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      For Kennedy Housley,

      a future nurse practitioner.

      DCS forever!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        She’s all about work…

      

      

      
        
        When nurse practitioner Ellie Hoffman agrees to help her best friend’s newly rich and famous country music star brother, she’s not worried about falling for his legendary charm. Ellie’s known Luke Knightley since childhood, and she’s well aware of his reputation as a smooth-talking player. She’s not about to fall for his tricks—after all, she’s a certified player-hater through and through.

      

      

      
        
        He’s all about play…

      

      

      
        
        Luke may have it all—a sprawling mansion in Nashville, a private jet, a chart-topping album—but a recent betrayal has left him questioning who he can trust. When a tour bus accident leaves him in need of some serious TLC, Ellie, his childhood friend and eternal critic, is the first person he turns to.

      

      

      
        
        Can they find common ground…with a kiss?

      

      

      
        
        But as Ellie tends to Luke’s wounds, sparks fly in unexpected ways. Can they keep their relationship strictly professional when kisses start to redefine the job description?
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        A Friday in June — Ellie

      

      

      “Oh, absolutely not.” The words slipped out before I could stop them—sharp, final.

      “You’re not even going to hear me out?” Meg asked, eyebrows raised across the table.

      We were having lunch at our favorite noodle shop near the campus of Everton College in Milwaukee, where Meg was a history professor and my closest friend.

      I leaned back in my chair, arms crossed. “There’s nothing to hear. I’m not flying across the country to babysit your rockstar brother.”

      Meg gave me a look—the one that said you’re being impossible. And okay, maybe I was. But this was Luke Knightley we were talking about. Walking ego with a guitar. Nashville’s newest country prince. And—unfortunately—my childhood nemesis. Or, at least, that’s how I’ve always chosen to see him. The man had left a trail of broken hearts wider than I-94 and teased me mercilessly every time I was in the same zip code.

      “Look,” I added, softening—slightly—“I’m sorry he got hurt. I really am. That tour bus crash could’ve been so much worse.”

      Meg nodded. “I know. I was scared out of my mind when I got the call.”

      That tugged at something inside me. A quiet flicker of guilt. I’d seen Meg cry exactly twice in our nearly lifelong friendship. Once over her grandmother. The other when she got tenure. If she was asking me for a favor, she had to mean it.

      Still...

      “I became a nurse to help people,” I said, nudging my noodles around the bowl. “People who need me. Not people who I’ve been sparring with since puberty.”

      Meg sighed. “A patient is a patient.”

      “I treat strangers. Not…Luke.” My voice had that too-sharp edge again. Ugh. I knew I sounded petty, but when it came to her brother, maturity wasn’t my strong suit.

      Meg sighed and leaned in. “He doesn’t trust anyone right now. The last nurse sold pictures of him to a gossip site.”

      My stomach turned. “That’s...awful.”

      “One of the photos was of him sleeping, Ellie. Can you imagine how violated he must’ve felt?”

      Okay, that was worse than awful. “And the nurse was fired, right? Maybe even sued?”

      “Of course. But now the insurance company insists on a full-time home health provider while his arm heals. They say he’s a liability without one—especially since his hands are...”

      “His moneymakers. Got it.” I stabbed a piece of bok choy with unnecessary force. “There are thousands of nurses out there. Some of them would probably fight to rub ointment on Luke Knightley’s abs.”

      She ignored that. “Luke asked for someone he knows. Someone he trusts.”

      That gave me pause. Luke trusted me? That was news. Any time we’d been in the same room together in the last ten years, we’d done nothing but trade insults. And not even thinly veiled ones.

      “I didn’t even know he liked me,” I muttered. “He’s spent most of his life calling me ‘Nurse Ratched,’ as you may recall.”

      “He teases people he likes,” Meg said, shrugging as if all the times Luke and I had been at each other’s throats were no big deal. “And you call him Rockabilly, so I figure you’re even.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re not in second grade anymore,” I replied automatically, though the words rang hollow.

      Because once—just once—he’d teased me in a way that felt dangerously close to wanting more. And I hadn’t forgotten how quickly that moment passed.

      Meg gave me the puppy-dog eyes. They only ever worked on me with Mindy, my favorite oncology patient back at Milwaukee Children’s—who also knew how to manipulate me into sneaking in contraband candy.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I grumbled.

      “You could help him. For real.”

      “I’m a nurse practitioner,” I countered. “I’m expensive.”

      “Luke is rich now,” she said with a shrug. “He could afford to pay you double your rate.”

      I hesitated. Damn it.

      Double my rate would help with my student loans. Maybe even let me take a break from the hospital. Hadn’t my boss, Lena, been nagging me for months to take an extended vacation?

      But I didn’t take vacations. I didn’t even take long lunches.

      And this wasn’t exactly a break—I’d be taking care of someone. Again.

      I shook my head. “It’s not just the money. It’s...everything. The past. The way he treats me.”

      Meg nodded. “What if I make him promise to be sweet and respectful?”

      I snorted. “Sweet Luke Knightley? That’s an oxymoron.”

      “He’s changed. He really has.”

      I studied her face. There was no sign of sarcasm. Just concern. And maybe hope.

      She grabbed the check before I could. “Just say you’ll think about it.”

      I let out a long breath, stood, and slung my bag over my shoulder. “Fine. I’ll think about it.”

      Which, translated from Ellie-speak, meant absolutely not. But if it got Meg off my back...

      Still, as I walked out into the Milwaukee summer sunshine, I felt a flicker of something I couldn’t quite name. Was it curiosity? Nostalgia? Regret?

      I shook it off.

      No. I’m not working for Luke Knightley.

      But I couldn’t help but wonder if I meant it. Or if I just needed to convince myself I did.
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        Friday afternoon — Ellie

      

      

      Doing rounds on the children’s ward always made me feel better. I loved this place so much that I’d volunteered to be the chair of the annual fundraising gala.

      As I stepped out of the elevator onto the Oncology Ward, the words I’d told Meg earlier echoed in my head. I had become a nurse to help people.

      Like Mindy.

      The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, the usual chorus of beeping monitors and hallway chatter humming in the background. Mindy’s room was at the end of the hall, and even before I reached it, I could hear the sound of Taylor Swift blaring through the cracked door.

      I knocked twice, then pushed it open. “Tay-Tay at top volume,” I said. “Nice.”

      Mindy grinned from her pillow, bright pink scarf wrapped around her bald head like a fashion statement. “It’s for healing. Obviously.”

      “Ah, yes. The Swift Method. Very cutting edge.”

      She pointed at me dramatically. “You joke, but this playlist is scientifically proven to lower stress and increase fabulousness.”

      “Well then,” I said, moving to check her IV, “let me get out of the way of the miracle cure.”

      Mindy was fourteen, wildly opinionated, and halfway through chemo. She was also one of my favorites—though we weren’t supposed to say that.

      I’d first met her six months ago. Since then, I’d become her snack mule, playlist manager, and the sole adult she allowed to do her dressing changes without making a scene.

      Today, she narrowed her eyes at me.

      “You’re thinking about something,” she said.

      “I’m always thinking about something.”

      “Nope. You’ve got your ‘should I or shouldn’t I’ face.”

      I gave her a look. “I do not have that face.”

      “You totally do. Spill.”

      I hesitated. “My friend Meg wants me to take a short-term private job.”

      “Here? Or somewhere fun?”

      “Nashville.”

      Mindy gasped like I’d just announced a trip to the moon. “Music City? Oh my God, Ellie, do it! Who is it? Is it someone famous?”

      I sighed. “Yes. Unfortunately.”

      “A guy?” Her eyebrows inched up.

      “Maybe.”

      “A hot guy?” Now they were at full mast.

      “No more questions.”

      “Who?” She practically leaped off the bed.

      “Pretty sure I shouldn’t tell you that. Confidential.”

      She flailed. “Ellie, you can’t just not go be the personal nurse to a hot, wounded celebrity. This is like…my dream fanfic.”

      “I’m not going to Nashville to live your fanfic.”

      “You could be his nurse and fall in love. It’s the perfect meet-cute.”

      “We already met,” I said. “We grew up together. Pretty sure he once put gum in my hair.”

      “Even better! That’s enemies-to-lovers. Classic arc.”

      I snorted. “You’ve been on Wattpad again, haven’t you?”

      Mindy just grinned and raised a brow. “Go. Live a little.”

      I smiled back, but deep down, the truth curled tight in my chest…

      I wasn’t afraid of going—I was afraid of what might happen if I stayed.
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        Saturday morning — Luke

      

      

      “What did she say?” I asked the moment Meg answered my call.

      “Umm. She’s thinking about it.”

      Meg might’ve held a Ph.D. in early nineteenth-century British history, but subtlety was not my sister’s superpower. Her voice always pitched up like she was hiding a body.

      “She said no, didn’t she?” I groaned.

      “At first,” Meg admitted.

      “And you talked her into it?” I was doubtful. It would take more than Meg's questionable charm to convince Elenor Hoffman to drop everything and come to Nashville to nurse me back to health.

      Ellie hated me. Or she pretended to. That was our thing. We bickered constantly but always rallied for Meg—our shared person, our reason for tolerating each other.

      Ellie had been in my orbit since we were kids. She was Meg’s best friend. Always around. Always giving me grief. Somewhere around high school, when I was a junior and she was a freshman, we started trading barbs like it was a competitive sport. I couldn’t even remember how it started—it just became our rhythm. And weirdly? I liked it. Our strange, combative non-friendship was the longest relationship I’d ever had with a woman I wasn’t related to. Probably because we’d never tried to date. Not seriously, anyway.

      There was one time. Just one.

      Nothing really happened, but sometimes I wondered what it would have been like if it had.

      Not that it mattered now.

      And me? I don’t do commitment. I’m wildly allergic to it. Short-term, no strings, just fun—that’s my jam.

      Ellie, on the other hand, thought I was a train wreck. Which… Okay, maybe she wasn’t completely wrong. Especially back when I was crashing on Meg’s couch and hustling gigs with my band around Milwaukee. Meanwhile, Ellie was all grown-up and stable—certified nurse practitioner, solid job, and the type of adult who probably meal prepped.

      I thought she was uptight. Super hot, granted. But a real control freak. And yeah, I gave her hell for it. Constantly.

      Now, karma had circled back. Because I needed her.

      And that wasn’t a position I was used to being in. In fact, I prided myself on being pretty damn self-sufficient.

      After graduating from Stanford, I’d stuck around California, worked as a structural engineer, and hated it. Hated it enough that on my thirtieth birthday, I quit. Packed it all in and went back to Milwaukee to chase music full-time.

      Three years later, it paid off. My band finally hit. We got signed, moved to Nashville, and life looked like a dream.

      Until the tour bus crash.

      Three weeks ago, coming around some godforsaken mountain curve in North Carolina, our bus flipped. A window shattered, a metal shard nailed me in the shoulder, and I broke my left arm. No guitar. No touring. No choice but to press pause on my whole life.

      The label, the tour company, and the insurance folks all agreed: postpone the tour until fall so I could heal properly.

      It sucked. But it got worse.

      Because some home health nurse hired by the insurance company decided to sneak photos of me—yes, including one where my junk made a surprise appearance on the internet.

      That image was now somewhere in a tabloid archive, probably next to a blurry Bigfoot photo.

      She got fired, obviously. But the damage was done.

      No more strangers in my house. Period.

      I’d been doing fine on my own. The weekly house-call doc said my arm and shoulder were healing well. But the label insisted on a full-time nurse. Their hands were tied by the insurance company’s requirements.

      So I needed someone I could trust.

      Unfortunately, that list had exactly one name on it.

      Nurse Ratched.

      Ellie hated that nickname, which made it even more satisfying to use. But now, all that teasing might have blown up in my face.

      Meg had tried, clearly. But if Ellie wasn’t convinced yet, it was time I stepped in. Groveling wasn’t my strong suit, but I was officially desperate.

      “Give me her number,” I said.

      “She didn’t say I could,” Meg replied.

      I closed my eyes, exhaling slowly. “I’m not going to show up at her door with a boombox, Meg.”

      “Still. Three-way call or nothing.”

      “Fine.” Probably for the best. If Ellie saw my name on the screen, she might ignore it—or worse, block me mid-ring.

      I cleared my throat, preparing myself for verbal combat.

      Then I sent up a silent prayer to the deity of hot, tightly wound nurse practitioners.

      Let the groveling begin.
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        Two seconds later — Ellie

      

      

      My phone lit up, and the Gilmore Girls theme spilled from the speaker.

      Meg. Of course.

      We’d watched the show religiously growing up, the two of us curled on the couch with popcorn and way too much emotion for our age. Now the ringtone was a warning bell.

      I already knew what this call was about.

      Luke.

      I debated letting it go to voicemail. But in the end, I swiped to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Good morning, Ellie.

      Oh, wow. Meg sounded way too enthusiastic. “I know why you’re calling,” I said flatly. “And the answer is⁠—”

      “Luke’s on the line. He wants to talk to you.” Her voice dropped to a rushed whisper, like she was handing off a grenade.

      Seriously?

      “Meg—” I started, teeth clenched.

      Too late.

      “Hi, Ellie. It’s Luke.”

      His voice came through low and rough—of course it did. Damn professional musicians and their unfair vocal cords.

      My pulse stuttered anyway. Because that voice still hit in places I didn’t want to examine.

      I sat back against the pillows, determined to stay composed. I wasn’t eighteen anymore. I wasn’t even twenty-eight. I was thirty-two, highly educated, and had a job that regularly demanded I explain complex treatment plans to surgeons who didn’t like being questioned. I could handle a phone call with Luke Knightley.

      “Hey, Luke,” I said, keeping my voice even. Calm. Professional.

      “I need a favor,” he said. “A big one. And before I ask—I know I’ve been a jackass. I’ve said things I shouldn’t have. But I need your help, Ellie. I wouldn’t be asking if I wasn’t desperate.”

      Well. That wasn’t what I’d expected.

      Normally, Luke greeted me with sarcasm. A nickname I hated. A smirk I could hear through the phone. But today? He sounded…vulnerable. And sincere.

      I wasn’t sure I liked it. It threw me off-balance.

      “A lot’s changed for you, huh?” I said. My tone stayed casual, but I was already slipping into medical professional mode—calm, measured, in control. Small talk was my armor. Easier than reacting to how raw he sounded.

      “Yeah,” he said, sighing. “Some good changes. Some not so great.”

      I wanted him to say something cocky, something dismissive, so I could find my righteous anger again. But he wasn’t making it easy.

      “Meg told me you weren’t interested,” he continued. “But I was hoping you might come down. Just talk to me. In person.”

      I blinked. “You want me to come to Nashville?”

      “I’ll cover everything—flight, food, whatever you need. No pressure. Just hear me out. And if you still want to say no afterward, I’ll respect that.”

      Damn him. He sounded like a functioning adult. Even more surprising, he sounded genuine. Calm. Respectful, even. None of the usual baiting or games.

      He’d even called me Ellie.

      Meg had mentioned how nice his house was, and—fine—I’d seen it in a celebrity real estate roundup online. It was ridiculous. Elegant. Understated. Nothing like the kid I remembered growing up next to in the trailer park.

      I shouldn’t have been curious. But part of me wanted to see what success looked like on someone who used to tease me about my pigtails.

      I also wanted to know if the man I’d quietly crushed on since high school had become someone I still recognized.

      The idea of being flown out, no strings attached, was hard to pass up. Lena would be thrilled if I took a couple of days off, and I’d be back in plenty of time for my weekly visit with Mindy next Friday.

      It wasn’t lost on me that Luke had somehow turned this into an offer I’d be ridiculous to refuse.

      “Okay,” I heard myself say. “I’ll come down. But that’s it. No promises.”

      “That’s all I’m asking.”

      His voice softened—grateful, maybe even relieved. And that…was a problem.

      Because a grateful Luke Knightley was a little bit hard to resist.
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        An hour later — Ellie

      

      

      The call connected on the second ring.

      “Ellie-bean!” Grandma’s voice crackled through the landline like it had something to prove. She refused to use the cellphone I bought her for anything but emergencies, and even then, it usually lived under a pile of mail and three half-finished crossword puzzles.

      “Hi, Gran.” I sank onto the edge of my bed, curling my legs underneath me. The hum of my air purifier filled the silence. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Oh, you know. Woke up breathing. That’s a win.”

      I smiled. “Did you take your meds?”

      “I took my meds, ate my toast, and yelled at Wheel of Fortune like it owes me rent. I’m thriving.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got it covered.”

      “If I really had it covered, I’d be in a hot tub with Sam Elliott and a bottle of tequila. But what are you gonna do?”

      I chuckled. “Everything in moderation, Gran.”

      “That’s what I told the nurse at the clinic. She said I only get one vice, so I picked sarcasm.”

      There was a pause. Then, “You sound tired, bean.”

      I flopped back on my pillows. “I am. Work’s been nonstop. Long hours, emotional stuff. And then there’s this…situation.”

      “A man?” she said instantly, like she’d been waiting all day for the gossip.

      “Gran.”

      “What? I’m old, not dead. Spill it. Is he cute? Employed? Capable of holding a conversation without quoting Joe Rogan?”

      I laughed, then sighed. “It’s not like that. He’s a friend—kind of. Luke Knightley. He’s injured. Meg wants me to be his live-in nurse for a few weeks while he recovers.”

      Gran knew Meg and Luke. She’d watched them grow up right alongside me.

      Gran was quiet for a beat. “And?”

      “And I’m considering it.”

      “Well. I’m the last person to discourage an adventure. Especially when a good-looking man is involved. Does Luke still have the hair and the dimples?"

      “Yep,” I replied, popping the p. “As far as I know.”

      “Then what are you waiting for?”

      “You’re incorrigible, you know that?”

      “If that’s a twenty-cent word for feisty, I’ll take it.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that simple, Gran.” I sighed. “The kids need me, and the gala’s coming up, and⁠—”

      “Sounds like a lot of excuses if you ask me.”

      “Are you actually encouraging me to go spend time with an emotionally unavailable man?”

      “Oh, honey.” Her voice softened. “You are the most responsible person I know—and I mean that as a compliment. You’ve been running on fumes for months. You’re always the one holding everything together. You can’t forget to hold on to yourself too.”

      That landed hard.

      Gran had practically raised me. My mom had me at seventeen and treated motherhood like a part-time gig she didn’t want. She took off when I was six and resurfaced every couple of years with a new boyfriend and a fresh excuse. My dad? He existed, allegedly. But I couldn’t have picked him out of a lineup.

      Gran was the one who packed my lunches, taught me to drive, and cheered at my nursing school graduation like the whole thing had been thrown just for me. I paid her bills now—electric, internet, and the cable package with the obscure murder channels she loved. It was the least I could do.

      She was my only real family. The only one who’d ever stayed.

      So yeah, I didn’t need a therapist to explain my attraction to unavailable men. That was straight out of the Daddy Issues Playbook. Chapter One: Fall for the guy who’s going to leave. Illustration: Luke Knightley.

      “I don’t want to leave you either, Gran,” I added quietly.

      “Oh, please. I’ve got Phyllis from the center, Rosie next door, and a fridge full of bougie soups from that fancy meal delivery service you bought me. I’ll survive.”

      I laughed. “Well, Luke asked me to come check it out. Just to see.”

      “Then go.”

      “But it’s Luke, Gran. And…”

      “And he’s a heartbreaker. Always was. But you’re not made of glass, sweetheart. And the handsome ones?” Her voice dipped conspiratorially. “They’re usually good for a story. Or at least a few unforgettable kisses.”

      “Gran!”

      She chuckled. “I’m just saying. Nobody writes a novel about the girl who stayed home and alphabetized the vitamin drawer. Go see what happens.”
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        Two hours later — Luke

      

      

      The house was too damn quiet.

      No whirring coffee grinder. No studio hum. No guitar pick slapping strings in rhythm. Just the occasional creak of floorboards and Dolly’s claws tapping across them like she was pacing out my existential crisis.

      She was a Brittany spaniel—sweet, spoiled, overly empathetic—and clearly concerned that her human had turned into a useless lump with a hurt shoulder and no snacks to share. She trotted into the room, tail wagging halfheartedly, then flopped onto her bed with a sigh loud enough to rival mine.

      I sat on the edge of the couch, guitar in my lap like a prosthetic I hadn’t figured out how to use yet. My fingers hovered near the frets. Right hand: functional. Left arm: dead weight.

      I strummed.

      The sound came out broken—ragged and uneven, like the guitar itself had given up on me.

      Dolly whined softly from across the room.

      “You and me both,” I muttered.

      I leaned back and stared at the ceiling. Three weeks since the accident. Three weeks of missed interviews, scrapped studio time, and charity appearances passed off to someone who could smile without wincing.

      But that wasn’t the hardest part. The hardest part was how unsafe I felt—everywhere, even at home. The crash had shaken my body, but the betrayal afterward? That cracked something deeper. I was unraveling in ways I didn’t know how to stop.
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