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        Who would have guessed a lie could bring them together?

      

      
        LUKE GALLOWAY doesn't lie. Well, not normally. And never about anything as serious as death. But, somehow Luke's friend and business partner, Sam Paris, convinces Luke he needs to do just that. Sam believes the only way his daughter will come back to see him is if he were dying. And so the lies begin . . .

        

        RUSTY PARIS has been alone most of her life. Her parents were divorced when she was very young. She was pushed off to boarding schools, while her mother made a hobby of marrying rich men. She doesn't remember much about her father, only that he never made an attempt to be a part of her life for the past twenty-some years. But all that is about to change. When she gets word he is dying, she runs home to be by his side, which puts her right in the path of that scoundrel Luke Galloway.

        

        Luke has no room in his life for rich heiresses. Been there. Done that. From the first time Luke and Rusty meet, they clash. She considers him nothing more than a lowly ranch hand who enjoys riling her temper. He finds her arrogant and prissy. But that doesn't mean he can fight his attraction to her, nor hers to him. And when they find out they've both been duped by Rusty's father the sparks really start to fly.
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        Praise for Love, Lies and High Heels

      

      
        “It was a lovely story from start to finish. I couldn't wait for my next page.” — truepeace98

        

        “I loved it from cover to cover. Good character building! Sexy too. Great beach read.” — Dana F. Gilliland

        

        “This book is an emotional roller coaster ride. I laughed almost a such as I cried. I didn't want the book to end.” — Renee Vander Pol
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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      “You want me to do what?” Luke Galloway demanded, while focusing hard on his friend Sam.  “Have you totally lost your mind?  I’m not going to tell your daughter you’re dying!”

      “It’s the only way she’ll come.”  Sam Paris held Luke’s gaze and refused to back down.  He ran a hand over his red and silver whiskers, took a long drink of bourbon, then set the empty glass on the kitchen table.  “You owe me.”

      Luke hated it when Sam tried to make him feel guilty, which the old coot did often enough.  Of course, he owed Sam.  For a lot of things.  But the implication still rankled him.  Releasing his breath in a huff, he gave his head a slight shake.  “Fine.  I’ll do it.  But what are you going to do when she finds out you lied to her?  Do you actually think she’s going to stick around then?”

      Sam grinned, and his green eyes twinkled with satisfaction.  “We’ll worry about that when the time comes.  All I want right now is for you to go get her and bring her back to the farm.  This is where she belongs.  Right here, with me.  I’m the only family she has left now.”

      Reaching into the breast pocket of his plaid flannel shirt, Sam pulled out a folded piece of paper.  “Here’s the last address I had for her, and the name of that race car driver she’s been seeing, in case you run into a problem finding her.”

      Luke scowled.  He knew all about Burke Marcel and his reputation with women.  The man had a new babe attached to his arm every few months or so, according to those rags Sam read.  After shaking his head, Luke stared at the slip of paper.  It would be a miracle if Sam’s daughter was still in Palm Springs.  And if she weren’t, she could be anywhere; the Greek Isles, Rome, Switzerland, Rio.  Hell, she’d lived all over the world.  What made Sam think she’d want to give up her high society life and come live on a small, struggling horse farm in Kentucky?

      Refolding the scrap of paper, Luke tucked it in his shirt pocket.  “I’ll go sometime next week—”

      “Like hell,” Sam said, cutting Luke off.  “You need to go tomorrow.  I already made a plane reservation for you.”

      “But your surgery’s tomorrow.”

      Sam waved a hand in the air.  “I’m having my heel spurs removed.  You think I can’t handle that without you hanging around the hospital?”

      “The way you’ve been swearing, moaning and carrying on lately, I wonder.”  Luke reached across the table, grabbed the bottle of bourbon and poured himself a double shot.

      “Pour me another one, too,” Sam said, nudging his empty glass forward.

      Luke tossed his drink back.  “Nothing doing.  You’re not allowed to eat after nine, or drink anything after midnight.  Remember?”  He made a show of looking at his watch.  It was already a quarter past twelve.

      “Who died and made you my mother?”

      Grabbing the bottle from Sam’s reach, Luke laughed as he scraped his chair on the hardwood floor and stood.  “You’d better get to bed.  You don’t want to be cranky for those pretty little nurses in the morning.”

      Sam mumbled something under his breath, and Luke had a pretty good idea what he’d said.  Sam was right.  Luke was a bastard.  And Sam’s daughter Rusty was about to find that out as well.
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      Rusty Paris came around the bend at nearly seventy miles an hour and almost rear ended a black Ford SUV.  She was thankful no one was in the opposite lane, which allowed her to maneuver her Jaguar around the other car.  The driver, a man sporting a cowboy hat, glared at her through the window, and then blasted the horn as she passed.

      “Tourists,” she groaned.  They drove like snails while they leisurely took in the Palm Desert scenery.  Checking her rearview mirror for signs of Burke, and catching a glimpse of his red convertible directly behind the Ford, she pressed down on the accelerator a little more.

      Even after the near-miss, she continued to drive like a crazy woman.  Because crazy she must be to have gotten involved with a man like Burke Marcel.  She should never have befriended him.  She’d heard rumors about his reputation as a lady’s man, but since she’d never been one to listen to gossip, she hadn’t let the rumors bother her.  Until a few weeks ago.

      She and Burke had become friends.  They’d gone to dinner a few times; he’d invited her to several of his races, and she’d accepted the invitations.  He’d been on a winning streak and had called her his lucky copper penny because of her red hair.  They’d had fun.

      Then things had changed.  He’d started pressuring her to sleep with him.  And no matter how many times she’d told him no, he’d continued to beg and plead until she’d finally told him she didn’t want to see him anymore.

      At the beginning of their friendship, he’d said that after three divorces he didn’t plan to marry again, and she could hardly blame him.  Burke wasn’t husband material, and he certainly wasn’t the faithful type—according to those rumors.  But he seemed to think she’d rejected his sexual advances so he would propose.

      Then, a little over a month ago, he’d surprised her with a diamond ring and a proposal of marriage.  Of course, she’d told him she couldn’t marry him, that she didn’t love him, but he’d refused to take no for an answer.  Since then her life had been turned upside down.  He refused to stop calling her.  And not only would he call in the middle of the night, pleading with her to marry him, but he’d show up at the most inopportune times.  She’d finally threatened that if he didn’t leave her alone she would call the police.

      But involving the police was the last thing she wanted to do, and Burke knew it.  It would only end up getting their photos and some cheesy story about them in one of those rags.  So instead, she’d gone on a ten-day cruise in the Mediterranean, hoping that by the time she returned home, Burke would have forgotten all about her.

      No such luck.  The minute she’d stepped off the plane, he was there to greet her.  She’d wanted to scream.  The only way she’d managed to escape was by slipping into the ladies room.  Watching from the doorway, she’d made a run for it when he’d turned his head to watch a perky blonde pass by.

      She’d sighed with relief, thinking she’d succeeded in losing him, when she’d spotted his car on the freeway behind her.  Now, she only wanted to get home.  She should call Zuri and let her know she was on her way, but she didn’t trust herself to take her eyes off the road for a second.

      The Jaguar’s tires squealed as she took a turn a little too sharply, forcing her to slow down a bit.  Quickly, she checked the rearview mirror again.  There was no sign of Burke or the black Ford that had been behind her a few moments ago.  Taking a deep breath, she tried to relax some.

      Not only did she not want to marry Burke, but she had no intention of marrying anyone.  After her mother’s track record—six husbands and six divorces—thoughts of marriage had left a bitter taste in Rusty’s mouth.

      She didn’t bother slowing down when she reached the long winding drive to her twenty-four room house.  A piece of long, red hair worked its way from her French twist and slapped her cheek as she turned into the drive.  She brushed it behind her ear with the back of her hand.  The gardener must have thought she’d waved at him, because he raised his hand to return her greeting and smiled a toothy grin.

      Forcing a smile, she gave the man a small wave, although smiling was the last thing she felt like doing at the moment.  Not only because Burke had unnerved her, but also because she’d noticed Ramon had trimmed her privacy bushes.  Again.  The boxwood hedges that used to reach eight feet in the air barely came up to his knees now.  She sighed helplessly and shook her head.  Ramon wasn’t much of a gardener; he barely knew the difference between a rose bush and a palm tree, but he needed the work.  And besides, he was Zuri’s son.

      Screeching to a stop in front of the Spanish style, white stucco house, she ripped off her Armani sunglasses and flung the car door open.  After letting herself in the front door of her house, she turned to shut and lock it behind her and was instantly greeted by her housekeeper.

      “Senorita Paris,” the woman said, obviously surprised to see Rusty.

      “Hi, Zuri.”

      “Why you no call me to say you come home?  I could have cooked something fancy.”  Zuri had light cocoa skin, hair and eyes the color of Texas crude oil, and was extremely attractive for a woman in her mid-sixties.

      “I’m sorry.  I was sort of in a hurry,” Rusty said, tossing her handbag and keys on the hall table.

      “Senor Marcel miss you.  He call every day since you been gone.”  When Rusty went to move past the woman, Zuri brought her hands to her face and added, “He so handsome, that one.”

      Ignoring her, Rusty headed for the terrace doors, her heels clicking a tune on the polished marble floor.  Just as she’d thought, the glass doors were standing wide open.  She pulled all four doors shut and locked them.  It would be just like Burke to sneak around back and walk right in.

      Zuri couldn’t seem to comprehend that Rusty didn’t want to marry Burke.  She didn’t understand why a woman would choose to spend the rest of her life alone, rather than marry.  Even though Rusty had repeatedly explained to the woman that she didn’t love Burke.

      “So, you learn to love him,” Zuri had said.  Rusty rolled her eyes, remembering the conversation.

      Hearing a man’s voice echoing through the hall, and assuming it was Burke, she hurried back toward the foyer.  Zuri must have let him in.  “Once and for all the answer is no!” Rusty shouted as she turned the corner.  But instead of Burke standing there, a dark-haired stranger dressed in well-worn blue jeans, a red flannel shirt and cowboy boots stood in the doorway, staring back at her.

      “How do you know?” he drawled with a slight southern accent, adding, “When you haven’t even heard the question yet?”

      [image: ]

      Luke recognized the sleek Jaguar parked in front of the house.  The one that had almost climbed over him ten minutes ago.  So, Rusty Paris was not only rich, but careless and reckless as well.  He’d already had his mind made up that he didn’t like the woman, in spite of all the nice things Sam had to say about her.  So what if she gave tons of money to charity each year?  And what did he care that she’d donated enough to a children’s hospital that they’d built a brand new wing with state of the art equipment?  Tax deductions, nothing more.  The woman was still a menace on the highway.

      His gaze took in the expanse of the entry hall.  It was bigger than the whole first floor of his and Sam’s house, but it didn’t impress him in the least.  Huge white columns the size of tree trunks supported the high ceilings, and off the hall was a room that, from where he stood, looked like a small art museum.  But the house was cold.  Everywhere he looked he saw marble and glass.  There was very little wood, and no warmth.  And even though he was dressed too warmly for the California sunshine, the house gave him the shivers.

      “Senorita, this man is here to see you,” the housekeeper announced.

      Rusty Paris had a head of red hair twisted behind her head, her father’s green eyes and high cheekbones, a pert little nose and a perfectly-shaped mouth with lips the color of ripe cherries.  She wore a skimpy, yellow and white polka dot, tank-style dress—belted at the waist—which showed off her long, bare legs.  Her creamy, white flesh was decorated with several gold trinkets, and diamonds the size of marbles adorned her ears and fingers.

      The woman reeked of money, although Luke happened to know she’d never worked a day in her life.  And neither had her mother.  Natalie Paris had made a career of marrying rich men and then divorcing them.  One of those men had died a few years back and had remembered Rusty and Natalie in his will.  Then, just six months ago, at age forty-eight, Natalie had swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills and made her daughter an even wealthier woman.  Luke had heard she’d inherited over fifty million dollars.  A nice chunk of change for a woman of twenty-eight.

      “I’m Rustina Paris,” she said, walking toward him, a thin smile on her lips.  She stuck her hand out.  “You wanted to see me about something?”

      Luke took the hand she’d offered and shook it as he met her green eyes.  “Yes,” was all he had a chance to say when the doorbell chimed.

      Dropping his hand, she said, “I’ll get it, Zuri.  Why don’t you take Mister—”  She stopped and looked up at him, her eyes wide and questioning.

      “Galloway,” he said, and she nodded.

      Turning back to the housekeeper, she said, “Please show Mr. Galloway to the gallery and maybe get him a refreshment of some kind.  I’ll just be a minute.”

      The doorbell rang again, but she waited until he and the housekeeper were almost out of sight before opening the door.

      The room she’d called the gallery was the one he’d thought looked like a museum.  He was no art expert; in fact he didn’t know the difference between a Rembrandt and a twenty-dollar water color.  But he’d be willing to bet there was several million dollars’ worth of loot in this room alone.  He moved slowly, careful not to touch or bump anything.  That’s all he needed was to break something.  Even the ugly purple vase sitting on the corner table was probably worth more money than he made in a year.  Whistling through his teeth, he backed into the hall.  He’d feel much safer standing out here, he thought.

      Pivoting around, he saw Rusty talking to a man near the front door.  Luke recognized him immediately.  He was none other than Burke Marcel, the race car driver she’d been seeing.

      “Burke,” Rusty said, “this has gone far enough.”

      “But you barely looked at the ring.”  Marcel shoved a small blue velvet box toward her.

      Crossing her arms in front of her, Rusty ignored the box.

      “Do you want a bigger diamond?  Something flashier?  Is that it?” the man asked, pocketing the ring in a huff.

      Rusty’s hands dropped to her sides with a slapping sound.  “No,” she said firmly.  “I just want you out of my life.”

      Marcel’s mouth fell open.  He ran a hand through his dark blond hair.  “You don’t mean that, Rustina.”

      Hands on hips now, she said, “Yes, I do.  Burke, I’ve told you a dozen times that I don’t want to marry you.  I don’t love you.”

      “What the hell does love have to do with it?” he asked, looking at her as if she were crazy.

      She closed her eyes momentarily and let out a long sigh, then folded her arms again.  Her gaze drifted toward Luke, then back to Marcel.  Lowering her voice, she said, “Burke, please leave now.  I have a guest waiting.”

      “Who?” he asked, jerking his head around and spotting Luke.  “What’s he doing here?  Looking for a job?”

      Luke straightened his shoulders and met the man’s accusing stare.  He didn’t like this guy one bit.  “Did you strike up a deal with your pawnbroker for that ring, Marcel?  Figure you can pay back all your gambling debts once you’re married to Ms. Paris?”

      The man’s face turned red and he clenched his fists.  Turning back to face Rusty, Marcel asked, “Who the hell is this yahoo?”

      “You’re in debt?” she asked, ignoring his question.

      Marcel glanced at Luke, who raised his brows.  Let’s see you get out of that one, pal.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” Marcel said.  “Rusty, are you seeing someone else?”

      “No,” she said.

      “Yes,” Luke intercepted and moved toward them.  “As a matter of fact, she is.  Now take a hike.”

      Turning his full attention on Luke, Marcel said, “Look, cowboy, why don’t you get on your horse and ride on out of here.  This doesn’t concern you.”  The man was tall, a little taller than Luke’s six-feet-two.  But Luke had the power, and both men knew it.

      “Burke, please,” Rusty said, then glared at Luke with burning reproachful eyes.

      Apparently she wasn’t at all pleased by his announcement that they were seeing each other.  Well, that was just too damn bad, Luke thought.

      Leveling his gaze on Marcel, he said, “I asked you once nicely to leave.  If I have to ask you again, I’m going to throw you out.”  Okay, so maybe telling the guy to take a hike wasn’t exactly nice, but it was as nice as he was going to get.

      Marcel’s expression clouded in anger.  “Rustina, just who the hell is this guy ordering me around?”

      Luke moved in closer and threw his arm around Rusty’s shoulder in a possessive act.  “I’m the other guy,” he told Marcel.  “Now get lost.”

      Feeling Rusty trying to squirm away from his hold, Luke held her even tighter.  Her face colored fiercely until it was almost the same color as her red hair.  “Mr. Calloway!” she demanded, managing to break free.

      “It’s Galloway.  Luke Galloway.  I’m surprised you don’t remember, after last night,” he said with a devilish grin.

      Marcel spun on Luke and brought his fist up to swing at him.  But Luke was faster.  Ducking to avoid Marcel, he countered with a right hook, his fist connecting with the man’s nose.  Bone crunched, and blood spattered on the man’s white dress shirt and expensive silk tie.

      Burying his nose behind his hands, Marcel moaned like a school girl.  “Ow, goddammit, you broke my nose, you no good son of a bitch.”  Or at least that’s what Luke thought the man mumbled.

      “Well,” Luke said, feeling rather pleased with himself, “maybe you should go see a doctor.”  With that, he walked the few steps to the front door and held it open while Marcel continued to groan.

      Luke noticed the housekeeper, a tray of drinks in her hands, lurking in the hallway and shaking her head as if he should be ashamed of himself.  Hell, he was only trying to help.  And besides, he wasn’t the bad guy; Marcel was.

      Looking disgusted, Rusty said, “Zuri, Mr. Galloway won’t be staying for refreshments, after all.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the woman said and quickly disappeared.

      Then, spinning on her heels to face Luke, Rusty said, “Mr. Galloway, you are not helping here.”

      “Really?  I thought I was.”

      Marcel advanced on Rusty, and keeping one hand on his nose, reached for her upper arm with the other.  “Rustina, tell me it’s not true, that you’re not sleeping with this guy.”  He gave her arm a little shake.

      “Let go of me, Burke.”

      “Let the lady go,” Luke warned, moving toward him.  But before he had a chance to knock the guy on his ass, Rusty stomped on the toe of Marcel’s alligator loafer with the heel of her yellow, three-inch, designer shoe.

      “Ow!” the man screamed, hopping on one foot.

      “Burke, if you don’t leave this instant I’m calling the police, and the press can just have a field day.  And I’ll tell them how pathetic you’ve been behaving.  Now, get out of my house!”

      To Luke’s amazement, Marcel walked through the door and out onto the front step.  Turning to look over his shoulder, he said, “This is it.  It’s over between us.  I’m not going to ask you to marry me again.”  Then he headed for the red Italian sports car that had followed Luke almost the whole way from the airport.

      Rusty marched to the door, slammed it shut and sighed with relief.  “Thank God for small favors.”

      “You’re welcome,” Luke said.

      Pivoting around to face him, she said, “I wasn’t talking to you.”  She ran her gaze down the front of him and back to his face.  “What was it you wanted to see me about?”  The look she gave him said she wasn’t used to cowboys calling on her.  And apparently she didn’t like the idea either.

      “I’m here about your father.”

      “Sam?”

      Did she have another father?  Well, he supposed she’d had six if he included all the stepfathers.  “Yes.  Sam.  He’d like you to come home to the ranch.”

      “To Kentucky?  To the horse farm?  They’re called horse farms in Kentucky, Mr. Galloway, not ranches.”

      “Yes, well excuse my ignorance, but calling it by a fancy name doesn’t change what it is.  Anyway, Sam sent me here to get you.  Escort you, I meant to say.”

      Placing both hands on her hips, she said, “Well, as much as I’d like to visit, this isn’t a good time.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Galloway.”

      “Yes, I can see you’re probably very busy.  What is it you do again?”

      She dropped her hands to her sides and served him a haughty expression.  “Mr. Galloway, please tell Sam that I have a life, and the next time he’d like to arrange for me to visit, he should phone ahead.  Maybe he won’t wait twenty-one years the next time.”

      Ignoring her, Luke went on.  “As I was saying, your father—Sam—would like for you to come home.  In fact, our plane leaves in a few hours.  Do you think you could throw a few things together in a hurry?” he asked, raking his gaze down the front of her.  “Maybe something warmer than what you’re wearing.”

      “Like I said, I’m afraid I’ll need a little more notice than—”

      “He’s dying.”  He’d sworn he wouldn’t say that unless it was absolutely necessary.  He hated lying about something as serious as death.  Especially Sam’s death, even if it was a hoax.  But he’d promised the old man he’d bring Rusty back.  And Luke was a man who never went back on his word.

      He heard her suck in her breath, saw the mournful look in her green eyes.  Maybe she wasn’t as cold as he thought she was.  Maybe she had a heart, after all.

      Suddenly, she looked as if she were about to collapse, and his hand shot out to steady her, clutching her by the elbow.  “You okay?  You want to sit down?”  Without waiting for an answer, he slid a wingback chair toward her and lowered her into it.

      Noticing the bar in the library across the hall, he asked, “Can I get you something to drink?  A whiskey, or a brandy?”

      “No, thanks.  I don’t drink, other than a little wine once in a while.”  He gave her some time to compose herself.  Finally, she spoke.  “How much time does he have?”

      “We’re not sure.”  He avoided looking directly at her as he continued the lie, but managed to catch her nodding her head.

      “I’ll have Zuri pack some of my things.”  Luke helped her to her feet.  “I’m fine,” she said, disengaging from his grip and giving him a look of annoyance.  She glanced at her arm and then back at him before shuddering.  As if his hands had somehow left a nasty residue on her creamy, white skin.  The back of her left arm had already started to bruise from the rough way Marcel had handled her.  The bastard.

      Luke watched her walk down the hall and around the corner.  While he waited for her to return, he drifted across the hall and nosed in the library.  Spotting a photo of Marcel with his arm around Rusty had him narrowing his eyes.  They were standing next to his race car, smiling at each other.  It was enough to make Luke sick.

      He couldn’t imagine making a fool of himself the way Marcel had.  To think the man had proposed to her more than a dozen times.  Luke shook his head in dismay.  He must have been crazy in love with her, or else he wanted her money pretty badly.

      “Is something wrong, Mr. Galloway?” Rusty asked, staring at him from the doorway.

      “I just realized I forgot to get Marcel’s autograph,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      With her housekeeper on her heels, Rusty rolled her eyes and headed up the winding staircase.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Rusty recognized the black Ford out front.  The one she’d passed in her hurry to get home earlier.

      “Is that everything?” Galloway asked, closing the SUV’s trunk.  Zuri had helped Rusty pack some of her things, and he had carried the four bags—two at a time—downstairs and out front.  He’d offered, although he looked extremely agitated with her now that the deed was done.

      “Yes, for now.  Zuri promised to box and ship some more of my things as soon as I call her.”

      He rolled his eyes, as if to say, what more could you possibly need.  Not that she expected him to understand.

      “Then, let’s get a move on,” he announced in that southern drawl—Texan maybe— and proceeded to get into the vehicle, ignoring her completely; he hadn’t even offered to open the door for her.  Stupid, ill-mannered cowboy, she thought.  With her still standing on the curb, he started the engine.  When she remained standing, he lowered the passenger window.

      After a long, breathy sigh, he asked, “Is something wrong?”

      “No.  Not a thing.”  She didn’t like him.  He was rough around the edges and too sure of himself.  And then there was the way he’d man-handled Burke.  She had appreciated Galloway coming to her defense, but surely he could have been more civil.  She didn’t care for men who tried to settle their differences with their fists.  It was not only childish, but barbaric as well.

      She thought about giving him a lecture on chivalry then decided not to waste her time or energy.  Pulling open the door handle, she slid onto the seat.  She’d barely shut the door when the man jerked away from the curb.  Fumbling with the seat belt, she managed to buckle it as he made his way onto the main road.

      Luke Galloway looked a lot like that actor Jake Gyllenhaal only with darker hair.  Tall, lean and very muscular.  He sported a crooked nose, as if it had been broken, and five-o’clock shadow covered his square jaw.  There was a small scar above his left eye.  And his too-long, straight, ink-black hair kept falling forward.  She wondered if he could afford a barber but had no intention of asking.

      Next, she took in his clothing.  Worn out blue jeans, a faded, red, flannel shirt, and dirty, scuffed boots.  A cowboy hat and a sheepskin-lined suede coat sat on the back seat of the car.  Although she knew most women would find Luke Galloway attractive—sexy even—he simply didn’t appeal to her.  Not in the least.

      “You’re not from Kentucky, are you?”

      “No, ma’am.”  He deliberately added emphasis to his accent, but didn’t bother to say where he was from.  He didn’t have to.  He was Texas bred, that was obvious by the way he spoke and dressed.

      Kentucky horse breeders were a different lot than the Texans.  The ones she’d met wouldn’t be caught dead in blue jeans and cowboy boots.  But Galloway seemed right at home in his choice of clothing.

      She turned her head and stared out the window.  For the first several miles, all she could think about was her dying father.  She hadn’t seen Sam in twenty-one years.  With the exception of her mother’s funeral.  He hadn’t looked sick then, older than what she remembered, but certainly not sick.  Of course, he hadn’t stuck around very long.  He’d come, paid his respects, asked if she needed anything, and left.  He’d never even offered to buy her a cup of coffee, chat with her, something, anything, after not seeing each other in a blue moon.

      Her parents had divorced when she was only a baby.  And she couldn’t remember much about Sam.  She had only one photograph of him.  He’d been holding her on a horse when she was no older than five or six.

      She couldn’t remember much about the farm either, only what little Natalie had told her.  Her mother had said it was dirty, primitive, vile, and no place for a young lady.  Rusty used to visit her father at that farm every summer.  Until the year she’d turned seven.  That summer, she’d fallen from a horse and broken her arm.

      Natalie had screamed like a banshee when she’d seen Rusty’s cast.  She’d accused Sam of trying to turn her daughter into a tomboy.  Then she’d announced their daughter would be attending boarding school that fall—in Switzerland—and would not be returning to the farm.  Ever again.

      Rusty had cried most every day her first year away at school.  A strange country.  With no mother, and no father.  She’d written to Sam several times, had begged him to come and get her.  But he’d never come.  And he’d never answered her letters.  Finally, after a year, she’d stopped writing to him and accepted the fact that he no longer wanted her in his life.

      But now he was dying, and he wanted to see her.  She couldn’t just ignore him when he needed her.  She couldn’t be cruel.

      Turning her attention to Galloway, she asked, “Is he in pain?”

      The man shifted his olive eyes her way.  “Who?”

      “Sam.”  Was the man dense?

      “Yes.  He swears and complains a lot.  Maybe with you around, he’ll get off my back.”

      She sucked in her breath.  “Haven’t you any compassion?  The man is dying.”

      He didn’t answer, but he’d at least had the decency to look sorry for what he’d said.  Neither spoke for several minutes.  Rusty stared out the window again as they sped along.  The man wasn’t a big conversationalist.  That was for sure.  Not that she wanted to engage with him in conversation, but at least it would be something to do.  If they were going to travel together for the next several hours, they could at least be civil to one another.

      Besides, he knew Sam.  Maybe he could tell her some things about him.  She turned her head toward him.  “Do you work at the farm, Mr. Galloway?”

      “Yes.”  He patted the pocket of his flannel shirt and pulled out a cigar.

      Rusty wrinkled her nose in disgust.  “Don’t even think about lighting that in here,” she warned.

      Scowling at her, he sighed, then slipped the disgusting thing back into his pocket.  She angled her body to look at him more fully.  “Has Sam ever spoken to you about me?”

      “A few times, but mostly he talked about your mother.”

      Surprised, she asked, “What did he have to say about Natalie?”

      “That she’d been spoiled rotten, and yet no man had ever made her happy.”  He gave her a sideways glance.  “Apparently, that was true, considering her six marriages and six divorces.”

      Rusty swallowed hard.  The man certainly didn’t believe in softening his words.  “Are you aware my mother died a little less than six months ago?”

      “Yes, and I’m sorry.”

      Sure you are, she thought, but bit back the words.  “Thank you,” she said instead, remembering her manners.  “Did you know Natalie was once married to a duke?”

      He shrugged as if he couldn’t care less.

      “Most people find that very impressive, Mr. Galloway.”

      “I’m not most people.  Besides, she was only married to the man for four months.”

      Rusty’s spine stiffened.  Crossing her hands in her lap, she said, “For a farmhand you seem to know an awful lot about your employer’s ex-wife.”

      He didn’t answer.

      After a few moments, he ran a hand through his thick hair and sighed loudly.  Then while driving one handed, he fumbled with the cigar in his pocket, looking as though he were trying to think of a way to convince her to let him smoke it.

      It wasn’t going to happen.  Rusty didn’t like the smell of cigars, or tobacco of any kind.  However, she did like the scent of Galloway’s spicy cologne.  At least he didn’t smell like dirt and sweat, in spite of his outward appearance.

      “What has Sam told you about me?” she asked, wanting to break the silence.

      He concentrated on passing a huge semi before answering.  “Not much.  But I suspect you’re probably a lot like your mother.”

      He’d struck a nerve.  She was nothing like Natalie.  Or was she?  She supposed there’d been similarities between them.  But she couldn’t, for the life of her, begin to imagine what they were.  Natalie had collected husbands for a living, while Rusty had no intention of marrying every man who looked at her sideways, and then divorcing them when she tired of them.  In fact, she didn’t plan to marry at all.  That way, there’d be no chance of a divorce.

      “So, how did you two meet?” she asked sweetly, wanting to get her mind off marriage.  Besides, she refused to let him know how much he irritated her.

      Chewing on his bottom lip, he glanced at her and drew his eyebrows together.

      Rusty shrugged and forced a smile.  “Surely it’s not a secret.”

      Snorting, he turned his attention back to the road and said, “I guess it doesn’t matter.  You’ll find out sooner or later.”

      “Find out what?”

      “Your father was the only one to offer me a job when I got out of prison.”

      Prison?  Did he say prison?  Casually, she turned away and faced the front.  She suddenly felt chilly, and goose bumps formed on her bare arms.  She adjusted the air conditioning vents to blow in the opposite direction.

      Finding her voice, she spoke evenly, trying to sound perfectly normal.  “Why were you in prison?”  Please, God, don’t let him be some deranged killer.  She’d gotten into a car with a complete stranger just because he’d claimed he knew Sam.  She hadn’t even asked him for identification.

      Maybe his name wasn’t Luke Galloway.  Maybe he wasn’t from Kentucky.  The man could be anyone.  From anywhere.

      Maybe he planned to rape and murder her, then leave her naked body in the woods so wild animals could gnaw on it.  She shuddered at the thought.

      “I was in prison for grand theft auto,” he finally said.

      What a relief.  “Oh,” she breathed then looked around the interior of the car.  Had he stolen it?

      As if he could read her mind, he glared at her.  “No, I didn’t steal it.  I rented it at the airport.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      He kept his eyes on the road and refused to look at her.  It was obvious he was miffed about something, but she’d be darned if she knew what it was.  She hadn’t done anything wrong.  He was the car thief.  And it would do her good to remember that before she had any more bright ideas about engaging him in conversation.  She already knew more about the man than she wanted to know.  Much more.

      For the remainder of the ride to the airport, she kept her mouth shut, and her hand on the door handle, just in case she had to jump out and make a run for it.  She only wished she’d changed shoes, she thought, glancing at her yellow Ferragamo heels.  She couldn’t bear the thought of ruining them.
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      Luke fished the airline tickets from the pocket of his suede coat, and handed one to Rusty.

      “We’re not sitting in first class?” she asked.

      He stared at the woman.  She hadn’t spoken a word since he’d mentioned he’d done time for grand theft auto.

      And the looks she’d given him, as if he were dog shit stuck to the bottoms of her expensive, yellow shoes.  Of course, he didn’t bother to explain that the car he’d stolen had belonged to his mother’s husband; he’d refused to call Randy Hastings his stepfather.  Or that Luke had been eighteen at the time, and had “borrowed” the car because his friends had said he didn’t have the balls to do it.  Nor did he mention that Randy had it in for him, was the mayor of Red Ridge, Kentucky and had the police force, sheriff’s department and a certain judge in his pocket.  They threw the book at Luke, disregarding the fact that it was his first offense.  His only offense.

      Rusty’s cold-shoulder, holier-than-thou attitude had pissed him off, and if she hadn’t been Sam’s daughter, Luke would have kicked her pretty little, hoity-toity ass out of the car and left her on the side of the road.  Designer luggage and all.

      “No, we’re not sitting in first class,” he said.

      “But you don’t expect to travel all that way—”

      Luke cut her off.  “If you want to upgrade your ticket to first class, be my guest.”

      Her mouth dropped open, but she didn’t say anything as they waited in line to board.  She ran her gaze over his attire again for the third time today, and then with a toss of her head, looked the other way.

      Luke wasn’t sure if he liked it better when she was running her mouth, or giving him the silent treatment.  Silence is golden, he told himself as they stepped onto the plane and worked their way down the aisle to their assigned seats.

      He lifted the overhead compartment, tossed his hat and coat inside and took the seat by the window, while Rusty chatted with a woman across the aisle.

      “I absolutely adore your shoes,” he heard the woman exclaim.  The woman then proceeded to inquire as to where Rusty had bought them.

      Luke shook his head and stared out the window at the pavement, wondering how long Sam’s daughter was going to hold up the other passengers while she made pointless conversation with a stranger.  Who cared where she bought her shoes?

      “I love the window seat,” Rusty said sweetly moments later as she stood in the aisle, apparently waiting for him to relinquish his seat to her.  The line of people behind her looked impatiently at him, as if they, too, thought he should offer her his seat.

      Looking up at her five-foot-five-inch frame, Luke said, “So do I.”  He reached for a magazine from the seat pouch in front of him and riffled through the pages.

      “You need to be taught some manners,” she said between her teeth as she sat down beside him and wedged her Gucci bag under the seat in front of her.

      Her hand shot under his thigh and right butt cheek.  Luke turned to stare at her.  “Getting a little frisky, aren’t you?”

      She yanked the seat belt free and shot him a look as she buckled it.  “You wish.”

      “Honey, you’re not my type,” he said, giving her the once over.  “But if you should get horny while you’re at the ranch, I wouldn’t mind accommodating you.  My room is just across the hall from yours.”

      Her mouth gaped open.  “If you value your job, you’d better never speak to me like that again.  Or I’ll tell my father just what kind of man he’s got working for him.”

      Luke only smiled at her.  He wanted to laugh his ass off.  But he could wait.  Besides, his smile had already done the trick.  She unbuckled her seat belt, stood and motioned for a flight attendant.  “I’d like to change seats, please.  This man is annoying me.  Something in first class would—”

      Luke winked at the tall brunette and interrupted.  “My wife’s mad at me because I told her she was too skinny.  It was insensitive of me.”  He tugged on Rusty’s arm.  “Sit down, honey.  You’re causing a scene.”

      Rusty spun around and glared at him.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but we’re overbooked,” the flight attendant explained with a smile.  “Please take your seat.  And if it’s any consolation, I think you look great.  I’d give anything to lose five pounds.”  With that, the woman shuffled down the aisle to tend to another passenger.

      Rusty shifted her gaze around the cabin then dropped back into her seat.  As the plane prepared for take-off, she said softly, “Sam was the only one who ever called me Rusty.  My real name is Rustina.  You can call me Ms. Paris.”

      After they were airborne, Luke adjusted his seat to recline a few inches, crossed his arms over his chest and closed his eyes.  The sweet smell of her intoxicating perfume hovered in the air around him, driving him crazy.  It was going to be a long, long flight, he thought, nodding off to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      “Please lift your seat backs and fasten your seatbelts,” the flight attendant said as she drifted past.

      Rusty returned the magazine she’d been reading to the seat pocket in front of her and dug her elbow into Mr. Galloway’s side.  “Wake up.  We’re getting ready to land in St. Louis.”

      His mouth pulled into a sour grin as he opened his eyes.  “I heard.”

      His voice was as cool as ice water.  Some travel companion he was, she thought.  He hadn’t spoken a word to her since take-off.  And the only time he’d opened his eyes was when she’d asked the flight attendant what kind of bottled water they served.  His mouth had twisted into a sort of tight-lipped smile, and then he’d closed his eyes again and promptly ignored her.

      Looking past Galloway, she saw snowflakes blowing around in the darkness.  She’d packed in such a hurry, she hadn’t thought about snow.  It had been eighty-nine degrees when they’d left Palm Springs.  Pulling the edges of her white cardigan sweater together, she shuddered at the thought of cold weather.  She loved the hot sun, although one would never guess it.  She’d always been careful to lather on the sun screen and avoid overdoing it.  She didn’t want to wrinkle and look old before her time—like most of the California women she knew.

      “It’s snowing here.  Do you think it will be snowing in Kentucky, too?” she asked.

      “It was snowing to beat the band when I left this morning.”  He ran his hands over his beard stubble and then through his hair before he raised his seat back and looked out the window.  “I sure hope you brought something more practical to wear on your feet than those yellow ice skates you’re wearing.  You’re liable to break your pretty little neck.”

      Was that concern pouring from his tight, grim mouth?  “I didn’t bring any boots.  You were rushing me, and I forgot.”  The truth was, she didn’t own a pair of boots.

      His gaze darted her way.  “Well, you brought sneakers or something, didn’t you?”

      She turned her head, studied her red nails and ignored him.  She’d miss her manicurist and her yoga classes at the spa.  She doubted Red Ridge, Kentucky had a spa.  Funny, she hadn’t thought of that town in years.

      “I should have known.  Little Miss Hoity-Toity doesn’t wear anything but three-inch, designer label shoes.”

      Her head whipped around.  “And what’s wrong with that?  I always try to look my best.  Besides, I didn’t know when I dressed this morning that I’d be flying clear across the country to some backwoods town in Kentucky, or that it would be snowing.”  She silently chastised herself.  This wasn’t a vacation, for heaven’s sake.  She was going back to the farm to be at Sam’s side, in case he needed
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