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About Once and Always
Anna has endured emotional and physical tragedy and is barely hanging on to the once successful Barlow horse ranch. Leading a reclusive life after the fire that subsequently scarred her face and robbed her of her livelihood as a champion barrel racer, she is on the verge of bankruptcy. In a bid to save her ranch she offers it for lease, but never expected to have Tyler, the man she loved as a girl, show up on her doorstep. Buried anger and betrayal surface for both Anna and Tyler, but she's out of options and her back is against the wall.
Can they go back to the love they once knew....do they even want to go back?
Memory could be gentle. At other times it left scars.
Anna Barlow had read those words this morning and somehow they felt like a reflection of her life. She stared out over her ranch's fields now, trying to shake off the cobwebs of old memories.
Newly warmed earth and northeast temperatures collided, creating ground vapor as the sun fought its way through heavy clouds. She shivered, brushing at the cool morning mist that settled in her hair. Her mare stood unmoving beneath her, her nostrils blowing gently from their run. Anna patted Spirit's neck, wishing she could forget she was barely hanging onto the ranch. . . her home.
Every tree, stick and grain of dirt of the Double B Ranch belonged to her. The barns and dilapidated fences . . . the makeshift corral. She couldn't walk away from her only real home. Her grandfather Martin Barlow had brought her here at the age of fourteen.
Restlessly, Anna nudged her gray mare toward a well-worn dirt path that led down to the barns and house.
Somehow, she'd get through this. Anna touched her right cheek and curled her fingers against the scarred flesh, her fingers tracing the faint ridges almost absentmindedly. Her face had once been her biggest asset. Now it brought her only anger and at times self pity. She hated feeling sorry for herself, but God Almighty she was only human.
Anna urged her mare into a bone-jarring trot down the hillside. When they reached level ground, the spring wind tore against her as they loped across open pasture. She inhaled the clean air into her lungs, reveling in the familiar thunder of hooves beneath her. Gradually, the sting of failure lessened. Self-absorbed and prideful these last two years, she'd allowed the fire that ruined her face to take over her life.
She had to live with her mistakes and somehow she'd find a way out of this mess.
**
Tyler Stanton jerked his collar up against the morning chill. The Barlow's Double B Ranch looked the same, yet subtle changes had dimmed its splendor in the six years since he'd been gone. The grounds were unkempt, the buildings in disrepair and the horse barns, once full and so proudly outlined by the Catskill mountains, were badly in need of work. He walked through the dusty paddock area and entered the empty barn, memories twisting his guts into knots. Long rides and midnight rendezvous' swam through his mind, the images like a reel of film playing in his brain.
He thought of Annie, the intensity of their love and then the ultimate deterioration of everything in his life. Her big eyes were there, filled with fierce determination before a barrel competition, softened in love play, their conversations by turn razor sharp and playfully innocent. He and Annie had been buddies, friends, and for a few intense weeks, lovers. She'd chosen to stay with an ill-tempered old man when Tyler was run out of town. He had never figured that one out; sweet, loving Annie, letting him take a fall. He looked up at the sky, deliberately easing the tension in his shoulders.
He wondered how Annie would feel if he told her she'd be a rich woman if she'd left with him that night long ago. Now, by all accounts she was losing everything.
Tyler exited the barn, his boots scuffing up bits of old hay and gravel. Hearing the sound of a fast approaching horse, he walked outside toward the open pasture. A horse and rider appeared, galloping hell-for-leather through the soft mist clinging to the grass. He'd never forget that intensity of control, Annie's fit and trim body, hair the deep color of dark chestnut out behind her. Tyler couldn't take his eyes off her. He admired the pure symmetry between horse and rider as they skimmed the ground, reminded again of the skill that had made her a champion barrel racer.
Tyler's heart hammered. There was nothing like the beauty of a running horse, especially on a dead quiet morning. He tried to tell himself it had nothing at all to do with seeing Annie again after six long years.
He'd thought he was prepared, but instead, he felt sucker-punched. Christ, it seemed like only yesterday he'd chased her across this very field on horseback. When he'd caught her and pulled her from her horse, they'd made love under the hot sun, the grass cushioning their bodies.
As he watched, Annie wheeled the wiry gray horse around a lone barrel in the pasture, then urged the animal into a ground-eating lope in his direction. Tyler stood still as a gust of wind lifted his hat from his head, tossing it like a challenge onto the grass.
Annie drew closer. Three yards away her horse's hindquarters dipped and rear hooves slid, digging up clods of grass and dirt. The gray's front legs were almost straight as she came to a stop, narrowly missing Tyler's hat. Tyler ran an expert glance over the animal's flexing muscles. Annie maintained only light contact with the horse's mouth. He almost smiled.
"Tyler!"
Dust swirled around them. Bending, Tyler retrieved his hat and slapped it against his leg, then stared at the new crease along the hat brim. "Still the same old Annie. Bouncing your horse around to get attention."
"Same old Tyler," she came back. "Smart remarks and all." She didn't look at him. Her rigid shoulders told him he wasn't the only one being poked by memory shards. "You're the last person I expected to see."
She kept her upper body half-turned in the saddle. Dark shoulder length hair swung past her cheek, hiding part of her face. The back of his legs stiffened and he stifled the urge to move closer. She was thin, almost too thin.
"Nice horse. Pretty magnificent riding across the flat like that."
"Didn't know I had an audience."
Annie's horse tossed its head, the jangle of the bit the lone sound as she brushed long elegant fingers over the animal's withers. Tyler found he could breathe again, hadn't even realized he'd been holding his breath.
"Can't you look at me, Annie?" He smiled grimly. He could wait, he had plenty of time.
The sun suddenly shot out from behind a cloud. Annie turned to shield her eyes from the glare. The light, bright and unforgiving, shockingly outlined the scars marring the entire right side of her face. Her skin, once flawless, was now mottled and discolored, the flesh a mix of uneven red and white patches that ran like licking flames right to the corner of her mouth.
"Annie!" Shock laced through him, reflected in his voice, shooting to his toes and jetting back to his brain. His legs trembled where they'd been stiff a moment before.
She jerked her head back and if possible, her face turned even whiter except for the scars, and her eyes. . . her eyes were a deep, wounded green.
"I prefer Anna," she said tersely, looking at him. "I didn't expect to see anyone or I'd have put on my concealing makeup. People don't usually come around unless calling first."
Tyler pressed a fist against his hip. It wasn't the first time he'd seen such terrible scarring. But it was the first time he'd seen it marring Annie's face. She'd always taken pride in her looks, her skin and makeup. She'd hated being teased about her facials and hair appointments.
"Now that we have that out of the way -- " hostility cracked in Annie's voice.
"How did it happen?" His voice sounded grating, even to himself. Inside, he was gasping for air.
She moved back, even by the slightest fraction.
"Why are you here?" she asked.
Tyler shoved back thoughts of for what she must have suffered. It was obvious she didn't want it. He'd figure that part out when he was alone, the ache in his gut. "I guess you never expected to see me again."
She turned away again, but he saw the tremble of her fingers on the reins.
"I'm sorry that Martin died," he said gruffly. "No matter what had happened between us, I know how much you cared about him." He cleared his throat. "I saw your ad in the horse quarterly." He was used to dealing with people, but now he felt momentarily at a loss, too aware of her watchful eye. He felt a curious empathy, but he didn't want to feel even that slight connection to her. The past was the past.
She pulled at the frayed material of her jeans while a light breeze played at the edge of her faded shirt. "If you saw the ad then you know I'm leasing the ranch."
"I want to buy it."
She turned quickly, her glare hostile. "It's not for sale."
"I've been checking around. You might not have a choice."
Her fingers twisted into the frayed holes at her knee. "You've been talking to people?"
"My lawyer made a few discreet inquiries. Sell it to me now and I'll make it a painless transaction."
"Go to hell."
"The old man tried to hand deliver me and my father there, or did you forget?"
"I remember everything." Her eyes, now greenish hazel, held a haunting sadness.
He looked away, hating that he felt off balance. Seeing her pain shouldn't matter after all this time, not after what her family had done to his.
"Good," he said. "Then we're all on the same page as far as the past goes. I'll make you a fair offer on the property. You owe me first shot at it."
Her eyes widened in outrage. "I don't owe you or anyone else a thing! Everything I have I paid for a long time ago."
"Is that how you sleep at night?" He asked grimly. "We have a different recall of the past."
"All the charges against you and Grant were dropped."
"My father never got over it. Lack of evidence doesn't clear a man's name. Sometimes a man's good name is all he has. Martin was an unscrupulous bastard -- you know it had to be him who falsified those breeding records. He turned on my father when he got caught. Listen to your conscience, Annie . . . I know you have one."
"You don't know anything about me."
"I can't believe you're changed that much."
**
Anna stared down at the man she'd loved at nineteen. At one time she had thought they'd always be together. She knew if she dwelled on what-might-have-been, she'd go insane and some days she felt damned close to it. She pushed away the hurt of whispered promises made and quickly forgotten. "How is your father?"
Tyler stared up at the clouds as they skittered across the sky. "My dad teetered between sobriety and the bottle his entire life. In the end he lost the battle."
"Grant is gone -- I'm sorry Tyler. He was a good man. I admired his extensive knowledge of animals. He'd been a hero to me." A quiet man whose life revolved around his horses and his son. She'd heard it said he was a hell-raiser in his early days, but she'd never seen any evidence of that. "I-I truly am sorry."
Tyler's expression remained closed. Blue eyes and almost black hair gave him a face women would always love. She had certainly thought herself in love with him. She searched his face but the years had put a hard edge in his voice and an unyielding light in his eyes. How could anyone love him the way she had loved him?
"So what about the property?" he asked.
"I'm not desperate." Maybe if she said it enough times she'd believe it.
One dark brow rose. "So you've got several offers to choose from?"
"They've been coming in fairly regularly." Her evasiveness was merely a defense. "But that's my business."
"I heard you haven't accepted any offers yet." He placed his hat on his head and adjusted it just so, and the familiar gesture formed a tight knot in her throat. "And yet here I am ready to make an offer and you want to get rid of me."
"It sounds like your lawyer made more than a few discreet inquiries." She felt incredibly vulnerable, as if everyone knew she'd failed to keep the ranch afloat.
Tyler acted as if he despised her and that hurt. The past was done, but if not for her, he'd have gone to jail six years ago. They had never found out who was responsible for the fraud, but lives had been ruined because of someone's apparent greed.
Anna touched her cheek and just as quickly dropped her hand, pressing her fist into her thigh. With the bright sun in her face, she knew he had a clear view of the skin that even the most skilled surgeon hadn't been able to correct; her once smooth right cheek now a myriad twist of coarse, discolored flesh, the corner of her mouth puckering slightly. Ugly. She was under no illusions as to what she looked like. The edge of the leather reins bit into her fingers. She wanted to be left alone, but that was no longer an option. At some point she might have to face people and their curiosity. The question of where she would go was never far from her mind.
Abruptly, she said, "I've gotta go. I have to take care of my mare and some other business." She nudged the horse forward, but Tyler stepped forward and grabbed the bridle's cheek strap, keeping her horse still. His glance seemed to soften as it rested on her face. She wanted nothing from him, especially the remembrance of what she used to look like, who she used to be.
"You don't compete anymore?" he asked.
"No."
"You lived and breathed barrel racing. I never thought you'd give it up."
"I had no choice . . . don't you realize that!" She shook her head. "I've moved on," she added deliberately, indicating her face.
"How did it happen?"
"A fire." Her neck and head ached from sitting so stiffly. "Why did you have to come back?" The cry was almost wrenched from her.
"I've got every right to return to my roots. Maybe I'll finish what I began. I want to clear my name."
Finish what he began. He hadn't come back looking for her. She pulled in a ragged breath, a deep hurt surfacing and the words spilled out. "You left me without a backward glance. At nineteen, I barely had any self-esteem, but when I lost both you and Martin I was devastated." The part inside that had never healed bled a little more. She hadn't been worth waiting for. "You left so quickly, not even bothering to phone or write. How could you do that?"
He looked taken aback, but then narrowed his eyes. "You chose Martin. That spoke for itself."
"He's the one who came and found me when nobody else wanted me. He brought me here. I knew how much it would hurt him if I left."
"But it was okay to hurt a Stanton," he said harshly. "My father couldn't handle that he'd been blacklisted. There wasn't a ranch within a hundred miles that would hire either one of us after word got out. This tight community lives and breathes horses and we both know Martin had influential people in his pockets. With my father's previous criminal record, the talk and suspicion would have crucified him, and with my less than stellar past, we left."
"No one set out to ruin you and Grant. It was such a mess, everything happened so fast."
"The accusations against us were very well thought out."
"No! We were all hurt."
"Some hurts are pin pricks, others gaping wounds."
Tightening her fingers on the reins, Anna vowed he'd never see her gaping wounds. She took several deep breaths to regain control of her emotions. "What did you do after you left? Did you go on to school for engineering?" She had regained some of her cool and tried to keep her expression passive. How many nights had she cried herself to sleep, alternately aching for Tyler and hating him?
His jaw clenched. "No. An old friend of my dad's offered me a job in California. When we were released from custody, we headed west with the shirts on our backs."
"I -- I came to see you, but you'd left." Without a word.
"Why would you come? You made it clear whose side you were on."
"There were no sides!" Anna said fiercely. "If there were, we all lost."
He laughed. "Don't delude yourself. There was only one side -- the old man's side. You made your choice quick enough the night he caught us making out in the cottage. By the way, I see you got rid of the cottage. Too many memories?"
"What you're saying is unforgivable." It hadn't been making out. She'd loved him and made love with him. He'd whispered he loved her. "How gullible I must have seemed." All of it had been a lie. She pressed her lips together so they wouldn't shake.
Tyler made a sound of impatience. "I didn't come here to rehash history. If you won't sell then I'll lease the place. I'll top any offer put on the table."
"Why come back when you act like you hate it here? Why torment both of us like this?" Anna felt mortified by what she'd said. She sounded too vulnerable.
He stared at her as if he could see that girl that used to care about him.
"It's about getting back something vital that should never have been taken away, my name, my pride. What better way than me taking over this place and making it viable for everyone to see? It sticks in my craw the way this town turned its back on us."
"So it's about revenge," she stated quietly, disappointed.
"Revenge involves emotion, and there's no emotion left in me for this place. I could care less about Marsh Plains. This is about business."
Or for her. As far as he was concerned she'd turned her back on him, and therefore he'd wiped her from his heart.
"You make it sound so simple." Anna hadn't wept over the loss of their love in a long time, but she wanted to weep now. Their lives could have been great together, but now the waste felt like such a tragedy.
Anna knew that no matter how much she didn't want to lease the ranch, the end was near. She had enough money to take her through two more tax rolls and that was all. This was a last ditch effort to buy herself more time.
"Think about it Annie. With the Double B heading downhill fast, how many options do you have left?"
"If you leased the ranch, what would you do with it?"
He didn't show any surprise at her abrupt turnaround. "First thing it's going to need is a major facelift."
"I know what the ranch looks like." The deterioration was a festering sore.
"I train reining and pleasure horses and I'd take in boarders for starters. Of course, if people decide to turn their noses up at a Stanton running this place, then I might have a long, lonely summer ahead." His mouth twisted. "So you see your success in keeping this ranch out of tax delinquency depends on my success, or rather the success of whomever you let have the lease. I'd be willing to sign a year-long lease with all the money up front."
"What if no one will do business with you?" She could hardly credit she was considering giving him the lease, but desperation made circumstances tough.
His mouth twisted. "You'd still get your money." He pulled his hat brim down. "However, I'll come out on top, even if I have to go out of state to bring in clients."
Anna believed him. Despite his reasons for wanting the ranch and what he felt she owed him, she understood what compelled him. He wanted to retrieve his family honor. Whether he would achieve that objective to his satisfaction, she didn't know. She knew firsthand how destructive bitterness could be.
"There are other ranches in the area," she said, "places that don't need as much work as this place. I can't think you'll be happy here."
"Only the Double B will do. With that said, along with the lease, I have a proposition for you."
Uneasily, Anna waited.
"We should form a partnership -- let it be known that we're working the ranch together. That way, we present a united front. At the very least, it will make people question the old scandal. Your reputation is sterling and speaks for itself. If we pool our knowledge you can take in your own training and I'll handle mine. The way I see it, we both win."
Anna's stomach churned. That had been her dream. Running a horse training facility with Tyler, raising a family.
"We'd run this strictly as business. We both know there's no going back. You know barrel horses. You've ridden the best and you're familiar with the people in that arena. Think about it, it's your call, Annie. It's a great opportunity if you're willing to take the chance."
Fear yawned before her. The old Anna had had the face and confidence to mingle with top horse professionals. As she was now, she wanted to stay hidden. She'd lost the edge. Admitting that was like pushing barbs into her skin. "I -- I have to think about it. . . working again with horses, being in the center of the hubbub. . .."
It whet Anna's appetite for what she loved best, but she shoved back the excitement. She knew her limits. She had created them. She bit the inside of her cheek, wanting the chance so bad she could taste it. "I've battled to keep my head above water, and putting myself in the public eye is stressful," she admitted with some difficulty. Being around him . . . she didn't know if she could do that either.
"If you think long and hard about your financial situation, you'll have to handle it."
Only three days ago the hot water heater had died and she'd just spent her extra cash to have a new one installed. She had about two hundred dollars in her savings account.
Taking a deep, fortifying breath, she looked Tyler directly in the eye. "While I'm deciding, I suggest you take a good look around at the house and the barns. As you've noticed the cottage and the hay barn are gone." The saddle horn bit into her palm. The cottage where they used to meet.
"The front pasture fence is the only one that's been maintained and the rest of the fencing is in bad shape. If we decide to go ahead with this, I'd want the guesthouse to live in. The remainder of the grounds would be yours."
She dismounted and leaned back against her mare. "Now if you'll excuse me, I'm bringing Spirit into the barn." She tugged gently on the reins and the horse followed her. Despite what she considered to be an obvious dismissal, Tyler fell into step beside her. As she neared the barn Danny Kirk hurried out to meet her. Danny's habits were like clockwork. He was always on hand to help her. His dark red hair was neatly combed and his long-sleeved work shirt was buttoned to his neck as usual, despite what promised to be a warm morning.
Anna smiled. "Good morning, Danny!" she called, almost relieved to see him.
Danny gave her his ready smile, his pale blue eyes wide and slightly innocent looking, despite the thirty two years she knew him to be. As he turned toward her, he kept one hand behind his back. Anna didn't know what she'd do without Danny since Martin died. Even though she'd told him two years ago she couldn't afford to keep him on, he showed up for work every morning, as he'd done since she arrived at the ranch eleven years ago. She just didn't have the heart to turn him away when he so obviously wanted to be here.
"Miz Anna." Danny approached them slowly, darting glances at Tyler. "Are you done with this girl? I'll cool her down and put her out on grass." He held up the hand he'd hid behind his back and held out a small bunch of blue flowers.
"Thank you, Danny." She accepted the flowers and put them to her nose. "You're always trying to spoil me."
He shook his head immediately, his expression serious. "No, no, you're not spoiled. You're just right."
Anna laughed, touched by his sincerity. "You can take Spirit." Danny took the reins. "Thank you." She looked at Tyler, then back at the other man. "Danny, do you remember Tyler Stanton?"
Anna saw the recognition in his eyes, but then Danny ducked his head down and hunched his shoulders.
"I remember," he mumbled.
"How are you, Danny?" Tyler asked quietly.
"I do good work," Danny said, shifting from one foot to the other. "I show up for work. I get Ms. Anna groceries. She needs me." Danny looked at her for confirmation. "You need me to work for you."
"That's right, Danny," she said. "I don't know how I'd get along without you." She put her hand on his arm. "But you know I may be leasing the ranch for a year, which means you'll have a new boss." When Danny made no response, she said, "You can take Spirit inside now and we'll talk about it later."
Danny led the mare inside, but Anna could tell it was with great reluctance that he left as he kept looking at Tyler over his shoulder. She chewed her lip. She turned to Tyler, "You know how Danny can be. He hasn't seen you in some time and change throws him. It might take him awhile to adjust. But he will adjust."
"I can't see that there'd be a problem. We used to get along all right. What have you told him about me?"
Anna raised a brow. "Are you implying I've tried to influence Danny? I haven't told him anything. Danny may be different, but he's got eyes in his head. He probably knows as much as anyone about what happened six years ago, maybe even more. He looks out for me, especially since the fire."
"He brings you flowers -- I used to think he loved you, Annie, the way he followed you around."
"Danny's caring is simple," she said sharply. "He's never let me down." She moved away to lean against the split rail fence, careful not to crush her flowers. Her easily stirred anger didn't make her feel good.
He narrowed his eyes. "It's like you're implying everyone abandoned you."
She stared at him in silence.
Impatiently, he said, "You made choices, Annie. We all did. And we have to live with them."
She looked away from him, closing her eyes as dust swirled on a sudden breeze. "If we go through with this lease one condition is that Danny continues to work here. I haven't been able to pay him much, but he comes every morning regardless and he knows what to do."
"He was always good with the horses, but if he creates problems, then all bets are off."
"You have to take into account he's special."
"I'm not a monster, Annie. Does this mean you'll let me have the lease?" he asked bluntly.
Anna swallowed hard. There was no going back. "Are you sure -- I don't want to get things underway and then you change your mind?"
"There's been no doubt since I saw your advertisement. Once I make up my mind, it's set."
"Yes, I know." Anna nodded coolly. "Like a stone." Could she be in close contact to Tyler every day and expect to survive? "Look at the rest of the property and then we can talk." She turned and walked back the way she'd come. She needed a walk, some time to clear her thoughts and settle her emotions. No one had forced her to make the choices she'd made, but she hated the road she'd taken and the dead end she'd run down. As Tyler had said they'd all had to make choices. For her, there had only been one choice and she had paid for it ever since. That choice had lost her Tyler, and then she'd lost her grandfather.
**
Danny gently patted Spirit's muzzle as he kept an eye on Miz Anna and Tyler where they stood talking just outside the barn door.
"You can hear everything they say," he said to the mare. "Mama always said you wasn't supposed to listen in on other people's private talks. Maybe we shouldn't be listening. But it's not like they're whispering . . . and some of it is about me."
Danny had a tight ache across his chest, kinda like when he was eight and his dad run off. He ran the brush over Spirit's flanks carefully, knowing the horse's every muscle and contour by heart. When she moved restlessly, he smoothed his hand down her neck and hushed her. "Shh, shh, girl," he whispered, "it's okay. You're gonna go out and play real soon." Danny carefully unhooked the crosstie chains from Spirit's halter and led the mare down the aisle.
"Now Spirit, you know how I take good care of the barn and you for Miz Anna. Isn't that the truth? She doesn't have to worry about anything. If it breaks, I can fix it."
Danny thought about what Miz Anna said and it worried him. "Miz Anna is giving up the ranch. How can I believe it? Years and years Miz Anna had been alone and now she had to get help, even though I'm here every day."
Danny led Spirit down the barn aisle and out the back door. "It's just hard that she doesn't have money to fix stuff. I told her one time I'd ask at Taylor's hardware about nails and boards for work, but she got all mad." He shook his head. "I didn't talk about it again." Danny frowned. It was her place but she was letting Tyler come back and tell her what to do. He used to like Tyler, but he'd made Miz Anna cry back then.
Danny sighed, not sure what to think about all this. Maybe he should ask his mama about it. She would know how to figure this stuff out. Danny heaved a sigh of relief. "Yup, Mama would know." Maybe they could fix a way to make things go back the way they were.
Tyler watched Annie leave. He couldn't shake the questions filling him. He needed to know what had happened to her in the six years since he'd left. There was such an emptiness about her compared to the Annie he'd known, who'd always been so full of questions and life. Had it been the scarring on her face that affected her so deeply or something else? She still wore her emotions on her face. He knew she thought he was a cold bastard. He wasn't that kid anymore who believed the sweet words she used to whisper. He had nothing to lose by prying into her business. He'd find out about the real Annie.
He'd been taken back by Danny's apparent indifference to his return. They'd worked closely together six years ago. He had known Danny since he'd come to work at the Double B when they were both in their early teens. Danny had a learning disability and had dropped out of school early, but he'd always had an uncanny knack with horses. Tyler had always thought of them on good terms, if not friends. He'd have to talk to Danny and make sure they didn't have any problems working together.
Tyler looked across the fields at the mountains covered by a light blue haze. Walking around this ranch, he remembered how much he'd liked being here, but it had always revolved around her, since the first time he'd seen her when she was just fourteen and he'd been sixteen. Martin had brought her home to the ranch one day, a skinny kid, her big eyes taking everything in. Martin had uncharacteristically given everyone the day off, and Tyler wasn't supposed to be there either, but he'd run back to the small cottage he shared with his father and he'd seen them arrive.
She'd been dressed in clothes that were threadbare and sneakers that were tightly laced and clearly too big for her slender feet. It wrenched his insides when she'd told him years later how Martin had come and found her. She'd been at the last of a series of foster homes after her mother died following an emergency appendectomy. Annie was the only child of Martin's dead playboy son who'd abandoned her mother when she had gotten pregnant. Tyler had felt privileged that she'd shared her story with him. Martin might have been a rotten old bastard in some ways, but he'd always taken care of Annie.
Tyler shook those thoughts from his head. He intended to look around, but he knew deep down it didn't matter what the ranch looked like, he'd already made up his mind. After seeing this place again, after seeing Annie, he could no more walk away then he could cut off his hand.
Now, being here, smelling the air, filling his senses with everything the ranch had to offer, he wanted this ranch more than ever. He'd come cross-country to bring his father back for the last time and he intended to stick around, at least for now.
Tyler walked quickly away from the barn. His feet followed the narrow footpath to the house instinctively. Everything looked so familiar, yet overgrown. The hedges alongside the path hadn't been trimmed back in a long time. The footpath itself was rutted from the weather and would have to be smoothed out and filled in.
Once out in front of the house, he retrieved his camera from his rental car. Taking pictures would help him decide what areas of the ranch needed attention first. He'd developed the habit of taking before and after pictures when he took on a new project.
As Tyler walked past the split rail fence along the front of the house, his glance fell on the empty flowerbeds in front of the fence. Annie used to take pride in the abundance of flowers planted each year around the house and barns. Now, the beds lay barren, reflecting the overall neglect the house and property had fallen under.
Tyler stopped a moment as he stared at the house. The wide verandah wrapping the house had ivy creeping uncontrollably around one side. The white two-story looked pretty rough with the window frames peeling and badly in need of paint. The once fancy lattice under the verandah had split and in some places was nonexistent.
Tyler walked the uneven stones to the verandah and climbed the creaking stairs. Several steps were loose. When he reached the dark wooden door he pushed it open. Entering the house, he was brought back in time as his boots echoed on the cerulean blue tile.
When he'd worked here Martin had rarely invited him inside, and his father had only entered through the back of the house. The only time he'd seen the rest of the house had been when he and Annie had snuck upstairs together. There had been a definite distinction made between the stable hands and the Barlow's by Annie's grandfather.
Tyler glanced at the rich maple paneling on the walls as he walked through the short foyer. He stopped to look at the framed awards, racing certificates and ribbons hanging there. One shelf in particular caught his eye. Enclosed in glass was an ornate silver buckle with rose flower accents and a gold plated hoof pick engraved with the name Annie Barlow. The numerous awards were all dated two years or older. No dust on any of the frames told Tyler they were meticulously looked after. This wall told its own story. Annie used to thrive on the cheering fans and the crowd. The rodeo arena had been her stage and she had shined like a star.
Light spilled through narrow floor-to-ceiling windows. Tyler whistled softly, crossing the foyer to the room on the right that had been used as an office. He stopped inside the room with its familiar dark interior. Crossing the worn wooden floor, he reached up to push aside the maroon drapes. Early morning light filled the room. As he looked at the huge oak desk, he pictured Martin sitting there with small yellow envelopes in neat piles before him. Tyler remembered standing beside his father that first week waiting for his first real pay, suppressed excitement fidgeting through him while he waited his turn. Martin had seemed interested in him then, asking questions about how he liked working with the horses. He'd even promised him a raise if he did well. Everything had changed when Martin brought Annie to the ranch. As Tyler and Annie became friends, it had seemed to drive a wall between him and Martin.
Tyler turned from the desk. There was plenty of space to set up his computer desk, collection of CD's and software. A leather couch sat against one wall and the remaining space in the room was taken up with a card table and chairs. The room didn't look like it had gotten much use and still looked pretty much like the way Martin had left it.
Tyler walked back out to the foyer and crossed the hallway. He entered the dining room that had been converted into a work area. He stared in fascination at the richly-hued stained glass panels hanging on the walls and carefully stacked on workbenches. Annie's work? Pictures and intricate scenes with colored glass. The talent displayed amazed him. A partially completed piece on the workbench showed a howling wolf with a background of snow and mountains, the sky a swirl of cloudy blue, pink and pale yellow glass. Tyler lifted the glass in wonder.
"What are you doing?" Annie demanded from behind him.
Tyler released the panels gently and turned on his heel. Annoyed with himself, he felt heat move up his collar as if he'd been caught doing something wrong. "I've been considering possibilities for all the rooms," he said coolly. She might as well get used to seeing him in this place. "You did mention I should look at everything."
Annie moved into the room, opened a drawer in a cabinet against the wall, pulled out some sheeting material and draped it over several panels. She turned to face him, her arms crossed in front of her. "That wasn't a blanket invitation to go through my private things."
"I was surprised to see all the glass here and I guess I forgot everything else."
She looked around the room and he saw a blank look in her eyes, as if his invasion of her private work area had totally thrown her. "Moving this stuff to the guest house might take up to a week."
"Your work is remarkable."
She shrugged but he thought he saw a slight softening around her mouth. "It's special to me. Working with glass relaxes me."
"I never knew you were so artistic."
"Maybe there were a lot of things you didn't know about me."
Tyler ignored the jab. "It would be interesting to watch you put a piece together."
The lift of her brow told him she found his interest suspect.
"You could keep this as a work area," he said, ignoring her obvious skepticism. "Then you wouldn't have to move it."
"T-that's generous." She was obviously taken by surprise. "I'm sure you'll want to put your own things in here." She lifted her chin. "Besides, I think it's best if we keep our private lives separate. The house will be yours for the term of the lease."
Tyler nodded. "You're right," he said briskly. "If you're willing, I want to sign the lease this week. Have you thought about my suggestion to work together? Maybe you'd consider reentering the show arena."
She circled the room restlessly. Unexpectedly, she stepped close, showing him the scarred side of her face. "Reenter the show arena? Look at me. My face colors every decision I make. How often I go to town for groceries, how badly I want to see a movie. I can't even tell you the last time I went to have my hair cut." She turned away and gave a hollow laugh. "Hell, I've been cutting it myself. Imagine me going into the beauty center for my monthly facial. Mary Sue would cringe if I showed up now."
"Did that happen?" There was nothing he could do to ease the pain of such an experience.
She looked at him incredulously. "No, but only because I was smart enough not to test my own theory. I've seen enough startled reactions that I'd never ask someone to touch my face. Look at your reaction today. That's mild in comparison to some." She looked away.
What could he tell her? He didn't know what she'd gone through, but it bothered him that she'd been hurt by other's reactions. "I was taken by surprise to see you had been hurt. I admit I was shaken." In some way, those feelings were connected to the way he used to feel about her.
"My point is I don't know if I'll ever have the guts to work around the public again." She clenched her jaw. "The scarring is the first thing people see. They can't help it. They stare and I'm damned sensitive about their curiosity."
"You're a good rider, that's what should matter. What I want you to contribute is your riding skills."
"But one goes with the other and I'm afraid my scars will override any skills I have. It's unavoidable." Annie rolled her eyes and gave him a cynical look. "Put bluntly, people may recall my barrel racing wins, but they'll be more curious about my scarring. It's been two years, but those reactions still hurt. Yes, it might be self-pity, but I don't care." She took a turn around the room, her pacing reminding him of an animal in captivity.
"You mentioned you wear makeup sometimes." Tyler wanted to soothe her, but he kept his fists in his pockets, wondering where those thoughts came from. A residue of old feelings? "You can't hide the rest of your life."
Annie's face turned pasty white, her greenish-hazel eyes dark in her face. "I know that! And you can keep your opinions to yourself. You've been gone a long time, you don't know anything!"
Tyler decided to try another tact. "Can you deny that the idea of being in the thick of things once more stirs your blood? I could see it in your face when I first mentioned it. You can be instrumental in bringing the ranch back to the way it used to be."
She looked away from him, biting her lip, obviously torn. "Make no mistake, what you want to do -- I'd love to be a part of it, but beyond the initial excitement -- " She turned away, her voice muffled. " -- I'm not the same person."
Annie's admission laid her vulnerability bare, underlining his ignorance regarding anything about her life now. She'd made the omission, but he knew she'd only go so far in telling him anything right further. Tyler stifled his impatience. He wanted to know everything about her, what had occurred in the intervening years, but also thought the telling might come at a cost to both of them.
**
Anna turned back to Tyler when he remained silent. He lifted one brow and the dark hair fell over his forehead, just like it always had. A dark sensuality enveloped him, and it frightened her that she still felt attracted to a man who'd had no problem walking away. "It makes me angry when I look at you. I want my feelings for you to be colder than stone."
"I'm not the same person either," Tyler said evenly. "I've been hurt too, but all that matters is that we establish a business relationship. Once we sign the lease," he added, "I'll be busy with more mundane matters. The hay has to be cut and baled, the lawn needs mowing on a regular basis. I plan to bring in some of my own horses and besides the painting and staining there's a dozen other things that are going to crop up. It'd help if I could count on you through this process."
That tingle of excitement hit Anna again, but she cautioned herself to proceed slowly, think clearly and weigh her options. She hated change, the uncertainty it sometimes brought. "I have to act. I'll let you lease the property." She put up her hand. "Before we go further, you need to know that in addition to Danny remaining, I want a clause that says either one of us can get out of the lease if it's not working."
"I'm not going into a lease with that hanging over my head. You could get cold feet two months down the line," Tyler said impatiently.
"So could you, but that's my condition." She lifted her chin. "I don't plan to be unreasonable. I need this to work as much as you do. We can start off by going over the lease and what we both expect. If we can come to an agreement, we'll go to the lawyers to finalize the agreement. Maybe we can put a six month trial period in there."
He studied her intently. "Can I trust you to hold to this?"
Anna stifled her resentment. "There was a time when you wouldn't have questioned my word. If we're in this together, we have to trust each other. So what will it be?"
"Let's do it."
**
Tyler drove down the narrow darkened streets of Marsh Plains, tired and wanting only to get to his hotel room. He felt curiously unsettled after their meeting, especially after the snide comment he'd made in parting. He'd never known her to lie or given him any reason to think she couldn't be trusted and he was angry with himself for acting like that. The problem was, she hadn't chosen him six years ago, and if he was honest, that thorn had stuck in him all these years. She'd chosen a mean old man over him and left him swinging in the breeze. He'd been striking back like he was a kid.
The streetlight turned red and he stopped, recalling in high school how they used to joke that if you sneezed while driving down Main Street, you'd miss the town. All his life he'd been a kid in and out of trouble, until his father brought him to live at the Double B and he'd discovered a love of horses and found his niche. When Martin brought Annie to the ranch, everything in his world had changed. They'd had so much in common, yet not much at all. He'd never wanted to slide back to the old ways. She'd tagged after him in those early days of her arrival because she'd been scared and had been impressed with his knowledge of horses, but he hadn't minded that she followed him around. Her beauty had always seemed slightly unreal to him, and although in the beginning she'd consciously or unconsciously used her looks to get favors from others, she never tried that with him. Annie had always been upfront with him, until that last night.
Gripping the steering wheel, Tyler stared at the buildings on either side of him. Some of the places he recognized, others were either gone or replaced with new buildings. Since he'd hit the city limits his chest had been tight, as if he had unfinished business. In reality, he did have unfinished business. He realized that part of him had been left behind six years ago. The optimistic young man. He didn't know if he wanted to recover that part of himself.
The light changed. Tyler recognized Oakey's brightly lit Ice Cream Palace. A glance at his watch showed it was ten o'clock. On impulse, he cranked the wheel to the right and pulled into the parking lot.
Tyler stared at the brightly lit pink and brown ice cream cone sign out front. He turned off the truck and climbed out, stretching his legs as he stared at the place with fond memories. He pulled the wooden screen door open and moved inside, the door slamming loudly behind him. The pastel colored booths still lined the small parlor, and the ice cream counter ran the entire length of the place, stools waiting for the next kid to sit down and spin.
Tyler looked at the man behind the counter and unless he was wrong, it had to be Jake Oakey. He looked well into his eighty's, and though he was stooped with age he had the same welcoming smile. He'd been bald as long as Tyler remembered. He still had an impressive arm for his age, and Tyler remembered sitting on the stool listening to Jake Oakey tell stories from his wrestling days. Tyler didn't move from the doorway, questioning instead the impulse that had brought him inside.
"What can I get for you?"
"I know it's late," Tyler said, "but I saw the lights." He reached for the door behind him. "I'll let you get on with closing down."
"You might as well have something to make it worth your while for stopping," the old man said cheerfully.
"Do you still make those root beer floats with chocolate peanut butter ice cream?"
"It's been a long while since anyone asked. Come closer. I'm almost blind, you know, and I can't see your face."
Suddenly reluctant to reveal his identity, Tyler took a step back. "Never mind. It's late, and I'm sure you want to close up." He pushed the screen door open.
The old man snapped his fingers. "Tyler!"
Tyler stopped cold and looked over his shoulder at the man.
"Tyler Stanton!" he exclaimed, grinning.
Holding himself stiffly, Tyler said, "Lucky guess."
The old man laughed. "Of course I recognized your voice, it just took me a minute. You'd drink root beer floats until I thought you'd be sick on them."
Tyler's heart pounded. "I did a couple times." The first time he'd run into this place he'd been nine and trying to outrun four kids who wanted to beat his face in because he wouldn't give up his lunch at school. Despite the drumming in his chest, he walked over to the counter. "But I always came back for more. I haven't been in the area in six years."
Jake nodded. "I was sorry to hear what happened." He squinted and leaned closer. "Looks like you turned out okay, though," he added with a chuckle. "I don't put much stock in gossip."
Tyler lifted a brow in surprise. "You're probably the only one."
"Sometimes tempers flare and things get heated up, and then with Martin dying like that, it was a real mess. ‘Course, there's always folks that will hang onto whatever they choose to believe, no matter what the facts are."
Was he warning him he'd meet with hostility? Tyler knew memory was long in such a small community. "If you're still up for making that root beer float," Tyler said, "I'll take you up on it."
"'Course." The old man wiped the counter with his rag. "While I'm throwing that together, you can tell me what you've been up to, Tyler."
He watched Jake make his float like in the old days. Suddenly, the tightness in him eased.
"I've been living in California."
"My granddaughter lives out there. She had a great job until everything went bust in the tech world."
"I guess I was lucky."
"And now you're back. How's your dad?"
Tyler stared at the smiling woman in the 1960's advertisement behind Jake. "My dad died two weeks ago." The tightness returned, burning his throat this time. He thought about the grave he'd stopped by this morning, the small wreath he'd placed on the new stone in honor of his father.
Jake set the root beer float on the counter in front of him. "I'm sorry to hear Grant passed on," he said, his voice low in sympathy. "That's not the best homecoming, now is it -- you having to come back to bury Grant?"
"It's where he wanted to be," Tyler said simply. His father had insisted he didn't want to return to Marsh Plains, not until the last month of his life. He'd given Tyler the deeds to the cemetery plot and asked to be buried in the town where he'd been born. Guilt weighed on him when he'd realized his father had probably never returned because he'd known how Tyler was eaten up inside over the past. "I plan to lease the Double B," Tyler added abruptly, placing several bills on the counter. "I've already talked to Annie."
Jake scratched his head. "You're taking a lease on the place? That's one of the nicest pieces of ground in this area. Annie's always been a good gal, but. . .." he let his voice trail off, as if he'd said more than he intended.
"She let the place get too much ahead of her," Tyler said coolly, dipping his spoon into his ice cream float. "It needs a lot of work."
"Annie did the best she could under the circumstances," Jake said quickly. "She's a hard worker, but after the fire, well -- we don't see too much of her these days. Danny comes into town for whatever she might need, groceries and whatnot. I hope you're going to keep him on. It'd be a real shame if he was turned away after devoting himself to Anna and the Double B the way he has. As for her, folks pretty much let Anna have her privacy. Seems that's the way she wants it."
Carefully, he put down his spoon. "I know there was a fire. What happened?"
"She got hurt bad." Jake reached for the bills and stepped away from the counter. "You might better speak with Annie to get the facts. All I know is one of the barns burned and she got caught in the middle of it trying to get her horses out. That gal's had a hard row to hoe since Martin died. She certainly needs a break in this life." Jake rang up the sale and closed the cash register. "Now, it's getting on toward eleven, so I'm going to finish closing up. Take your time with that float."
"Thanks, Jake, for your hospitality and the float." Tyler wondered at the older man's almost protective attitude when he'd asked about Annie, but he knew he wasn't getting any more information from him tonight.
**
The finer details of the lease agreement were hammered out later that week. Anna stared at the sheaf of papers on the small table against the wall as she waited for Tyler in the foyer. They had a meeting with her lawyer in thirty minutes and she felt jittery with nerves, hoping she was doing the right thing.
Anna picked up the papers. During their work on the lease and accompanying agreement, Anna learned Tyler had participated in rodeo and reining competitions throughout the years, garnering several impressive championships. He also mentioned casually that he'd recently sold his interest in two large dude ranches in the mid-west. He seemed to have extensive plans for renovation at the ranch, and Anna couldn't help but wonder about the money he had at his disposal. Was he planning on dumping money into the Double B in the hope that eventually she'd sell it to him? Didn't he know she'd do everything possible to hang onto this place?
Nervously, she adjusted the skirt she'd changed into for the meeting. It wasn't fancy, but it was more business-like than her usual jeans attire. Now she wondered if she should have stuck to jeans, she didn't want Tyler to think she was going out of her way to look nice for him. She shook her head in confusion. He wouldn't care what she wore. All that mattered to him was their business arrangement, so she'd better not worry about personal details. This lease was a means to an end for her also.
Anna looked at her watch, thinking of the pile of boxes waiting for her upstairs. She still had to move about half of her belongings to the guesthouse out back.
"I'm ready," Tyler said behind her.
Anna ran her hand quickly over her cheek, making sure her makeup was in place, then turned to face him, staring at his suit jacket and dark pants. She'd never seen him in a suit and she couldn't help but compare this Tyler to the young man she'd given her heart to, years ago. Why couldn't she get over the memories that repeatedly slammed her?
Tyler moved forward and stood very close to her. "You look really nice, Annie," he said, his voice husky and deep.
She opened her mouth with a ready retort, but the look in his eyes made her stop. As she pulled back and looked down at the papers, the fresh scent of the soap clinging to him made her grip the papers in heightened awareness. Carefully, she eased her fingers open, smoothing the rumpled edges of paper.
"Thank you," she said coolly, determined to keep things on an even keel. "When I wear my camouflage makeup, it's harder for people to see the scarring. If you're ready, we can go."
He didn't say anything further, for which she was glad. They left the house and walked toward the driveway and the car Tyler had on lease. Tyler opened the door for her. Before she got inside, Anna met his eyes. She felt as if the air was being squeezed out of her lungs. It had to be due to tiredness. She hadn't been sleeping well, and she'd risen earlier than usual this morning. But she couldn't deny it was because of her reaction to Tyler as a man. Part of her wanted to reach up and grip him by the shoulders, move close and lay her cheek on his chest. Stop it, she chided herself. Don't even think about looking back. Six years was a long time.
Tyler lifted one hand toward her face and startled, Anna arched back.
"Your hair is snagged on your earring." Gently, he unthreaded the hair. "Nice earrings."
Anna touched the earrings, for the moment having forgotten which ones she'd chosen. Her fingers traced the light filigree pattern and the rough garnet stone. "They were Martin's favorite," she said quietly. She had thought for one crazy moment he intended to touch her cheek. Angry that she was actually trembling, Anna turned her head away. "Thanks for taking care of that," she said crisply.
"No problem, Annie." He insisted on calling her Annie. She'd already reminded him several times to call her Anna, but it hadn't mattered. In the end, she told herself it made no difference what he called her, theirs would be a working relationship. If he could handle them working together, then so could she.
"Do you have everything?" he asked.
She met his glance, and stiffened her shoulders. She could do this. "Yes." She hoped she was ready, because very soon she would be committing herself to a year-long lease with a man who clearly wanted her ranch. A man she used to love and for whom she still felt an attraction. Knowing she had to take affirmative action, Anna pulled her car door closed.
"Let's go."
**
The drive into town was silent. Anna couldn't help but wonder if Tyler's silence could be attributed to arrogant unconcern for the events unfolding. His slight frown gave no clue to his thoughts. How could he not be plagued by doubt or worry that they could be in such close proximity for months and make this work? Even sitting beside him in the car she kept suffering flashbacks. She didn't want to remember how he used to look out for her, how he used to kiss and touch her. . .the close friendship they'd shared until it deepened, for a few short weeks, into something more. She put her hand up to her forehead and rubbed gently.
Fifteen minutes later they arrived at the attorney's office. In the middle of town, Randal France's office was in a busy office complex with a dozen other lawyers. Anna stared at the four-story gray building and moistened her lips. She glanced across the parking lot, which was almost full, but since it was only ten-thirty in the morning, there weren't a great deal of people leaving as would have been the case during the lunch hour. Tyler opened his door and exited the vehicle. Anna stared at the building. Randal's office was on the first floor, second door on the right as you entered the building. One receptionist, and then his private secretary, and the waiting room. Anna had been in Randal's office a dozen times, so there was really no need for anxiety but she wondered if she'd ever feel normal again, facing strangers.
She jumped slightly when Tyler opened her car door. She stared at him, seeing the mild inquiry on his face. She took a deep breath. He had no idea the crazy fears jumping around in her head, and that's the way she intended to keep it. They walked up the short sidewalk into the building. Once inside she approached the reception desk.
"Anna Barlow," she said, looking to her left down the hallway where two women and a man stood talking. "We have an appointment." On the right, Anna saw the corridor to her lawyer's office was empty. Some of the tension eased from her shoulders as they were told they could go right in.
Once inside her lawyer's office, Anna handed the secretary behind the desk the papers. "It will be a few minutes," said the young girl. "Please take a seat." Stiffly, Anna sat beside Tyler in the otherwise empty waiting room.
"Is this the right thing to do?" The words almost forced themselves from her mouth. She stared at him with mounting tension when he didn't answer right away.
He narrowed his eyes. "Are you thinking of backing out?"
Anna looked around the room, then at the closed door beyond Tyler's shoulder, feeling her heart beating in a desperate kind of way. "I'm wondering if this is too rushed. Maybe we should go over the terms again."
"Annie, if you've got concerns about the lease, let's address them in the lawyer's office. I want everything clear and above board."
She nodded jerkily. She almost felt like she had pre-marital jitters. Pre-lease jitters. She clamped her lips together to keep back the nervous laughter. "The ranch is too important for me to take chances. My grandfather would probably kill me if he knew what I was doing."
Tyler's face remained expressionless. She wanted to scream at him to at least crack a smile, but the butterflies were having a field day in her stomach. At least if they'd gone right in she'd have something on which to focus.
Anna tapped her fingers. "I hate waiting."
"Who's your lawyer?"
"Randal France."
"He used to be a judge," Tyler said flatly, suddenly rising.
Anna nodded, surprised when he began to pace. "He's been retired for quite a few years and now practices law part time. We -- that is, Martin, always used him for anything that came up." She suddenly realized his face had gone pale and his lips were compressed tightly. "Are you okay?" she asked, concerned.
"Mr. France will be with you any moment," the secretary interrupted, then the woman gathered together several papers and left the room.
"You don't look that well," Anna said.
"I'm fine," he muttered, pulling slightly at his gray striped tie.
"This shouldn't take too long," she said, amazed that she was offering him reassurance.
The door opened and Randal France entered the room, wearing a severe black suit and black tie, and at six-foot-three, looking very imposing. "Hello," he said, his eyes sharp. Anna had met Randal when she'd first come to the Double B. He'd handled the case when Martin formally adopted her. Although well into his sixties, he was a handsome man with a sharp wit and a way of looking through any person intent on evading the truth, no doubt a leftover from his years as a family court judge. He approached her. "Anna, how are you? It's been so long since I've seen you."
"I'm doing okay, Randal." She was conscious of the heat of Tyler's hand on her elbow as she rose to her feet and took Randal's extended hand. "How's Marnie? Is she keeping up on her riding?" Casually, she took a step away from Tyler.
"Of course, you know how much my daughter loves horses." Randal smiled. "You should come out to the house one of these days. I know she'd be glad to see you. She took several blue ribbons this year."
"She's always been a talented rider," Anna said, not committing to a visit. She half-turned toward Tyler. "I'd like to introduce you to Tyler Stanton. As you know, we're here to sign the lease agreement."
Randal turned to Tyler. "Tyler Stanton," he said. The two men exchanged a look Anna couldn't decipher, almost a measuring up on both sides. "It's been a long time, son."
"You know each other?" Anna asked.
Tyler stepped forward and took the hand the older man extended, and then glanced at her. "Briefly. A long time ago."
"I seem to recall you swore never to be back in front of me again," Randal said musingly.
"At least not under the same circumstances as our last meeting, Judge," Tyler came back, a slight smile now easing across his lips. Anna saw that his color had returned to normal and she became intensely curious as to what their past association might have been.
"That's a relief," Randal said. "For the record, I'm retired. I'm not a judge anymore."
Anna watched Tyler's brow go up. "You'll always be Judge France to me."
"What a coincidence," Anna murmured.
"Please come inside and take a seat."
They followed Randal into his office, a spacious room with floor-to-ceiling bookcases and a large wooden table with chairs occupying the center of the room.
"I have the copy of the agreement Anna faxed to me," Randal continued. "With the exception of some minor changes in wording which I've made, I feel it's a well-thought-out document benefiting both parties." He looked up from the papers and directed his glance to Tyler. "I assume you've had your lawyer go over this?"
Tyler nodded. "Yes."
He handed each of them a copy. "Take a look at the minor changes I made on page two. If there's any other changes either of you would like made, now is the time to let me know."
"Annie?" Tyler said. "Didn't you have some questions about this?"
Anna stared at him, then at the papers, her mind blank as to her earlier concerns about signing. She looked at Randal. "To be honest, I was getting a little nervous." She pressed her palms down on the table surface. "It's not that I have any specific concerns, it's just this entire lease idea has been moving very fast. I thought about Martin and how mad he'd be that it came down to this." Anna cleared her throat. "You know how he felt about the ranch."
Randal nodded in understanding. "I can understand your worry, Anna," he said. "We both know how close Martin was to the ranch, but you also know he'd want you to do whatever's in your best interests. You're an intelligent woman, Anna, and you're used to being in full control. Now, handing some of that control over to another person can feel daunting. Let me remind you we did insert that escape clause, which works for either party if you feel the lease isn't working. You can get out of it with minimal notice, after the first six months. However, we're still presuming you're both reasonable people and can work out any concerns the other might have."
Some of the tension eased in Anna and she nodded in agreement.
"I've also inserted language, which Tyler's lawyer agreed with, if after ninety days you'd like to reevaluate the lease, you both have that option." He looked at her across the table. "Anna, do you have specific questions or concerns not covered?"
"I just want to make sure the property is protected."
"Under the lease agreement, you'll retain full rights to your property. The money you receive can be put aside for taxes and whatever else you might need. If you need investment advice, I can steer you in the direction of a good financial adviser. But if you have concerns other than the ones I've addressed, now is the time to say so."
"No, just what we talked about, and of course Danny."
"I'm sure Tyler understands your wanting to look out for Danny's welfare."
"Yes, we talked about it. I'm okay with the contract now. At first, it just seemed so final."
Randal looked at Tyler. "Tyler?"
"I'm ready to sign."
"Then if you're in agreement, you can both do so."
Tyler perused the papers, signed them and slid his copy across the desk toward Anna. Very carefully, she read the papers. She initialed the first sheet as Tyler had done and penned her full name on the last page's signature line. Carefully, she placed her pen on the polished tabletop and looked at Tyler.
"We're in business," he said, smiling at her.
Anna nodded in acknowledgement, pressing her palms into her lap under the table. As she stood, the men rose also and she reached out to shake hands with Randal. "Thanks for your time."
"I'm always here, Anna, if you need me." His glance encompassed them both. "I look forward to hearing wonderful news about the Double B. I'll have my secretary make you copies for your files."
"Thank you, Judge," Tyler said.
Once they each had their copies he escorted her into the outer office, his hand burning through the material at her shoulder as he touched her briefly. Anna kept her eyes straight ahead, dismayed by her reaction to his closeness.
Outside in the hallway, the quiet of the lawyer's office was left behind. Anna rolled her papers, keeping her gaze away from Tyler as she hid her trembling hands. How could his proximity give rise to so much reckless wanting? Reckless, because she'd surely gotten over him a long time ago. It had to be a fluke, a residue of the old attraction. She had to figure out how to squash it for her own piece of mind.
"Let's get out of here."
The rate of Anna's heart slowed. He sounded very matter-of-fact and she realized she was making a fuss out of nothing. Steadying herself, clutching her copy of the lease, she looked at him. "Yes."
Just then someone jostled her and she turned. A man apologized, and Anna was once more back in the real world as she noticed the man's glance linger on her face. Feeling stiff, she nevertheless returned his smile and then walked away down the corridor.
As if he knew about the mixed feelings in her head, Tyler grabbed her hand and tucked it carefully in his own, pulling her close to his side. "How about lunch before we go back?" he asked quietly.
She stared at him, her mind beginning to race and knew her hand jerked in his. She said the first thing that came into her head. "Somewhere quiet?" She swallowed with difficulty. "Maybe you'll tell me how you know Judge France." There was no break in Tyler's stride, but Anna sensed something different about him, and it distracted her from her own fears and wanting to return immediately to the ranch. Apparently, she didn't know everything there was to know about him, not if the tension she now felt was any indication. What secrets could he be hiding?
Tyler eased the car through the late morning traffic, his mind going over the meeting they'd just left. He'd been thrown a curve to find himself once more in Judge France's presence. He hadn't seen the Judge since he was a kid and in trouble with the law.
Judge France had been one of several people who had stepped in and helped him out. The entire town probably knew his past history, and he'd always thought Annie was aware of it, but she'd never mentioned it. He hadn't brought it up, not when she'd looked at him years ago like he was ten feet tall. He hadn't wanted to do anything to hurt or disillusion her. He'd done enough of that to people when he was younger. His mother and later her family had washed their hands of him, no doubt thinking he'd come to a bad end, but luckily for him, his father had taken him in hand.
"The light's green."
Tyler looked up at the streetlight, then drove through the intersection, telling himself to pay attention before he caused an accident. He'd seen Annie's careful scrutiny of the building where her lawyer worked, and then the way she'd avoided letting the receptionist see the scarred side of her face. She wore makeup which concealed the worst of the scarring, so he wondered if her responses were unconscious. Part of him wanted to shield her from the hurt of someone's stares, the murmurs, but he also knew it was unrealistic to think he could protect her or even that she wanted him to. She'd been on her own long enough, he sensed she wouldn't want any interference from him, however well-intentioned.
Something had stirred in him when that guy almost ran into her in the office. Maybe it was old-fashioned, but he'd felt protective. The guy had smiled at her but somehow Tyler thought she'd missed that part, based on the way she'd hurried down the hallway.
He pulled into a parking area and turned off the car. "I know this hasn't been easy," he said, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. "It was probably hard as hell, putting the ranch up for lease, but if you're honest, you'll admit this arrangement can work for both of us."
"I have high hopes."
Some of his tension eased. "Good. Let's go inside, order lunch and then we can talk."
Tyler exited the car and walked around to open Annie's door. She didn't move.
"We're eating here?" She looked with dismay through the windshield at the fancy curved doorway of the restaurant.
"I remember this place as one of the nicer places in town. The food always used to be decent."
"It's the most heavily trafficked restaurant in town," she said, her voice stiff.
He bent toward her, shading his eyes against the sun. Her face had paled and she held her hands clenched together as she leaned back against the seat. "I thought I could do this, but I can't." Several strands of hair fell across her cheek. Tyler wanted to feel the soft texture between his fingers but he gripped the metal of the car door instead.
Annie darted him a glance, her eyes holding the sheen of moisture. "This doesn't make sense to you, but it's just too hard, especially -- " she stopped.
"Especially?"
"Looking the way you do, compared to the way I look."
Tyler shook his head and straightened. "You're still on that, aren't you?" he asked impatiently. "Your looks, your face, just like it was six years ago. Back then you didn't have scars, but if you didn't have your makeup perfect I remember you wouldn't go into a place. Christ, Annie, you still don't realize you've always been more than a face."
"You don't understand."
Tyler crossed his arms. "No, I don't." He stared across the parking lot at the restaurant. "What I understand is some things don't change. You're still doing what you want, not what's good for me. . .for us . . . the ranch."
"What are you talking about?"
"This is the hottest spot in town. It's a great place to show up together, get the talk going about us, about the ranch. Small town gossip and all that."
"That's why you came here?"
Tyler pulled his dark glasses from his pocket, avoiding her doubtful expression. "Of course, why else?" He paused. "Sure you don't want to go in? I hear they've got chocolate desserts people kill for."
She looked at him with startled surprise, then looked at the restaurant again, where people entered and exited. She'd always had a sweet tooth for chocolate.
Tyler's heart pounded at the lie he'd told, wondering if he was pushing too hard, but then she stepped from the car, ignoring his proffered hand. Slowly, she stood, a determined set to her jaw.
Tyler walked beside Annie to the restaurant, silently applauding her courage. Once inside the building he kept on the alert for anyone who might be inclined to stare at her, not quite sure what he'd do if that happened. In truth, he was afraid this whole idea might backfire in his face and she'd throw the lease in his face. Or worse, she'd be hurt.
The headwaiter approached them with a smile. "Good afternoon. May I seat you and the young lady?"
Tyler glanced around the crowded room, aware of Annie's tension. He wondered if she knew how stiffly she held herself. He looked at the headwaiter's nametag and said pleasantly, "Harlin, how are you today? This is Anna Barlow and I'm Tyler Stanton. We'd like a private table."
Harlin nodded his head and gave Annie a smile. "Ms. Barlow, Mr. Stanton, I'm pleased to make your acquaintance. As you can see we're very busy today, but I'm sure we can find you a table."
Annie looked around the dining room. "Yes, I'd like to sit out on the balcony. It overlooks the lake, doesn't it?" she asked, and Tyler noticed how her fingers gripped the small purse she carried.
"Certainly, and it's a beautiful day for dining outside," Harlin replied smoothly. "Come with me please."
After they were seated and Martin took their order, Tyler wondered if Annie had deliberately chosen a corner table with no one on her right side.
As Annie looked around Tyler thought she looked a little less tense. "Maybe I needed this," she murmured, surprising him. "A little exposure." She folded her napkin in half. "I'm doing the best I can," she said. "I make no excuses for shying away from public places. I told you how it was."
"I thought I understood, but I guess I really didn't." He'd probably never understand the full extent of the hurt that she held inside, her sensitivity to a glance from a stranger.
She carefully placed her napkin in her lap. "Now, before we talk business," she said, "tell me how you know Judge France." She looked at him with a lifted brow. "You did promise to tell me."
Tyler looked at her with surprise. "That sounds like a challenge, as if you expect anything but honesty."
She took a drink from her water glass, then pushed wisps of auburn-tinted hair out of her eyes as Harlin brought their drinks and lunch. When he left, she said bluntly, "I have to wonder about your motives, since you lied to get me in here."
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