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      Jay Turner wrapped the bull rope securely around his gloved right palm and closed his fingers over it. Beyond the delivery chutes, the thumping sound of AC/DC’s “Hells Bells” blared over the packed crowd at the Sacramento Arco Arena. He hardly noticed the noise and the smell of bullshit anymore. His whole attention was fixed on the two thousand pounds of bull that shifted uneasily between his thighs.

      He had to qualify tonight, or he’d be going home without a dime again. Five weeks without reaching the final fifteen made a man look like a has-been. It would leave him too close to the cut and ruin his chance of making the finals for the third year in a row. Rampage, the bull he was attempting to ride for eight seconds, was getting more restless. Jay rammed his Stetson down hard on his head and nodded to the gate man.

      The bull erupted from the chute with an explosion of power and strength. Jay kept his free hand high over his head and his balance over the center of the bull despite its best efforts to throw him off. A wild sense of exhilaration filled him as the crowd roared in approval. There was nothing like this feeling, apart from sex, and hey, if he did okay tonight, he’d make damned sure he got some of that as well.

      He spurred the bull to earn those vital extra style points and tried to make it look like he didn’t have a care in the world. The buzzer blared in his ear. He untied his rope and jumped clear, managing to stay on his feet as the shock of landing tore through his knees. One of the bullfighters slapped him hard on the back and handed him his hat.

      “Great ride, Jay,” he yelled. “That should get you in the final round.”

      Jay looked out at the crowd and waved his Stetson. His grinning face appeared on the huge screens at either end of the arena. A lot of the female fans told him he looked like a young Robert Redford. He couldn’t see it himself, but it was okay by him if it got the girls screaming his name. He punched his fist in the air as his score came up. Eighty-nine points would keep him up there and into the last fifteen.

      As he exited the arena and headed for the locker rooms, Jay’s confident grin faded. Christ, his right knee hurt like hell. He’d been avoiding the sports medicine team all weekend because he already knew what they were going to say. He needed surgery on his knee. Surgery that would put him out for the rest of the season.

      After enduring another round of back slapping from his fellow competitors, he made for the privacy of the locker room and sank down on a bench. Bull riding was a young man’s game. Only an eighteen-year-old with a gut full of bravado and no brains could get on a bull and not worry about the consequences. Jay wasn’t a kid anymore. His confidence had eroded like a sand dune in a desert over the past twelve years. He grimaced as he dropped an ice pack on his knee.

      Trouble was, after the last set of injuries, he’d started to worry about getting hurt. And as soon as a rider did that, he became less able to sit on a bull, less capable of shutting out the fear. Jay sighed as he leaned his head against the metal locker behind him and closed his eyes. One more round and he’d be able to go back to the hotel and soak in a long hot bath. Hopefully with a couple of Buckle Bunnies to scrub his back and any other part of his anatomy they liked.

      Jay frowned as he studied the list of the top fifteen riders. He’d come in sixth overall and had drawn one of the worst bulls in the final round. A monster called Destroyer who seemed determined to live up to his name and had a growing reputation for dumping the elite of the bull-riding world on their butts.

      For a second, despair washed over him. He’d given up on his dream to become an all-round rodeo world champion after his first set of knee injuries three years ago. His half-brother Grayson had paid for his surgery that time. Jay had no intention of asking for his help again.

      He coiled his bull rope into his hand. Despite his doctor’s warnings, he’d switched to bull riding, figuring it would be easier to focus on one thing. Of course, he’d immediately damaged the other knee as well.

      Jay stared out at the crowd, allowing his eyes to adjust to the bright lights and the constant ripple of movement. Silently, he struck a bargain with God. If he could just make it through this year, he’d have the surgery. He’d find the money somehow.

      The rock music rose in volume and the ground vibrated beneath his boots. He made his way to his assigned bucking chute. Time to cowboy up and get the job done.

      Destroyer looked calm enough, his brown flanks heavy with muscle, his tail hardly twitching. But there was a stillness about him Jay didn’t like, a watchfulness in his eyes that spoke of barely leashed wildness. Jay touched his mother’s wedding ring, which he wore on a chain around his neck. He always imagined her looking down at him from heaven, protecting his ass.

      As soon as he nodded his head and the bull jerked under him, Jay knew he had a problem. The sudden force of the bull’s vertical jumps and belly rolls almost pulled his arm out of its socket. He slid to the right, tried to correct, but it was too late; the big bull was on to him.

      He was flung off, but his hand was still trapped in the tight binding of his rope. He fought to unwrap his hand as the bull fought just as fiercely to get away from him. Jay could only hang on and try not to panic as he worked at the knotted rope. Again, his shoulder was almost wrenched from its socket and a searing pain shot down his arm. The bullfighters yelled at him to stay on his feet, but it was impossible. He tried to avoid a kick and slipped to his knees. Over his head, Destroyer reared up and came down on his right leg.

      A thin scream pierced the air. Jay only realized it was him when it stopped, and he crashed into unconsciousness.

      When he opened his eyes, he was still in the arena. Beyond the solid barrier of bullfighters and the medics who circled him, he sensed the big crowd holding its collective breath. This wasn’t the way he planned to end his career, face down in the dirt.

      “I think his neck is okay. Can we get him on the backboard, boys?”

      “Oh shit, not you,” Jay whispered.

      He shut his eyes again, but it was no use. The quiet female voice was all too familiar. Why was she here? Where was Dr. T? Of the people he’d least like to see at this moment, Dr. Helen Kinsale was probably first in line. He knew he was in for a lecture.

      He clutched the side of the board as four guys hefted him up and turned toward the exit. The crowd clapped and whistled as he managed to wave his hat at them. Dr. Kinsale walked alongside him, her cool, slim fingers wrapped around his wrist as she continued to monitor his pulse.

      The guys parked him on the gurney and left. For once, the treatment room was empty apart from the nurse. His flashy blue chaps were unbuckled and laid neatly over the back of a chair along with his Stetson. Jay inhaled the scent of antiseptic along with his own sweat and fear. Dr. Kinsale washed up and pulled on a clean pair of surgical gloves. He gritted his teeth as waves of agony washed through his right knee. He wasn’t stupid. This was bad.

      “Hey, doc, can you give me something for the pain?”

      Shit, he hated to ask her for anything, but he was going to start rocking and moaning like a baby if the torture didn’t stop soon.

      She came toward him, her pale-blue eyes calm, her blond hair held back from her face in a neat ponytail. She wore jeans and a black shirt bearing the PBR logo. There was no sympathy on her face, only a businesslike sense of purpose that unnerved him. At least she hadn’t said, “I told you so.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Turner, but I have to check the extent of the injury first. I can’t give you pain meds, because we might need to operate later. I’ll be as quick as I can.” She touched the leg of his jeans. “Could you take these off or shall I cut them?”

      He tried a smile. “Hell, doc, I didn’t realize you wanted me so bad. But then, these are my lucky Wranglers.”

      She didn’t smile back. If anything, her expression became more glacial. How a stuck-up woman like Dr. Kinsale had ever gotten into the rough world of rodeo was beyond him.

      “What are you doing here tonight? Where’s Dr. T?”

      She turned away and took something off the tray of instruments beside her. “He’s operating on another rider. I offered to stand in for him.” She revealed the scalpel in her hand. “And I like to see how my old patients are getting along.”

      He stared at the scalpel, his mouth going dry when she gestured at his jeans. He tried to think of a joke, any joke. “I don’t think I can take them off fast enough to satisfy you.”

      “I’ll cut them, then.” With a quick, precise slash, she sliced the fabric from ankle to thigh to reveal his right leg.

      Jay almost threw up. His kneecap was a bloody, swollen mess. He tried not to howl as she gently examined him.

      With a sigh, she turned to her assistant. “Can you notify the local hospital? We’ll need to take him in for X-rays and possible surgery.”

      Jay grabbed her elbow. “Can’t you do something here? Patch me up, let me go back to my hotel and do the big stuff at the end of the season.”

      She removed his hand from her arm and held his gaze. He hated the sympathy he saw in her eyes even more than her previous distance.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Turner. This is too serious. If you don’t get this fixed now, you might never regain full use of your leg.”
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          SIX MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “Shit.” Jay muttered another obscenity as he sliced his finger with the lethal blade of his penknife. He tensed as his half-brother came up behind him.

      “Do you need a hand with that?” Grayson studied the mangled remains of the bagel Jay was attempting to slice.

      “I’m fine,” Jay snarled as he gathered up the crumbs and rammed the four-day-old bagel in the toaster. “I hurt my knee, not my fingers.”

      Grayson raised both hands and stepped back. He resumed his position at the end of the counter. His fingers drummed on the granite until Jay longed to take a stab at them as well. Grayson wore an Armani suit, custom-made shoes, and a Rolex. Although it was lunch time, Jay had just managed to pull on a filthy T-shirt and boxers before his brother’s unexpected arrival.

      Hell, he had no right to complain. It was Grayson’s kitchen and he had every right to be in it. Even though Grayson owned several apartments around the country, his hectic work schedule meant he barely had time to visit any of them. Grayson had offered Jay the new apartment rent free, but he probably would be pissed if he ended up with chipped and bloodstained countertops courtesy of his loser brother.

      Jay jerked his head at Grayson. “There’s beer in the refrigerator. Help yourself.” He pretended to watch the bagel as Grayson strolled to the opposite wall and opened the huge stainless door.

      “You’re right, there is beer. But I don’t see anything else.”

      Jay drew in a steadying breath. “I haven’t had much time to shop. I only got out a week ago. I’m used to people bringing me food on trays.” His older brother had an annoying habit of trying to treat him like… Well, like a younger brother. He didn’t need this crap. He needed a bed to sleep in, beer to drink, and the ability to lick his wounds in private.

      Grayson returned with two frosted bottles and put one on the counter in front of Jay. “I’m not going to ask whether you should be drinking with all the meds they’ve got you on.”

      Jay glared at him. “Good, because it’s none of your fucking business.”

      He wondered if that would be enough to make Grayson walk out. He didn’t want to deal with his wealthy, successful, oh-so-perfect brother. It would be nice to wallow in his own failure. True—if it weren’t for Grayson, he wouldn’t have a place to live or be able to pay his huge hospital bills. The PBR fund had taken care of most of the costs of the surgery, but he still had to pay the rest.

      Two months of intense physical therapy at the rehab center hadn’t come cheap either. He still had a long way to go before his knee was fully functional. If it ever was…

      He chased that thought away with a long swig of beer.

      Grayson continued to stare at him.

      “I know this is tough for you, Jay. But if you don’t stop taking cheap shots at me, I’m going to rearrange your pretty-boy face, permanently.”

      Jay gave him a reluctant smile. “I’m not a very good patient, am I?”

      “You’re a pain in the ass.” Grayson finished off his beer and went to get another. Jay poked the toaster and extracted the two bagel halves. He held one up to Grayson who wrinkled his fastidious nose.

      “I’m not eating that, and neither are you.” He picked up the phone. “The great thing about having this apartment in the hotel is that they have room service. If you don’t want to cook, just get them to send something up and charge it.”

      Jay waited as, without consulting him, Grayson ordered cheeseburgers, fries, and soda for two. At least he hadn’t ordered him milk. Grayson put down the phone with a satisfied expression and turned to Jay. “Now what’s bugging you?”

      Jay poked his charred bagel. “I can’t afford room service.” Jeez, now he sounded like a whining, ungrateful teenager.

      Grayson rubbed a hand over his unshaven cheek. “Let’s not get into this again.” He sounded tired. “I’m not hurting for money. Just charge it. We can sort out the details when you’re on your feet again.”

      Jay wanted to laugh at the apt cliché. “And when do you think that will be?”

      His brother met his gaze dead on. “I don’t know. Do you?”

      Jay was the first to look away. His chances of being a world-class bull rider were gone. Realistically, he knew that, but it was hard to imagine a world not shaped around the rodeo. The traveling, the brief sexual encounters, the loyalty of the other riders. It was all he’d known, all he’d ever wanted since he’d left school at sixteen.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do?” The question escaped him.

      “You’ll find something. And if you need my help, you know where to find me.” Grayson’s cell rang, and he checked the number. “I’ve got to take this.” He punched a button and made his way into the entryway. “Yeah.”

      Jay abandoned the still smoldering bagel and carefully eased off the stool. He grabbed the cane propped up against the counter and made his way to the black leather couch. Grayson’s decorator had used muted tones of gray and brown in the starkly furnished apartment. The décor suited Jay’s mood.

      He settled himself on the couch and turned on the big-screen TV, muting the sound for Grayson’s convenience. The view beyond the TV across San Francisco was foggy as usual, and even though he had one of the most expensive views of the city, he couldn’t see much. The new Ritz-Carlton Club apartments in the old Chronicle building on Market were highly sought after and way out of Jay’s financial reach. Maybe he should ask Grayson if he owned an apartment somewhere flat, like in the Midwest.

      Restlessly, he flicked through the channels. If he moved away from California, he wouldn’t have to see Dr. Helen Kinsale again. He glanced at his watch, checking the date. His next appointment was at the end of the month. He was expecting her to give him the bad news. News he already knew in his head but was trying to ignore.

      He realized he’d left his beer on the counter and weighed getting it against remaining on the couch. No more bull riding or rodeo ever. At thirty, he’d have to find a new career.

      Grayson’s terse replies on the phone got louder. Jay wondered if he was talking to their father. Beau Turner was on his fifth wife now, having gotten rid of the rest when they failed to meet his exacting standards. That is, when they reached twenty-five or had a kid.

      Jay gazed longingly over at his beer. Asking Grayson for help was hard enough; crawling back to his daddy and asking for a job was too horrific to contemplate. Grayson might be earning a fortune as their father’s right-hand man, but he looked stressed and unhappy. Jay couldn’t see himself in a suit or working in an office. He’d have to find something to do that allowed him to be outside or he’d shoot himself.

      Grayson returned, his expression grim. “That was dear old Beau. He’s wondering why I’m not in the office.”

      “Did you tell him you were doing charity work? He’d probably like that. Good for the company image.”

      Grayson swung around and pointed his finger straight at Jay. “Don’t you start. Sometimes …” He let the sentence hang in the air as he walked over to stare out the window.

      Jay watched him carefully. He’d never seen his confident brother so rattled. “What?”

      The buzzer sounded and Grayson replaced his phone in his pocket and took out his wallet. “Great, here’s our lunch. Stay there. I’ll get it.”

      Jay breathed in the heavenly scent of fried onions and ketchup and realized how hungry he was. After giving him a filled plate, Grayson sat opposite him on a matching leather recliner. Silence fell as they both dug in.

      Eventually, even though he knew his brother was waiting, Jay had to look up. Grayson set down his glass of soda on the coffee table with a decisive thump.

      “Look, Jay,” he said abruptly. “The apartment is yours for as long as you need it. If I’m in town, I’ll call and see if you want me to visit. Otherwise, I’ll stay away.”

      Jay knew he should tell his brother he was welcome anytime, but that wasn’t true. There was too much rivalry, too much history between them for their relationship to ever run smoothly.

      “And don’t worry about money either. I’ve arranged for an allowance to be deposited in your bank for as long as you want it.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I’ll be okay.”

      Grayson shook his head. “I don’t want you to be just okay. I want you to use the time and the money to decide what you want to do with your life. If you decide to go to college, do it. If you want to spend a year traveling the world, do it.”

      Jay fixed his gaze on Grayson. “More to the point, why are you doing this?”

      “Maybe because I never got the chance.”

      Jay frowned. There it was again—that crack in the perfect veneer of Grayson’s life. The sense that everything wasn’t going as well as it seemed. It was so much easier to hate his brother when he was in full-fledged successful businessman mode. For a second he was tempted to ask what was wrong.

      “Whatever you do, make sure you keep up with the physical therapy and your hospital appointments,” Grayson added. “You’re still seeing Helen Kinsale, aren’t you?”

      Ah, that was better. Jay relaxed. Grayson was back into his usual big brother lecturing style.

      “I’m not stupid, Grayson. I’m not going to blow it.”

      He’d even brave the chilly smiles of Dr. Kinsale if it meant he’d recover more quickly. To give the woman her due, she had performed the surgery that had saved his kneecap so he should be grateful.

      She was easy on the eye as well. Tall and slim. Just the type of woman he loved, except she’d treated him like dirt since the first time they’d met. He was never exactly sure what he’d done to annoy her, but she definitely wasn’t his biggest fan.

      As Grayson gathered the dirty plates, his cell rang again. This time he ignored it.

      “Just concentrate on getting better, Jay. The rest of it will fall into place.” He dumped the dishes in the sink. “And leave a list of groceries out for the cleaning service. I’ll make sure they pick up what you need.”

      The phone rang again. This time Grayson turned it off and headed for the door.

      Jay struggled to his feet and limped after him. “Hey, Grayson, I do appreciate what you’ve done for me.”

      His brother grinned, transforming his normally stern face. “See? That wasn’t so hard to spit out, was it?”

      Jay reluctantly smiled back. “I’ll call you.”

      “You won’t, but I’ll call you.” He punched Jay’s arm. “Take care of yourself, little brother.”

      Jay waited until he heard the hum of the elevator taking his brother down to street level before he went back into the apartment. He stared at the soundless images of the Flagstaff rodeo on the big screen. Of course, he’d automatically selected the channel that showed all the PBR and NRCA events.

      He gripped the back of the couch until his fingers hurt. He was a thirty-year-old has-been, a washed-up cowboy with nothing to show for twelve years of effort except a few gold belt buckles and a closet full of sponsored clothing he no longer had the right to wear.

      After finishing his beer, he stared at the refrigerator. He had two choices: drink the rest of the beer or do his physical therapy exercises. He stumbled over to the fridge and flung open the door. Eight bottles sat in lonely splendor on the shelf. Enough to get him wasted.

      He grabbed a couple and pictured Dr. Kinsale sneering at his lack of will power. Hell, she’d expect him to drink the beer, so why should he disappoint her?

      As he opened the first bottle, he gave the good doctor a salute. No doubt she was sitting in some fancy restaurant with a rich guy fawning over her. No beer for her. Only the finest of champagne. He pictured her small mouth sipping daintily at the bubbles. Pictured her lips around his cock…

      He choked on his beer and half of it dribbled down the front of his T-shirt. Where the hell had that image come from? He glared at the bottle. Perhaps Grayson had a point about not mixing alcohol with painkillers. If Dr. Doom ever got her mouth around his most prized possession, she’d probably bite it off.

      He rubbed a hand over the front of his boxers where his cock had grown hard. He frowned down at his lap. “Don’t you have any standards? I said she’d probably castrate you.”

      With a sigh, he put the rest of the beer back and headed for the couch. Naturally, Grayson had all the TV channels you could buy. He’d finish his beer, watch some porn, and persuade his cock to forget about Dr. Helen ever getting within a mile of him.
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      Helen Kinsale took a deep breath and picked up the phone. “Hi, Lisa, this is Dr. Kinsale. Could I speak with Mr. Dempsey, please?”

      Fingernails drumming, she endured the brief spurt of syrupy automated music until Simon Dempsey came on the line. Even though he couldn’t see her, she still found herself manufacturing a smile.

      “Simon? It’s Helen. Something’s come up at work. I’m not going to be able to get away this weekend after all.”

      She held the phone away as the whining and recriminations began. Work was such a convenient excuse with so many variables. Her ex-husband had taught her that. He’d used the tired old excuse for years while he carried on his petty affairs with various hospital personnel.

      She examined her French manicure as Simon continued to talk. Not that she was planning on having an affair. She was using the hackneyed excuse to get out of an unpromising relationship, not indulge in a new one. Simon Dempsey had been a mistake from the first. He was too opinionated, too old, and did nothing for her sexually.

      She waited for him to draw a breath and cut in. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Simon. And yes, I agree, women who put their careers ahead of their personal relationships are such bitches, aren’t they?”

      She scratched over his phone number with her pen until it disappeared in a black inky mess. “Absolutely, no future for us. No need to call me ever again, forget you ever knew me. Goodbye.”

      She put down the phone with a satisfied smirk. Any man who called her a career-minded bitch deserved to be dumped. Simon’s attitude reminded her of her ex. David had been furious when she refused to use her contacts to advance his medical career at the expense of her own. Of course, he’d paid her back when he divorced her, but after three years, she was finally able to see his treachery as a good thing.

      Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the number before she picked it up, just in case Simon had decided to call back and say all the clever things he’d meant to say before she’d hung up on him. But it was only Nancy, the head nurse at the outpatients’ clinic.

      “Dr. Kinsale, just thought you should know the Sundance Kid is here.”

      Helen groaned. When would Nancy get tired of that old joke?

      “Thanks, Nancy. I’ll be there in a moment.”

      Just her luck. Her last patient of the day was one of the most irritating male specimens she had ever operated on: Jay Turner, Robert Redford lookalike and soon to be ex-rodeo star. She’d managed to fix his shattered knee but, despite months of intense rehabilitation and therapy, he’d never be able to compete professionally again.

      Today was the day she had to break that particular piece of news to him. She knew he wasn’t going to be happy. Successful athletes tended to have alpha personalities and egos to match. Jay Turner was no exception.

      With a sigh, she got up and buttoned herself into a clean white coat. She located his latest test results and printed them out. Might as well get it over with.

      Jay Turner looked completely out of his element in the blue-and-pink wallpapered examination room. He sat on the side of the exam table, arms folded across his broad chest, bare legs crossed at the ankles. Even though he wore one of the unappealing paper hospital gowns, her stomach gave its usual odd leap at the sight of his long, muscled legs and handsome face. Like most cowboys, he looked incomplete without his hat. To conceal her instinctive feminine approval, she always tried extra hard to keep him at a distance.

      “Mr. Turner. It’s good to see you again.”

      He didn’t get up and she didn’t offer her hand. He slowly inclined his head an inch. Up close, she could see the new lines pain had engraved on his face. His chart said he’d lost weight.

      “Could you lie back for me?”

      He stretched out, arms by his sides, fists clenched. Helen carefully examined his right knee. Like most bull riders, his skin was studded with the reminders of previous injuries. The new surgical scars would fade over time but the damage within would always be there. She touched his skin, felt his tremor of response as she probed his reconstructed patella.

      “We”ll get another X-ray, just to be sure, but I think overall, it’s healed up nicely.”

      She turned to write something on his chart. He sat up and slowly lowered his legs to the ground. “Are you going to do the X-ray now or can I go?”

      She glanced up and found him standing too close to her. His aftershave held the scent of lemons. “You can get the X-ray done any time in the next week, but I would still like to talk to you after you get dressed.”

      He frowned and glanced at his watch. “Okay, I’ll wait.”

      Helen bristled at his grudging tone. She was the doctor with the demanding schedule. What else did he have to do today?  What was it about Jay Turner that made her lose her patience? He was too pretty, too arrogant, and too… too much for her to deal with in such a small space.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      His slow grin was irritating. Did he think she’d fall to her knees and beg his pardon just because he had a smile like that? She deliberately stood up taller.

      He gestured at his clothes. “I’ll put these on, then.” Still holding her gaze, he reached behind his neck and tugged at the strings that held the gown together. Turning his back, he gave her a glorious view of his naked body from shoulder to heel. She barely resisted an urge to bite his ass just to see if it was as firm as it looked.

      She knew from experience that cowboys had a head start when it came to being skilled at sex. Stamina, lower body strength, abs like steel …

      Jay Turner cleared his throat. “I’m up here, Doc.”

      With a gasp she forced her gaze away from his body.

      “I’ll go and order that X-ray. I’ll be back in a minute.” Her voice sounded too high-pitched.

      She rushed out of the room before she could react to the sound of his hospital gown hitting the floor. Why did her hormones decide to get all excited now? Jay was her patient. He was five years younger than her. She was obliged by her medical oath to treat him with respect.

      After walking a few steps, she stopped. She wanted to grab his ass and hang on as he thrust inside her. She wanted to lick the sweat off his muscled biceps and comb her fingers through his thick, corn-colored hair.

      She realized she was standing in the middle of the hall, pen in her hand like a weapon. What was wrong with her? That wasn’t how she felt at all. She disliked him, didn’t she? He certainly didn’t seem to like her. Even if he noticed her salivating over his ass, she had nothing to worry about.

      After  ordering the x-ray, she turned back toward the room. She even knocked on the door just to make sure she didn’t have to witness any more of his delectable body.

      He’d resumed his position on the exam table, booted feet planted firmly on the floor. He wore jeans and a faded blue T-shirt that matched his eyes. Helen took the only chair and opened her file. The best way to deliver bad news was to do it fast.

      “Your knee has healed well. The new cartilage implants, combined with the strengthened patella, should make normal movement possible.” She concentrated her gaze on his face. “If you were Mr. Average, you probably wouldn’t notice a difference in your activity and ability level. But for a professional athlete, the damage is far more serious.”

      He folded his arms, his face impassive, and nodded for her to go on.

      “Your knee will not hold up if you attempt to ride in any professional rodeo events, including bull riding.”

      “Are you saying I have to stop competing?”

      “I’m saying that if you do decide to compete and you get injured, you will risk your future ability to walk normally again. There are only so many times a knee can be rebuilt, Mr. Turner.”

      A muscle twitched in his cheek. “And if I won’t take your advice?”

      She handed him a copy of a letter from the PBR sports medicine team. “Obviously, you are welcome to seek another opinion. I’ve already talked to Dr T. and his team. They agree with me. In fact, you don’t have to see me anymore after this. You can continue to see Dr. T.”

      He studied the letter. It trembled slightly in his hand as he held it out in front of him.

      “In time, and with continued therapy, I believe you will be able to ride a horse again and manage most ranch work.”

      He handed her back the letter. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “No, I don’t think anything I say will do that.” She held his gaze, saw the mingled anguish and anger before he blinked them away. “I’m sorry, Mr. Turner. I wish things were different.”

      He shrugged. “Aren’t you going to say I told you so?”

      Helen stood up, the file crushed to her chest. “I would never do that. You’re a grown man. You made your own decisions.”

      He slid off the table. “If I’d listened to you a year ago and stayed away for a few more months to heal up, I might have avoided this.”

      She hesitated. “We don’t know that. You were just unlucky. It happens sometimes. We both know that missing half a season impacts your income and standing so it’s hard not to go back as early as you can.” She remembered to hand him the new prescription for his meds and half-turned to the door. “If you get this x-ray in the next few days, I’ll schedule a new appointment. When you’ve had time to think things through, we can discuss how to proceed with the transfer of your treatment to the sports medicine team.”

      He smiled, the cocky glint back in his eyes. “If I was a horse, you would’ve had the pleasure of putting me out of my misery back in the Arco Arena. No need to see me ever again.”

      Helen turned fully toward him and held her ground. “If you are unhappy with the care I’ve given you, Mr. Turner…”

      He held up his hand and took a step toward her. “That’s not what I said. I bet you have the balls to put a horse down. You’re one hell of a frightening woman.”

      He took another step closer, and she felt her temper rise. Great. Another man who felt he had the right to make unflattering comments on her character just because she had proven to be correct. She realized she was backed up against the door.

      “I could put an animal out of its misery if I had to. Are you suggesting I’m unfeminine, that a real woman wouldn’t dream of dirtying her hands, like that?” She clutched her files like a shield as he loomed over her. “Real women can do anything they put their minds to.”

      He smiled and her stomach did that peculiar flip. She stiffened as he reached out and touched her full lower lip with his callused thumb.

      “I can’t decide if you have a stick up your ass or if thinking you’re so damn perfect just comes naturally?”

      She smiled. “I’m not perfect. You’ve never liked me because I didn’t immediately lie down and worship you.”

      He repeated the subtle caress. “Hell, I wouldn’t want you lying down yet. On your knees would be good enough to start with.”

      Helen regarded him steadily. He was still her patient. He’d just received devastating news, and this was obviously his way of dealing with it. She had to remember that.

      “I think we’re done here.”

      “Why? Am I scaring you? Are most of the guys you date too intimidated to cross you?” He leaned in and brushed her mouth with his own. “I’ve had a lot of leisure time recently, and I’ve been dreaming about doing this.”

      Before she could do more than take a quick, indignant breath, he nipped at her lower lip and thrust his tongue into her mouth. She expected him to be angry, but he kissed with a slow thoroughness that weakened her resistance. Within a few seconds, her hand was buried in his thick hair, holding him close.

      When he drew back, she was panting. His big body held her pinned against the door. She could feel the heat of his erection against her stomach. Nancy laughed in the hall just outside the door. All she had to do was scream and someone would hear her.

      “This is inappropriate. Let me go.”

      He immediately took his hands off her and winced. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      She found a smile somewhere. “It’s okay you’ve just had terrible news.”

      “It’s not okay, but I still want you.” He held her gaze. “Will you have dinner with me tonight?”

      “Are you serious?”

      He grinned. “Why not? We seem to be getting along so well.”

      “I’ll think about it. I have your number.”

      He went still, his hat in his hand. She fought a smile. Had he assumed she’d refuse? What would he do now she’d called his bluff?

      “Great.” He continued putting on his jacket and placed his Stetson on his head. “I should get home and change the sheets.”

      She frowned. “I’m not going to bed with you.”

      “On a first date?” He grinned. “Honey, that isn’t your style. I’ll wait for you in the lobby. What time do you get off?”

      “Six.” She automatically formed the words before her brain caught up with her. “But I haven’t said it’s a date or if I’m definitely coming…”

      “You’ll be coming all right.” He took her by the shoulders and moved her gently to one side. “That I can guarantee.”

      When the door shut quietly behind him, she still hadn’t managed to move. All she could think about was the taste and feel of him and her intense desire to experience it again.
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      Jay studied the clock over the elevators in the pristine lobby. It was almost six. Would Dr Know-it-all come down and face him or was she already creeping down the back stairs and heading for the parking lot? After leaving her office he’d had his X-ray taken and got a coffee from the nearest Starbucks before returning to the hospital.

      Her news about his injured knee hadn’t hurt as much as he’d anticipated. After all, he’d had several months to get used to the idea. Subconsciously, he’d known the moment the bull stamped on him that he was done. Maybe it was better to have it all out in the open and finally deal with it. He snorted. Yeah, it was that simple, right?

      He checked his new phone. Of course, there were no messages; he hadn’t given anyone except her his new number yet. She wasn’t a coward. He reckoned that if she didn’t want to go out with him, she’d come and tell him herself. The rational part of him wondered what the hell he’d asked her out for anyway. The purely male part wanted to touch her again in a more primitive way.

      Kissing her had turned out to be an unexpectedly erotic experience. She’d tasted so good he’d had a hard time letting her go. Beneath that ice was pure fire. He could sense it with every male cell in his body.

      The elevator chimed and he looked up to see Dr. Helen approaching him. She’d taken off her white coat and wore a simple blue pants suit and green blouse. Her blonde hair lay in soft waves around her shoulders.

      Jay almost swallowed his tongue. She always looked so calm and in control. He had an absurd desire to kiss her until her hair was messy and her body wrapped around his.

      He got to his feet and touched the brim of his hat. “See, I knew you’d show up. Are you ready to go?”

      She stared up at him, her blue eyes untroubled by the difference in their height and the way he deliberately crowded her personal space. He liked that about her.

      She jangled her keys. “Do you have a car, or shall I drive?”

      “I usually use BART when I’m in the city, so I guess I can deal with your driving.”

      “I’m a good driver. I’ve never had a ticket in my life.”

      He followed her into the elevator where she pushed the button to take them down to the underground parking garage. “Now why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “Because you think I’m a goody two-shoes.” She shifted her purse higher on her shoulder as the doors opened.

      “I bet you were a cheerleader and valedictorian, too.”

      She stopped beside a new silver BMW convertible and hit the button on her key. “Nope, too plain and too poor.”

      He raised his eyebrows as he carefully slid into the passenger seat, inhaling the luxurious scent of new leather and her unique spicy perfume. She didn’t seem too plain or poor now. And did he really want to know her personal history? He’d always avoided that trap with the women he’d slept with on the rodeo tour. Too afraid of them getting up close and personal and starting to expect things from him.

      He leaned back in his seat as Dr. Kinsale reversed smoothly out of the parking space and headed toward the exit. She spared him a glance as they approached the barrier. “Where are we going?”

      “The Ritz-Carlton on Stockton and California.”

      She kept staring at him until he had to grin. “What’s up? Did you think I’d take you to Burger King?” He enjoyed the way color flooded her cheeks. “We can go there if you’d rather.”

      She swung into the flow of traffic and immediately came to a dead stop. “I’m just surprised you managed to get a reservation at such short notice.”

      “Nice catch, Doc.”

      Jay pretended to look out the window. Dr. Kinsale didn’t need to know that being a resident in the Ritz-Carlton Club on Market, even if it was courtesy of his brother, came with a few attached benefits such as priority dinner reservations in any of their hotels.

      Despite the traffic, it wasn’t long before they approached the imposing entrance of the hotel. A valet whisked away the car, and they were ushered into the cool luxury of the restaurant.

      Dr. Kinsale took off her sunglasses and stared at his jeans.

      “Will they let you in wearing those?”

      He shrugged as they approached the reservations desk. “I sure hope so. I’ve already sacrificed one pair of jeans for your benefit. I’m not planning on losing these.”

      The maître d’ looked down his long nose as Jay approached him and didn’t smile. He obviously felt the same way about jeans as the good doctor did.

      “Good evening, sir. Do you have a reservation?”

      Jay smiled. “I sure do. Turner. Two for six thirty.” His smile disappeared as the guy ostentatiously ran his finger over the page.

      “Are you sure about that?” His gaze lingered on Jay’s faded T-shirt. “Perhaps somewhere less formal might suit you better.”

      Jay stepped in front of Helen, took out his wallet and flicked the Ritz-Carlton Club card Grayson had given him onto the open reservations book.

      A flush spread over the man’s face. “Of course, sir. Please come in, madam.” His bad French accent miraculously disappeared. He turned to bow to Dr. Kinsale. “We’ll have our best table ready for you in just an instant.”

      Jay picked up the card and didn’t move. He waited until the guy stopped blabbering and turned back to face him. “What’s your name?”

      “It’s Foster, sir, Charles Foster.”

      Jay nodded as he took Dr. Kinsale’s arm. “I’ll be sure to mention you when I let the hotel know about the service here. And maybe you should learn to be more careful about judging a book by its cover.”

      He thought he heard a choke of laughter and looked down to see Dr. Kinsale struggling not to smile. He might be the black sheep of the Turner clan, but he’d been around powerful men long enough to know how to deal with bad service.

      By the time they were seated, and Mr. Foster had practically prostrated himself at his feet, Jay had recovered his equanimity.

      Dr. Kinsale gave him a suspicious look.

      “What did you do to make him seat us so fast?”

      He shrugged. “I dunno, doc. Perhaps he recognized me. He’s just the type to be a big PBR fan.”

      She smiled as she unfolded her napkin. “Somehow I doubt that.” She sipped at her lemon-flavored water. “Can we drop the ‘doc’ as I’m no longer treating you? My name’s Helen.”

      “And mine’s Jay. To be honest, calling you ‘doc’ reminds me of all the painful hours I’ve spent in hospital this year.”

      Her expression changed. “It makes me remember all the painful hours I’ve spent there, too.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I would’ve thought you loved it. Being the hero in the white coat who comes along and saves everyone.”

      “Like the guy in the white cowboy hat?”

      He found himself grinning at her. “That guy no longer exists. I believe he got run out of town by Clint Eastwood.”

      The waiter arrived to take their order, and Jay took the opportunity to study Dr. Helen up close. She had the severe kind of beauty that kept men at a distance. He wondered how it must feel to be a woman men wanted. Was that why she looked so remote? Was it a deliberate ploy to put horny men like him off?

      He knew where he wanted her. Naked and in his bed. But how was he going to persuade her it was a good idea? He wasn’t even sure it was a good idea himself. She wasn’t the kind of woman you could fuck and forget. What did he have to offer her that a million other men didn’t?
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        * * *

      

      Helen finished her third glass of chardonnay and placed it carefully on the linen tablecloth. She didn’t normally drink much on a date but, to her surprise, Jay Turner had proved a relaxed and attentive dinner companion. He’d asked a bunch of questions that actually made sense and then listened to her answers without using them as a springboard to talk about himself.

      He sat back, one arm draped over the back of his chair, his attention fixed firmly on her face. “So how come you were free this weekend? I assumed you’d be the kind of woman who had only to snap her fingers to get a date.”

      She sighed and rested her chin in one hand. She felt oddly lightheaded and chatty. “I dumped a guy this morning. I was supposed to spend a weekend away with him, and I realized I couldn’t stand the thought of it.”

      His gray eyes crinkled with amusement. “Why?”

      “Because he was too old, too rich, and too respectful of me.”

      “I would’ve thought you’d like that.”

      She held his gaze. “I thought I would too, but I’m bored. I’ve spent my whole life making men bow down to me. At work and in my personal life. I’m fed up with being in charge. I guess I want something different.”

      He sat forward and took her hand. “Is that why you agreed to have dinner with me?”

      She stared at him. Was it? If only her brain was working instead of fizzing with sexual excitement like a teenager’s. “You’ve never treated me like a fragile glass ornament.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “That’s because I want to fuck you and I know glass breaks.”

      “You want me?” She stroked his thumb, which then curled possessively over her fingers. To her distant surprise, she was too turned on to resent his blunt statement. Her whole body heated in a lustful rush. “I thought you hated me.”

      He laughed. “Hell, I thought I did too, but now I realize I was looking at it from completely the wrong angle.”

      The waiter brought their coffee, but Jay didn’t release her hand. “If you’re serious about this, I’d like to make you an offer.”

      Helen couldn’t resist stroking his lower lip. He shuddered and turned the caress back on her by sucking her thumb into his mouth.

      “What offer is that?” She sounded breathy. She never sounded breathy.

      “I want to be your lover, but there are certain conditions attached that you have to agree to up front.”

      He smiled at her with such sexual promise that her panties got wet.

      “I’ve only had a few glasses of wine. I’m perfectly capable of making a decision now.”

      “That’s not how it’s going to work. I’ll tell you what I want and then I’ll give you the night to think it over. It’s better that way.”

      Helen took a deep breath. Her whole body hummed with excitement and anticipation. All the years of being responsible, of being the boss, suddenly seemed meaningless.

      “Tell me what you have in mind.”

      He studied their joined hands before looking back up at her. “It’s simple really. You promise to give up sexual control to me. You do what I say, when I say it. No arguing, no pleading, no changing your mind until you walk right away from me and never come back.”

      She gazed into his eyes, realizing he was serious.

      “How do I know you won’t hurt me?”

      His fingers tightened over hers. “Don’t you know that in the right circumstances pain can be pleasurable? As I said, if you agree to this, you’re going to have to trust me with your body completely.”

      She shivered, imagining what he might have planned for her. Squeezed her thighs tightly together against the aching tension building between her legs.

      “Okay, you’re right. I do need to think about it.”

      He brought her fingers to his mouth and kissed them. “I’d offer to drive you home, but you’re the one with the car.”

      She smiled at him. “I’ll drop you if you want.”

      He shook his head as he scribbled his name on the check and got to his feet. “There’s no need. I can walk from here. My doctor says it’s good for me.”

      He stood with her at the hotel entrance while the valet retrieved her car. Soft tendrils of fog from the bay floated overhead, caught in the gathering darkness. She noticed he still favored his uninjured leg. She touched his arm.

      “You don’t have to wait. I’ll be fine. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      The valet appeared with her car from underground parking and came around to hold the door open for Helen to get in.

      “Okay. Call me.” He dipped his head and kissed her, only his mouth in contact with hers. He kept kissing her until the valet’s voice dissolved into a meaningless blur. If he could make her feel like this with a simple touch of his lips, what would his lovemaking be like?

      When he finally raised his head, her knees were shaking.

      He touched her swollen lips. “We can make this work. Trust me on that”

      She nodded and got into the car, handing the valet a bank note from her wallet that could’ve been worth anything. Jay touched his cowboy hat in a casual salute and went back into the hotel leaving her sitting there breathing hard until she finally found the willpower to drive away.
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