
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            
               
                  [image: ]

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2018 by Sandy James

Excerpt from Can’t Walk Away copyright © 2017 by Sandy James

            Cover design by Brian Lemus

Cover image © Shutterstock

Cover copyright © 2018 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever Yours

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
forever-romance.com
twitter.com/foreverromance

            First published as an ebook and as a print on demand: May 2018

            Forever Yours is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever Yours name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBNs: 978-1-4555-9564-8 (ebook), 978-1-4555-9565-5 (print on demand)

            E3-20180410-DANF

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Chapter One

   	Chapter Two

   	Chapter Three

   	Chapter Four

   	Chapter Five

   	Chapter Six

   	Chapter Seven

   	Chapter Eight

   	Chapter Nine

   	Chapter Ten

   	Chapter Eleven

   	Chapter Twelve

   	Chapter Thirteen

   	Chapter Fourteen

   	Chapter Fifteen

   	Chapter Sixteen

   	Chapter Seventeen

   	Chapter Eighteen

   	Chapter Nineteen

   	Chapter Twenty

   	Chapter Twenty-One

   	Chapter Twenty-Two

   	Chapter Twenty-Three

   	Chapter Twenty-Four

   	Chapter Twenty-Five

   	Chapter Twenty-Six

   	Chapter Twenty-Seven

   	An Excerpt from Can't Walk Away

   	About the Author

   	Acknowledgments

   	Also by Sandy James

   	You Might Also Like. . .

   	Newsletters




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            Lexi Smail, my editor, got me back into the swing of writing after all the changes in my life.

            This one’s for you, Lexi.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         The last place in the world Russell Green wanted was to find himself was here.

         He hated the smell of hospitals. Disinfectant and misery. It didn’t help that there was nobody there for him to bitch at about his dilemma. The restaurant’s evening shift manager, Ellie Foster, had made sure he was checked in at the emergency room before she’d hightailed it out of there to get back to Words & Music, too busy to wait around long enough for Russ to see a doctor.

         Since his bleeding had all but stopped, he didn’t want to stay a minute longer. Unfortunately, a nurse had already taken his vitals, had a good look at the gash in his forehead, and led him back to a treatment room. He figured he might as well get the treatment, because the hospital was going to charge him now anyway.

         He dutifully sat on the gurney despite the nearly overwhelming desire to flee. Before the nurse had left, she’d taken the dirty wad of tissues he’d used to stanch the bleeding and handed him gauze to keep pressure on the wound.

         “I’m fine now. Really,” Russ insisted when the nurse peeled off her gloves, tossed them in the trash, and headed back to the sliding door.

         She frowned at him. “You’re definitely gonna need stitches, Mr. Green. You want that wound to heal well, don’t you?” Instead of waiting for his answer, she said, “Be sure to keep a little pressure on that until the doctor gets in here.”

         “I could just superglue it,” he insisted. God knew he’d done that before. More than once.

         “The wound’s too large for that to work.” A knowing smile blossomed on her face. “The doctor will give you lidocaine, so you don’t have to be afraid of stitches.”

         Russ had to resist the urge to growl at her incorrect assumption. “I just need to get back to work.” A lie. Jorge, the head bouncer who was on duty, could handle the Saturday-night crowd at Words & Music without him, and he didn’t want the nurse to think he was some kind of coward.

         “We’re busy tonight,” the blonde assured him. “But it won’t be much longer.” She looked deeply into his eyes. “Still no dizziness?”

         “I don’t have a concussion,” he insisted. “I barely got winged by that bottle.”

         “You had a blow to the head. I’d expect a concussion screening at the very least. Better to be on the safe side.”

         “It wasn’t a blow. Just grazed me.”

         The phone in her pocket started ringing. A quick check of the screen brought a frown to the nurse’s face as she answered, “Francie. ER.” After a litany of “yes” responses, she ended the call and shoved the phone back into her pocket. “Hang tight. Someone will be in shortly.” She pointed to a white remote resting on the patient table. “You can watch TV if you’d like.” Then she skirted around the curtain, opened the sliding door, and pulled it closed behind her.

         Russ scowled at the empty room.

         His head throbbed, but pain never fazed him much. A couple of aspirin would take care of that, maybe with an added shot of Jack Daniel’s. If his blood hadn’t been pouring so freely from the wound, he wouldn’t have bothered to come to the hospital. Ellie had taken one look at his bloody face and freaked. The only way he’d been able to get her to stop worrying was to agree to let her bring him to the ER.

         The emergency room? For a small gash on his forehead?

         He was made of tougher stuff than that. Shit, he’d broken his nose on the football field. Twice. And both times, a trainer only popped it back into place and let Russ get right back in the game.

         The door opened, and when the curtain was swept aside, he was surprised to find a familiar and very pretty face.

         He grinned. “Well, what a surprise. How you doin’, Josie?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Joslynn Wright took one look at Russell Green and frowned. The name was familiar, but until she’d seen his face, she hadn’t made the connection. This man was a partner in Words & Music with her best friend Savannah’s husband, Brad Maxwell.

         She’d only met Russ twice—at Savannah and Brad’s wedding rehearsal and at the wedding itself. Three times if she counted that he’d seen her finishing a swim workout the day of the rehearsal. When Savannah had introduced them, he’d immediately given her the nickname Josie, something she found a bit endearing. Most people called her Jos or stuck with Joslynn.

         “I’m doing well, Mr. Green.” She pulled two purple gloves from the box on the wall and snapped them on. Then she gently removed the soiled gauze to see what brought him in. She’d read Francie’s notes and knew he’d been hit in the head with a beer bottle. No surprise to find that the man had a rather nasty gash running along his hairline. “It would seem you’re not quite as well.”

         Russ shrugged before he grinned. “It’s only a flesh wound.”

         In all her years as first a nurse and now a nurse practitioner, she’d heard that Monty Python quote more times than she could count. It normally irritated her.

         So why did she find it so cute coming from him?

         The dimple. That was the difference. The man had the most delectable dimple on his left cheek. In fact, the whole package was rather attractive, something she’d noticed the first time she’d seen him. His body was no stranger to a gym, judging from the definition in his arms, the lean hips, and the firm thighs. She loved that he wore his blond hair in a short buzz cut. It suited him—and it would, of course, make closing the wound easier.

         That thought made Joslynn stop gazing at Russ like some girl looking for a date to the prom, something very unlike her. She had a job to do. He’d come here for help, and she needed to remember that she was a professional. “Since we’re acquainted, I could get another person to treat you.”

         He stared at her. “Why would you do that?”

         “Some people find it uncomfortable to be treated by a person they know.”

         Russ scoffed. “Savannah said you’re the best nurse she knows. Why would I want someone else?”

         “Nurse practitioner,” she couldn’t help but say.

         “Not the same thing?”

         She shook her head, resisting the urge to set him straight on how hard she’d had to work to become an NP. The guy didn’t deserve a lecture simply because he’d pushed one of her buttons.

         “What’s the difference?”

         Since he’d asked with a tone of curiosity rather than condescension, she answered. “I’m not a doctor, but I do have a lot of the same privileges. I can see patients pretty much the same way, and I can write scripts.” She opened some fresh gauze, gently pressed it against his cut, and offered him a smile. “And I can stitch up wounds.”

         He took over holding the gauze in place. “Thanks for taking care of this, Josie.”

         With a nod, she said, “Let me get a few supplies and we’ll get you patched up.” She peeled off her gloves and dropped them in the trash. Then she pumped a bit of hand sanitizer from the wall dispenser and rubbed her hands together. “I’ll be right back.”

         Sweeping aside the curtain, she left through the sliding door.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Russ let out a sigh of relief. After all of Savannah’s lush praise, Josie was sure to do a good job patching him up.

         The door slid open with a whispered swish, and she strode back in, arms full of packages. She set them on a silver tray and moved it closer to his bed. Then she handed him a folded light blue garment. “Instead of having you change into a gown, I figured you might like a scrub shirt.”

         “Thanks. That’s very considerate.” He pulled the bandage away, looking for where to put it.

         “Let me take that.” Josie grabbed it and tossed it in a biohazard container. Then she began to assemble the supplies into some order that probably made sense to her. One of the packages she opened first had tan gloves, which she put on with more care than she had the purple pair.

         Russ carefully removed his stained polo, donned the scrub shirt, and then sat back on the gurney.

         As soft as a breeze, she touched the wound. “Are you sure you don’t want a plastic surgeon to take a look? It’s a fairly big gash, and a plastic surgeon will probably leave less of a scar.”

         “Can’t you just staple the stupid thing shut?” He glanced up at her.

         How had he not noticed those chocolate-brown eyes before? Or her scent? Something floral and terribly enticing.

         “Staples would leave a nasty scar,” she replied. “If you don’t want a plastic surgeon…” She cocked an eyebrow.

         “Nope.”

         “Then let me see if I can do better with some tiny stitches. Just relax. I’ll have you put back together in a jiffy.”

         With practiced ease, she went about getting everything ready. After she injected the area with lidocaine, something he hadn’t wanted but she assured him would make him more comfortable, she started working on him.

         Zoning out so he didn’t have to think about what she was doing, Russ focused on the woman who was so close to him that her breasts kept bumping against his arm. Although he was aware that she was Savannah’s best friend, he knew little else about Joslynn Wright. His fault, because he’d all but avoided going anyplace with Brad and Savannah when he knew Josie was going to be there too. That had stemmed from Savannah constantly trying to play matchmaker, always chatting Josie up and telling Russ what a great couple the two of them would make.

         Hell with that.

         The last thing he needed in his fucked-up life was a girlfriend, especially one who was so close to his partner’s wife.

         But in a moment of honesty, he acknowledged that he very clearly remembered the first time he’d seen her. The afternoon before the Maxwells’ wedding rehearsal, he’d been striding across the pool deck, aiming for the tiki bar. A woman had been slowly ascending the elaborate pool’s marble staircase. The sunlight had hit her perfectly, and damn if she hadn’t looked like a goddess emerging from a forest pond.

         As he’d taken in her toned body, his mouth had gone dry. High, firm breasts. Slim waist. Just enough muscle to look athletic yet still utterly feminine. She’d been dressed in a red bikini that was tasteful as well as enticing, and she sported a small tattoo of an orange butterfly on her left breast—it peeked out of the bikini top just enough to see it—over her heart.

         He’d made up his mind to try to get to know her better—up until the moment Savannah had introduced her and Russ realized this was the woman she’d been trying to push on him.

         Gorgeous or not, trying to date her hadn’t seemed worth the aggravation.

         Now he wasn’t so sure.

         The navy blue scrubs and white lab coat she wore hid that delectable shape, which helped him get a grip on his rampant imagination. Just because Josie was appealing to him didn’t make the situation any less perilous. He had no business becoming infatuated with this woman. With any woman…

         Not with the dismal future he had in store.

         She looked down at him, brows knit. “You doing okay? Awfully quiet there.”

         “Just patch me up, okay?” Russ snapped. He was immediately contrite. His fascination with her bothered him, but that didn’t entitle him to take his irritation out on her.

         The way she narrowed her dark eyes told him she’d caught his tone. “Alrighty, then…”

         He had to hand it to her. Josie was efficient. She’d thoroughly cleaned and then stitched the wound up quickly. “Done,” she announced.

         Probably a good thing for Russ, because the more time he spent with her, the more he started to wonder if Savannah had been right all along—that this woman might be worth getting to know.

         He needed to get out of there before he did something stupid like ask her for a date.

         Then he remembered the manners his mom had beaten into his thick head. “Thanks, Josie.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “My pleasure.” Joslynn started to gather up the discarded wrappers and used supplies. She’d lost track of how many stitches she’d put in place, because she’d done her damnedest to keep them small and even.

         A good job, if she did say so herself.

         “When do I get them pulled?” Russ asked, jumping off the gurney.

         “You don’t,” she replied. “These will absorb. I also sealed them with skin adhesive. Just don’t pick at it. It’ll peel off when it’s ready.”

         “So I can shower?”

         She nodded and then pointed to the gurney. “Have a seat. You might as well make yourself comfortable because you need the nurse to come and give you discharge instructions, and I think a quick concussion screening might—”

         “Nope. Don’t have time for that.”

         “You’re already here. You might as well—”

         “I have to get back to work.” He picked up the blood-stained polo and tossed it into the trash.

         Getting angry at his crappy attitude, she didn’t press the point about a possible concussion. It wasn’t as though someone had smashed a chair over his head. A screening wasn’t absolutely necessary. “There are discharge instructions and—”

         “I’ve had enough stitches to know what to do.” The scars she’d seen before he’d put on the scrubs added weight to his claim but didn’t excuse his rude dismissal. “Besides, you just told me how to take care of them.”

         She hadn’t meant to stare when he’d taken off his bloody shirt. But as he’d changed into the scrubs, she’d gotten a healthy view of his torso. Scars. So many scars. His chest. His back. Right shoulder surgery—probably more than one.

         Sweet Lord, what kind of hell had Russell Green been through?

         It wasn’t at all like her to notice a guy’s body in any way except clinically, but she hadn’t been able to stop from staring at his arms. His biceps were well developed, straining the sleeves of the scrub shirt. She found herself wondering what kind of sports he played. Football? Soccer? He had what she called a “rugby body”—muscular, sturdy, and exactly what she liked.

         With a shake of her head, Joslynn resisted the urge to wag her finger at him as if she were scolding a naughty child. “At the very least, you have to sign the release paperwork.” To give him something to do, she popped up the mirror that was built into the patient table. “Want a peek?”

         Russ actually came over to see the stitches. After a good, long look, he grinned. “Nice job, Doc.”

         “I’m not a doctor.”

         “You did better than most probably could.” To her great surprise, he kissed her on the cheek. “See you later, Josie.”

         And he was gone before she could regain enough of her wits to stop him.

         Francie came strolling through the open door. “I guess he was in a hurry, huh?” she asked, watching him jog out the double doors to the waiting area. Then she shifted her gaze to Joslynn. “You okay, Jos?”

         Her hand fell away from her cheek. She hadn’t even realized she’d been touching the spot he’d kissed. “Fine. And yes, he was obviously ready to leave our exceptional hospitality.”

         Francie chuckled. “They always hate waiting on the paperwork.” She shuffled through the yellow discharge papers. “Want me to mail them?”

         Joslynn’s first response would have been to do just that, but she couldn’t get past Russ’s rude exit.

         A better idea popped into her mind, and a slow smile bloomed. “You know what? Please put them in an envelope. I’m going to make sure Mr. Green receives them. In person. He needs a lesson in manners.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         The next morning, Joslynn was surprised to find her friend Savannah and Savannah’s daughter, Caroline, in the park. Once her ER shift ended at six in the morning, Joslynn always unwound from the stress with a nice, long run. Even though it was barely nine now, this June day was already growing warm and muggy, one of many reasons getting out early suited her just fine. While it wasn’t unusual to see other people in the park at this hour—dedicated runners, dog walkers—it was odd to find anyone on the playground.

         Savannah waved, and Joslynn jogged over to her best friend. Putting her foot on the bench, she went through her post-run stretches, knowing Savannah would understand how much Joslynn needed to stick to her routine.

         “Look at you,” Savannah said. “So disciplined. Out running at the butt crack of dawn.”

         “Look at you,” Joslynn countered with a wink. “Out in public and not getting hounded by your fans.”

         “Hence the early hour.” Inclining her head toward the playground, Savannah smiled. Caroline and a tawny-haired boy were taking turns hurtling down the twisting slide. “Caroline is an early bird anyway, so here we are.”

         “Is that Ellie’s boy?” Joslynn asked as she continued her stretches.

         “Yeah, that’s Sam. He spent the night last night. He and Caroline are really close. If they were a little older, I might worry.” A light chuckle was followed by a gasp. “Caroline Marie, don’t you dare try to jump from there!”

         A quick glance at the kids made Joslynn smile. They were both looking penitent as they backed away from trying to work their way over a metal bar that protected them from a steep drop. “That’s my goddaughter.”

         Still sternly glaring at the kids, Savannah said, “That girl will be the death of me.”

         “I’ve heard that more than a few times.” The truth, considering Caroline had a penchant for getting into sticky situations exactly like her godmother. Still working the kinks out of her legs, Joslynn tried to sound nonchalant as she went fishing for information. “So…what’s the story with Russ Green?”

         Sitting up with rapt attention, Savannah asked, “Story? What do you mean?”

         A health-care professional had to walk a fine line where patient privacy was concerned, making Joslynn choose her words carefully. “He just seems…unusual.”

         “You’ve only seen the man at our wedding.”

         Wishing she’d left well enough alone, Joslynn waved off the subject. “Forget I said anything.”

         “Wait…Have you seen him other times?” Eyes wide, Savannah said, “Did he end up at the ER again?”

         Again? Not a shock considering the man’s myriad scars and rather reckless attitude.

         “Never mind,” Savannah said with a flip of her wrist. “You couldn’t tell me even if you did treat him, but I can tell from your face that you did. I’ll just look for new stitches or a fresh cast.” She let out a weary sigh. “Russ is getting a little…out of control.”

         Stretching routine completed, Joslynn finally sat next to her friend. “Out of control?”

         “You know he’s a partner at Words and Music, right?” Savannah asked.

         “He owns it with Brad and Ethan. You told me.”

         “Well, the last month or so, Russ has been coming in on what should be his days off to act as bouncer.”

         “He throws people out of the restaurant?” Joslynn asked.

         “Not the restaurant per se, but the bar can get a bit rowdy.” Brows gathered, Savannah kept her eyes on her daughter. “It’s not like we have to toss people out often. Usually the bouncers break up fights or call cabs for people who shouldn’t drive. But Russ is getting a bit…handsy with some troublemakers lately. Brad and Ethan were talking about it the other day, wondering what they should do to get him to chill.”

         “Don’t you guys have other bouncers?”

         Savannah nodded. “We have several. That’s why we’re worried about Russ. He doesn’t need to be there, and he sure doesn’t need to be playing bouncer. It’s almost like he enjoys getting rough with people, like he misses his quarterback days.”

         “And you want to set me up with a guy who’s acting like a goon?”

         “Russ isn’t a goon,” Savannah said with a shake of her head. “I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. He’s just…stressed, and we can’t figure out exactly why. But he’s such a sweetheart. You should see him with Caroline. She adores him. I wouldn’t try to get you two together if I didn’t think he was a good person.”

         “How well do you know him?” Joslynn tried to keep her tone a bit bored, not wanting Savannah to start telling her what a great couple they’d make, as she’d done several times in the past. So far, what Jos had heard and her own interactions with Russ made her hesitate to spend more time with him.

         But something about him called to her, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on…

         “He and Brad have been friends just about forever,” Savannah said. “I’ve spent a lot of time with him, and I know that deep down he’s a great person, someone you can rely on. He’s always willing to pitch in when Brad or I need a hand with something.”

         “I remember…At the wedding, he was the one who helped out when the photographer snuck in. Got the guy out of there before he could get pictures of the wedding guests.” Russ had put an arm around the photographer’s shoulder and escorted him to the exit without much fuss—obviously a different approach from the way he was now handling rowdy customers at Words & Music.

         Something had changed.

         But what?

         “He was a quarterback?” Since Joslynn didn’t really follow sports, with the exception of catching the Olympics when they were on, she had no idea if Russ was a famous athlete.

         “Played in college—Kentucky, I think. And he was with the NFL for a few seasons, although I think he was a backup quarterback.”

         “So he was good?”

         “Brad says he was. Doesn’t play now because he hurt his shoulder.”

         That explained the extensive scarring on his right shoulder. Probably a rotator cuff tear, which was agony to come back from and usually ended an athletic career. “Poor guy.”

         An easy smile filled Savannah’s face. They’d known each other for enough years to easily figure out what the other was feeling. “You like him.”

         “I don’t know exactly how I feel about him,” Joslynn admitted. She was still smarting from the way he’d fled the ER and planned to let him know how disrespectful he’d been. “Right now I just want to know how you think he’d respond to a little…constructive criticism.”

         “Tell me what you have in mind…”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Russ took a good look around, watching the subdued crowd. The people in the restaurant seemed to be enjoying themselves, and the bar was serving only a dozen or so customers. Pretty typical Sunday since it was one of the two nights per week Words & Music had no live entertainment scheduled.

         He leaned his elbows back against the end of the bar and watched the crowd. Some were eating. Some were dancing to the canned music over the sound system. One guy was trying to teach his lady a line dance, and she was clearly having trouble learning the steps. But the man never seemed to lose his cool.

         Patience—a virtue Russ sure didn’t possess.

         Brad Maxwell came over to lean against the bar at Russ’s side. “How’s the head?”

         All Russ did was shrug. As injuries went, it was petty.

         “You’re supposed to be off tonight,” Brad scolded. “I mean, you did notice that I’m standing right here next to you, didn’t you?”

         “You’re kinda hard to miss,” Russ drawled.

         “I can manage this place just fine on my own.”

         “Go home to your wife,” Russ offered. “I can take care of things here through close.”

         “See that’s the thing…I’m not sure you can.”

         Turning his face to scowl at his partner, Russ furrowed his forehead. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

         Brad drew his lips into a grim line. “Ethan and I were going to talk to you tomorrow. But here you are tonight, doing exactly what we wanted to talk to you about.”

         Pushing away from the bar, Russ faced his friend and folded his arms over his chest. “Spit it out, then.”

         “This is the thirty-fifth day in a row you’ve been here. I checked.”

         Not that Russ doubted Brad, but he really didn’t give a shit how many days he worked. This restaurant was his life, all he really had. Why was Brad criticizing him for being dedicated? “So what?”

         “So…you’re setting yourself up for a heart attack.” Brad’s ironic smile did little to lower Russ’s temper. “See, you can’t die on me. I don’t want to have to deal with Ethan alone.” How like Brad to try to diffuse a tense situation with humor.

         “I’m healthy as a horse,” Russ insisted. At least for now. He had years before he had to worry about…“I’m fine,” he said, brushing away the unpleasant thoughts that always nagged him.

         “Those stitches say otherwise.” Pushing away from the bar, Brad came to stand in front of Russ. “Are you gonna tell me what’s really bugging you, or do you even know?”

         “There’s not a damn thing ‘bugging me’”—he stabbed air quotes to stress Brad’s words—“and I’d appreciate it if you’d stop trying to psychoanalyze me.”

         A bar patron sitting near them—a stereotypical I-wish-I-were-a-real-cowboy type—let out a rather loud snort. “Couple of pussies,” he muttered before taking a long pull on his beer.

         Anger that had already begun brewing—did it ever truly stop?—turned to molten lava at the rude interruption. Fisting his hands, Russ invaded the guy’s personal space, all but pushing him off the stool. “You got a problem, buddy?”

         The man didn’t even turn his head. “Yeah. I got you two standin’ there, talkin’ like a couple of fuckin’ women. You’re annoyin’ me.”

         “You know what annoys me?” Russ asked. “People who stick their noses into other people’s conversations.”

         The guy pushed his stool back hard enough that it tipped over. “Back the fuck off if you know what’s good for you.”

         Russ knew he was losing control, but lately it seemed as if he couldn’t stop himself from always doing the wrong damn thing. “Your mama clearly didn’t teach you any manners, so I might just have to beat some into you.”

         The wanna-be cowboy narrowed his bloodshot eyes. “I’d like to see you try.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Joslynn picked up on the hostility in the place the moment her eyes found Russ. His legs were braced apart, hands in tight fists, as he hovered over some fat guy in a weathered cowboy hat.

         A fight was brewing.

         Intent upon not having to stitch Russ up again and add any more scars to that incredible body, she set her purse on the end of the bar and hurried to intervene.

         Working the night shift in the emergency room had helped her hone skills she’d never expected to need. How many potential brawls had she managed to squelch? How many belligerent patients had she talked down? How many drunks had she patched up?

         Too many to count.

         When she reached the men, Joslynn used Russ’s obvious surprise at seeing her to her advantage. As he stared at her, she wrapped her hand around his biceps. “Russ, I need your help.” With a gentle tug, she tried to lead him away.

         She sent an entreating look to the other man in the red Words & Music polo and only then realized it was Brad Maxwell. Hoping he’d see what she was trying to do and help with the other combatant, she gave him a quick nod. Judging from the way the chubby cowboy was swaying on his feet, he was inebriated, or at least well on his way to getting there. Someone needed to call him a cab and get him out of there.

         Russ’s eyes widened as the fierce frown on his face eased. “What are you doing here, Josie?”

         “I came to talk to you.” She pulled a little more insistently on his arm. “Now, if you please.” When he tried to turn his head to look back at the guy at the bar, she put her palm against his cheek to keep him focused on her. “Come with me, Russ.”

         As though in tune with her thoughts, Brad took the drunk guy by the shoulders and guided him in the other direction.

         Russ tried to look away one more time, but since she kept a firm hand against his face, he gave up. “What do you need?”

         “Is there someplace we can talk in private?” she asked, keeping her tone soft.

         “Sure.” He took the hand she had around his biceps and lifted it away. Then he laced his fingers through hers. “Let’s go to the office.”

         As he led her toward the far side of the restaurant, Joslynn glanced back and offered a smile to Brad.

         He gave her a nod and grabbed his phone, hopefully calling the drunk a ride.

         After walking down a long hallway, Russ opened a door and swept his hand in invitation.

         Although she normally disliked having a man hold a door for her, thinking it was an archaic and rather condescending action, Joslynn stepped into the room. The place looked a bit like a tornado had recently swept through. Since she liked to keep things in her home neat as a pin, the office bugged her. A lot.

         Papers were strewn across the desk. A ratty old sofa rested against one wall. There were boxes—opened and unopened—scattered around. An electronic keyboard took up most of the desk, and she wondered if that was Brad’s. He was, after all, a composer in addition to owning Words & Music.

         Russ plopped on the sofa and stared at her expectantly. “So what can I help you with? After the way you patched me up last night, I owe you.”

         With the anger he’d shown back at the bar, Joslynn didn’t think now was the proper time to pull out his discharge papers and scold him for his rather rude exit the night before. So she scrambled to think of something else she could use as a reason for seeking him out. “Um…I…need…”

         He cocked his head and smiled.

         That damn dimple made her train of thought derail. She couldn’t come up with a reason, even a ridiculous one, for being in that office with him.

         “Josie?”

         Since all she could think about was spending time with him, she latched on to that thought and improvised. “Last night. At the ER. I noticed you were a bit…um…stressed. Yes, you were stressed.” She was babbling like a moron.

         All he did was stare at her with those hypnotic blue eyes.

         “I thought you might want my help to…you know…deal with that.” As she always did when she was nervous, she tucked the stray hairs that had slipped from her messy bun behind her ear.

         “But you told me you needed my help,” Russ said.

         “I did say that, didn’t I?”

         He grinned and nodded.

         His smile was going to be the death of her. At the moment, it was making her brain go blank. “It was an excuse,” she admitted, figuring a little embarrassment wouldn’t kill her. She simply couldn’t think of anything else to do except admit her feelings.

         “An excuse?”

         Her cheeks were scorching hot. “To see you again.”

         When Russ chuckled, Joslynn relaxed. He clearly wasn’t offended, and she wasn’t truly lying—she had wanted to get to know him better. She’d just refrain from telling him that she’d actually come to scold him and give him a lesson in what not to do when leaving an emergency room. If she was honest with herself, it might’ve been a flimsy excuse to see him again.

         “Have you eaten?” he asked, rising from the sofa.

         She shook her head.

         As he came to stand by her side, she couldn’t help but react to his size. Back on that gurney, she’d judged him as tall, but she’d underestimated. He towered over her, and she wasn’t short by any means. The top of her head barely reached his chin.

         “Since you went to all the trouble to track me down, how about I buy you a nice meal?” he asked, staring down into her eyes.

         “How tall are you?” God, she sounded like an idiot. It was a wonder Russ wasn’t telling her to take a hike. The way she’d acted from the moment she’d interrupted his altercation had to scream “crazy lady.” And now she was staring up at him as though he were the Jolly Green Giant.

         “Six six.” At least he was still grinning. “Want my weight, too?” he teased.

         His calm acceptance of her nervousness helped her relax. “No, thanks. But I will take you up on dinner.”

         “Well, then…” Russ picked up her hand and led her out of the office. “Let’s go.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Still perplexed why Josie had so brazenly told him that she wanted to spend time with him, Russ stared at her across the table. Accustomed to being the pursuer rather than the prey, he could only marvel at how open she’d been. Not many women were that honest, and he couldn’t help but admire her directness.

         Instead of staying to eat at Words & Music, she’d told him about a mom-and-pop Italian place not far away that she loved and asked if they could go there instead. Although he normally hated new restaurants, he would’ve done whatever she asked, no doubt because he was still flattered by her attention. She’d offered to drive, but he’d taken one look at her boxy little car and feared the electric-blue Kia would be too confining to his tall frame. They took his SUV instead.

         After ordering from a waiter who seemed familiar with Josie, Russ figured he should make polite conversation. Despite Savannah’s attempts to hook him up with this woman, and even with Josie’s aggressive pursuit, he still wasn’t sure getting into any kind of relationship was a smart move on his part. Yet the overwhelming pull to her was making it next to impossible for him to resist thinking about.

         At the very least, he could offer her a pleasant date. “So you obviously eat a lot of pasta.”

         “How would you know that?”

         He let out a chuckle. “The hostess and the waiter knew your name.”

         “Yeah, I love the food here—especially when I’m carb-loading,” she replied with a smile.

         They spoke the same language. “You sound like me from the weekends I had big games. Are you a runner?”

         She nodded again. “Almost my whole life.”

         “Marathons?”

         “Two, and I’m hoping to complete at least one again this year.”

         “Boston?”

         With a shake of her head, she said, “That’s on my bucket list, though.”

         “You’re too young to have a bucket list,” he commented.

         Then the irony of the statement hit him. Since his father’s diagnosis, Russ had made his own bucket list. Josie appeared to be about the same age as him, but there was no compelling reason for her to contemplate her mortality—not a reason like he had anyway.

         “No one’s too young to have a bucket list,” she said, a weight of seriousness in her tone. “So, do you still work out?”

         Since it was clear she was trying to get away from talking about bucket lists, he obliged her. Maybe when they got to know each other better, they could share more personal topics like that. Tonight was obviously too soon. “When I have time.”

         “Put in a lot of hours at Words and Music?”

         “When a guy co-owns a restaurant, he’s gotta give it the time it needs. I imagine a nurse practitioner feels the same about her job. Ever feel like you own that ER of yours?”

         He loved her soft, husky laugh. It went straight to his groin. How long had it been since he’d felt that kind of attraction to a woman? The chemistry was definitely there. Now he just needed to figure out what, if anything, he was going to do about it.

         “All the time,” Josie said. “And when I’m not there, I’m thinking about what I should be doing when I get back there.”

         “Like you shouldn’t ever leave?” Russ asked. “Right?”

         She nodded.

         “I know the feeling well. Wanna hear something stupid? My partners are pissed at me because of it.”

         A dark eyebrow arched. “Why would they be pissed that you’re dedicated to your business?”

         “My question exactly. Before you got there, Brad was—” He’d almost forgotten that this woman was Savannah Maxwell’s best friend. The last thing in the world he needed to be doing was gossiping about the man married to Josie’s best friend.

         “Brad was what?” she asked.

         To hell with it. Brad had been a jerk. Why shouldn’t Russ go ahead and tell Josie so?

         “He was scolding me because I was there on my day off.”

         Her smile hit him like a shot of twenty-year-old bourbon. “Good thing I dragged you away from there, then. I hate when the people I work with tell me to either go home or just go ahead and move all my stuff to the hospital since I live there.” Her smile fell. “Working too much isn’t good for a person, though. You don’t want to burn out, do you?”

         Russ shook his head.

         “It’s healthy to get away from work and leave it behind for a while.”

         Suddenly feeling tongue-tied, he scrambled for something to say, not wanting to look like some meathead who had plenty of substance to his muscles but not much to his brain. “You…um…mentioned…stress. Back at Words and Music. Something about you knowing I’m stressed out?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Joslynn’s heart started hammering at his question. How was she supposed to come up with some reason she had brilliant insight into Russ’s stress level when in truth she’d been talking with Savannah about him, fishing for information?

         “I…I…” She could feel the heat of embarrassment spreading up her neck.

         “Figured it was something you guys all look for in the ER,” he said. “Like rashes and such.”

         As good a theory as any…

         Except she’d never been able to lie with a straight face. Not once. So, despite knowing she’d be humiliated, she went with the truth. “We do, and I’d noticed the changes in your blood pressure from the other visits you’ve had there. Mostly, though, I asked Savannah about you.”

         The smug smile on his face didn’t come as a surprise, and she accepted it as her due. “I’m flattered, Josie. Not only did you have the guts to come and find me, but you also talked to Savannah to learn more about me.” His smile morphed as he glanced at the table, showing her a bit of vulnerability that touched her heart. “I’ve kinda been thinking about you, too.”

         “You have?”

         Russ nodded, giving her a smile so filled with emotion that her stomach fluttered in response. “I almost talked to Savannah. About you. But”—he shrugged—“I guess I was worried about asking you for a date.”

         “Why would you be worried?”

         He shrugged again, emphasizing those broad shoulders she couldn’t get enough of. “Worried that you’d refuse me—that we’re both good friends with Brad and Savannah. I mean, if we did date and things didn’t work out…”

         Following his train of thought was easy. “It would make things really awkward, right?”

         “Exactly. So, I guess I should ask…Is this a real date?”

         The million-dollar question, one Joslynn knew would take a lot of courage to answer.

         Ah, well. Fortune did, as the proverb claimed, favor the brave.

         She offered Russ a smile. “Why not? I mean, worst-case scenario, we don’t hit it off. Then we can just glare at each other whenever we’re with the Maxwells until we grow old enough to laugh about how we went on that one date way back when.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Their salads arrived, and around bites of food, he tried to keep up their conversation. It dawned on him just how little he knew about her. Since she didn’t have the same Tennessee drawl that he was accustomed to hearing, he asked, “Always lived in Nashville?”

         She shook her head. “Grew up in a small town in Michigan. St. Ignace.”

         “Can’t say I’ve heard of it,” he admitted.

         Her chuckle made him smile. “Not many people have. I was really glad when Mom took a new job and moved us here when I was in middle school. Nashville just felt like home to me. I even went to college here. How about you?”

         “Born and bred here. I did head to UK for college, though.”

         Her brows gathered. “You mean University of Kentucky?”

         Russ let out a laugh. “Guilty. I’m a Wildcat through and through. Had a football scholarship and then got drafted by the Indianapolis Colts.”

         “Savannah told me that you played professional football.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” He rolled his bad shoulder, which he did habitually whenever he thought about what had brought his mediocre career to a swift end. “Ripped my shoulder apart and had no choice but to hang up my pads. I was lucky Brad and Ethan let me throw in with them when they set up Words and Music.”

         After setting her salad bowl aside, Josie dabbed her mouth with her napkin and then laid it across her lap again. “What do you do for fun?”

         “I play my guitar.”

         “You do?”

         “Don’t look so surprised,” Russ said at her incredulous expression. “I’m from Nashville. Everyone here wants to be a star.”

         “Have you ever sung at the bar?” she asked.

         He couldn’t contain his amusement as he pictured the protests his partners would launch should Russ ever attempt to perform at Words & Music.

         She cocked her head.

         “Sorry,” he said. “It’s just…Ethan and Brad might let me play, but there’s no way they’d let me sing.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because I’m horrible.”

         “Horrible?” A chuckle slipped out. “You can’t be that bad, Russ.”

         Thankfully, the waiter brought their entrées, which saved Russ from explaining that “horrible” might be an understatement. Brad had compared Russ’s singing to nails being scraped down a chalkboard.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As always, the food had been wonderful. Joslynn finally had to set her fork down. She’d enjoyed Russ’s company as they’d talked throughout dinner, but she kept getting stuck on one point.

         “I have to say,” she commented, “that I think you’re telling me a fib.”

         “A fib?”

         She nodded. “Your speaking voice is so…smooth. I can’t believe you can’t sing well. Admit it. You have stage fright, right?”

         His laughter echoed through the now almost deserted restaurant, a sound she found infectious. “I’m not about to prove it.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because I’d like to go on a second date with you.”

         “And you think if I heard you sing I’d refuse?” she asked.

         “Absolutely.” He leaned back, suddenly looking a bit nervous. “So what do you say, Josie? Want to go on a second date with me?”

         “I would love to.”

         Russ grabbed the check the moment the waiter tried to set it on the table.

         “Hey,” Joslynn protested. “At least let me pay my part!”

         “It’s on me,” he insisted. “I guess we can go ahead and tell our grandkids this was our first official date.”

         “Moving a little quick there, aren’t you, Mr. Green?” she teased. “Grandkids when we haven’t even had a second date?”

         “Just kidding,” he replied. “But I am a quick kind of guy. Ran the forty in under five seconds.”

         That comment brought the conversation back to one of her favorite topics. “Do you still run?”

         “Nah. I’m too lazy.” After taking the change from the waiter, Russ left a generous tip—something she always found classy, having waited tables while putting herself through college.

         He came around to pull out her chair.

         “If you want to handle that stress problem and get your blood pressure back in check, I could design a running program for you,” she offered. “Or better yet, yoga. It’s amazing to help keep stress down.”

         When he took her hand and led her out of the restaurant, she got the most delicious shiver. There was no way she could deny the physical pull toward the man, which made her happy the evening had turned out as well as it had. Her original intent was to give him a setdown for his rude behavior. Instead, they’d shared a wonderful date that revealed a rare compatibility.

         Russ snorted. “I’m too big and bulky for yoga.” He reached to open the passenger door for her.

         Joslynn brushed his hand away, wanting to set her rules from the get-go. “Nice gesture, but too old-fashioned for me. If you don’t mind…”

         “Just trying to be a gentleman.”

         “You are, but you’re out with a liberated lady.”

         At least the comment drew a smile. “Well, okay then. We’ll do it your way.”

         “Thanks, Russ.” After she opened the door, she slid inside and buckled her seat belt, waiting for him to slide into the driver’s seat. Warming to the idea of teaching him yoga, she smiled as he fastened his seat belt. “Back to yoga, you’d be amazed at the people in my classes. All shapes and sizes. I have an eighty-two-year-old great-grandmother and a former Titan linebacker.”

         After firing up the engine, he eased the SUV from the parking lot into the flow of traffic. “Your classes?”

         “I teach a few times a week at the Brown Sports Complex.”

         “I love that place. Great weight room.”

         This time she was the one who snorted. “Weight room? You mean weight field house.”

         She loved his chuckle. So warm and growly and downright masculine. “It’s amazing,” he said. “Any kind of workout you’d want.”

         “I’d be happy to show you some moves,” she said before realizing how dirty that might have sounded.

         His hand reached over to hold the one she had resting on her lap, but he didn’t say a word. Instead, he chuckled again.

         Her radar went up, and she tried to gently tug her hand back, wondering why the thought that he might be laughing at her bothered her so much.

         He gave her a quick glance. “Josie? What’s wrong?”

         “Nothing.” She stopped trying to pull away. Just unusually sensitive.

         “As much as the idea of me falling on my face when I try to learn that yoga stuff seems embarrassing, I might give it a try.”

         A glance at the passing street made Joslynn ask, “Are we heading back to Words and Music?”

         Russ nodded. “Figured it was getting late and you’d want to be heading home.”

         Having no idea what time it was, she dragged her purse up from where it rested between her feet and set it on her lap. Then she started searching for her cell phone. She normally watched the time like a hawk, and it came as a bit of a shock to realize she’d been having such a good time in Russ’s company that she hadn’t bothered to check once.

         When she finally found her phone in the bottom of the purse, she jerked it free. An envelope spilled out—the envelope with his discharge papers. The damn thing landed on the console between them.

         Joslynn snatched it up and shoved it back in her purse.

         “What was that?” he asked.

         “Just some papers.”

         “That envelope had my name on it.”

         In big red letters, thanks to Francie.

         There really wasn’t any need to hide it, since he had no idea why she’d brought it along. “They’re your discharge papers.”

         He fired a skeptical look her direction. “Why didn’t you give them to me earlier?”

         The way he asked the question left her with a dilemma. Tell him the truth about her plans or fib and claim she simply brought them along?

         “Josie?” He kept stealing glances at her, concern in his eyes.

         The growing silence stretched between them.

         Joslynn heaved a sigh. “I was going to…lecture you.”

         “Lecture me?”

         Another sigh escaped as she realized her penchant for being truthful would probably bring a screeching halt to the tentative momentum they’d begun. But lying not only went against her grain; it was a terrible way to establish a friendship.

         “I was peeved,” she admitted. “You ran out of the ER like you were on fire. You didn’t even wait for discharge instructions.”

         “So?”

         “I figured I could find you to scold you and…Oh, never mind.”

         Brow furrowed, Russ pulled the SUV up next to her car. He killed the engine, turned to her, and held out his hand.

         She picked up the envelope and gave it to him. “It’s really no big deal. In retrospect.”

         He took a quick peek at the papers and then tossed the envelope in the backseat, where several empty sports drink bottles and a few wadded-up fast-food bags rested. “In retrospect?” There was an irritated thread to that normally pleasing voice.

         “You know, before…” Joslynn couldn’t spit out the words. Opening up had never been easy for her. Being a private person, she couldn’t help but feel the need to close herself off now, before she became too vulnerable.

         “Josie…” The thread of irritation was now clearly anger.

         “Before…we connected,” she admitted. “Before tonight. Before this date.”

         Russ sat there for moment, a frown on his face and his hands clenched. Then he opened his door and started to come around to her side.

         She beat him to the punch since he was probably too pissed to remember to let her handle her own door. She met him behind the SUV. “I’m sorry, Russ.”

         Folding his arms over his chest, he leaned back against his red Escape. There was a tick in his left cheek.

         When he finally made eye contact with her, she was surprised to find no anger. If she read him correctly, he was feeling hurt, probably because she’d wanted to reprimand him.

         Joslynn slid her hands into her jeans pockets. “Look, I was being stupid, okay? It was adolescent of me to think I could march up to you and scold you like a child because you stitched-and-ditched.”

         Was that a hint of a smile on his lips? “Stitched-and-ditched?”

         “Yeah, our ER lingo. You’d be amazed how many people want to get the heck away from us when their treatment is complete.” She shrugged. “I figured if I let you know how much you’d pissed me off…maybe I’d teach you a lesson on hospital etiquette.”

         “So you lied about why you came to me?”

         “I did. And I’m sorry.”

         “Did you lie about anything else?” The question came out nearly a whisper.

         She shook her head. “I had a great time tonight. Please don’t let something this petty ruin it.”

         “I guess it all depends on one thing.”

         “What one thing?”

         Russ unfolded his arms and stood to his full height. “This.”

         For a big man, he moved surprisingly fast. In one fluid motion, he’d snaked his arm around her waist, turned her back to his SUV, and put his lips on hers.

         Joslynn’s eyes widened for a moment, and then she closed them in surrender. His lips were soft and warm, and she slowly put her arms around his neck.

         Heart pounding, Russ couldn’t keep the kiss he gave Joslynn gentle. This wasn’t a first-date kiss. Instead, he pulled her closer and physically expressed all that he wasn’t able to say.

         He couldn’t seem to hold back. He didn’t wait for her to open her lips for him. Instead, he thrust his tongue into her mouth, needing to know that what he’d felt tonight was real, that the connection wasn’t something he’d imagined.

         Her tongue was every bit as insistent as it rubbed across his, and he growled deep in his throat. The sound must have emboldened her, because she continued the deep kiss as she pressed her breasts against his chest.

         Russ had never been like Brad and Ethan in their earlier days. He hadn’t needed to date a bunch of women, and he sure as hell had never slept with one on a first date. Yet he wanted Josie so badly that he was considering asking her to come home with him right now.

         Knowing he was close to losing all control, he forced himself to end the kiss. His ego loved that she cupped his face in her hands and pulled him down as she rose on tiptoes to put her lips against his again. A short and very sweet kiss that made him smile.




OEBPS/Images/9781455595655_cover_epub.jpg
\Cant Fié%t\
meFeehng

SANDY JAMES





OEBPS/Images/can_t_fight_the_feeling_6372_20180412t142146221403_online.jpg
CAN'T FIGHT
THE FEELING

Nashville Dreams
Book Three

Sandy James

D

FOREVER
YOURS

New York  Boston





