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POPPY

The smell of antiseptic and athletic tape hit me the moment I pushed through the double doors of Crestwood University's sports medicine facility. My heart hammered against my ribs—excitement mixed with the kind of nervousness that made my palms sweaty and my stomach flip.

First day. New beginning. Don't screw this up.

I adjusted the strap of my messenger bag and took in the sprawling training center. Sunlight poured through floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating rows of treatment tables, rehabilitation equipment that probably cost more than my entire college tuition, and a weight room visible through glass walls where impossibly built athletes moved through their routines.

"You must be Poppy Chen."

I turned to find a woman in her mid-forties with kind eyes and a no-nonsense ponytail striding toward me. She wore navy blue scrubs with "Crestwood Football" embroidered across the chest.

"Dr. Martinez?" I extended my hand, trying to project confidence I didn't quite feel.

Her handshake was firm. "Welcome to controlled chaos. You picked quite a semester to intern with us—we're eight games into the season and heading toward playoffs." She gestured for me to follow. "How much do you know about football?"

"Enough not to embarrass myself?" I offered a hopeful smile. "Four downs, ten yards, try not to die."

Dr. Martinez laughed, warm and genuine. "You'll learn the rest. What I care about is whether you can handle high-pressure situations, demanding athletes, and long hours. These boys—" she swept her hand toward the training room where several massive players were already gathering, "—they're not always the easiest patients."

"I can handle difficult," I said, lifting my chin.

"Good. Because you're starting with the defensive unit today." She led me past the main training area toward a smaller room lined with medical supplies. "Most of them are fine. A few are total sweethearts. And then there's Hendrix."

Something in her tone made my stomach dip. "Hendrix?"

"Miles Hendrix. Star linebacker, team captain, future NFL draft pick if he doesn't self-destruct first." Dr. Martinez pulled out a tablet and handed it to me. "Brilliant player. Terrible patient. He's been playing through a wrapped ankle for three weeks and refuses to let anyone properly examine it."

I scrolled through his file. Twenty-one years old, six-foot-three, two hundred and thirty pounds of pure muscle according to his stats. The photo showed dark hair, intense eyes, and a jaw that could cut glass. Handsome in that dangerous, brooding way that usually meant trouble.

"He thinks he's invincible," Dr. Martinez continued. "Your job is to check that ankle today before practice. Don't let him intimidate you."

"I don't intimidate easily," I said, more confidently than I felt.

"Perfect. He's in treatment room three. Good luck."

She walked away before I could ask any follow-up questions, leaving me standing there with a tablet full of information about a patient who was apparently going to be a challenge. Great. Just what I needed on my first day.

I took a breath, squared my shoulders, and headed down the hallway.

Treatment room three was at the end, door slightly ajar. I knocked twice and pushed it open.

The man sitting on the treatment table looked up, and I forgot how to breathe for a solid three seconds.

Miles Hendrix was even more intimidating in person. He wore athletic shorts and a fitted compression shirt that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. His dark hair was slightly damp, like he'd just finished a workout, and his eyes—a striking hazel that seemed to shift between green and gold—fixed on me with an expression somewhere between annoyance and indifference.

"Who are you?" His voice was deep, rough around the edges.

Professional. Stay professional.

"Poppy Chen. I'm the new sports medicine intern." I set my bag down and approached with what I hoped was confident authority. "I'm here to check your ankle before you're cleared for practice."

"My ankle's fine."

"Your chart says otherwise."

He leaned back on his hands, studying me with an intensity that made heat crawl up my neck. "You look like you just graduated high school."

"I'm a graduate student, actually. Second year of my sports medicine program." I moved closer, refusing to back down. "And you look like someone who's too stubborn to admit when he's hurt. So we're even."

Something flickered in his eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or amusement.

"I don't need another person poking at me," he said flatly. "I've already told Dr. Martinez—"

"That you're fine. Yes, I read the notes." I gestured to the table. "Ankle up. Let me see."

"No."

"No?" I crossed my arms. "That's not how this works."

"Sure it is. I say no, you leave, I go to practice. Simple."

God, he was frustrating. And maddeningly attractive, which only made it worse.

"Look," I tried a different approach, softening my voice slightly. "I get it. You're tough. You play through pain. That's admirable. But if that ankle is seriously injured and you keep playing on it, you could do permanent damage. Is that really worth it?"

His jaw tightened. For a moment, I thought I'd gotten through to him.

Then he stood up—towering over my five-foot-four frame—and grabbed a bag from the chair beside the table. "I've got practice."

He moved past me toward the door, and something hot and sharp flared in my chest. Frustration. Determination. The absolute refusal to fail on my literal first patient interaction.

"You know what?" I called out, my voice sharper than intended. "Fine. Go to practice. Tear every ligament in that ankle. But when your NFL dreams end because you were too pigheaded to let someone help you, don't say nobody tried."

He stopped in the doorway. Didn't turn around.

The silence stretched between us, tight as a wire.

"Five minutes," he finally said, his back still to me. "That's all you get."

Victory tasted sweet, even if his attitude left a bitter aftertaste.

Miles returned to the treatment table and sat down with all the enthusiasm of someone facing a root canal. He extended his right leg, and I carefully unwrapped the athletic tape covering his ankle.

The joint was swollen. Not terribly, but enough to matter. I pressed gently along the ligaments, watching his face for pain responses. He kept his expression carefully blank, but I caught the slight tightening around his eyes when I hit a tender spot.

"Does this hurt?" I applied light pressure to the anterior talofibular ligament.

"No."

"You're lying."

"You asked. I answered."

I looked up at him, exasperated. "I'm trying to help you."

"I don't need help. I need to play football."

"You can't play football on a torn ligament."

"It's not torn."

"How do you know?"

"Because I can still walk."

I sat back on my heels, studying him. Underneath the gruffness and the attitude, I recognized something familiar. Fear. Not of the injury itself, but of what it might mean. Of being sidelined. Of losing the thing that defined him.

My voice gentled. "It's not torn. You're right. But it's a grade two sprain, which means partial tearing. If you keep playing without proper support and treatment, it will get worse."

Something in his expression shifted. Still guarded, but listening.

"I can wrap it properly," I continued. "In a way that'll actually support the joint instead of just covering it up. And we should start daily ice and compression therapy. Twenty minutes before practice, twenty after."

"That'll take too long."

"It'll take less time than surgery and six months of recovery."

His mouth twitched. Almost a smile. Almost.

"You're pushy," he observed.

"You're stubborn."

"Competitive field. Can't be weak."

"Smart recovery isn't weakness. It's strategy."

He considered this, those hazel eyes searching my face like he was trying to figure out a particularly complicated play. Finally, he nodded once. "Fine. Wrap it."

I grabbed fresh athletic tape and got to work, carefully supporting the ankle with a technique I'd practiced hundreds of times in my university lab. My fingers moved with practiced efficiency, and I was acutely aware of how quiet he'd become. Watching me.

"Where'd you learn to wrap like that?" he asked.

"University of Washington. I worked with their track team for a year."

"Why football now?"

"Why not football?"

"Most people find us..." he paused, "intimidating."

I glanced up with a small smile. "Most people aren't me."

This time, he definitely almost smiled.

I finished the wrap and sat back to examine my work. "How does that feel?"

He rotated his ankle experimentally, then stood and tested his weight. "Better," he admitted, sounding almost reluctant. "Actually better."

"Good." I started gathering my supplies. "I'll see you tomorrow morning. Eight AM, before practice. We'll do ice and compression."

"Can't. Meetings at eight."

"Seven thirty then."

"You're serious about this."

"Completely."

He grabbed his bag again, but this time he paused at the door and actually looked at me. Really looked, like he was seeing me for the first time instead of just another person in his way.

"Thanks," he said quietly. "For the wrap."

Before I could respond, he was gone.

I stood alone in the treatment room, my heart doing something complicated in my chest. Miles Hendrix was going to be a challenge, that much was clear. Grumpy, guarded, and way too attractive for my peace of mind.

But I'd gotten through to him. Even if just a little.

I packed up my supplies and headed back toward the main training area, feeling cautiously optimistic about surviving my first day.

That optimism lasted until I passed by the hallway leading to the locker rooms and heard his voice, low but distinct, talking to another player.

"Great, another one who won't last a week."

The words hit like a slap. I stopped walking, frozen in place.

He thought I'd quit. That I wasn't tough enough, wasn't good enough, wasn't... enough.

The hot sting of tears pressed behind my eyes, but I blinked them back furiously. No. Absolutely not. I hadn't worked my ass off for two years, hadn't earned top marks in every class, hadn't left everything familiar behind to come to Crestwood just to quit because some grumpy linebacker didn't think I could handle it.

I took a breath. Then another.

Fine. If Miles Hendrix wanted to doubt me, let him.

I'd prove him wrong.
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CHAPTER TWO
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MILES

I couldn't stop watching her.

Practice was a disaster for my focus. Every time I should've been reviewing plays or drilling formations, my eyes drifted across the field to where Poppy worked with the training staff on the sidelines.

She moved with this quiet competence that was completely at odds with how young she looked. When Jenkins—our massive offensive tackle—limped off the field with what was probably a pulled hamstring, she didn't flinch at his size or his colorful language. Just got him situated, examined the injury, and had him laughing within three minutes while she worked.

"Hendrix! You planning to join us today, or should we just play eleven on ten?"

Coach Reynolds's bark snapped my attention back. I'd completely missed the defensive formation call.

"Sorry, Coach." I jogged back into position, ignoring Jordan's knowing smirk from the offensive side of the scrimmage line.

We ran the play. I made the tackle—maybe a little harder than necessary, taking out my frustration on the running back who grunted as we hit the turf.

"There he is," Coach muttered approvingly. "Do that Saturday and we'll shut down their entire ground game."

The rest of practice passed in a blur of hits, calls, and the familiar burn of physical exertion that usually cleared my head. Usually. Today my mind kept circling back to treatment room three.

The way Poppy had stood up to me without backing down.

How gentle her hands had been when she wrapped my ankle.

That little smile when she'd said "Most people aren't me."

Damn it.

I did not need this kind of distraction. Not now. Not when we were eight-and-two and heading into the hardest stretch of our season. Not when NFL scouts were showing up to every game with their clipboards and their assessing stares.

Focus. Football. That's all that matters.

But then practice ended, and I saw her again.

She was helping the equipment manager haul water coolers back toward the facility, her small frame struggling with the weight. Before I could think better of it, my feet were carrying me across the field.

"I got it." I reached for the cooler.

She startled, nearly dropping it. "Oh—thanks, but I'm fine."

"You're about to dislocate your shoulder. I got it." I took the cooler from her hands, and our fingers brushed.

The contact lasted maybe half a second. It shouldn't have meant anything.

It definitely shouldn't have sent electricity straight up my arm.

Poppy stepped back quickly, tucking a strand of dark hair behind her ear. "I can carry my own equipment."

"Didn't say you couldn't. But why struggle when I'm right here?"

"Because accepting help from the patients isn't exactly professional?"

"Pretty sure the power dynamic goes the other way. You're the one who decides if I play or not."

Her eyebrows rose. "Is that you admitting I have authority over you?"

"Don't push your luck."

She laughed—this bright, unexpected sound that did something dangerous to my chest. "Wow. An almost-joke from Miles Hendrix. Should I note this in your chart as a breakthrough?"

"You're annoying."

"You're grumpy."

"I'm focused."

"You're stubborn."

I looked down at her, this tiny force of nature with fire in her dark eyes and no fear whatsoever in her expression, and something clicked into place. Something I'd been trying to ignore since she'd walked into that treatment room.

I was in trouble.

Big trouble.

"Tomorrow," I said, my voice rougher than intended. "Seven thirty. I'll be there."

Her smile was small but genuine. "Good. Don't be late."

I carried the cooler the rest of the way to the facility, hyperaware of her presence beside me, and tried not to think about how much I was already looking forward to tomorrow morning.

––––––––
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JORDAN CAUGHT UP WITH me in the locker room, still wearing that insufferable knowing look.

"So." He dropped onto the bench beside me, grinning like an idiot. "The new trainer, huh?"

"Don't start."

"I'm not starting anything. I'm just observing that Miles 'I Don't Do Distractions' Hendrix spent the entire practice staring at a five-foot-nothing sports medicine intern instead of, you know, practicing."

"I was not staring."

"You missed three formation calls."

"I was thinking about the playbook."

"Sure you were." Jordan unlaced his cleats, still grinning. "She's cute. In that serious, smart, 'don't mess with me' kind of way. Totally your type."

"I don't have a type."

"Everyone has a type. Yours is apparently tiny women who don't take your crap."

I shot him a look that would've made a smarter man shut up. Jordan, unfortunately, had known me since freshman year and was immune to my intimidation tactics.

"I'm focused on football," I said firmly. "That's it. Nothing else matters until we win conference and I get drafted."

"Man, you really commit to being miserable, don't you?"

"I'm not miserable."

"You literally just described a life where nothing matters except a game and a future paycheck. That's the definition of miserable."

I stood up, grabbing my towel. "Some of us have actual responsibilities. Actual pressure. We can't all coast by on charm and a good throwing arm."

"Ouch." But Jordan didn't look offended. "Look, I'm just saying... you're allowed to have a life. Even during season."

"I have a life."

"No, you have football. There's a difference."

I headed toward the showers, ending the conversation. Jordan meant well—he always did—but he didn't understand. Couldn't understand.

Football wasn't just a game for me. It was everything I'd built myself into after Mom died. Every tackle, every win, every moment on that field was proof that I was still here, still fighting, still worth something.

Distractions meant weakness. Weakness meant failure.

And I couldn't afford to fail.

But later that night, lying in my bed in the house I shared with Jordan and two other players, I couldn't stop thinking about dark eyes and a stubborn smile and the way she hadn't backed down for even a second.

Great, I thought. Another one who won't last a week.

Except I'd been lying to Marcus when I'd said that in the hallway. The truth was scarier.

Something told me Poppy Chen wasn't going anywhere.

And the way my heart had jumped when she'd laughed?

That told me I was already hoping she'd stay.

––––––––
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THE NEXT MORNING, I showed up to the training room at seven twenty-five.

Poppy was already there, setting up ice packs and compression wraps with the kind of organized efficiency that shouldn't be attractive but somehow was.

She glanced up when I entered, and her face lit up with surprise. "You're early."

"Didn't want you to think I'd back out."

"The thought crossed my mind." She patted the treatment table. "Up."

I hoisted myself onto the table, and she immediately got to work unwrapping yesterday's tape. Her movements were careful, professional, but I noticed the way her breath hitched slightly when her fingers touched my skin.

Good. I wasn't the only one feeling this.

"How did it feel yesterday? During practice?" she asked, all business.

"Better. The wrap helped."

"Any sharp pain? Instability?"

"No. Some aching after, but nothing major."

"That's normal." She examined the ankle, pressing gently around the joint. "Swelling's down a bit. That's good."

The morning sunlight streaming through the window caught her hair, making it shine almost black-blue. She had the longest eyelashes I'd ever seen, and a small scar on her left eyebrow that I wanted to ask about.

Focus, Hendrix.

"So why Crestwood?" I asked instead.

She glanced up, surprised by the personal question. "Dr. Martinez. She's one of the best in sports medicine. Getting an internship under her is... it's everything for my career."

"Ambitious."

"Is that a criticism?"

"No. I get it." I watched her wrap the compression bandage with practiced precision. "What's the end goal? Professional team?"

Her hands paused for just a second. "Maybe. Or Olympic training programs. Somewhere I can make a real difference for athletes."

"You don't think you make a difference here?"

She looked up at me then, really looked, and something vulnerable flickered in her expression. "I want to be the person someone trusts when everything falls apart. When the injury is career-ending or the pain won't stop or the fear is too big. I want to be the one who helps put them back together."

The words hit deeper than they should have. 

Some people collect broken things just to prove they can fix them. Maybe that's all love really is—finding someone who sees your shattered pieces and doesn't walk away.

I didn't know where the thought came from, but it settled in my chest like truth.

"That's a good goal," I said quietly.

She smiled, soft and a little shy, and went back to wrapping. "Thanks."

We fell into comfortable silence. The training room was empty this early, just us and the quiet hum of the air conditioning and the morning light. It felt... peaceful. Private. Like we existed in our own small world.

"Okay." She finished the wrap and stepped back. "Ice for twenty minutes, then you're good to go."

She helped position the ice pack, and I settled back against the table, resigned to the wait.

"I can stay," she offered. "Make sure the compression stays in place."

"You don't have to babysit me."

"I know. But I brought coffee." She held up a thermos with a small smile. "And I'm not supposed to meet with the offensive unit until eight thirty. So unless you're dying to get rid of me..."

"Stay," I said, too quickly.

Her smile widened just a fraction, and she pulled up a stool beside the table.

We talked about everything and nothing. She told me about growing up in Seattle with parents who ran a small restaurant. I told her about growing up in Texas, though I carefully avoided mentioning my mom or the crater-sized hole her death had left in my life.

She was funny. Sharp. Passionate about her work in a way that made her whole face light up when she talked about anatomy and healing processes.

And when she laughed at something I said—actually laughed, head thrown back and genuine—I felt something crack open in my chest that I'd kept locked down for years.

The twenty minutes flew by.

"Alright." She removed the ice pack and checked the ankle one more time. "You're all set. Same time tomorrow?"

"I'll be here."

She started packing up her supplies, and I knew I should leave. Get to the weight room, start my day, focus on what mattered.

Instead, I heard myself ask, "You eat breakfast?"

She froze, surprise written all over her face. "What?"

"Breakfast. Food. First meal of the day." I kept my voice casual, even though my heart was doing something stupid. "There's a good spot off campus. They make these breakfast burritos that are basically perfect."

"Are you... asking me to breakfast?"

"As colleagues," I added quickly. "You're stuck dealing with me every morning. Might as well make sure you're properly fed for the experience."

She bit her lip, considering. I could see the war playing out in her expression—professionalism versus curiosity.

"Just breakfast," she finally said. "Colleagues."

"Just breakfast."

Liar, something whispered in the back of my mind.

But I ignored it, grabbed my bag, and walked out of the training room with Poppy Chen beside me, telling myself this didn't mean anything.

That I wasn't already falling.

That I had everything under control.

I'd never been good at lying to myself.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE
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POPPY

The training room felt different at seven thirty in the morning on day three. 

Smaller, maybe. More intimate. Or maybe that was just because I couldn't stop thinking about the breakfast we'd shared yesterday—the easy conversation, the way Miles had remembered I liked my coffee with too much cream, how he'd smiled (actually smiled) when I'd stolen one of his hash browns.

Colleagues, I reminded myself firmly. We were colleagues. Nothing more.

The door opened, and Miles walked in carrying two paper cups from the campus coffee shop.

"Good morning," he said, handing me one. "Figured I owed you, since you brought coffee yesterday."

I accepted the cup, warmth flooding through me that had nothing to do with the temperature of the drink. "You didn't have to do that."

"I know." He settled onto the treatment table without being asked, already rolling up his pant leg. "But I wanted to."

Three days. I'd known this man for three days, and somehow he'd already figured out my coffee order and established a morning routine that made my heart do complicated things.

Professional. Stay professional.

I set down my coffee and moved closer to unwrap his ankle. The swelling had gone down significantly, and the joint looked much better than it had on Monday.

"You're healing well," I observed, gently palpating the ligaments. "How's it feeling during practice?"

"Good. Better than it has in weeks, honestly."

"Any instability when you cut or pivot?"

"None."

"That's great." I started applying the compression wrap. "We should be able to reduce the ice therapy to just post-practice in a few more days."

"Does that mean these morning sessions end?"

I glanced up, startled by something in his voice. Disappointment, maybe?

His expression was carefully neutral, but those hazel eyes were watching me with an intensity that made my breath catch.

"We could continue them," I said carefully. "Just to monitor the healing process. Make sure you don't re-injure it."

"That sounds smart. Medical. Responsible."

"Very professional."

"Exactly."

We were definitely not just talking about his ankle anymore.

I finished the wrap and stepped back, needing distance. This was dangerous territory. Miles Hendrix was exactly the kind of complication I'd promised myself I'd avoid—an athlete, a patient, someone who could derail every careful plan I'd made for my career.

"Ice pack?" he asked.

"Actually, let's skip it today. I want to see how the joint handles a normal practice load without the full treatment."

"So I'm free to go?"

"Yep. You're all set."

But neither of us moved.

The silence stretched between us, charged with something I didn't want to name. Outside the windows, campus was starting to wake up—students heading to early classes, maintenance crews trimming hedges, the distant sound of someone blasting music from a dorm.

In here, it was just us. Just this moment. Just the question hanging in the air of what happened next.

"Poppy—" Miles started.

The door burst open, and we both jumped like we'd been caught doing something wrong.

Jordan—the quarterback I'd seen around but hadn't officially met—stuck his head in, grinning. "Hey, Hendrix, Coach wants— Oh." His grin widened as he looked between us. "Am I interrupting something?"

"No," I said quickly.

"Definitely not," Miles added, his voice flat.

"Sure, sure. Nothing suspicious about the two of you hanging out alone in an empty treatment room before seven thirty in the morning." Jordan's eyes sparkled with amusement. "Totally normal medical stuff."

"Jordan," Miles's voice carried a warning.

"Miles," Jordan mimicked his tone. Then he looked at me. "I'm Jordan Hayes. Quarterback, team mom, and this grump's best friend despite his best efforts."

I couldn't help but smile. Jordan had the kind of easy charm that was immediately likable. "Poppy Chen. Sports medicine intern and apparently this grump's morning babysitter."

Jordan laughed. "Oh, I like her. She's got your number already, Hendrix."

"Don't you have somewhere to be?" Miles asked pointedly.

"I do, actually. Coach wants to see you. Something about film review." Jordan gave me a friendly wave. "Nice to officially meet you, Poppy. Try not to let this one scare you off. He's actually house-trained and everything."

"Get out," Miles said, but there was affection under the irritation.

Jordan left, still laughing.

The moment was broken. Whatever had been building between us scattered like smoke.

"I should go," Miles said, sliding off the table. "Coach doesn't like waiting."

"Right. Yeah. Of course."

He grabbed his bag, hesitated at the door. "Tomorrow
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