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To everyone who has ever
been afraid to risk their heart for love.
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Chapter One




Denver, Colorado – October 12, 1999 

Out of patience and working against a deadline, Janae Palmer hit the delete key on her keyboard too hard, which sent it skittering across the floor. She seldom lost her temper, and even more rarely did she hear her upstairs neighbor, but ten minutes ago he’d cranked up his music past noise ordinance regulations, and it wasn’t letting up. With Mr. Cowboy Way literally dancing on her ceiling, it was impossible to concentrate on her book review.

Searching on hands and knees, she found the flyaway key under the bookshelf too far back to reach. Flicking and swiping with a ruler, she worked the key toward her.

Perturbed as she was at the racket overhead, it did nothing to dampen the fact that Owen Quinlan was a good-looking guy in an earthy, tight-fitting jeans, redneck sort of way—six-foot something with jet-black, wavy hair and sky blue, let’s get naked eyes. The first time she’d seen him was etched in her memory—August 31st. It was the day she’d moved into her apartment. Every day since, fantasizing about him had occupied much of her nights and a fair share of her waking hours. As such, each time they met, she hurried on with only a mumbled hello for fear he’d read the interest in her eyes.

Their only conversation had occurred last week when they’d picked up their mail at the same time. She’d not meant to stare, but he was raw, male sex personified clad in form-fitting, wet swim trunks with a towel draped around his shoulders. He’d dropped an envelope, and she’d stooped to retrieve it only to gape wide-eyed at his crotch, unable to draw her gaze away for several long seconds.

Embarrassed at her shameless gawking and doubly horrified that it amused him, she’d flushed head to toe, stammering inanely that the envelope appeared to be a medical bill. His cryptic explanation of an injury at an Oklahoma rodeo last spring had sent her on a newspaper article search. She discovered he was a rodeo clown, but not just any rodeo clown. He was, or had been, a professional rodeo bullfighter ranked in the all-time top ten of rodeo protection athletes until a broken back had sidelined him.

Since that mortifying mailbox encounter, she’d read his blog, Rodeo Reflections from a Bull’s Eye View, so often she practically knew every word by heart. The article about his injuries fascinated her. His back was broken in three places. Although his spinal cord wasn’t damaged, nerve trauma was the healing challenge.

He’d explained he had a high pain threshold, which helped him not become dependent on pain medication once he’d left the hospital and gone into a rehab facility. He’d written that he hadn’t come out of the rehab facility pain-free, but he was usually able to manage his pain with over-the-counter meds and an occasional shot of whiskey, although not at the same time. He only took prescription pain killers and muscle relaxants as a last resort. Janae marveled at his self-determination to overcome his initial lower body paralysis.

In her infatuation, she’d scoured library archives for old newspapers and magazines and had spent hours at the microfiche machine to find everything and anything she could about him. She’d hit the jackpot with a Denver Sunday newspaper feature celebrating the 100th anniversary of the Quinlan ranch and their contribution to rodeo over the years. She immediately made an Internet map search to locate his hometown of Overland Crossing, which she discovered was an hour and a half drive east of Denver on Interstate 76. The ranch headquarters were another twenty minutes north of town.

To say she had a colossal crush on Owen Quinlan was an understatement. As long as he didn’t know it, though, her fantasies couldn’t be ruined by two realities: First, guys like Owen never looked twice at ordinary women like her, and second, that she harbored a distaste for rodeo in general.

She snagged the delete key just as the music stopped, snapped the key back into place, and settled at her desk. Her short-lived respite vanished with renewed foot-stomping and a pounding bass beat coming through her ceiling.

Exasperated, she pushed back, stubbed her toe on the desk leg, and spilled her uncapped bottle of seltzer water over the desktop. Hastily sopping up the mess, she grabbed her key lanyard, slipped it around her neck, and hop-walked to the door, slamming it behind her. She hobbled along the hallway to the central stairway, all the while grumbling disparagingly about the legitimacy of his birth.

With her flip-flop sandals slapping smartly against her heels and her hair bouncing at her shoulders with every irate step, she stormed up the flight of stairs, hurried along the hallway, and knocked on his door. No response. She paced, wondering why she was the only one here to complain. It was impossible to ignore the obscene lyrics about a guy driving a truck to a rodeo in subzero weather. She was convinced the song was stuck on repeat, which made it all the more dreadful to endure.

She had no personal experience with cowboys, but if Owen Quinlan was representative of the species, the lot of them were as uncouth as they were uncivilized—the drop-dead gorgeous ones not excepted.

She knocked again. What was he doing in there? Kicking cow shit? Beyond frustrated, she twisted the doorknob and shoved. The door swung wide, propelling her across the threshold amidst a jumble of flying foam flip-flops. In her fumbling, she stepped on the hem of her ankle-length gauze skirt, managed to stumble into her sandals, and then forged onward like a rider in Tennyson’s light brigade.

And abruptly stopped. 

Owen Quinlan stood with his back to her. Shirtless. The scar running the length of his spine captivated her with macabre fascination. Slowly lowering her gaze, she lingered on the way he fit into his jeans before lifting her gaze to appreciate the bronzed, defined muscles of his broad shoulders that simply begged caressing…

Reaching out, she smoothed her hands along his biceps and over his shoulders then tickled her fingers up his neck and buried her fingers in his hair. Pressing her body to his back, she encircled his waist with her arms and skimmed her palms across his belly on the way to undo the button on his jeans. She dragged the zipper pull down, teasing her fingers—

Owen joining in with the song’s raucous chorus jolted her from her daydream. With a sweeping glance, she took stock of the room. A corner console had a television set with VHS tapes stacked five high beside it on the top shelf. A boom box with CDs were wedged in the middle shelf. Scrabble, Yahtzee, and Battleship games filled the bottom shelf with UNO and a deck of cards wedged along one side. The desktop was just barely large enough for a computer, printer, and cordless phone. Rodeo photographs were tacked to walls with paintings arranged neatly along the baseboards. A folding card table held a partially completed puzzle.

Bringing her perusal back to Owen, her notion of a cowboy abruptly clashed with the canvas and easel on the drop cloth in front of him, the long-handled, slender brush in his left hand, and the painter’s palette balanced in his right. Shaking off this visual contradiction, she barged across the room and tapped Owen on the shoulder just as the words to the hideously awful song faded.

“Excuse me.”

“Shit!” Owen whipped around. “What the—?”

She saw the palette swinging too late.

A phantom-like voice wavered at the fringes of her twilight awareness, talking to her, calling her name, urging her to wake up. Wake up? No. She was happy where she was…

Owen untied the last ribbon of her black negligee and watched it slide off her shoulders to heap at her feet. He took her hands and pulled her down to straddle his body as he lay back on the red satin sheets. She crooned his name between the kisses she placed across his chest as she moved lower—

“Janae. Wake up.”

The tap on her cheek was as harsh as his voice, and both wrenched her from her private reverie. She came to a slow awareness of lying on the carpet with a cloth over her face and nose. She lifted her hands to touch it.

“Hold still. Your nose is bleeding. The pressure you feel is an ice bag wrapped in a towel. Your glasses have seen better days, but it doesn’t look like your nose is broken. I don’t think I hit you hard enough to give you a concussion. No. Leave the ice bag where it is.”

Bleeding? Swelling? Concussion?

Janae jerked into coherency. The sharp pain between her eyes brought the recollection of the palette-to-glasses blow. Owen folded the edge of the towel from her eyes.

“How’re you doing?”

Janae closed one eye to bring his face into focus so only one mustache framed one set of lips. “I don’t know. My face hurts. How long was I unconscious?”

“You were never clear out, just dazed for the last…” He checked his watch. “Couple of minutes, give or take.”

“That’s vague— Are you checking my pulse?” The towel and ice bag plopped on the carpet when she looked.

“Yep.” He released her wrist and flashed a pen light into her eyes. “Pupils are good. Pulse is strong, but a little fast, as expected under the circumstances.” He stuffed the pen light into his back pocket. “What day is it?”

“Wednesday, why?”

He nodded. “What’s your apartment number?”

“2G.”

“Phone number?”

“Three—” She caught herself. “This is not the most propitious moment to ask for my phone number. In fact, it’s a rather boorish and formulaic pick-up line which I don’t appreciate.”

“Nothing wrong with your orientation.” He chuckled. “I’m an emergency medical technician. EMT.”

“I know. You’re also a rodeo clown.” How stupid that sounded. It seemed she had no control over the communication between her brain and mouth, and she wondered what other nonsense she’d babbled.

He cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t recall us talking about this.”

“That time in the mail room when you dropped the envelope, you said you were injured in a rodeo accident. I found your website.”

“Good to know someone reads it.” He grinned. “How’d you get in here?”

“Your door was unlocked.”

“Oh, yeah.” He glanced absently at the door. “I only lock it when I’m gone and then not every time. Habit from growing up in the country.” Eyeing her curiously, he said, “You could’ve at least brought a bottle of wine. Here. Take a drink of water.”

He helped her sit up and gave her a glass of water that she gratefully accepted. She handed the glass to him, and he put it on the coffee table.

“Better?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Why did you sneak up on me, and what do you want?” 

“My boss is a stickler about deadlines, and it was impossible to work with the commotion you were making.”

She pressed her fingers around her eyes and over her nose in a gentle typing motion to test for tender places. “You really don’t think my nose is broken?”

“I don’t, but if you’re worried, I’ll call Roger. He’ll drive you to the ER.”

“Maybe I should—”

What was she thinking? This might be the only opportunity she’d ever have to be alone with Owen. Silencing the screaming hypochondriac in her head, she said, “Maybe I’ll just rest here a bit, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind at all. I’ll get you a couple of ibuprofens. It’s all I’ve got.”

“Oh, thank you, but no. I’m allergic to it. I’ll take acetaminophen when I go back to my apartment.”

“Are you allergic to whiskey?”

“Excuse me?”

“Are you allergic to whiskey?”

She gaped at him. “You’re offering me alcohol after I’ve taken a blow to the face? Isn’t that contradictory to some critical EMT guideline?”

His eyes shined with mischief. “It would be if it wasn’t the famous Owen Quinlan remedy for punching a woman in the nose and having her collapse on the living room floor then finding out she has an allergy to the only non-prescription pain meds he has on hand.”

“Occurs frequently, does it?” Smiling hurt.

With pseudo-seriousness, he said, “I’m beginning to suspect that’s the reason I don’t get repeat dates.” He stood and extended his arms. “I’d have carried you to my bed—couch—” He squinted on a grimace.

Bed? Janae perked up.

“But I’m supposed to baby my back a couple more months. It’s literally held together with screws, wire mesh, and a steel rod. Here. Take my hands. Let’s get you off the floor.” He wiggled his fingers for her to grab hold.










  
  
Chapter Two




Janae’s knees buckled under the instant head rush. Owen caught her in his arms, which sent a warm flush coursing through her body. 

“Hey, don’t pass out on me again.” He guided her to the couch. “You’ll have a couple of shiners by morning. I’m sorry about your glasses.” He gave her the broken frames with one popped-out lens. “Hope you aren’t too blind without them.”

“I’ll get by. I have another pair of glasses. I have anisometropia. I usually wear contact lenses. I’m as significantly nearsighted in one eye as I am farsighted in the other.” Why am I babbling? He doesn’t care about my vision diagnosis.

“You have what?”

“Anisometropia.” She wished her brain and mouth would get back in sync so her inane chatter would stop.

His mustache twitched with a suppressed grin. “Does that go along with having a glass jaw? You dropped like a rock.”

Irked at his teasing, but not irked enough to leave, Janae made a face, then awkwardly balanced the towel and ice bag over her face. Owen chuckled as he walked away. A few seconds later, she heard cabinet doors open and close then the chink of glass on glass.

Lifting the towel, she peered at the blood on it then gingerly touched her nose with the tips of her fingers, wincing at the soreness. Sitting up, she tilted her head back and held the towel to her nostrils. From the corner of her eye, she watched Owen coming toward her, his sleeves rolled halfway to his elbows and his shirt hanging open, which framed a tantalizing view of the black, curly hair on his broad chest. So help her, she tingled all over at the sight.

He held out a glass with an inch of whiskey and two ice cubes in it.

“It’s a smooth bourbon. It’ll go down like warm honey.”

“No, thank you.”

“Is your nose throbbing?”

“Of course.”

“Then drink this. It’ll take the edge off.”

Holding the glass like it was something filthy, she sniffed, made a face, then took a petite sip, grimacing at the flavor.

Owen sat in the upholstered chair opposite the coffee table between them and set the whiskey bottle on the table. Looking her over, he said. “So, you’ve got a glass jaw and you drink like a girl. Take it like this.” He tossed his off in a gulp followed by a satisfied mmm.

A glistening drop of whiskey lingered on his bottom lip. She scooted across the coffee table to touch it. Playing his tongue around her finger, he sucked it into his mouth. She moaned on a breathless sigh. He laid her down to the coffee table, bunched her skirt around her waist, and kissed the inside of her knee, slowly working his way along her inner thigh—

Owen snapped his fingers. “Hey, Janae.”

She jumped and fumbled the glass, barely righting it before it sloshed.

“You spaced out for a second. Maybe you do have a concussion. I’ll call an ambulance. Mountain View Hospital’s not far.”

“N-n-no. I’m fine. I was just preoccupied for…for a moment.” She gulped the whiskey. Gasping, eyes watering, she croaked, “You’re normally quiet. Why was your music so loud?” She took a swallow of water to wash away the whiskey taste. It didn’t work.

“My headphones gave up the ghost, and I haven’t been anywhere to buy new ones. I must have been absorbed in what I was painting. The spirit moved me.” He laughed.

“You are delusional and tone-deaf if you believe that cacophonous clamor was music.”

“You know, you throw vocabulary around like a weapon, which reminds me of several things I’ve noticed about you since you moved in.”

Wary of where this was going, she asked, “Oh? Do tell.”

“I’ll bet you’re a meditating, vitamin-chugging, incense-burning sort. Roger told me you recycle.”

“Roger is a busybody.”

“He sure is, and that makes him a damn good apartment manager. He’s friendly, observant, and helpful, but back to my point. You drive one of the most environmentally efficient compact cars on the market, which coincidentally also has a high road safety rating, and you carry your groceries in Earth-friendly, reusable bags.”

She countered, “There’s nothing wrong with being environmentally conscientious.”

He waved her off. “Mother Earth will get rid of humans before she lets us do serious damage to her. I’ve also seen you at the pool. Your skin is creamy white, which means you don’t sunbathe or go to a tanning bed, because you’re mindful of skin cancer. It wouldn’t hurt you to get some good old-fashioned fresh air and sunshine on your…cheeks.”

He half-pointed at her as if undecided which cheeks he meant. His grin at his double entendre wasn’t lost on her, but she didn’t show it.

“I take care of myself. It’s important to live a healthy lifestyle.”

“I don’t disagree, but preserving yourself until you end up in a nursing home regretting what you missed out on isn’t living. Hunter S. Thompson said something to the effect that if you arrive at the end of your life in good shape instead of worn out and used up, then your ride through life was a wasted journey.”

“Hunter S. Thompson lives in an alternate reality. If you’re insinuating that I hide from life, you’re mistaken. I do…things.”

“Predictable things. You get in your car at seven-thirty on Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday. You’re back in time to attend the five-thirty yoga session in the fitness room on Monday. You’re home around twelve-thirty on Wednesday.

“You don’t leave your apartment on Tuesday or Friday or Wednesday afternoon. It’s not rocket science to figure out you go to a day job two-and-a-half days and work from home the other days. You shop once a week after work on Thursday, and you’re typically home by six- thirty—and you bring take-out.

“You swim Saturday and Sunday mornings. You don’t leave in your car on weekends, but you usually go out walking. Maybe to the zoo or Museum of Natural History. They’re both close.”

Janae smiled and nodded that he was correct.

“You moved in at the end of August. You haven’t had a single visitor. You don’t order food for delivery. You don’t go out in the evenings. That seems like a lukewarm existence and lonely and boring as hell.”

“Did Roger tell you all this about me?”

He grinned. “With an occasional six-pack and pizza, Roger keeps me informed on what I miss. Plus, our apartments are at the end of our floors. We have corner windows overlooking the courtyard and parking lot. When you’re looking for anything to help pass the time while you’re stuck in the city like I’ve been for half a year, those two windows are sanity-savers.”

Janae pursed her lips, trying not to smile. “Our corner windows do offer voyeuristic opportunities, which means two can play this game. From what you’ve put on your blog, and what I’ve deduced and witnessed, every Thursday morning, you walk to and from your therapy at a rehab facility, which is affiliated with the hospital where you had surgery. You swim Monday, Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday mornings. You work out in the gym on Tuesday morning, and you often go for short walks in the park, or you sit in the courtyard for the sunshine. I think you rest on Sunday. You purposely live on the third floor for the added exercise of the stairs.”

Owen inclined his head in agreement. “Don’t stop now. What else?”

“I’ve never seen you carrying groceries, but I have seen grocery deliveries taken to the third floor. It’s not unreasonable to presume they are for you. You don’t go out at night, either, and you don’t have a vehicle. As for visitors, your family drives vehicles with Quinlan Rodeo Stock Contractor, Inc. painted on the doors. It’s impossible not to notice when they come to see you, which is most often on weekends.”

Owen stretched out his legs. “It seems we share mutual curiosity about each other.”

“Yes, it does.”

Owen’s attention seemed to turn inward. He stared toward the easel, but she didn’t think he was necessarily looking at it. The silence that followed made Janae uncomfortable. Was he bored? Should she go? She’d never been any good at table-talk, as her mother called it.

Still off somewhere in his thoughts, Owen asked, “Are you satisfied with your life?”

“Um… I suppose so. That came out of the blue. What prompted you to ask?”

“I was thinking about my family coming to see me just about every week, and I haven’t been home in months. The waiting gets me down sometimes, and I get to feeling sorry for myself for no good reason. This is only temporary.

“Even if I could physically tolerate riding in a vehicle for any length of time, it’s too far to drive into Denver from the ranch to get the daily therapy I need. Plus, my doctor and therapists are wise not to trust me to stay off horses and away from bulls. They know me too well.” He shrugged off whatever memories were behind those words.

“You’ve also written on your blog that you’re making better and quicker progress than expected. So that’s another positive.”

“It is. You’re right. I’ll be out of here soon enough and back to my normal life, or as close to normal as a healed broken back allows.”

“Normal life means rodeo?”

“Yeah.”

“Isn’t that risky enough when you don’t have a broken back?”

“I like risky.”

“Obviously.”

“What was the last risky thing you did?”

She thought for a minute. “I wouldn’t call it risky, but moving here from my hometown of Kent, Ohio was exciting.”

“First time away from home?”

“That depends on how you define ‘away from home’.”

“Not living with your parents. Having your own place.”

“Then, no. I’ve lived by myself.”

“I’ll bet it was in the dorm or an apartment down the street from Mom and Dad.”

His smug teasing irritated her.

“It’s perfectly natural to be close to your parents when you’re an only child.”

“Evidently so. Roger mentioned your parents—Vic and Ramona—and usually Ramona, call him if you don’t answer your apartment phone or your cell phone when they think you should. That’s either massive control on their part or extreme insecurity on yours.”

Indignant and defensive, she shot back, “Roger needs to mind his own business. Aren’t you close to your parents?”

“And my sisters, grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles, but I don’t talk to them every day.”

“Then I’m sorry for you. Maybe you should talk to your family more often. You shouldn’t take your family for granted. You never know when it will be too late.”

Her words stopped whatever he was going to say. He sat back, muttering, “You’re not the first to tell me that.” He went quiet for a few seconds as he stared into his empty glass, then he shook off whatever was on his mind.

“Putting that aside, another thing I know about you is we have different tastes in music. I’ll bet your musical taste leans toward New Age and easy-listening.

“Just because my vocabulary consists of larger-than-four-letter words, and I happen to appreciate emotionally nurturing music, doesn’t grant you the liberty to make judgments about my life or my lifestyle.”

“What about Marty or Willie?”

Janae shook her head. “I don’t know who they are.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Don’t tell me you don’t like Johnny Cash. Everyone likes Johnny Cash.”

She wrinkled her nose.

“Who do you like?”

“Beethoven and Mozart. Tchaikovsky. Brahms. Some operas.”

“I don’t know anything about opera, but I agree with you on Beethoven, Mozart, Tchaikovsky, and Brahms. I’m partial to Liszt. Those were composers with big brass cojones.”

In spite of herself, she giggled. “You are a crude man at times, Owen Quinlan.”

A broad smile spread across his face. “I’ve mellowed. You should have known me before I broke my back.”

She dabbed the towel to her nose and was pleased at the absence of fresh blood. “Speaking of your broken back, what you do—or did—as a rodeo clown is terrifying. I don’t understand how anyone can do that.”

Owen poured another inch of whiskey into his glass, gulped it, then set the glass and bottle aside. Shrugging, he said, “It’s part of the job. This isn’t the first time I’ve been banged-up by a bull. And it won’t be the last.”

The cordless phone on his desk rang. He walked to it, checked the number, then spoke over his shoulder to Janae. “Make yourself at home. This may take a while.”

Phone to his ear, he said, “Hello, Laurel. I’m doing good. How are you?” Seconds passed as he listened, his smile widening. “And how’re my boys? I haven’t seen them since school started. Are you purposely keeping them from me? Do we have to go to court so I get regular visitation?”

Janae choked on a swallow of water. He has children?
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