whispers. “You can hold him.”

Jordan lets out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding and gathers Oliver easily into her arms. She kisses the top of his head, eyes closing for a moment like the contact is a prayer.

Elena watches her.

And she thinks—
Yeah. Maybe we can try again. Maybe.


The week forms itself naturally:

Jordan:
· morning practices
· therapy twice this week
· evenings helping with Oliver
Elena:
· breastfeeding, pumping, naps
· walking laps around the apartment building
· relearning how to breathe around this woman she still loves
Oliver:
· bringing both of them to their knees with tiny demands
· gurgling loudly whenever Jordan talks, as if he recognizes her voice
· falling asleep best in Jordan’s arms (which Elena pretends not to notice)


It’s late when Jordan returns from practice, hair still wet from a rushed shower, gym bag over her shoulder. Elena is pacing the apartment, trying to soothe Oliver from a fussiness spell.

“Here—let me,” Jordan murmurs.

She’s always careful now. Always asking permission with her eyes.

Elena hands Oliver over.

He instantly settles into Jordan’s chest, cheek smooshing against her hoodie.

Jordan shakes her head, half-amused, half–self-deprecating.
“He likes me because I’m basically a space heater.”

“No,” Elena says quietly, still standing close.
“He likes you because he feels safe with you.”

Jordan freezes.

Something emotional flickers across her face. Something she doesn’t say. Something Elena can feel vibrating in the space between them.

“Elena,” Jordan begins softly.
“There’s something I’ve been wanting to—”

The apartment door slams open.

Marisol:
“WHO LEFT AN EMPTY MILK CARTON IN THE FRIDGE?!”

The spell shatters.

Jordan glances at Elena, apologetic.
Elena swallows her disappointment.

One more almost-confession.

One more almost-moment.



Jordan’s ex—Naomi—keeps texting.

Jordan ignores it, but Elena sees the tension in her shoulders when her phone vibrates.
Not because Jordan wants her.

But because Jordan doesn’t want Elena to misunderstand again.

That doesn’t stop Elena’s stomach from knotting once or twice.

Jordan notices. Of course she does.

One night, while washing bottles in the kitchen, Jordan breaks the silence:

“Elena… she’s not anything. Not anymore. She’s the past. You’re—”

She clamps her jaw shut.
Elena turns toward her slowly.

“I’m what?” she whispers.

Jordan swallows.

“You’re the person I’m trying not to mess things up with again.”

The air thickens.

Elena’s chest warms and aches at the same time.

She wants to kiss her.
She wants to cry.
She wants both.

But she only says, softly:

“Okay.”

Because she isn’t ready.

Not yet.



Tasha greets them both with the biggest grin when they walk onto the court with Oliver. She has fully forgiven Jordan—but she is also firmly in her accountability era.

Tasha nudges Jordan:
“You’re looking less feral this week. Baby magic?”

Jordan tries to glare. Fails.

Meanwhile, Elena watches Jordan laugh with her teammates—really laugh—and her heart warms.

She forgot what Jordan looks like when she’s happy.
She forgot how beautiful it is.

Later, while Jordan is doing drills, Tasha sits beside Elena in the bleachers.

“So,” Tasha says, bouncing Oliver gently on her knees, “you thinking about getting back with her?”

Elena sputters.
Tasha smirks.

“Girl, she’s in love with you. Half the team knows. The other half assumes.”

Elena stares at Jordan, who is running suicides, jaw set, sweat beading down her temples.

“I’m… considering it,” Elena whispers.

Tasha nods, satisfied.
“Good. She deserves something good. And so do you.”


Jordan stands outside Marisol’s apartment with takeout, shifting nervously from foot to foot.

Elena opens the door with Oliver in her arms.

“For you,” Jordan says, holding up the bag.
“And maybe for me. Mostly for you.”

Elena smiles, genuinely touched.
They eat together—quietly, comfortably.

Jordan keeps stealing glances at her.
Elena pretends not to notice.

After dinner, Elena feeds Oliver on the couch while Jordan watches from the floor, leaning back against it. Jordan’s arm touches Elena’s leg but neither pull away.

Not much.
Just enough to feel everything.

Elena whispers:

“This feels nice.”

Jordan looks up at her slowly.

“It feels like home,” she says.

Elena’s breath hitches.

But she doesn’t pull away.
Not this time.


Elena has her postpartum follow-up.

Jordan insists on driving her.

Elena doesn’t fight it.

On the way back, with Oliver asleep in the backseat, Jordan says quietly:

“I’m working on things. In therapy. Boundaries, guilt, shame… my dad stuff. The drinking. All of it.”

Elena listens.

Jordan continues:

“I want to build something steady. Something safe. But I don’t want to pressure you.”
A beat.
“So you tell me how fast or slow. I’ll follow your pace.”

Elena looks at her.

Really looks.

“Then stay,” Elena says softly.
“Not every night. Not rushing anything. Just… stay in our lives this week. Be here. Be consistent.”

Jordan’s eyes soften so deeply it hurts.

“I can do that,” she promises.
“And I want to.”


A lazy morning.
Jordan in sweats, hair messy, making pancakes badly.
Elena laughing.
Oliver squealing in his baby chair.

Music playing low.
Sunlight spilling in warm stripes across the floor.

Jordan tries to flip a pancake and it flops sideways.

Elena:
“Wow. That’s… almost round.”

Jordan:
“Your son distracted me.”

Elena crosses her arms.
“Our son?”

Jordan blushes hard—caught.

“He… he feels like mine. I mean—not that I’m trying to overstep or assume or—”

Elena steps closer and puts a hand on Jordan’s wrist.

“It’s okay. I want him to feel like yours.”

Jordan swallows hard, overcome.

And she whispers—barely audible:

“Elena… I love you.”

Elena closes her eyes, breath trembling.

She opens them slowly.

“I’m not ready yet,” she whispers back.
“But I want to be. And I’m getting closer every day.”

Jordan nods—soft, patient, hopeful.

“I’ll wait,” she says.
“As long as it takes.”

They stand close.
Not kissing.
Not rushing.

Just choosing each other.
Carefully.
Tenderly.

Maybe-family becoming something real.

Something new.

Something with a future.


Chapter Thirty-Six — When Everything Is On the Line
Jordan’s POV

Jordan had never been this tired in her life — not even during two-a-day practices in college or the season she’d torn her ACL and rehabbed like she had a grudge against her own body.

But this tired was different.
Not the kind that dulled her, but the kind that sharpened everything.
Life was heavier now, but it was also more vivid.

And as she stepped into the empty practice gym at six in the morning, gym bag slung over her shoulder, she finally let herself breathe.

Her team was one week out from the semifinals — one step away from the championship series. Her comeback, her second chance, the season she wasn’t supposed to survive… was suddenly within reach.

And all she could think was:

I want Oliver to see me win.
I want Elena to see me win.
I want to build something real for them.
The ache of wanting a family again wasn’t scary anymore.

It was steady.
Earned.
Honest.

She just didn’t know how to say any of that out loud yet.


Coach Rivera blew her whistle as Jordan jogged onto the court.

“You’re early,” Rivera said, arms crossed, but her face softened. “You okay?”

Jordan nodded. “Yeah. Just… clearing my head.”

Rivera studied her with the quiet sharpness she always had. “You’re leading the league in assists. Your shooting percentage is the highest of your career. And your turnovers are down. If this is you needing clarity, I’ll take it.”

Jordan huffed a soft laugh.
“I want it to matter,” Jordan said.
“It does matter,” Rivera replied. “The question is matter to who?”

Jordan swallowed.
She didn’t answer.

But the image rose in her mind anyway —
Elena standing in the stands, baby Oliver strapped to her chest, the both of them watching her with quiet pride.

A family.
One she’d almost destroyed.
One she was slowly, carefully earning back.

Rivera tilted her head. “Hale… you ever notice your game is the strongest when you’re playing for someone other than yourself?”

Jordan blinked.

Rivera smiled knowingly. “Go warm up.”


Later that afternoon, Jordan pushed open the door to Marisol’s apartment quietly.
Baby Oliver was babbling on a blanket on the floor, chubby legs kicking wildly, while Elena sat beside him folding tiny onesies.

The sight hit Jordan like a fist and a balm at once.

Elena looked up.
Smiled.
Soft. Warm.
Still guarded — but less than before.

“Hey,” she whispered.

“Hey,” Jordan murmured, kneeling beside Oliver.
He squealed and reached toward her with both hands.

Jordan melted instantly.

“How’d he do today?” she asked.

Elena brushed a curl behind her ear.
“He missed you during tummy time,” she teased. “He kept yelling at the floor.”

Jordan picked him up, pressing a kiss to his pudgy cheek.
He cooed happily, gripping her jersey in his tiny fist.

And God — Jordan felt it every time.
The gravity.
The blessing.
The fear.
The second chance.

Elena watched her quietly, her expression softening in that way she tried to hide.

“You okay?” Jordan asked.

“I am,” Elena said — and meant it. “I think… I’m finally okay.”

Their eyes held.
A warm, tentative thing passed between them.

Not a confession.
Not yet.
But something like a promise.



Jordan didn’t tell Elena she was going to see her father.
Not yet.
Not until she knew what the conversation would be.

She found him sitting on the balcony of the hotel room she’d kept him in — sober for nearly two weeks now, looking worn and older and uncertain.

He startled when she knocked.

“Jordan,” he said softly. “You… you came back.”

She sat across from him, posture tight.

“You need to tell me the truth,” she said. “About the drinking. About disappearing. About everything you didn’t say before.”

Her father’s eyes dropped to his worn hands.

“I didn’t know how to be a parent after your mother left,” he said. “I couldn’t handle being alone, and I drowned the guilt. And when you stepped up—” He swallowed thickly. “—I let you. Because I was weak.”

Jordan’s jaw clenched.
She didn’t cry. She couldn’t.

“It wasn’t weakness,” she said. “It was abandonment.”

Her father winced.

She went on. “And now you have another baby coming. You can’t screw this up.”

“I won’t.”
He wiped his face.
“I want help. I’m in a group. I’m talking to people. I’m trying, Jordan.”

She stared at him.
The old anger still throbbed.
But so did something else.
Something quieter.
Something tired.

“Good,” she said finally. “Because I’m not raising another one of your kids.”

A beat of silence.

Then —
“I’m proud of you,” he whispered.
“You became everything I should have been.”

Jordan inhaled sharply.
Pain and closure tangled messy in her chest.

“Get better,” she said.
“For your kid. For yourself.”
She stood to leave, voice low. “But not for me. I’m rebuilding my life. And it won’t revolve around fixing yours anymore.”

She didn’t look back as she walked out.
But she felt lighter.


That night, Jordan tucked Oliver into his little bassinet at Marisol’s apartment while Elena washed bottles in the kitchen.

Oliver gripped Jordan’s finger sleepily.

She swallowed hard.

“You have no idea,” she whispered to him. “How much I want to be worthy of you.”

From behind her, a voice said quietly:

“You already are.”

Jordan turned.
Elena stood in the doorway, watching her with something soft… something hopeful.

They stood close.
Too close.
Jordan could smell vanilla lotion on Elena’s skin.

“Elena…” Jordan murmured, struggling for control. “I—”

But Elena gently touched her arm.

“Not yet,” she whispered. “We’re getting there. Slowly.”

And Jordan nodded, heart thundering.

Then she remembered.

Rosa’s ring.
Hidden in her sock drawer at home.
Waiting.

The thought alone nearly took her breath.



The next practice was brutal in the best way.

Reporters crowded the sidelines.
Fans were already debating Finals matchups.
Jordan’s name climbed the MVP shortlist.

But pressure felt different now.
Less isolating.

Because when she stepped off the court, sweaty and exhausted, she found a text from Elena:
Elena: Oliver said “gah” today. I think it was meant for you.
Elena: We’re proud of you. Come over when you can. No pressure.
Jordan stared at the words longer than she meant to.

Proud.
We’re proud.

Her throat tightened.

She typed back:
Jordan: I’ll be there soon.
Jordan: Tell him I love him.
Jordan: Tell… yourself too.
She froze.
Deleted the last line.
Sent only:
Jordan: Give him a kiss for me.
But the original words lived in her chest anyway.

And she knew—
She was moving toward something.
Someone.
A whole new family.

And soon… she’d be ready to ask for it.

To claim it.

To promise it forever.


Chapter Thirty-Seven — Final Stretch: Victory, Vows, and the Reveal
Jordan’s POV

Jordan Hale used to think she knew what pressure felt like.

Playoffs. Contract years. Rival teams breathing down her neck. Cameras ready to dissect every missed shot.

But nothing—nothing—felt the way March did now.

Because this time, she wasn’t just playing for the championship.

She was playing for Elena.
For Oliver.
For the future she was quietly building with every careful step forward.

And for the small velvet ring box hidden in the back of her locker.

Grandma Rosa’s ring.


The training facility hummed with playoff energy—sneakers squeaking, coaches shouting, the thud of basketballs echoing like a heartbeat through the gym. But Jordan’s heartbeat was louder.

She wiped her hands on her shorts, gathering her focus. Elena and Oliver were watching from the bleachers today—Elena bundled in her oversized ribbed sweater, bouncing little Oliver on her lap. Oliver wore a tiny team onesie custom-made by Tasha, who was still proudly claiming “god-auntie” status.

Every time Oliver squealed, Jordan fought a smile that threatened to destroy her game face.

“Yo, Hale.”
Tasha smirked as she dribbled past. “You’re staring again.”

Jordan’s ears turned pink. “I’m not staring.”

“Uh-huh.” Tasha arched a brow. “If your eyes spent any more time on that woman, the league might call a technical.”

Jordan tossed the ball at her—not hard, but enough to make Tasha bark out a laugh.

“Shut up.”

“Love you too,” Tasha grinned. “Also, you playing out of your mind today. Don’t tell me it’s because Elena watches like she’s studying you for an exam.”

Jordan swallowed hard.

Because maybe it was.

Elena’s gaze wasn’t the same as the crowd’s.
It wasn’t pressure.
It wasn’t analysis.

It was soft. Warm. Hopeful.

It made Jordan want to rise to it.


After practice, Jordan showered, dressed, then slipped away to her locker when no one was looking.

She opened the bottom drawer. Beneath her wrist wraps and finger tape was the navy velvet box.

She didn’t open it. She couldn’t—her chest was already too tight.

But she touched it. Lightly. Reverently.

Grandma Rosa’s ring.

Rosa had pressed it into her hand with that knowing look—half stern, half amused.
“Don’t be a coward, mija.”
Jordan still heard it in her ears.

But she couldn’t rush Elena. They were only newly rebuilding. Softly, slowly. And Elena still lived at Marisol’s for the sake of Oliver’s routine.

But Jordan was planning.
Every quiet night.
Every sleepy morning holding Oliver.
Every gentle smile Elena gave her when she wasn’t looking.

Jordan didn’t write out a formal plan yet, but she knew the shape of it:
· After playoffs
· A real family dinner with Rosa and Marisol
· A walk or a moment that felt like theirs
· And then the ring
· And then, hopefully, Elena saying yes
· And then their future in motion
But planning was one thing.
Believing she deserved it was another.


Jordan reached the bleachers, still towel-drying her hair.

“Hey,” Elena said, smiling up at her like she hadn’t been the sun Jordan revolved around all morning.

Oliver squealed and reached toward Jordan with grabby hands.

Jordan melted instantly.

She scooped him up, pressing a kiss to his soft cheek. “Hey little man.”

“He watched the whole thing,” Elena said. “He even yelled at the ref once.”

“Good,” Jordan grinned. “Start ’em young.”

Elena laughed, brushing a wisp of hair from her face—and Jordan’s pulse jumped. Small gestures hit her too deeply now.

“You hungry?” Jordan asked. “I was thinking we could grab food before heading back to Marisol’s.”

Elena hesitated, cheeks pink. “Just the three of us?”

“If you want.”

Elena nodded slowly. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

Her voice was soft. Hopeful. Careful.

Jordan swallowed the ache in her throat.


They found a small café two blocks from the court—quiet, sunlit, with big booths and space for Oliver’s stroller. Oliver babbled at the menu as if choosing his own meal.

Jordan ordered a grilled chicken wrap. Elena, a tomato soup and half-sandwich combo. Oliver, mashed sweet potatoes from the diaper bag.

Elena blew lightly on her soup, tucking her hair behind her ear as she always did. Jordan watched without meaning to.

“You’re staring,” Elena said, smirking lightly.

“I’m not—” Jordan blinked. “Okay. Maybe a little.”

Elena blushed and looked down.

The air shifted—warm, sweet, intimate.

Oliver loudly smacked his spoon against the table, breaking the tension. Elena laughed. Jordan laughed with her.

But the moment lingered.

They talked. Quiet things. Domestic things.

How Oliver slept last night.
How Jordan’s coach wanted her to run point more often.
How Elena was thinking of going back to work part-time after Oliver hit two months old.
How Jordan wanted to support whatever she chose.

By the time they finished eating, Jordan felt full in a way that had nothing to do with food.



Two days later, the first game of the playoff series began.

The arena roared—lights bright, announcers hyped, the energy wild. Jordan took a deep breath.

Elena and Oliver were in the family section with Marisol, Rosa, and Tasha’s wife. Oliver wore giant baby headphones and a miniature jersey with HALE across the back.

Jordan nearly lost it when she saw that.

The moment the game tipped off, Jordan was pure focus.

She moved like fire.
Shot like she couldn’t miss.
Passed like she could see plays before they formed.

She played the best quarter of her season.

During a timeout, the coach clapped her shoulder.
“This is your year, Hale,” he said. “You’re locked in.”

Jordan wasn’t locked in.

She was in love.

And she was beginning to understand that maybe the two were connected.


After the win, Jordan showered, changed, and walked out to meet her people.

Elena was holding Oliver and rocking him gently; she looked sleepy, warm, beautiful in the hoodie Jordan had loaned her earlier.

“You were amazing,” Elena said softly.

The team buzzed around them, cameras flashing, reporters calling for quotes, but in that moment, it felt like the world shrank around the three of them.

Jordan lifted Oliver from her arms so Elena could stretch. “Did he sleep well?”

“Through halftime,” Elena smiled. “He likes the noise.”

“I knew he’d be a basketball baby,” Jordan murmured.

Then Oliver gurgled happily and reached toward Jordan’s cheek. Jordan kissed his little palm.

Elena made a soft sound in her throat.

When Jordan looked up, she saw the exact moment something slipped in Elena’s expression—something tender, longing, vulnerable.

Without thinking, Elena leaned forward and kissed Jordan’s cheek.

Soft. Lingering. Warm.

Jordan froze.

Elena pulled back, startled at herself. “Sorry—I—”

Jordan touched her cheek. “Don’t be.”

Their eyes met.
The moment stretched.
Electric. Sweet. Fragile.

They didn’t kiss.

Not yet.

But something shifted fully into place.


That night, after Elena settled Oliver to sleep in Marisol’s guest room, Jordan sat on the couch beside her. They talked quietly, basking in the good game glow and Oliver’s sleepy noises from the baby monitor.

Jordan brushed a curl from Elena’s forehead, a gesture so natural she didn’t realize she did it until Elena’s breath caught.

“Elena,” Jordan said softly. “About earlier—”

Elena put a hand on Jordan’s arm.
“Let’s just… go slow. But I’m not afraid of where we’re headed.”

Jordan felt her ribs loosen painfully.

“Okay,” she whispered.

Elena leaned her head on Jordan’s shoulder.

Jordan closed her eyes.

And her mind went straight to the navy velvet ring box.

The plan sharpened:
· Championship win
· A quiet weekend trip with Elena and Oliver
· A small private moment
· A ring from Rosa
· A yes she prayed she deserved
She wasn’t rushing. But she was preparing.

Because now, more than ever—
Jordan Hale intended to marry Elena Alvarez.

And build the future they were already living piece by piece.


Chapter Thirty-Eight — The Finals Begin & The First Real Step Toward Forever
Jordan’s POV

The arena lights were blinding even from the tunnel, but Jordan had never needed the visuals to feel when the building was full—not like this. The air carried it. A low hum of electricity under the floor, a restless energy that pulsed through her shoes and up her legs like a second heartbeat.

The Finals.

Everything she’d fought for—professionally, emotionally, personally—had gathered here, teetering on a razor’s edge.

She bounced the ball twice, rolled her neck, inhaled through her nose. Her nerves weren’t the sharp, jagged kind she used to get in high school playoff games. These were smoother, deeper, sitting below her sternum like a weight she didn’t quite know how to balance.

But they felt… good.

Hopeful.

And then she saw them.

Elena and Oliver.

Front row, courtside.
Exactly where Jordan had left their passes under her name.
Exactly where she secretly hoped they would sit.

Elena had Oliver tucked securely in her arms, his tiny noise-canceling headphones bright blue and too big for him, making him look like a baby DJ. His eyes were open, curious, scanning the colorful court like he already knew he belonged in arenas, not quiet rooms. Elena was smiling—softly, warmly, the kind of smile that made everything in Jordan’s chest tilt and then reorder itself.

Jordan stopped dribbling.

Stopped breathing.

Her teammate nudged her from behind. “Yo, Hale, you alive?”

But Jordan didn’t answer. She couldn’t.

Because Elena lifted her gaze and found hers.

There was no hesitation—just recognition. Like she’d been waiting for Jordan to look. Like she needed her to. And God, Jordan felt that connection physically, like a second pulse synced to her own.

Elena mouthed something.

“You got this.”

Jordan wasn’t a mouth-reader, but she knew those three words as surely as she knew her jersey number.

A warmth spread across her chest, slow but unstoppable.

She gave a short nod—not just an acknowledgment, but a promise.

I’m doing this for us.
For you.
For him.
For the family we’re just starting to become.

And then she jogged toward the bench, the hardwood almost springy beneath her feet.


Coach went over rotations, defensive matchups, rebounding emphasis—but Jordan heard none of it.

She was thinking about the ring hidden in her gym bag.

Elena’s grandmother’s ring.

Rosa had given it to her in that quiet, devastatingly gentle way only Rosa could manage—like she already knew how the story would end, how it always should’ve ended, like she’d been holding that ring not for her granddaughter’s unknown future husband, but for the woman who loved her instead.

Jordan still hadn’t wrapped her mind around that.

The weight of the ring was both grounding and terrifying.

She’d been working with Marisol on a proposal plan—not a gimmick, not a spectacle, but something intimate, something real. Something that said:
I choose you. Not because everything is perfect, but because everything was hard and we still came back.

Tonight wasn’t the proposal.

But tonight mattered.

Tonight would shape everything that came after.

Jordan wiped her palms against her shorts.

Tasha noticed and leaned close. “You good? You’re weirdly quiet. Like… scary quiet.”

Jordan huffed. “I’m fine.”

“You’re soaking up your girlfriend and the baby sitting courtside, aren’t you?”

Jordan shot her a look.
Tasha grinned.
“Calm down, I know you’re not officially official again, but the longing in your eyes is loud, Hale.”

Jordan rolled her eyes. “Shut up.”

But her cheeks betrayed her.


The roar of the crowd when Jordan stepped onto the court felt like standing inside a storm.
She loved it.
Thrived on it.
Needed it.

But tonight, it hit differently.

Because the moment she took her position at the wing, she could feel Elena watching her.
Supporting her.
Claiming her, quietly, just with the softness of her gaze.

Oliver made a little noise—bright enough that the courtside mics probably picked it up—and Jordan’s chest did a strange, tightening thing that she pretended was adrenaline.

She tapped her thigh twice, shook out her arms, and waited for the jump ball.

It went up—

Her center tapped it—

Jordan caught the pass—

The Finals began.


Jordan drove the lane, got fouled, hit a fadeaway jumper, then dished a perfect assist to Tasha, who grinned and pointed at the baby after scoring.

Jordan tried not to laugh.
Failed.

Every time she made eye contact with Elena, her heartbeat quickened.
Every time Elena smiled back, she felt steadier.

And every time Oliver waved a tiny hand, Jordan’s vision went full soft-focus for two dangerous seconds.

At one point, after sinking a three, Jordan ran back on defense and Elena mouthed: “Show off.”

Jordan mouthed back: “For you.”

Her team was clicking.
Her confidence was sky-high.
Her lungs burned with the good kind of exhaustion.

By halftime, she had 18 points, 7 rebounds, 5 assists.

Coach clapped her shoulder. “Don’t get cocky, Hale. Stay locked in.”

But Jordan wasn’t cocky.

She was calm.
Whole.
Focused in a way she hadn’t been all season.

She glanced toward the stands.

Elena was feeding Oliver from a bottle, gentle and patient, rocking him just slightly.

Jordan’s throat tightened.

God, I love them.

The realization didn’t scare her.
Not anymore.


The other team adjusted.

Double-teamed her.

Forced her into bad switches.

The score tightened, the crowd tensed, and Jordan felt her shoulders knotting up with the pressure.

Her father was somewhere in the upper rows, Marisol had said.
Watching sober.
Trying.

Jordan didn’t know how to feel about that yet.
Forgiveness was not simple.
But closure was coming—one way or another.

And it complicated everything in her head at a time she needed clarity most.

A fast-break turnover.
A missed free throw.
A bad defensive read.

The momentum started slipping.

She bit down on her mouthguard, furious with herself.

When the coach pulled her for a breather, she leaned forward on her knees, sweaty, breathless, frustrated.

Until—

“Elena’s looking at you,” Tasha murmured. “Not like she’s judging. Like she believes in you so hard it’s borderline emotional.”

Jordan glanced up.

Elena lifted Oliver’s tiny hand and made it wave.

Jordan exhaled slowly.

Reset.

Refocus.

She tapped her heart twice, then pointed subtly at Elena—small enough that only she would notice.

Elena’s smile returned.

Jordan’s pulse steadied.


Two minutes left.

Tie game.

The arena vibrating with noise.

Jordan felt the ball hit her hands like a live wire. Every instinct sharpened, every thought narrowing to angles, spacing, the rhythm of defenders’ feet.

She dribbled left.
Hesitated.
Crossed right.
Split a double team.

The crowd roared.

She went up for a layup—

A defender crashed into her midair.

Jordan hit the floor hard.

Pain shot through her hip and ribs.

The whistle blew.

Elena jumped to her feet, hand on Oliver’s back, eyes wide with fear.

Jordan blinked spots from her vision.

Her teammate grabbed her arm. “You good? That was a hard hit.”

Jordan nodded, wincing. “I’m fine.”

But when she tried to stand, her leg trembled.

Elena looked like she was about to climb onto the court.

Jordan forced herself upright.

I’m okay. I’m okay. I’m okay.

She met Elena’s eyes again, gave a tiny shake of her head.

Not a no.
Not an I’m hurt.
But an I’ve got this.

Elena exhaled shakily, but nodded.

The arena went dead quiet as Jordan stepped to the free-throw line.

Her hip throbbed.
Her ribs screamed.
Her head felt too light.

But when she bent her knees and lifted her arms, all she could think was:

We’re almost there.
We’re almost the family we’re meant to be.
And I’m not letting anything stop me now.

She sank the first free throw.

Crowd erupted.

Sank the second.

Her coach signaled timeout.

Jordan limped to the bench, heart pounding.

“Let me take you out,” Coach said.

“Absolutely not.”

Coach clenched his jaw. “Hale—”

“I’m finishing this game.”

A long beat.

Then Coach nodded once. “Finish it right.”


Score tied again.

12 seconds on the clock.

Jordan inbounded the ball, shaking out her hand to numb the pain. The crowd thundered around her.

10 seconds.

She dribbled right.

8 seconds.

Crossed left.

6 seconds.

Split the trap.

4 seconds.

Rose for a midrange jumper.

3 seconds.

Defender clipped her ankle.

Jordan’s body twisted—

She felt herself falling—

Elena screamed her name—

And everything went black for a second.

Her back slammed into the court.
Pain exploded through her hip.

The buzzer sounded.

The arena was chaos.
The ref’s whistle cut through it.

Foul on the shot.
Jordan Hale shooting two free throws.
No time left.

Everything became a blur.

Teammates.
Coaches.
Crowd noise.
Pain radiating hot and blinding.

But through it—
Elena’s voice broke through the fog.

“Jordan!”

Jordan turned her head.

Elena was at the court’s edge, Oliver in her arms, eyes shining with fear and pride and love that she hadn’t said out loud yet but Jordan could feel in her bones.

Jordan swallowed hard.

She reached down and felt the small velvet ring box inside her sock—exactly where she’d hidden it so she couldn’t lose it.

The ring was there.
Their future was there.
If she could just get through this moment.

Jordan let out one slow breath.

Then she stood.

The arena erupted.

She hobbled to the line, pain tearing through her like fire.

But she kept her gaze on Elena.
Only Elena.

The ball hit her hands.

She bent her knees.

Lifted her arms.

Released—

The ball arced perfectly—

Swished.

The arena detonated with sound.

One more.

One shot to win Game 1 of the Finals.

One shot to steady the future she was building with Elena and their son.

Jordan bounced the ball.

Pain blurred the edges of her vision.

But Elena whispered something from the sideline.

“You’re almost home.”

Jordan lifted her eyes.

Met Elena’s.

Everything inside her steadied.

She shot.

The ball flew.

The crowd held its breath.

The buzzer had already sounded.

Time froze.

Jordan exhaled—

As the ball dropped through the net.

Game over.
Victory.

The arena went berserk.

Her team surrounded her.

And she swayed—everything finally catching up, the pain overwhelming, her knees giving out.

She hit the floor.

Elena screamed her name.

The world dimmed around the edges—

But before Jordan lost consciousness, she felt one thing:

The ring box pressed against her ankle.

And one thought bloomed, bright and unstoppable:

As soon as I can stand again…
I’m going to ask Elena Alvarez to marry me.


Chapter Thirty-Nine — After the Collapse
Jordan’s POV

Jordan came back to consciousness slowly—like someone rising through layers of heavy water.

First was sound.
A faint beeping.
Soft shuffling.
A baby fussing somewhere nearby.

Then scent.
Hand sanitizer.
Laundry detergent.
And something sweeter—Elena’s perfume, warm and familiar, like vanilla and comfort.

Then pain.
A sharp, throbbing ache along her hip and lower back. The kind of pain that told her she’d been hit hard, fallen harder.

Jordan grimaced.

“Hey… hey, don’t move too fast.”

Elena’s voice.

Soft.
Shaking.
Trying to be gentle but stretched thin with worry.

Jordan blinked her eyes open.

The first thing she saw was Elena—her Elena—sitting in a hospital chair beside the bed, Oliver dozing in her arms. Her hair was messy, cheeks flushed, eyes red from crying.

But she was beautiful.
God, she was beautiful.

And she was here.

“Elena…” Jordan’s voice was hoarse. “What—what happened?”

Tears filled Elena’s eyes instantly. She leaned forward, her free hand cupping Jordan’s cheek.

“You scared me,” Elena whispered. “You scared all of us. You collapsed on the court. You weren’t responding. They brought you here by ambulance.”

Jordan swallowed. “The shot…?”

“You made both of them.” Elena let out a watery laugh. “Of course you did.”

Jordan tried to smile, but the expression faltered at the pain.

“My hip?” she managed.

“Bad fall,” Elena murmured. “It’s bruised and strained, but nothing torn. They think the shock and adrenaline crash made you pass out.”

Jordan exhaled in relief—and pain.

Elena brushed hair from Jordan’s forehead tenderly, the way she had during Oliver’s birth. The way someone who loved her would.

The thought made Jordan’s heart ache.

“Is Oliver okay?” Jordan asked.

“He’s perfect,” Elena whispered, smiling softly down at him. “Just tired. We all are.”

Jordan nodded. “And you?”

Elena hesitated. “Scared. Still am.”

Jordan reached for her hand. Elena immediately threaded their fingers together.

The relief in her eyes hit like a punch.

She’s still here.


Marisol entered softly, followed by Jordan’s coach and the team doctor. Tasha hovered in the doorway, worry written all over her face.

“Hey,” Marisol said gently. “How’re you feeling?”

“Like I got run over by a bus,” Jordan muttered.

“That bus was, in fact, a six-foot-two defender,” Tasha said, crossing her arms. “You scared the hell out of us.”

Jordan cracked a small smile. She looked back to Elena, who held Oliver more tightly.

Her coach explained the injury—rest for a few days, physical therapy, possible return by Game 3 if cleared.

Jordan nodded through the information, but her attention kept drifting to Elena. To Oliver. To the ring box still tucked inside her sock—she could feel its outline against her ankle.

Later.
She couldn’t think about anything else yet.
But she also couldn’t wait much longer.

When the room finally cleared, it was just the three of them again.

Marisol kissed Jordan’s forehead, then Elena’s cheek, then Oliver’s tiny hand.

“I’m getting food,” she murmured. “Text if you need anything.”

When she was gone—

Silence settled.

Soft.
Heavy.
Meaningful.

Elena shifted Oliver to her other arm. Jordan watched every movement—so careful, so tender, so home.

“Elena…” Jordan said quietly.

Elena looked up.

“You don’t have to pretend you’re okay,” Elena said suddenly, voice trembling.

Jordan blinked. “I’m not pretending—”

“Yes. You are.” Tears spilled over onto Elena’s cheeks, unstoppable. “And I can’t do it again, Jordan. I can’t watch you fade away from me. I can’t watch you collapse—on the court or… or emotionally. I almost lost you. I can’t—”

“Elena.” Jordan reached for her hand and squeezed. “I’m here. I’m not running. I swear.”

“Then… then tell me why you’ve been pulling away.” Elena’s voice cracked. “Tell me why you’ve been keeping distance again. Why you looked… scared, the past few days.”

Jordan swallowed hard.

Her ribs tightened.

It was time.

She couldn’t hide anymore.

“Elena,” Jordan whispered, “I’ve been carrying something. Something big. Something I wasn’t sure… if I should give to you.”

Elena blinked in confusion.

Jordan closed her eyes. Gathered every trembling ounce of courage she had left.

“My father came to see me again,” she said softly. “Sober. He told me everything. About the baby he’s expecting. About the mess he made with you and Marisol. About why he’s been drinking again.”

Elena inhaled sharply. “Jordan…”

“I got angry. So angry.” Jordan’s jaw clenched. “And I didn’t want to bring that storm into your life. Or into Oliver’s. I thought… maybe staying at a distance was safer.”

Elena stared at her, heartbreak in her eyes.

“Jordan… you don’t get to carry everything alone anymore.”

Jordan’s voice broke. “I didn’t want to lose you again.”

“You almost did,” Elena whispered.

Jordan felt the words like a knife—but also like a second chance.

They stared at each other. Just stared.
A thousand unsaid things in the space between them.

Oliver stirred softly, letting out a small mewl.

Both women looked down at him.

And something inside Jordan clicked into place.

This is my family.
I want them.
I choose them.

Every day.
Forever.

“Elena?” Jordan said softly, voice trembling. “Can you… help me sit up?”

Elena repositioned Oliver against her shoulder, then gently helped Jordan rise. Jordan sucked in a sharp breath at the pain but nodded.

“Good?” Elena asked softly.

“Yeah,” Jordan whispered. “Don’t let go.”

“I won’t.”

Jordan reached down—slow, careful—and pulled off her sock.

Elena blinked. “Um… Jordan… why are you—”

The small velvet ring box slipped into Jordan’s hand.

Elena gasped.
Her free hand flew to her mouth.
Her eyes filled instantly.

Jordan held the box with shaking fingers.

“Elena Alvarez…”
Her voice cracked.
She swallowed.
Kept going.

“I’ve loved you for so long I don’t remember what it felt like not to. You and Oliver—you’re my home. You’re the thing I fight for. You’re the reason I stand up again every time life knocks me down.”

Elena sobbed softly, tears spilling freely.

Jordan opened the box.

Inside was Rosa’s ring.

The one Elena’s grandmother had given her.
The one Jordan had carried through heartbreak and relapse and recovery and the hardest game of her career.

Jordan’s voice broke into something soft and raw.
Something true.

“I know I messed up. I know I’m still rebuilding myself. I know I have work to do. But Elena… I don’t want to do any of it without you.”

Oliver shifted, tiny hand curling into Elena’s shirt.

Jordan looked at him. Then back at Elena.

“Will you marry me?” Jordan whispered.
“Will you be my partner? My family?
Will you let me love you—for the rest of my life?”

Elena’s breath caught. She covered her mouth again as more tears spilled.

“Jordan…” she whispered, voice trembling violently. “You’re—you’re asking me now? Like this?”

Jordan nodded. “I can’t wait anymore. Not after tonight. Not after almost losing everything.”

Elena looked down at Oliver, then back at Jordan.

Her eyes softened.

Warm.
Overwhelmed.
Full of aching love.

“Yes,” she whispered.

Jordan froze.
Blinking.

“Yes?” she asked again, barely breathing.

Elena laughed through tears, nodding hard. “Yes, Jordan. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

Jordan let out a laugh that was half-cry, half-relief. Elena leaned in as much as she could with Oliver still in her arms. Their foreheads touched.

“I love you,” Jordan whispered.

“I love you too,” Elena breathed.

Jordan slipped the ring onto Elena’s finger, hands shaking.

It fit perfectly.

Elena kissed her—gentle, trembling, soft—mindful of their baby between them.

Oliver let out a tiny squeak, as if registering that something important had happened.

Elena laughed against Jordan’s lips.
Jordan closed her eyes.
Held onto the moment with both hands.

For the first time in months, the fear inside her loosened.

She wasn’t losing Elena.

She was building a future with her.

Their future.


Chapter Forty — The Engagement Aftermath
Jordan’s POV

Jordan had imagined waking up engaged to Elena Alvarez a thousand different ways.

She had not imagined waking up in a hospital bed with one leg wrapped, pain meds in her system, and Elena curled up asleep on her chest, still wearing yesterday’s smudged mascara and the faintest, dazed smile.

But honestly?

It felt perfect.


The early hospital light was soft and blue, filtering through the blinds. Oliver slept in his bassinet beside the bed, wearing a tiny “Rookie Fan” onesie one of the nurses had snuck him.

Jordan lifted Elena’s hand—her left hand—and stared at the silver band on her finger.

Engaged.

They were engaged.

Elena stirred at her chest, rubbing her cheek against the hospital gown. Her eyes fluttered open. When she saw Jordan watching her, she blinked, then slowly smiled.

“You’re awake,” she whispered.

Jordan brushed her fingertips against Elena’s hair. “You said yes.”

Elena’s eyes warmed. “Of course I did.”

And then—for the first time since the collapse—Jordan’s heart settled.

Not fixed. Not perfect. But steady.


They heard the commotion before they saw it.

Footsteps. Loud voices. Someone shushing someone else. A nurse saying, “Ma’am, you cannot bring that much food into—okay, fine, but you’re carrying it yourself—”

Then the door swung open and the entire Chicago Vipers roster poured in.

Tasha led the charge—thankfully healed face and all—carrying an enormous “GET WELL, QUEEN” poster with a crown drawn over Jordan’s head. Behind her were teammates with balloons, flowers, and a bag that smelled unmistakably like fried chicken.

Jordan laughed. Then winced. “Guys, I’m fine. It’s just a—”

“You collapsed on national television,” Tasha cut in. “You’re getting mothered whether you want it or not.”

Another teammate pointed at Elena’s hand. “Wait—WAIT—WHAT IS THAT?”

Elena froze.

Jordan held up Elena’s left hand.

The room exploded.

Screaming. Jumping. Hugging. Tasha crying. A few teammates grabbing Elena and whirling her in a circle as she blushed so hard it made Jordan’s chest hurt.

Coach Rivera entered last, blinking suspiciously fast.

“I’m so proud of you, kid,” she said, voice rough. “For the shots. For the heart. For… all of this.”

Jordan wiped her eyes before they could fall.

Elena squeezed her hand.
Tasha dropped into a chair beside Oliver’s bassinet and whispered, “He’s gonna be the team mascot now. I’m claiming him.”


Jordan’s father came later that afternoon—sober, cautious, carrying a small bouquet of daisies he’d probably bought from the hospital gift shop downstairs.

Jordan stiffened.

But Elena stood up before Jordan had to say anything, took the flowers gently, and smiled.

“They’re lovely. Thank you.”

Her father swallowed, looking at Jordan the way men look at their past mistakes standing in front of them.

“You doing okay, Jorie?”

Jordan exhaled slowly. “Yeah.”

There was a pause.

Elena broke it. “We’re engaged.”

Her father blinked. Twice. “You’re—oh.”

He stepped closer, then stopped himself, at a loss.

“I… I’m happy for you, sweetheart. Really.”

Jordan didn’t hug him. Didn’t yell at him.

Just nodded.

Small steps.

Across the room, Elena’s Abuela Rosa kissed Jordan square on the forehead, handed her a container of homemade soup, and declared in Spanish, “You better not limp at your wedding.”

Jordan laughed so hard she nearly cried.



Elena and Oliver came home with Jordan two days later.

Elena insisted on carrying the overnight bag so Jordan wouldn’t strain anything. Jordan insisted on pushing the stroller with her uninjured arm because she wanted to feel like she was doing something.

Their apartment felt different the second they walked in.

Warmer. Softer. Filled.

Elena wandered into the nursery with Oliver in her arms and stopped as she saw the freshly fixed décor—Oliver’s full name painted beautifully above the crib, new blankets, new lighting, everything warm instead of sterile.

Jordan came to stand behind her.

“You redid it again,” Elena whispered.

“Yeah.” Jordan swallowed. “I wanted you both to feel… good here. Safe.”

Elena turned around, eyes full.

“You didn’t have to—”

“I wanted to,” Jordan said quietly.

Elena kissed her cheek. “It’s perfect.”

And for the first time, Oliver slept in his real nursery.

Jordan didn’t cry.

(Yet.)



The announcement broke the internet.

Literally.

Every sports platform had the headline:

JORDAN HALE ENGAGED — YES, IT’S ELENA ALVAREZ — BABY INCLUDED — FANS SCREAMING

A clip of Elena kissing Jordan’s forehead in the hospital bed hit twenty million views in six hours.

Jordan’s inbox flooded.

Brands wanted interviews.

Wedding magazines wanted exclusives.

Her coach texted:

Rivera:
Congrats! Now please don’t go viral again for collapsing on camera.

Jordan:
No promises.


Doctors cleared Jordan to return for Game 2—carefully, taped, with pain management.

Elena looked like she wanted to tackle every medical professional who approved it, but she held back.

Barely.

“You stay down one more time and I’m dragging you off the court myself,” she told Jordan, hands on her hips.

Jordan smirked. “You think you could?”

Elena stepped closer, chest brushing Jordan’s.

“I know I could.”

Jordan forgot how to breathe.

Tasha coughed loudly from the locker room door. “Stop flirting and get ready, Hale. We have a Finals game.”

Jordan blushed all the way to her ears.


Oliver wore noise-canceling headphones and a tiny jersey with “HALE-ALVAREZ” on the back.

Fans melted.

Jordan played like a woman on fire—scoring, defending, assisting—every move sharpened by the sight of Elena holding Oliver courtside.

The Vipers won Game 2.

Game 3 was brutal and they lost by three.

Game 4 Jordan dropped 42 points.

Elena nearly fainted.

Tasha carried Oliver like a good luck charm.

By the time Game 5 rolled around—championship point—the narrative was everywhere:

The Superstar Mom-To-Be
The Comeback Queen
The Mother of All Finals Stories

Jordan ignored the noise.

Every time things got too loud, she looked at Elena.

And everything steadied again.


After a practice, the team surprised them with a cake shaped like a basketball ring box.

Elena laughed so hard she wheezed.

Jordan’s eyes stung.

“This is ridiculous,” she said.

“And accurate,” Tasha replied, patting Oliver’s back.

Coach Rivera raised a glass of sparkling cider.

“To love, and wins, and the family you build when life knocks you around.”

Jordan squeezed Elena’s hand under the table.

Elena leaned her head on Jordan’s shoulder.

Oliver snored.

Everything felt right.


Before Game 5, during player introductions, they showed a graphic on the big screen:

CONGRATULATIONS JORDAN & ELENA
Welcome Baby Oliver!

The arena erupted.

People stood.

Cheered.

Clapped.

Elena covered her mouth. Tears spilled.

Jordan jogged over, tapped the glass barrier, and mouthed:

I love you.

Elena mouthed it back.

Oliver blew a spit bubble.

The crowd lost their minds.


After the game—after the win—after the trophy was held and photos were taken and teammates screamed into microphones—

Jordan finally got to exhale.

She sat in the quiet back hallway of the arena, legs sprawled, ice packs taped everywhere.

Elena approached holding Oliver against her shoulder.

“You did it,” Elena whispered.

“We did it,” Jordan corrected.

Elena sat beside her, leaning into her shoulder.

Oliver cooed.

“So…” Jordan murmured, kissing Elena’s temple, “when do we tell your grandmother we might want a long engagement?”

Elena snorted. “We don’t. She’ll somehow hear it before we even say it.”

Jordan laughed, wincing. “Probably.”

Elena shifted, cupping Jordan’s jaw gently.

“I’m really glad we’re doing this,” she whispered. “All of it. The hard stuff. The beautiful stuff. The family stuff.”

Jordan tilted into her touch. “Me too.”

Oliver hiccupped.

Elena grinned. “He agrees.”

Jordan kissed her fiancée softly—nothing heated, nothing rushed—just warm, steady, full.

A promise.

Their real beginning.

Their family, right here.

Their future, bright and unshakable.


Epilogue — Home, At Last
Elena’s POV

Spring sunlight spilled across the city, bright enough that Elena had to blink against it as she stepped out onto the balcony of Jordan’s apartment—their apartment now. Soft warmth rippled over her face, her arms, and the little bundle held against her chest. Oliver slept soundly in his wrap, a tiny fist curled against Elena’s heart.

Inside, she could hear the soft hum of morning life: Jordan moving through the kitchen, humming under her breath, the clink of mugs, the muffled squeak of Oliver’s stroller wheel where Marisol was adjusting it for the fiftieth time “just to make sure it’s perfect.”

The Finals trophy glittered on the bookshelf.

Jordan’s championship ring sat on the counter beside a bottle of baby lotion and a half-eaten granola bar.

Their engagement photo frame—gifted by Abuela Rosa—stood proudly above the TV, capturing the moment Jordan, crying and limping slightly, bent down on one knee in the hospital room while Elena, holding baby Oliver, whispered yes into her shoulder.

It still felt surreal.

It felt like breathing after years of holding her breath.

Footsteps approached from inside.

A familiar arm slid around Elena’s waist, warm and sure. Jordan kissed the side of her head, lingering there, breathing her in.

“Good morning, fiancée,” Jordan murmured, voice still gravelly with sleep.

Elena smiled. “Good morning, champion.”

Jordan groaned dramatically. “Don’t start. I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“You won the Finals with an injury,” Elena teased softly. “You might need to hear it.”

Oliver shifted, letting out a tiny puff of air, and immediately Jordan melted.

Her entire face softened in a way Elena had once thought impossible.

“You okay, Ollie bean?” Jordan whispered, brushing her knuckles against his cheek. “Mama’s talking too loud, isn’t she?”

Elena laughed quietly. “You are louder than me.”

Jordan grinned—then kissed Oliver’s forehead.

He relaxed instantly.

Jordan’s hand slid up and down Elena’s back in slow, thoughtful strokes, and for a long moment they simply stood there, the three of them wrapped in quiet morning light.

A family.

Finally.


Marisol poked her head out. “Breakfast is ready! And Abuela says you better come inside before the eggs get cold or she’ll start throwing chancletas.”

From the kitchen, Rosa’s voice followed:
“I heard that! And I will throw them!”

Elena snorted into Jordan’s shoulder. “We should go in.”

“In a second,” Jordan murmured. “I’m not done appreciating my view.”

She wasn’t looking at the skyline.

Elena blushed.

“You’re ridiculous,” Elena whispered.

“And you love me,” Jordan replied, kissing her temple again.

Elena’s heart softened, warmed, expanded.

“I do,” she breathed. “I really do.”


Breakfast was loud and chaotic.

Marisol fed Oliver tiny spoonfuls of mashed banana while Abuela scolded her for being too fast. Jordan’s father—sober, steady, grateful—sat at the end of the table watching his grandson with misty eyes. Tasha and a few teammates had come by with gift bags and were immediately put to work setting the table.

It was messy.

It was loud.

It was imperfect.

It was perfect.

Halfway through eating, Jordan leaned close to Elena and whispered, “Hey… still want a spring wedding?”

Elena smiled, tears pricking her eyes. “Yeah. I really do.”

“Good,” Jordan said softly. “Because I want forever with you.”

Oliver squealed in agreement, slapping mashed banana onto Jordan’s sleeve.

Jordan stared at the mess.
Then at Oliver.
Then at Elena.

And laughed—deep, bright, unhindered.

“Guess that’s a yes from him too.”



The room glowed in gentle afternoon light. The sign above the crib read:

OLIVER CHRISTIAN HALE-ALVAREZ
Loved since before he even had a name.

Jordan stood by the crib, rocking Oliver as he fell asleep. Elena leaned in the doorway, watching the love play across Jordan’s face, soft as the lullaby she hummed.

Without looking up, Jordan said, “You know… this is the part of life I didn’t think I deserved.”

Elena walked over, slid her hand into Jordan’s, and rested her head on her shoulder.

“You deserve every bit of it,” Elena whispered. “All of it. And more.”

Jordan looked at her then—really looked—and Elena saw everything: the girl who had raised her sister, the woman who carried whole worlds on her shoulders, the fighter who rebuilt herself piece by piece, the partner who chose love even when she was terrified.

“Thank you,” Jordan said softly. “For giving me this life. For giving me him. For giving me you.”

Elena brushed their noses together gently.

“You fought for it,” she whispered. “You earned it.”

Jordan kissed her—slow, soft, full of promise.

The kind of kiss that felt like a vow.


Oliver slept peacefully in his crib, breathing in tiny rhythms.

Jordan wrapped an arm around Elena’s waist.

Elena leaned into her, heart full.

Outside, the city hummed.

Inside, their life began to bloom.

A family built out of heartbreak, healed with tenderness, and bound by choice.

By love.

By forever.

And as Jordan whispered into Elena’s hair—

“Welcome home, mi vida.”

—Elena knew one thing for certain:

This was only the beginning.
