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      Clara Bradford stared at the meticulously typed letter in disbelief. Yes, she had applied, but she hadn’t really expected to get an interview. After all, the Tornadoes were National Champions, and she was just one of the athletic trainers for a local university. True, it was one of the larger, more well-known universities and she had helped rehabilitate several up and coming athletes, but there had to have been hundreds of qualified applicants.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Her friend and fellow trainer, Stacy Givens, asked as she leaned over her shoulder to read the paper. It had been Stacy’s idea for Clara to apply. The girl was always pushing her to do more, challenge herself. Well, she’d certainly done it this time.

      “It is. They want to interview me.” Clara could only blink at the words inviting her to come to Southlake for an interview.

      Stacy’s arms wrapped around her and squeezed so tightly that Clara felt like a grape in a vise. “I knew it. I don’t want to say I told you so, but I told you so.” A look of satisfaction covered her face.

      Clara chuckled at those words. Stacy enjoyed being right, so being able to say “I told you so” was definitely something she wanted to say. The only problem was, she didn’t know about Clara’s past. Stacy didn’t know that Clara’s ex-boyfriend was a wide receiver for the Texas Tornadoes. Could she really work on his team knowing that she would have to see him? And what if he got injured? Would she be able to watch him get hit again and again? Even more importantly could she work that closely with him? Would he even let her?

      Stacy stepped back from Clara and crossed her arms. One eyebrow arched on her forehead as she fixed Clara with a questioning look. “Okay, what’s going on? You should be ecstatic about this interview yet pensive and hesitant are more the vibes I’m getting from you.”

      Clara bit her lip as she debated if she wanted to share this story with Stacy. Yes, they had been friends for the last few years, having gone through the same program in college and then ending up on the same college team, but this was not something she was proud of. This was her biggest regret and the one thing she would change if she could go back in time. She decided sharing part of the truth would be okay. “I used to date one of the players on the Tornadoes.”

      Stacy’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. “You did? Which one?”

      “Mason Dixon.”

      A confused expression clouded Stacy’s face. “Like the boundary line that separates Pennsylvania and Maryland?”

      Clara chuckled as she remembered how many times she’d had to answer a similar question in the past. “No, like the wide receiver for the Tornadoes, but yes, like the line. His parents have an odd sense of humor.”

      “So, who broke it off?” Stacy’s eyebrow lifted again as she leaned back and crossed her arms.

      Boy if that wasn’t a long story, but that was the part of the story Clara wasn’t going to go into right now. “I guess I did, sort of.”

      A knowing look covered Stacy’s face, and she nodded. “And you’re worried… what? That you’ll fall for him again?”

      That was exactly what she was worried about, among other things. “No, not really. It’s been a few years.”

      “So, you’re worried that he’s found someone else?”

      Well, now she was. She hadn’t even thought of that possibility until it crossed Stacy’s lips. Could she watch him date another woman? What if he had already found one and was married? What if he already had kids? “I don’t know exactly what I’m worried about. I guess that it might be weird, that he might not want to work with me.”

      That no-nonsense look took over Stacy’s face. It was the same one she used whenever guys tried to say women couldn’t work with football players, and Clara loved it. Normally. “Honey, I’m sure he’s a professional. It’s his job to work with whoever the team hires, and if that’s you, then I’m sure he’ll be fine.

      Clara hoped Stacy was right. Of course, she didn’t have the job yet, but this would be a huge stepping stone for her if she got it. She’d be crazy not to go to the interview, but then why did she feel like her life was about to get turned upside down?
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      The Tornado training facility was huge, and Clara felt like a tiny fish in a big ocean as she walked up the sidewalk to the front door. She hoped they had a receptionist because she didn’t want to get lost in this building. It would be just her luck to run into Mason while wandering around the place looking for the interview.

      She needn’t have worried though. A reception desk was the first thing she saw upon opening the door. Large and white, it filled a good portion of the room, and was manned by not one but two women with headsets attached to their ears.

      “Can I help you?” the one on the right asked as Clara approached. Though her blonde hair was pulled back and sprayed, a kind smile resided on her face, and her eyes were friendly.

      “Yes, I’m Clara Bradford. I have an interview for the athletic trainer position.”

      The woman nodded and clicked a few buttons on her computer before looking up again. “I have you all checked in, Ms. Bradford. You may sit over there until you are called back.” She pointed to a sitting area that looked more like a living room with a comfy couch, a few chairs, and a lamp on a table.

      “Thank you.” Clara returned the woman’s smile and then walked over to the chairs. As she sat, she pulled out her phone. Might as well get some reading done while she waited. Though she generally preferred holding a paperback, it was nice to have access to books on her phone and equally nice that it held her place for her.

      She had just reached the most interesting part of the book when she heard her name being called. Stifling a frustrated sigh, she stood and pocketed the phone. She’d have to finish the book later. Her hand smoothed her skirt, and with a smile pasted on her face, she approached the man who had called her.

      He held a clipboard in his hand and was obviously on the athletic team if his attire choice of joggers and a t-shirt with the team logo on it was any indication, but he looked young. She wondered if he was even old enough to be out of college. An intern then?

      “I’m Clara.” She held her hand out, and after a moment and a confused expression, the man shifted his clipboard to his other arm in order to return her shake.

      “Neal, but I’m just the intern. If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to the interview room.”

      Clara felt a heat color her cheeks, but it never hurt to butter up interns. She’d been one herself once, and she always appreciated the people who took the time to learn her name and treat her like a person. “How long have you been interning?”

      “This is my first year, but it’s been great. The doctors are good people to work with and most of the players are pretty down to earth.”

      She knew what he meant with his carefully chosen words. She’d worked with some amazing players, but there were a few who seemed to have a “god” complex and thought they were the best thing since sliced bread. Those were the ones who were hard to work with because they always thought they knew best and often ignored her suggestions. It was less noticeable at the college level where she was currently working, but having seen it with a few of those guys, she could only imagine how much worse it must get when people were getting paid millions to play.

      “Here we are,” he said, stopping in front of a simple yet imposing brown door. “Good luck.”

      “Thank you.” Clara flashed him a smile and then squared her shoulders before pushing the door open. The room inside was a conference type room with a long rectangular table. Four older men were seated around the table, and at the sound of the door opening, their eyes lifted to stare back at her. Though she was used to working only with men, she had hoped to see a woman in the department. Of course, this might not be the whole department.

      “Ms. Bradford, I assume?” one of the men asked after looking down at his clipboard.

      “Yes, I’m Clara Bradford.” She flashed her best smile at the men, hoping she looked more confident than she felt, but none of them returned the emotion. Her courage faltered, and she glanced around for some clue as to what she was supposed to do next.

      “You can take a seat,” the man said, pointing to the chair at the head of the table.

      “Of course, thank you.” Clara pulled the chair out and sat down. Unsure of where to put her hands, she folded them in her lap and waited.

      “So, tell us why you applied to the Tornadoes.” Clara assumed this man must be the one in charge as he appeared to be leading the interview and the only one capable of speaking.

      “Well, as I’m sure you know from my resume and application, I am currently an athletic trainer for the University of Texas. I love my job, but I’ve always wanted to work for a professional team.”

      “For the notoriety?” the man asked, cutting her off. “Or the money?”

      She blinked at him, blindsided by his assumptive question. “Neither. I grew up watching football with my dad. Since the age of four, it was the one thing we would do together every Sunday.” She paused as she thought about the rest of her relationship with her father. Rocky would begin to describe it but just barely. “Since then, it’s just been a dream of mine to help the players out, so I studied sports medicine, and,” she shrugged, “here I am.”

      The man in charge eyed her, his gaze stern and unflinching as if he could discern the truth with his gaze. “All right. Well, being an athletic trainer for a professional team can be stressful. How do you handle stress and pressure?”

      As long as it wasn’t coming from her father, she handled it fine. “I handle stress and pressure very well. I make it a priority to work out to relieve my own stress, and as a believer, I take whatever I have to the Lord in prayer.” She had no idea if these men were believers as well, but she wasn’t about to hide the fact. After the breakup with Mason, God had been there for her, and she would not hide her love for Him.

      The men exchanged glances, but Clara couldn’t read their intent. “You do know most of our games are on Sundays which makes attending church challenging.”

      Clara smiled. She loved attending church on Sunday. There was something uplifting in the community aspect of it, but it wasn’t the only way to have church and she still couldn’t believe there were people who thought it was. “Matthew 18 says that church is wherever two or more are gathered in His name. My best friend lives just outside of town, so I’m fairly certain I’ll be able to gather with her on days other than Sundays. In addition, I know there are several churches here in Southlake that offer Wednesday services, Saturday services, or even online services.” She had done her homework when she had gotten the interview invitation.

      The man nodded and rubbed a hand across his chin. “So they do. Okay, Ms. Bradford, one final question. Why should we hire you over all the other applicants we have?”

      Clara paused. She hated questions like this because she was never sure how she was supposed to answer them. Did they want her to brag or be humble? “You should hire me because I’m good at what I do. I studied sports medicine extensively and have completed many additional training hours outside of what was needed for my degree. My passion for this is evident in everything I do, and my love for this game and for God shines through every day. I may be a woman in a predominantly man’s field, but I don’t back down easily.” She tilted her chin up as if to punctuate her point, and, surprisingly, the man smiled back.

      “I believe you there.” The man stood and approached her, extending a hand. “Obviously, we have several other qualified applicants, but we’ll be in touch.”

      “Thank you.” Clara shook his hand, making sure to keep her grip firm as her father had taught her. Surprise flickered across the man’s face for just an instant before his grin widened and he walked her to the door.

      As it shut behind her, Clara couldn’t help but think that the job was hers. The interview had gone well, and a peace filled her heart as if this was exactly where she was supposed to be. She glanced at her watch as she headed for the parking lot. It was still early. Perhaps Adrienne would have time for an early dinner before she had to catch her flight home.
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      “Yes, Mom, I’m eating my vegetables.” Mason shook his head as he cradled the cell phone with his shoulder, so he could open the locker. “The food is amazing. Remember I told you they hired a new cook?” He’d been over this with his mother when he’d first arrived at training camp last summer, but she still continued to pester him whenever he called.

      “You just look so skinny on TV,” she said.

      “I’m a wide receiver, Mom. I run a lot.” He had actually put on a few pounds due to the food, but he’d never be able to make his mother understand that. She only saw her little boy, and even though he was in his mid-twenties now, she still worried about him.

      The locker room door opened, and the room filled with noise from his teammates. There was no way he was going to get caught on a call with his mother. One of the new recruits had done that earlier this year and the teasing had been merciless.

      “Mom, I have to go. I’ll call you later.” He hung up before she could answer. He’d owe her a big apology later, but it was better than being caught on the phone with her.

      “Mason, there you are. We were wondering where you ran off to.” Blaine Hollis, quarterback and captain of the Tornadoes, opened his locker and pulled out a notebook. “Tucker and I thought maybe you’d snuck a girl back here.”

      “A girl?” Mason chuckled. He barely had time to date with the game schedule and his workouts, and even if he did, he wasn’t sure he was ready. His last serious relationship had torn his heart wide open, and he wasn’t sure it was mended enough to try again yet. “You two are more likely to sneak a woman back here.”

      Tucker, the team’s star running back, had recently gotten married and Blaine had just proposed to his girlfriend, Kenzi. Mason was nowhere near that.

      “He’s got you there, Blaine,” Tucker said as he grabbed a notebook from his locker as well. “But if you weren’t in here with a girl, what were you doing?”

      Mason swallowed, and his mind raced through plausible excuses. “I was calling the shop about my truck. It’s been acting up lately, and I was hoping to get it looked at soon. I would have called from the cafeteria, but it was a little loud in there.”

      “Hard to be quiet when the food is so good,” Jefferson said. Jefferson was another wide receiver, and he was an enigma to be sure. Though younger than almost everyone else on the team, he was solid and seemed to have this mature air about him, like he’d already seen the world.

      “Has anybody met the cook yet?” Mason asked, grateful for the excuse to change the subject.

      Jefferson shook his head. “Nope. They introduced the helpers, but she’s always claimed she was too busy.”

      “I hear we’re meeting the new athletic trainer today though,” Tucker said.

      Mason nodded as he grabbed his own notebook and followed the guys out of the locker room and toward the meeting room. One of their old trainers, Doug, had recently gotten married, and his bride had insisted they return to her home state of Alabama. Though he hadn’t wanted to go, he’d wanted to stay married even more, and the team had been forced to send out an emergency notice for applications.

      Mason was less than excited about meeting a new trainer. For one, he was pretty particular about who he worked with, and he had really liked Doug. The other reason was because of his ex-girlfriend, Clara. She had wanted to be an athletic trainer, and every time he had to meet a new one, it reminded him of her.

      His mind wandered to her again as they walked down the hallway to the meeting room. Had she followed her dream? Was she working for some college team now? Or maybe even a professional team? She’d said that was her dream. For them to be on the same team - him playing ball and her stitching him up. That’s what she’d said her dream was, but they must have been empty words because she’d broken up with him not long after that. He’d pressed her for the reason, but she had just shaken her head and said they were too different.  Whatever that meant. So, he’d left.

      He’d joined the Tornadoes and tried to forget about her. That was easier said than done. Though it was true he rarely had time to date, he had tried over the last few years. But none of them could compare to Clara. With her strawberry blonde hair and sparkling green eyes, she possessed an aura that could charm even the toughest grinch. No matter what he tried to do, he couldn’t seem to get her out of his mind.

      He took a seat between Tucker and Jefferson in the back row as most of the other seats were already filled. The other men must have come straight from the cafeteria.

      A few minutes later, the head trainer, Justin, walked in. “Good morning. As you all know, Doug left us suddenly to follow his wife. Though there are only a few games left this season, we didn’t want to go into the final games a trainer down, so we put out some feelers, and I’m pleased to say we’ve found a trainer to take his spot. She comes to us with extensive knowledge and expertise.”

      She? Mason had been spacing out, but at the mention of the feminine pronoun he sat up straighter. True, Clara probably wasn’t the only woman who wanted to be an athletic trainer, but he didn’t know very many. Could they have actually hired her?

      “She’s been working with the University of Texas but is excited to join us now. Though she’ll be working mainly with the offensive line, I’m sure all of you will chat with her at one point or another. Please help me welcome Clara Bradford.”

      Mason gasped and leaned forward as if he’d been punched. Clara was here?

      “You okay?” Tucker whispered beside him.

      Mason shook his head but didn’t even glance toward his friend. His eyes were glued on the door. He saw the shimmery red of her hair before the rest of her appeared. She was a little older but no less beautiful. In fact, if it was possible, he thought she was even prettier than before. Her face was a little more defined, and there was a glow to it that hadn’t been there before.

      Though she was smaller than Justin and probably every man in the room, she commanded attention. She always had. It had been one of the first things that drew Mason to her. “I’m pleased to meet you all and look forward to working with you the rest of this season.”

      “I bet a lot of the guys are going to look forward to working with her too,” Jefferson said in a hushed whisper.

      Mason shot him a glare. He had been so excited to see Clara again that he hadn’t even thought about her working with the other men. It would kill him if any of them started seeing her. He could only hope that she wouldn’t mix business and pleasure. Or that he could convince her they belonged together before she fell for anyone else.

      His gaze traveled back to Clara, and her eyes caught his. She flashed a small smile, sending his heart thudding in his chest. Was she happy to see him? Surprised? Surely, she must have known this was his team. Had she come hoping to run into him?

      “Okay, we’ll let you get to the rest of your day. Don’t hesitate to come to us if you have any questions.”

      Justin dismissed the group, and Mason stood to head to an offensive line briefing with the rest of his teammates. His eyes, however, stayed on Clara until he was out of the room.

      “You have a thing for the new doc already?” Jefferson asked as he elbowed Mason.

      “She’s not new to me,” Mason returned. “Clara is my ex-girlfriend.”

      Jefferson’s eyes widened. “Oh, man, I’m sorry. Did you know she was coming here?”

      Mason shook his head. “We haven’t spoken in years. I wasn’t even sure she had become an athletic trainer, but I guess that question has been answered at least.”

      “Are you going to be able to work with her?”

      That was a very good question. “Are you kidding? This is my second chance. She said we were too different when we broke up after high school, but here we are, on the same team. That can’t be a coincidence, right?”

      Jefferson smiled. “You know I don’t believe in coincidences. God has a plan for everything in our lives, even when we don’t understand it at first.”

      Mason cocked his head at Jefferson. Why did he get the feeling his teammate was talking more about his own life than Mason’s? “Well, I don’t know what His original plan might have been, but I’ll certainly accept her being in my future.”
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      Clara looked up at the knock on her office door. Mason stood in there, a smile on his face. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure,” she said, trying to calm the pounding in her chest. She had loved Mason Dixon since her Sophomore year in high school and breaking up with him had been the hardest thing she’d ever done. Probably the stupidest too, but she’d believed her father when he’d said it was for the best. And she’d tried to put him from her mind, but he’d never been far. She’d always considered him “the one that got away” even though she had initiated their breakup, and though she’d dreamed of seeing him again one day, she hadn’t actually thought it would come true.

      “How are you settling in?” He rubbed one arm and then the other in a nervous gesture that made her smile. Could he still have feelings for her as well?

      “Well, I’m still unpacking as you see.” She motioned to the boxes around her. “My apartment is even more of a mess, but I’m liking it so far.”

      “I could help if you’d like. Practice is over for the day, and I wouldn’t mind catching up with you.”

      “Really?” Clara wanted to say yes. She wanted to spend time with him, but was that a good idea? She had no idea if anyone knew about their past or if there were rules about dating between team members, but surely no one could condemn two friends catching up. “I mean it’s pretty boring unpacking boxes, but if you want.”

      “I want.” He offered a crooked smile and opened one of the boxes. “So, what have you been doing for the last six years? Besides becoming an athletic trainer that is.”

      Clara chuckled and pulled a few of her medical books out of a box. “That’s pretty much it. I went to Texas Tech after high school and spent my years learning sports medicine and working with the team. Then I took a job with The University of Texas after graduation. That’s where I’ve been for the last year.” She wondered if he was fishing for information about her romantic life, and the thought made her smile. She had dated a few guys in college and almost gotten engaged to one of her father’s employees - that was a long story - but none of them had held a candle to Mason, and she doubted he really wanted to hear that information. More likely, he was fishing to see if she was single, and she was curious if he was as well.

      “And what made you want to come here? To Southlake, I mean,” he asked as he placed books on the shelf beside hers.

      “My friend saw the job offer and she knew I’d always wanted to work for a professional team. I didn’t think I had a chance, but she persuaded me to apply, and here I am.”

      He paused for a second and chewed on his bottom lip as if he wanted to ask something but wasn’t sure how. “Did you know?”

      “Did I know what?” And then she realized what he was asking. “You mean did I know that you played for the Tornadoes?”

      “Yeah.” It was only one word, but so much emotion existed in that one word.

      “I did.” Her heart thudded again as a smile curved his lips. “I followed your career, but I didn’t think I’d actually ever work on the same team you played for.”

      “You used to say that was your dream, before…” Mason shrugged as he let the word trail off, but Clara knew what he was thinking. Before she broke up with him. Before she sent him away, heartbroken and confused. Before she had the courage to stand up to her father. Well, she hadn’t really done that yet. She’d simply distanced herself, but one day she would.

      “Mason, I…” She paused. She wanted to tell him she was sorry, but if she did, he would want to know why and she couldn’t tell him. He looked like he might forgive her now, but if he knew the real reason, she doubted he would.

      “Ah, Clara, there you are.”

      Clara jumped at the sound of Justin’s voice in the doorway. Heat climbed across her face as if she and Mason had been caught in a compromising position, and she took a step away from him to increase the distance. “Here I am, unpacking. What can I do for you, Justin?”

      Justin’s eyes narrowed as he looked from Clara to Mason and back again. “I need to get some signatures from you for the paperwork. Do you think we could do that now?”

      “Sure, Mason was just helping me unpack, but I can finish that later.” She glanced at Mason, hoping he would agree and not say anything about their past to Justin. At least not until she knew what the rules were.

      “Yeah, I was just helping her get settled, but I need to be going anyway. It was good to see you again, Clara.” Mason flashed her a small smile before stepping past Justin and out of the office.

      “Again? You two know each other?” Justin asked.

      Clara wondered if he was asking merely out of curiosity or for some other reason. “Yeah, Mason and I went to high school together.”

      “Aha, well, if you’ll come with me, we’ll get you taken care of and you can get back to unpacking before the weekend.”

      Clara nodded and followed Justin, but her mind was still on Mason. Was he happy she was here? She hoped she would have more time to speak with him soon.
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      “What’s with the goofy smile tonight?” Mason’s brother, Duke, asked as he dealt the cards for their weekly Friday night poker game. It wasn’t every weekend Mason got to join his brother and their friends, but as they had this weekend off, he had the time.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mason said, trying to wipe off his grin. It was impossible though because every time he thought about Clara’s sweet smile, the corners of his lips lifted again.

      “Right,” Pete said. “You look like a cat who ate a canary.” Pete was one of the first people Mason and Duke had met when they moved to Southlake. He owned a local comic book store and though Mason wasn’t a huge fan, Duke was. The man had just about everything Batman that existed.

      “Well, can’t a guy be happy? We made it to the playoffs again, I’ve got another chance at a championship ring, what’s not to be happy about?” Mason looked at his cards and tried not to sigh. He enjoyed poker, but it seemed he always had the worst luck whenever he played.

      “Yeah, but you knew that last week when we met.” Duke tossed a chip into the middle to call. “So, what happened today?”

      “Fine,” Mason said with a sigh as he tossed his own chip in. “We got a new athletic trainer.”

      “I thought you liked your old trainer. What was his name? Doug?” Pete looked up as he tossed his chip in to call.

      “Yeah, I did. Doug was great, but he left when he got married and today we met the new trainer, and she’s also great.”

      “She?” Duke’s brow lifted. “Ah, now I understand the smile. She must be pretty. Is my monk of a brother finally ready to move on with his life?” He laid down the first upturned card of the river.

      A three of hearts would not help Mason at all, but he tossed in another chip to call. “Hey, I’ve dated. They just haven’t worked out.”

      “Because you haven’t wanted them to work out. You’ve been hung up on Clara since she broke up with you.”

      “Wait, who’s Clara?” Pete asked as he raised the pot.

      “Just his high school sweetheart who dumped him after graduation for no good reason,” Duke replied. “Too rich for my blood. I fold.”

      “Ouch, that sounds rough,” Pete said as Duke laid down the next card. An Ace of Hearts. That would help him as he had an Ace in his hand, but it also might help Pete who seemed to have a never-ending string of luck whenever they played. “So, tell us about this new trainer. What’s her name?”

      Mason bit his lip. He shouldn’t have brought this up. It was obvious his brother was still angry at Clara. He probably should be too, but he was still convinced there was more behind their breakup, especially after today. Still, he’d opened up the can of worms; there was no putting the lid back on now. “Clara.”

      Though it hadn’t been noisy before, the silence that fell around the table was deafening. Mason pushed in a few chips before glancing up. His brother’s mouth hung open in shock and the look on Pete’s face was pure confusion.

      “That’s a weird coincidence,” Pete said slowly as he matched Mason’s chips.

      “It’s not a coincidence.” Duke’s voice was low and hard. “He’s talking about the girl who stomped on his heart.”

      “It wasn’t exactly like that.” Mason’s defensive wall was up, but he wasn’t sure he could really explain to his brother why not. “I told you I thought her father was the reason for her breaking up with me. Anyway, no one said I was dating her again. It was just nice to see her again, and I’m happy that she’s doing what she always wanted to do.”

      That was mostly the truth, but Mason would be lying if he wasn’t hoping there was a chance they would date again. Clara had been his first love, and he was fairly certain, she was his true love. Perhaps now that she was no longer living under her father’s roof, she would see that too.

      Duke shook his head sadly as he laid down the next river card. “I know you better than that, Mason. You know I’ll support you, but I just hope you aren’t headed for Heartbreak Road again.”

      So did Mason. He’d survived their breakup once, but it had done a number on him. He wasn’t sure if he’d survive a second time. “Fold,” he said, throwing in his cards. The last card hadn’t helped him and he just didn’t have the energy to bluff. Maybe coming over here tonight hadn’t been the best idea.
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      Clara watched the city fade behind her as she headed out of Southlake. It was Saturday, and her day off. Though she had started on a Friday, Justin had still given her the weekend to get settled into her apartment and to take some time to visit her best friend from college, Adrienne.

      She and Adrienne had met in the dorms at Texas Tech. Clara had somehow managed to snag a coveted single while Adrienne had been sidled with the roommate from Hades. The two girls had met in the hallway one night and traded horror stories. Clara hated living alone, and Adrienne could barely hear herself think over her roommate’s music. At the end of the semester, the two had decided to get an apartment together near campus.

      Though nearly polar opposites, somehow it worked for them. Clara ate a healthy breakfast of a protein waffle or eggs every morning while Adrienne had Dr. Pepper and a bag of Doritos. Clara liked enchiladas while Adrienne ate boxed Mac N Cheese for nearly every dinner, and while Clara had been born in a wealthy family, she’d still had to do her own laundry. Adrienne, however, took her clothes to a dry cleaner and then ironed them again when she got them home.

      Clara chuckled as that memory surfaced in her mind. She’d come home to find Adrienne ironing a pair of jeans. Jeans!

      “What are you doing?” Clara asked as she watched her friend move the iron slowly over the denim.

      Adrienne looked up, confusion clouding her blue eyes. “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m ironing.”

      “I see that, but why are you ironing jeans?” Clara hated ironing and avoided it whenever possible. Still, she’d been known to use an iron when a dress or nice shirt was too wrinkled, but she’d never once seen anyone iron blue jeans.

      Adrienne’s brow furrowed. “How else am I supposed to get the crease line?”

      Clara threw up her hands and laughed. “Jeans aren’t supposed to have a crease line. There’s a reason they aren’t considered work attire. They’re supposed to be casual wear.”

      “But they look so wrong if they don’t have the crease.”

      Clara hadn’t won that argument. Even four years later when the girls had gone their separate ways, Adrienne still ironed her jeans. She had learned to use a washer and dryer though and stopped paying for a dry cleaner. Clara supposed she could count that as a win.

      Now, Adrienne was married to a man she had met at her job and had two small children. Clara wondered if Adrienne had relaxed her standards with the addition of the kids. It was certainly hard to keep everything pressed and put away with kids in the picture, but somehow Clara could picture Adrienne wandering through the house after the kids were asleep and picking up after them. At least her diet probably hadn’t had to change much. Adrienne had always eaten like a kid which was such an anathema compared to her perfection in every other area of her life.

      Adrienne’s house was just as Clara pictured it. The grass was manicured to perfection and still green though it was January. They probably had the sprinkler system on a timer if Adrienne’s husband was as meticulous as she was. A white picket fence surrounded the land, and a wraparound porch completed the look. Clara pulled up to the side of the fence and turned off the car.

      As if she had heard the sound of the car, Adrienne popped out of the front door a moment later. She held her youngest on her hip, and the older boy toddled behind her. It had been a few years, but other than wearing a slightly harried expression, Adrienne looked exactly the same with her long blonde hair, blue eyes, and soft smile.

      “Clara, I can’t believe you’re actually here.” Adrienne wrapped her in a side hug with her free arm.

      “Me either.” The two had talked about getting together for years, but it had never seemed to work out between their schedules.

      “Come on inside. I was just about to get lunch going for the kids.”

      Clara grinned. “Let me guess. Mac N Cheese and Dr. Pepper?”

      Adrienne laughed. “Please, I’ve grown up since then. We add hotdogs now.”

      The interior of the house was exactly what Clara had pictured. Simple and minimal, everything had its place. Clara wished she had that trait, but organized chaos seemed to be more her style. She knew where everything was, but it appeared a cluttered mess to everyone else.

      “So, how is the new job?” Adrienne asked as she plunked the little girl in a high chair and opened the fridge to pull out a bottle of milk. She placed it in the bottle warmer and then moved to the stove to stir the pot.

      “It’s been good. So far.”

      Adrienne turned around and fixed her with a knowing stare. “Uh oh, I hear hesitation. What does that mean?”

      Clara sighed as she sat down in one of the cream-colored barstools. “You remember that ex-boyfriend I told you about?”

      Adrienne’s brow furrowed as she thought back through the years. “The one who wanted to be a football player?”

      “That’s the one. Turns out he made it, and now I’m one of the athletic trainers on his team.” Clara’s eyes dropped to the marble counter, and she traced a gold thread that ran through it with her fingertip.

      “I see.” Adrienne opened a cabinet and grabbed a bowl, filling it with Mac N Cheese and setting it before her son. “And is that an issue because you still care about him?” She grabbed the bottle from the warmer and handed it to the little girl.

      “I… I don’t know. It was such a mess when we broke up, but I honestly never thought I’d see him again.” The memory of her father telling her that she had to break it off with Mason tried to enter her mind, but she pushed it away. She would not revisit that right now.

      “And have you spoken with him yet?” Adrienne filled another bowl of Mac N Cheese and offered it to Clara who shook her head. She’d never been able to stomach the taste of the powdered cheese sauce herself.

      “Yeah, a little. He came into my office to help me unpack. He didn’t seem mad, but we were interrupted by my new boss before we really got to talk much. I’m sure I’ll have to work with him soon and I have no idea what to say.”

      “Do you even know if he’s still single?” Adrienne raised a brow as she sat in the barstool across from Clara.

      Clara hadn’t even considered that. Would it be better if he were taken? Worse? She honestly had no idea. “I don’t, but I have been following him a little in the news and they’ve never mentioned a girlfriend or wife.”

      “Wait.” Adrienne set down the spoonful she was about to eat. “You mean you knew he played for this team when you took the job?”

      Clara grimaced and the “yes” she squeaked out was much higher than her normal voice. “You have to understand that this was a huge opportunity. These jobs don’t come around very often, and I couldn’t not apply.”

      “Uh huh. I hear that, but I kind of feel like you don’t get a pass on this one.” She picked up the spoon again and pointed it at Clara. “You knew what you were getting yourself into.”

      And she had. Sort of. She’d known he would be there, but she hadn’t been prepared for the barrage of feelings that would hit her when she saw him again. Nor had she been prepared for her breath to catch around him and her heart to beat faster when he was around or when someone mentioned his name. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      Clara didn’t want to talk about Mason any longer, and the growling of her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t had lunch yet either. “Do you have anything I can make a sandwich with? Or a salad?”

      “Of course.” Adrienne laid out bread, meat, cheese, and vegetables and Clara fixed herself a decent meal.

      “So, how about you?” she asked as she sat down again. “How is your job going?” Adrienne had studied social work in college, and the few times they had spoken on the phone over the years, she had always told Clara how stressful it was but how much she loved it.

      Adrienne took a sip of her Dr. Pepper and glanced at the two children to make sure they were still good before answering. “Well, I’m just getting back into the swing of things after maternity leave, but it’s harder now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean having kids of my own. It always broke my heart to see children in bad situations and to have to take them away from their parents, but I knew it was for the best. It hurt even worse when I had to reunite them with those parents before they were really ready in some cases, but now that I have Cade and Chrissy, it’s so much harder. Every little face I see reminds me of them, and I think about how awful it would be if someone took them away from me.”

      Clara looked at the two beautiful children as she chewed. That would be hard to take. She wasn’t a mother yet herself, but she knew how much these two meant to Adrienne. After swallowing, she posed the question that sat heavy in the air. “Are you going to keep doing it?”

      Adrienne sighed and scooped out the last of her Mac N Cheese. “I don’t know. David makes good enough money that I don’t have to work, but it’s always been a part of me, you know?”

      Clara did. Adrienne’s father had left when she was little, and her mother had raised Adrienne and her little brother all by herself. Unfortunately, her mother’s schedule and absence a lot of the time had strained their relationship, and Adrienne had moved out as soon as she was of age. She’d worked hard to provide for herself and her little brother, and though she had spoken with her mother a few times before her death, Clara wasn’t sure she had ever really forgiven her.

      “Is there something else you could do in the same line? Maybe running a fostering program or working at an adoption agency?” In truth, Clara had no idea what other avenues Adrienne’s degree might work for, but it was worth a thought.

      “Yeah, maybe. I’m still thinking about it for now.”

      “Mommy, can we play in the backyard now?” Cade asked from the table.

      His cute voice tugged at Clara’s heart. If she hadn’t broken things off with Mason, would they be married now? Would she have kids of her own? Maybe a little boy who looked like him that he could play football with in the backyard?

      Stop! That was not a path she needed to go down. She’d made her decision years ago when she’d allowed her father to convince her that breaking up with Mason was the right thing to do. There was no going back from there. A husband and kids might still be in her future, but they wouldn’t be his kids.

      “Sure, Cade, as soon as Miss Clara is ready,” Adrienne said as she took her bowl to the sink and washed it. That part hadn’t changed either. Adrienne had never been one to leave a dish in the sink; she’d always washed them immediately after use. Clara wondered if that stemmed from being on her own so young and probably not having many dishes to spare.

      “I’m ready,” she said, balling up the paper towel she had made her sandwich on and tossing it in the trash can she spied by the door. Then she grabbed Cade’s bowl and took it to Adrienne, knowing her friend would want to wash it too before heading outside.

      When the dishes were washed to Adrienne’s satisfaction, she grabbed Chrissy and the four headed out back.

      A small play structure, complete with swings and a slide, sat in the yard, and Cade took off running toward it before the door was even shut behind them.

      “He must enjoy that,” Clara said with a laugh.

      Adrienne rolled her eyes. “He does. He is all boy, that one, and we haven’t been able to get outside much.” The day was unusually warm for January, but Clara knew what she meant. It had been cold and rainy most of the last week.

      Just then Cade’s cry pierced the air. Clara looked to see him sitting on the ground and holding his arm. Though she hadn’t seen it happen, she could imagine he must have slipped on the ladder of the slide and scraped his arm.

      “Oh dear, can you hold her?” Adrienne asked, holding out Chrissy for Clara to take.

      “Actually, where’s your First Aid Kit? I’ll fix him up. It’s what I do, after all.”

      Adrienne gave quick directions, and Clara hurried into the house and to the bathroom. In the cabinet under the sink had been Adrienne’s words. Clara opened the door and found the kit exactly where she’d said it would be. Another point for a neat and orderly house. If only she could keep hers the same. Then she raced back outside to bandage up the boy.

      After a few promises that he was okay and a Band-Aid to cover the scratch, Cade happily went back to the play structure. It was amazing how easily kids could bounce back from tears and hurts. Clara watched him and wished that broken hearts in adults were as easy to mend.
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      Mason smiled as he brushed a strand of hair from Clara’s face. Her lips curled into a smile, and she opened her mouth to speak. Instead of sweet words though, the noise that came out of her mouth was an annoying beeping sound. Mason looked around to see where the noise was coming from, but when his gaze came back to Clara, she was gone.

      With a sigh, he realized the offensive noise was his alarm clock and his time with Clara had been nothing but a dream. He slapped the snooze button on the alarm and slowly opened his eyes. He hadn’t dreamed about Clara in years, yet she’d visited him nightly since Friday. It had to be because she now worked for his team, and though they had yet to have a meaningful face to face conversation, he had managed to score a little time with her Friday evening before Justin had interrupted them.

      Justin. The thought of the way the head trainer had looked at Clara sent a wave of repulsion through his body. It wasn’t that Justin was a bad guy, but this was Clara. His Clara, and he couldn’t imagine her dating Justin. He was much older than her for one thing, and Mason was pretty sure he’d just gone through a messy divorce.

      Kicking back the covers, he swung his legs out of bed and sat up, pausing for a moment to let his body adjust to the new position before he stood. So far, it hadn’t been awkward working with her, but she had just started and they hadn’t been alone for very long. He needed to find time to speak to her about the past before it did get awkward. They had made it to the playoffs again this year, and he certainly didn’t need to be distracted with the most important games ahead of them.

      He grimaced slightly when he rose to his feet. He’d twisted his ankle or something during practice on Friday, and though he’d iced it over the weekend, it was still tender. Clenching his jaw, he limped to the shower. Perhaps the hot water would help.

      The steam and heat from the water relaxed the muscles of his shoulders, but it did nothing for the pain in his ankle. As he toweled off, he knew he would have to wrap his ankle and hope no one noticed. Thankfully, he always kept medical tape in his bathroom for instances like these.

      Sitting on the bed, he wrapped the ankle, careful not to put the tape too tight. The last thing he needed was to lose circulation in the foot and cause an even greater injury. With that deed done, he pulled on clothes, grabbed his wallet, and headed toward the training facility.

      The sun was just rising as he pulled into the parking lot, sending brilliant oranges and purples across the sky. Mason hated getting up early, but he sure didn’t mind getting to see the Texas sunrises. Though he’d only ever lived in Texas, he’d spent time in other states for games and they just couldn’t compare to a Texas sunrise or sunset.

      After turning the ignition off, he grabbed his bag and headed toward the front entrance. The pain in his ankle appeared to be less with the support of the tape, and he was fairly certain that he wasn’t limping. Which turned out to be a good thing because he reached the front door at the same time Clara did. He hadn’t even seen her approaching, but he had been a little distracted by the sky.

      “Well, well, well,” he said with a teasing lilt as he pulled the door open for her. “I guess you can’t avoid me now.”

      Her mouth dropped open in protest. “I haven’t been avoiding you.”

      He raised his brow at her. “Oh really? The only time we spoke on Friday is when I sought you out.” He pointed at himself when he emphasized I and then to Clara with the word you.

      Her perfect pink lips pulled into a line before she shook her head. “Well, in case you hadn’t noticed, I have been a little busy unpacking and trying to get settled.”

      “It’s because you can’t handle my hotness, right? I mean I didn’t have these guns back when we dated.” He flexed his arms, enjoying the smile that spread across her face.

      Clara rolled her eyes and swatted his arm. “Stop it. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculous?” Mason put on his best hurt puppy dog face. “Are you saying I’m not hot? That I’ve lost it since we dated?”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all.”

      “So, you’re saying I never had it? I’m so hurt.” He let his mouth fall open in mock hurt, but his eyes twinkled to let her know he was kidding.

      “No, I…” Her words faltered and her face flushed as she realized he had caught her.

      Feeling just a bit sorry for her, he offered a reprieve. “It’s good to see you smile again.”

      “Thanks, you too.”

      They stood there for a minute, both unsure of what to say next. Thankfully, or not so thankfully - Mason wasn’t really sure which - Justin interrupted their moment. Again. This man was turning out to have the worst timing in history as far as Mason was concerned.

      “Ah, good, Clara, there you are. I’ve got the schedule for today, and I wanted to discuss game procedures since this Sunday will be a game day.”

      Clara nodded, her demeanor back to all business. “Guess I’ll see you later,” she said to Mason before following Justin down the hall.

      Mason watched her go, unable to keep his eyes from her and the way Justin looked at her or the way his hand touched her lower back as he led her down the hall. Mason knew the man was looking for comfort, but he could only hope that Justin wouldn’t find that comfort in Clara’s arms.

      Pushing the door to the locker room open, he entered and dropped his bag on the bench. A moment later the door opened again, and Blaine strode into the room.

      “I was looking for you. Coach wants to see you.”

      “Me? What for?” All kinds of traitorous thoughts raced through Mason’s head. Had they found out about his former relationship with Clara? Was he in trouble for talking to her? Had the coach seen his injury on Friday? Was he in trouble for not reporting it?

      Blaine shook his head. “I don’t know. He just asked me to find you and send you his way. I’d suggest you don’t keep him waiting though. You know how he gets the week before games.”

      “Right.” Coach had a tendency to be a little more high strung and laser-focused the week leading up to a game, and Mason knew better than to keep him waiting. He finished stowing his stuff in the locker and then headed to face the music. Whatever it was.

      The anxiety only grew the closer he got to the coach’s office. Before knocking, he took a deep breath and tried to calm his racing heart. It would do no good to enter looking guilty before he knew what the meeting was even about.

      “Come in,” the coach’s deep voice came from the other side of the door.

      Mason pushed the door open and hoped he looked more confident than he felt. “You asked for me, Coach?”

      “I did. Have a seat.” Coach pointed at the chair opposite his desk. “I watched the tape from practice on Friday.”

      Mason’s heart sank as he sat in the chair. This was about his injury then. He wasn’t sure if that was the better of the two options or not. “Coach, I can explain…”

      Coach held up his hand and fixed Mason with a silencing glare. “How bad is it, Dixon?”

      “It’s not bad, Coach, really. I landed awkwardly on it, but I iced it all weekend. It’s much better today.”

      Mason tried not to squirm under the coach’s penetrating stare. The man’s gaze was like an intimidating lie detector. “Okay, well, I want you to see the new athletic trainer today. Have it looked at and taped up, and take it easy on that foot. We need you for Sunday’s game.”

      “Yes, sir.” Relief flooded Mason as he stood. Yes, he might have to meet with Clara, but he was pretty sure he had just dodged a bullet in there.

      He returned to the locker room and changed into his practice gear before heading to find Clara.

      She was staring down at her desk when he knocked on the door. He must have startled her because her small jump sent the papers on her desk flying to the floor. Mason rushed over to help her pick them up.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “No, it’s fine. I was just focused and not expecting anyone for another hour.”

      They each grabbed for the papers, their hands touching as they reached for the same one at the same time. His eyes locked with hers and memories from their time together flooded him. He remembered the first time he held her hand. He had thought at the time that he’d been so suave - pretending to yawn and then placing the hand he covered his mouth with on top of hers. She had smiled but said nothing, and he’d fallen even harder for her.

      He let go first, hoping to sever the memories as well as the connection he was feeling right now. “Sorry.” He picked up the rest of the papers that were out of her reach and placed them on her desk.

      “It’s okay.” She stood after gathering her stack of papers. “What are you doing here?”

      Mason shrugged. “Coach sent me to see you before practice. I twisted my ankle last Friday, and he wanted it checked out and taped up.” He pointed down at his foot. “However, I did that this morning.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him and pointed to the bed that sat in her office. “Well, if Coach wants me to take a look at it, you better sit down and let me see it.”

      Mason took a deep breath as he walked to the bed. He hoped Clara wouldn’t be able to see anything wrong. There was no way he was missing Sunday’s game.

      After sitting, he untied his shoe and stretched his leg out.

      She started at his knee, her fingers probing down his leg. He tried not to flinch at her touch. It certainly didn’t hurt, but it was igniting things in his body that he hadn’t felt for years.

      He was so focused on the memories that he had stopped paying attention to where her fingers were until she pressed on something that sent a pain up his leg and forced him to jump and cry out in pain. Her eyes flicked to his, brimming with concern.

      “That hurt?”

      “Just a little.” He clenched his jaw to keep from showing her how much. “I probably just need to ice it more.”

      “Mason, I don’t think you should be running on this ankle. I’m not sure this is a twisted ankle or even a strain or sprain. In fact, I’d like to get an MRI. I’m afraid you’ve injured your Achilles or you might be developing tendonitis in it.”

      “What? No. I’m too young for that.” There was no way he was getting an MRI. He knew what the recommendation for Achilles tendonitis was - rest - and there was no way he was not playing. “It’s a simple sprain, that’s all. Look, I’ll take it easy today and soak it more tonight. After Sunday’s game, we’ll have another week off. That will give it plenty of time to heal.”

      Clara was not convinced. That was evident by her pursed lips and folded arms, but he knew she wouldn’t fight him on it. At least, not yet. He’d just have to tell the offensive line coach he needed to play conservatively and let his ankle heal. As long as it didn’t get worse, he didn’t think Clara would rat him out. At least he hoped not.
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      Clara kept an eye on Mason during practice. He didn’t appear to be favoring the ankle, but she also knew he was a master of disguising injuries. She had seen it first hand in high school when he’d strained his shoulder and played anyway because a scout was coming. Thankfully, he’d been able to catch with the other hand and he hadn’t done further damage to his shoulder, but this ankle injury was a whole other matter. If it truly was Achilles tendonitis like she suspected, continuing to play on it could lead to a rupture.

      “You watch any harder and you might stare a hole in the guy,” Davis said, coming up beside her. Davis was one of the other trainers, and she liked him. He seemed approachable and down to earth and the wedding band on his hand assured her he wouldn’t be flirting with her unlike some of the other men who had approached her over the last few days.

      She folded her arms across her chest. “I’m worried about Mason. He came in Monday with a slight limp, and while he swore to give it some rest, it sure doesn’t look like he’s resting it to me.”

      “Did you examine him?”

      “As much as I could.” She shrugged and blew out an exasperated breath. “I think it’s Achilles Tendonitis, but he refuses to get an MRI to verify.”

      Davis let out a low whistle. “Well, I can see why. If that’s what it is, it would take him out of the game this weekend and maybe the rest of the play-off games if they win.”

      “I know, but wouldn’t that be better than it rupturing?” She bit her lip, unsure of what to do. On one hand, she wasn’t one hundred percent sure, and she didn’t want to jeopardize his playing time if she was wrong. She also didn’t want to be responsible for a worse injury if she was right.

      “You can’t make him listen to you though. Massage it after every practice, make sure he’s icing it and resting it at home, and tell Justin if you’re really worried. That’s about all you can do.”

      Clara nodded. That was sound advice, and she had been following the first step since she found out about it. Perhaps, she could offer to make him dinner tonight to make sure he was resting it properly at home.
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      “How is the ankle feeling?” she asked as Mason climbed up on her table that afternoon after practice.

      “Are you asking as my trainer or my friend?” he asked with a hesitant smile.

      “Both. I wouldn’t be doing my professional duty if I didn’t check up on you, but as your friend, I’m worried you’re pushing it.” She unlaced his shoe and pulled it off, watching his face for any indication of pain.

      “I really think it’s getting better. Felt no pain today.”

      Clara pulled his sock down and carefully unwound the tape. “It’s still swollen though, Mason. I’m not sure you’re giving it enough rest.”

      “Well, I try to put it up at night when I get home, but I do still have things to do after practice. You know eating, cleaning, etc.” He flashed her a charming smile as if that made it all better.

      “Yes, and speaking of which, how about I make you dinner tonight? That way you can totally put your foot up and ice it, and I’ll feel a little better about how much you’ve been running on it.” She threw the question out there but kept her eyes on his ankle as her fingers massaged the tissue around the tendon.

      “You want to make me dinner? To rest my foot?” She could hear the disbelief and the note of teasing in his voice.

      “I do. Plus, it would give us some time to catch up. We haven’t really gotten to talk much.” She really did want to know how the last few years had been for him, whether he was dating anyone, if he still cared about her.

      “Are you sure that’s allowed? I think Justin might have his sights set on you.”

      “Ew.” She scrunched her nose and stopped massaging his ankle to look at him. “He’s got to be close to forty, right?” Realizing she had spoken the words aloud
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