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        It’ll take a lie to save the man she loves . . .

      

      
        Eden Cavanaugh wants to make a difference in her hometown of Red Ridge, Kentucky and decides to run for mayor. But when the only person qualified and available to manager her campaign is the guy who dumped her on the night of her senior prom—only to show up with another girl on his arm—she has her pride to consider.

        

        Sawyer McVey is not interested in working for the arrogant, rude and snotty little princess. Even if it is the only gig available and he’s been offered twice his normal fee. Although he needs the money and has a three-year-old daughter to support, can he stand being around the sexiest woman alive and keep his hands off her at the same time? Because he knows if he touches her, he’ll fall for her all over again. And that would be bad.

        

        In spite of knowing that Sawyer could break her heart again, Eden not only hires him but she also lets down her guard and ends up in bed with him. But just like back in high school Sawyer once again dumps her.

        

        Soon afterward, he’s being questioned for murder and Eden gives him an alibi. Even though she wasn’t with Sawyer the entire night in question. But, hey, what’s one tiny lie? At Sawyer’s insistence she confesses to the lie she told. When a second man is murdered and Sawyer once again is the number one suspect, he really was with her all night. But will anyone believe Eden this time?
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        Want to know when I release a new book?  Signup for my newsletter.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        For Charlie, my newest grandson.  I love you so much!  Can’t wait to watch you grow.
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      “Jake, I can’t believe you would hire Sawyer McVey as my campaign manager without talking to me first,” Eden Cavanaugh complained to her older brother.  Stepbrother technically, although she didn’t think of him as anything less than blood related.  She was as close to Jake as she was to her younger brother Gabe.  She and Gabe shared the same mother and father.

      She shot Jake the evil eye, to let him know she was angry that he had overstepped his bounds.  She loathed Sawyer.  Never wanted to see him again for as long as she lived.  She shivered as she thought about what he had done to her all those years ago.  The humiliation she had suffered.  She would never forget that night.

      Jake Hastings sat down at the kitchen table across from her, brought his mug to his lips and took a sip of coffee.  “I didn’t officially hire him.”

      “No, but you led him to believe he had the job.  Which basically means the same thing, at least to me.”

      “Well, yes, I did actually.  Because he’s good at what he does.  He ran the governor’s campaign.  Got him elected.  Plus he just moved back to the area.  You’re going to have to pay travel expenses for anyone else.”  He studied her with his gray eyes then shrugged a shoulder.  “I thought you’d be pleased.  But if you don’t want Sawyer then tell him.”  He ran a hand over his dark hair.  “Although you’ve yet to explain why you’re so upset.”

      “Why should I have to tell him?” she practically whined.  “You’re the one who promised him the job.  You should be the one to get rid of him.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” Jake said with a wag of his finger.  “If you don’t want Sawyer as your campaign manager then you need to tell him yourself.  But remember, you’re the one who asked me to find someone for you.  And since he was really looking forward to this job, and didn’t beat us up on the salary, I think he deserves to be told in person.  The sooner the better.”  He pulled out his cell, swiped his finger across the screen and tapped a few times.  “I just sent you his contact info.”

      The bastard didn’t deserve anything as far as Eden was concerned.  She was surprised he’d even want to work for her.  “Did he say anything about me?”

      “He asked how you were.  If you were married.”

      Eden blew out a breath.  “Like it’s any of his business,” she mumbled.

      Her younger brother Gabe chose that moment to make his presence known.  She hadn’t seen him enter the kitchen.

      “I told you she’d be pissed,” Gabe said to Jake.  “She’s never forgiven Sawyer for not taking her to the prom.”  He grabbed a box of cereal from the cupboard and filled a bowl.  “And then the guy shows up with another girl on his arm.”

      “The prom?  Is that what this is about?” Jake asked, leveling Eden with a look.

      “No, of course not.”  But she could tell Jake didn’t believe her.

      “Hell,” he said, “that was twelve years ago.  Get over yourself.”

      “I’m over it.”  But she really wasn’t.  Embarrassed, Eden lowered her gaze and reached beneath the table to pet Clyde.  But not for long.  Rufus, obviously jealous, tried to nudge Clyde out of the way so he could get equal time.  She ran her fingers through the puppy’s soft fur then did the same with the other pup.  Clyde and Rufus were gifts from Jake.  One puppy for her and the other for his fiancée’s daughter Sydney, who was now living with them.

      “So, do you want to tell us what got you so fired up then?”

      “It’s nothing,” she lied with a sweep of her hand.  “Besides, it was a long time ago.”

      Jake and Gabe didn’t understand how she felt about Sawyer McVey, or what that jerk was capable of.  She didn’t like him, didn’t trust him, and she sure as hell was not about to put her campaign in his hands.  She would rather give up the chance to run for mayor than have to work with him.  Although she could hardly expect her brothers to understand.  Because bailing on her just hours before she was about to be crowned prom queen was not the only thing Sawyer had done to humiliate her.

      She lifted her gaze, locked eyes with Jake.  “I don’t want Sawyer running my campaign.  And since you won’t tell him then I guess I’ll have to do it.”  She sighed aloud, hoping he would change his mind and offer to do her dirty work for her.  When he made no such offer, she scooted her chair back and took her empty coffee mug to the sink.  Both Clyde and Rufus followed her, wagging their tails, tripping over each other’s paws.

      “Do you want me to tag along?” Gabe said as he carried his cereal bowl to the table.

      “No, I can do it.  I’m a big girl.”  Besides, she didn’t want to take the chance that Sawyer might possibly open his big mouth in front of her little brother about things that were none of his business.  Gabe couldn’t keep a secret even if his life depended on it.  Maybe Jake was right.  She needed to handle Sawyer on her own.

      “Well, if you change your mind,” Gabe said, “just let me know.  After he blew you off, I got stuck taking you to the prom.  I remember you spent most of the night in the ladies room crying and commiserating with your friends.  At fourteen I was hardly capable of kicking his ass, but I sure wouldn’t mind the chance to do it now.  Just say the word.”

      Although Eden found Gabe’s offer to be sweet, she forced a laugh and waved a hand at him.  “Gabe, don’t be ridiculous.  Like Jake said, that was twelve years ago.  I’m over it.  As much as I appreciate you having my back, I don’t need my little brother to protect me.  Plus I seem to remember you had a ball that night.  You danced your way around the room and hit on practically every girl there even though most of them were four years older than you.”

      “That sounds like Gabe,” Jake chimed in.  He stood, ruffled Gabe’s blond wavy hair and walked over to the sink.  He rinsed his mug and placed it, along with Eden’s, in the dishwasher.  He then turned to face her.  “So if you’re not still upset about Sawyer dumping you, then why don’t you want him to run your campaign?” he pressed again.

      She opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out.

      “Is there something you’re not telling us, Eden?”

      “What?  No, of course not.  I just never liked the guy.  I think I’d rather work with someone who has a little more experience.”

      “Did I mention he ran the governor’s campaign?”  His words dripped with sarcasm.  “The governor who actually got elected?  What more experience could you want?  I would think you would be lucky to have him.  Plus, it’s getting late.  November will be here before you know it.  Bill Martin has been campaigning like crazy already.  You need to speed things up and fast.”

      Jake was right.  Her biggest opponent’s ads were appearing everywhere.  His face had been plastered on every bench at every bus stop in town, not to mention plastered on the buses as well.  But there was still no way she was going to allow Sawyer to be associated with her campaign in any way.

      In walked Kennedy and her daughter Sydney.  Eden was grateful for the interruption.  She was tired of talking about Sawyer.  Fourteen-year-old Sydney got down on her knees to play with the puppies and was soon rolling on the floor and giggling as the pups licked her face.  Kennedy and her brother Jake were getting married next month.  Eden would soon have a sister-in-law and a niece.  Although she already considered them part of the family she couldn’t wait for it to become official.  She supposed Jake was thinking the same thing, for different reasons of course.  The sooner he and Kennedy were married the sooner they could share a bedroom.

      Kennedy went to the cupboard to grab a mug for tea when Jake came up behind her and snagged her around the waist.  “No good morning kiss?”

      Kennedy turned around in his arms and kissed him briefly on the mouth.  “Good morning.”  She tilted her head back and met his eyes.  “Although I just gave you a good morning kiss about an hour ago when you came to my room to wake me.”  They exchanged heated looks and wicked smiles that made Eden wonder if they had done more than kiss that morning.

      After slipping out of Jake’s arms, Kennedy went to the sink to fill her mug.  “I’m sorry I overslept, Eden.  If you can just wait till I have some tea and toast I’ll be ready to go.”

      Eden had totally forgotten she had made plans to go with Kennedy to help pick out flowers for the wedding.  After Jake had told her he’d promised to hire Sawyer McVey as her campaign manager, everything else on her schedule today had become a blur.  “Oh, Kennedy, I am so sorry.  Something came up that I have to tend to this morning.”  She shifted her gaze to Jake and glared at him then turned back to his fiancée.  “Do you think we could grab a late lunch and then visit the florist afterward?”

      “Sure.  No problem.”

      Eden flashed Jake another nasty look as she left the kitchen.  She needed to find something suitable to wear if she were going to visit Sawyer.  Something that was sexy enough to make him regret the way he’d treated her.  And she knew just the dress to do the trick.
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      Eden stopped at Blooms first, the dress shop she owned, to check on things.  Rusty Galloway was unpacking a shipment of dresses when she arrived.  Eden trusted Rusty with the shop, and knew she had things under control.  She supposed the real reason she had stopped there was because she was stalling.  She did not want to see Sawyer who was her next stop.

      But it was almost noon and since she’d promised to meet Kennedy for a late lunch she should probably get going.  “You’re sure you don’t need me?” she asked Rusty for probably the third time.

      “I’ll be fine,” Rusty said, holding one of the new dresses up in front of the mirror.  “What do you think?  I normally don’t wear a lot of orange because of my hair, but I really like this dress a lot.”

      Eden thought Rusty looked good in whatever she wore, regardless of her copper colored hair, which was gorgeous on her.  “Perfect!  And don’t forget you get the employee discount.”  They both laughed.  Rusty was rich enough to buy anything she wanted.  She didn’t need a discount nor did she need the job at Blooms.  She only came in to help at the shop a few days a week in order to get out of the house.  Three kids sometimes wore her out.  She had a great eye for fashion.  Plus she seemed to enjoy Eden’s company.

      “Well, I guess I should get going.  Call me if you need me.”

      She doubted Rusty even heard her.  She was too busy admiring herself in the mirror with the new dress tucked under her chin.  Eden made her way to her car and slid onto the driver’s seat.  Sawyer lived in town, less than two miles away.  She could be there in three minutes.

      Three minutes!  Her heart began to race.  She forced herself to take a deep breath and then started the engine of her Mercedes coupe.  She had seen Sawyer on talk shows several times over the years.  He still wore his black, wavy hair long on top.  Always styled to perfection.  Hair that had once made her itch to run her fingers through it.

      But she wasn’t going to think about that right now.  Instead she needed to plan what she was going to say to him when she fired him.  She pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward town.
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      Sawyer was busy emptying another box of books in his study when his three-year-old came bouncing into the room, an open-faced peanut butter sandwich in one hand and a sippy cup in the other.  “Paisley, be careful by the furniture please.”  The kitchen table was covered with unpacked boxes from the move.  Otherwise he would have expected her to eat her lunch there.  But father and daughter would be organized soon enough and get back into a routine.

      Paisley looked up at him and grinned.  “Okay, Daddy.”  It was only a few moments later when he noticed she had abandoned the cup and milk was now dripping on the hardwood floor.  So much for being leak proof.  He went to find some paper towels and when he returned she was nowhere to be found.  “Paisley?”

      “She’s with me,” his sister called out from the kitchen.  Sheridan was arranging his cupboards for him.   He didn’t know how he would have handled the move from Frankfort to Red Ridge without his sister.  She had been such a huge help.  Plus she was really good with Paisley.  He owed her big time.  She had a business to run and yet she had still found time to help her brother.

      Sawyer bent down on one knee and blotted up the spilt milk.  After a year of contemplating the move back to Red Ridge, he had finally contacted a Realtor who was only too happy to stick a For Sale sign in the front yard of his Frankfort property.  Then he’d started packing his things.  He had expected his daughter to put up a fight when he’d said they were going to move here.  But Paisley had been thrilled with the idea of spending more time with her aunt and grandfather.  Sawyer found that reassuring.  She’d been through enough already.  Losing her mother last year had been hard on her.  She’d gone through months of crying spells at night and had only recently started sleeping in her own bed again.

      He supposed he couldn’t blame her.  He missed his wife too and had found comfort knowing his daughter was beside him at night, even if she did make tiny mewling sounds and kicked and poked him while he was trying to sleep.

      Now he just needed to find work.  Because no matter that Jake Hastings had promised to hire him as Eden Cavanaugh’s campaign manager, he knew it was only a matter of time before Eden rebutted the idea.  He hadn’t bothered explaining things to her older brother.  He’d decided to simply humor him.  He’d just nodded and agreed to what the man had offered and then said he was looking forward to running the campaign when nothing could be further from the truth.

      After what he had gone through recently in Frankfort he honestly didn’t care if he ever ran another campaign again.  He could always teach political science at one of the nearby universities or even online for that matter.  Neither seemed very exciting but no one ever said your job had to be a barrel of laughs.

      Working for Eden was not his idea of a good time either.  She was opinionated, rude and arrogant.  Not to mention she had been a bully back in high school.  Probably still was.

      No thanks.  He didn’t want any part of having to work in close contact with her.  Although there was no bigger thrill than when the candidate you supported won an election.

      Then again, Sawyer didn’t see Eden winning so he supposed it really didn’t matter one way or the other.  He had thought about her over the years, had wondered if she had changed.  Nah, he highly doubted it.  In all likelihood she was probably still as self-centered as ever.

      [image: ]

      Eden drove slowly down the street.  At the light in the center of town she made a left hand turn.  Jake said it was the fourth house on the right.  Eden parked out front of the old red brick two-story.  The turn of the century house still boasted its original shell but she knew the interior had been refurbished more than once over the years.  She’d driven down this street many times on her way to the yoga studio.  The neighborhood was what they would call eclectic, with a mixture of newer homes amongst the old ones, plus a few businesses sprinkled in as well.  A funeral home was just down the street, a church sat across the way and a physician’s office was around the corner.  All were surrounded by huge oaks and flowering dogwoods.  She gave Sawyer’s home a thorough onceover.

      In the front of the house a large lunette window was framed in thick edges and looked as though someone had recently painted those edges white.  Colorful clematis vines, held up by a wooden structure that had seen better days, lined the side of the house.  A red tricycle sat on the brick walkway and a yellow VW bug was parked in the drive.  Not the type of vehicle she would expect Sawyer to own.  The tricycle made her wonder if he were married.  If so, perhaps the bug belonged to his wife.  She suddenly realized she knew very little about the man other than he had been heavily involved in politics over the years.

      He had been on a number of talk shows but the hosts had never broached the subject of him being married with children.  At least not on any of the programs she had seen.  Not that she cared.  So what if he had a wife and kids?

      Sawyer had been the hottest guy at her high school.  Tall, dark and handsome didn’t even begin to describe how hot.  His onyx eyes were mesmerizing; he could undress a girl with those eyes.  In fact, he had done just that with her.  And that killer smile that showed off his lonely dimple on the right side of his cheek used to make her melt.

      He had moved to Red Ridge, Kentucky the end of her senior year.  His father had just accepted the position of principal at the high school.  Old Mr. Wainwright had suffered a heart attack and the school district needed a replacement.  All the girls had vied for Sawyer’s attention from the first minute he’d stepped onto the school grounds.  Eden had turned on the charm and flirted with him every chance she got.  Eventually he had chosen her to be his prom date.  At the time, she’d thought she was the luckiest girl alive.  She’d spent weeks finding the right dress.  It was bright emerald green chiffon with a flowy skirt.  A dress she was certain he would never forget.  She had pictured every girl in her school being jealous of her dancing with Sawyer all night long.  But that fantasy had been short lived.  He’d dumped her the day of the prom with no explanation whatsoever.  The bastard.

      Instead of being nervous about firing him she should be excited.  Maybe getting revenge would make her feel better.  She got out of her car, brushed the wrinkles from her red dress with the low-cut bodice and short skirt and headed up the brick walk.  She noticed the doorbell had been taped over so she used the brass doorknocker instead.

      From inside the house came the squeal of a child followed by laughter.  The door swung open and a pretty woman with dark hair pulled back into a ponytail and dressed in sweats stood glaring at her.  Beside her was the cutest little girl, with hair and eyes identical to her father’s.  There was no denying this was Sawyer’s daughter.  A twinge of envy spiraled through her as she pictured his perfect marriage.  While she didn’t even have a boyfriend.

      “Hello.  I was wondering if Sawyer was home.  I’m . . .”  She was about to say she was an old friend from high school, but that wasn’t true.  She and Sawyer were not friends, at least not anymore.

      “I know who you are, Eden.”  The woman didn’t offer a smile or her hand.  Was this Sawyer’s wife?  Of course, it was.  It had to be.

      “I’m sorry.  Have we met?”  Eden thought she looked vaguely familiar but if they had met she certainly couldn’t place her.

      “Yes, we’ve met, not that I expected you to remember.”

      Eden was stunned by the way she was speaking to her.  She must be the jealous type was all she could think to excuse her behavior.  Although the woman had no reason to be jealous.  Eden wouldn’t look twice at her husband if he was the last man on earth.

      “My name is Paisley,” the little girl said with a shy smile.

      Finally, someone with some manners.  “Hello, Paisley.  That’s a very pretty name.  My name is Eden.”

      “That’s a funny name.”  She brought a hand to her mouth and giggled.

      Eden laughed too.  “Is that your red tricycle outside?”

      Paisley nodded with enthusiasm.  “It matches your dress.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “This is my new house.”

      “I heard you’d just moved in recently.  It’s very nice.”

      The girl nodded again and then ran off.  “Bye,” she called out.

      The woman twisted her head and hollered over her shoulder, “Paisley, it’s time for your nap!”  Then she faced Eden again.

      Eden decided to try to make nice.  “Your daughter is adorable.”

      “My niece.”

      Eden was surprised.  She had just assumed.  “So you must be Sawyer’s . . .”

      “Sister.  Sheridan McVey.”

      She’d known Sawyer had a sister.  She was a few years younger than they were, if she remembered correctly.  But she would swear they had never met.  She decided to fake it.  “Sheridan, it’s so nice to see you again.”  She extended her hand that was ignored.

      “Cut the crap, Eden.  You don’t remember me so please don’t pretend to.”

      Feeling ashamed of herself, she said, “You’re right.  I don’t remember you.  I’m sorry.”  She waited a moment for Sheridan to refresh her memory about when they had met but she didn’t.  Eden shifted her weight from one leg to the other.  Her four-inch stilettos weren’t exactly the most comfortable shoes in her wardrobe.  But they showed off her legs nicely.  At least she thought so.  “Is your brother home?”

      Sheridan opened the door wide and gestured for her to come inside.  There were tons of boxes in the hallway.  It was obvious they hadn’t even gotten settled yet.  “He’s in the study.  This way.”

      Eden followed her through the hallway, her heels clicking on the shiny hardwood floor.  They passed through the kitchen that was cluttered with moving boxes and then down another hallway.

      Sheridan stopped at an open doorway, flung her hand for Eden to enter.  Eden inched around her.  Inside the room, Sawyer, with his back to them, was busy unpacking books from a box and lining them on the built-in bookshelves.

      “Sawyer, you have a visitor,” Sheridan said, allowing the annoyance she was obviously feeling come through in her voice.

      Sawyer spun around.  The minute he saw her, his smile disappeared.  “Eden,” was all he said.

      Sheridan spoke before Eden had a chance to say anything.  “I’m going to put Paisley in for her nap now and then I’m going to go put in a few hours at the shop.  I’ll stop back tomorrow to finish up the kitchen.”

      “Thanks, sis.  I really appreciate the help,” Sawyer told her.  When they were finally alone he looked over at Eden.  “I was wondering when I would hear from you.  Have a seat, if you can find a spot somewhere.”

      Eden glanced about the room, looking for a chair but the only one that didn’t have a box on it was his leather desk chair, tucked beneath a large mahogany desk.  She tiptoed around a stuffed bear lying on the floor and made her way to the desk.  She pulled out the chair and plunked down into it.

      Sawyer wore a navy t-shirt that showed off his sculpted muscles, and jeans that sat low on his narrow hips.  His eyes had lost their sparkle and because he wasn’t smiling she couldn’t get a glimpse of that dimple she used to think was such a turn-on.  He had probably used some kind of gel to style his hair and get it to stay in place.  He had aged well, not that he was old.  He was only thirty, like her.  But he looked damn good.  Too bad he was such a jerk.

      Sawyer moved a box from the small sofa, set it on the floor and sat down.  “So, you’re running for mayor.”  It was a statement not a question, but then he obviously knew that already.

      “Yes.”  She should just say what she came to say.  You’re fired.  But for some reason the words couldn’t find their way to her mouth.  “Yes,” she said again, fiddling with the clasp on her Jimmy Choo clutch bag.  This was much harder than she had thought.  Although she had no reason why.  She didn’t like the man, did not want him working on her campaign, let alone running it.  So what was the problem?  Just tell him the truth.  Her heart began to palpitate and then picked up speed.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t already have a campaign manager.  The election is only five months away.”

      “I know that.  I had a lot going on this year.  My father passed away a few weeks ago.”  Which was only one of her excuses.  The truth was she had only recently decided to run.  And why was she bothering to explain anyway?  It was none of his business.

      “Mayor Hastings, your stepfather.  I heard.  I’m sorry.”

      “Yes.”  She set the clutch on the desk before she ended up breaking the clasp.  “Nice desk.”  She ran a hand over the smooth mahogany top.

      “Eden, why are you here?”

      She locked eyes with him and decided to stop stalling, just get it over with.  “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to work together.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “It would never work.  Wait.  What?” she asked, feeling completely dumbfounded.  “You agree with me?  But you told my brother you were excited about heading up my campaign.”

      He shrugged.  “I guess I changed my mind.”

      “Oh.”  It was all she could think to say at the moment.  Then the questions started bubbling to the surface.  This wasn’t going as planned.  She had assumed she would fire him and he would become all apologetic and beg her for a second chance.  Then she had planned to exact her revenge by telling him no.  And not just no, but no way in hell.  “Can I ask why?”

      “Does it really matter?”

      “Yes.  The truth.”

      “Because I don’t like you.”

      Her mouth fell open.  Of all the nerve.  She wasn’t going to let him get away with saying that.  At least not without telling him how she felt about him.  “Well, actually, I came here to fire you.  So it’s just as well.  When I heard that Jake had promised you the job I was repulsed by the mere suggestion.  I’m sure you know why.”

      “Is it because I took another girl to the prom or because you and I had sex the night before?”

      “You are disgusting!”  She pushed out of the chair and stood.  “You’re fired!”

      “I believe you already made that quite clear.  Doesn’t matter much.  You aren’t going to win anyway.  With or without my help.”

      What a prick he was!  She couldn’t stand to hear anymore.  She turned to leave but before she got to the doorway she heard Sawyer chuckling.  And not just chuckling, he was actually roaring with laughter.  She spun around just as he was making his way toward her.  “What’s so funny?”

      He pointed to her hip then circled his finger as if he wanted her to turn around.

      She glanced over her shoulder, tried to look at her backside, but she couldn’t see anything.

      “Turn around, Eden.  I believe you sat on my daughter’s peanut butter sandwich.”

      “What!”

      “I was wondering where that had gotten to.”

      Again she tried to see behind her but she couldn’t.  Slowly she turned around so he could check things out for himself.

      “Yep.  You have a . . . on your  . . .”  He was cackling so hard he could barely talk.

      “Do you know how much this dress cost?” she asked over her shoulder.  So much for trying to look sexy and making him feel regretful for dumping her.  Now she just looked ridiculous.

      “Well, if you’ll hold still, I’ll get it off.”  His hand touched her butt as she assumed he was scooping the sandwich away.  A tingle ran up her spine.  “I got the sandwich but I’m afraid it left a nasty stain.  Do you want me to try to wipe it off?”

      She turned to face him as she said, “Absolutely not!  I’ll do it.  Where’s your powder room?”

      “Powder room?  Always the snob.  I thought maybe you’d changed over the years but I guess not.”

      He was really starting to piss her off.  “Bathroom.  Where’s your bathroom?  And do you have any club soda?”

      She heard him sigh.  “Coming right up, princess.”
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      A few minutes later Sawyer tapped on the bathroom door.  “Do you need any help?”  No answer.  He tapped again.  “Eden?”

      “Just go away.”

      “Did the club soda do the trick?”

      “No.  Do you realize how much fat and oil must be in peanut butter?  The dress is ruined.”

      He let out a frustrated sigh.  Of all the things he had assumed he would be doing today, picking a peanut butter sandwich off Eden Cavanaugh’s butt wasn’t one of them.  “Well, then what’s taking so long?”  He had work to do before Paisley got up from her nap.

      “I had to take the dress off in order to treat the stain.”

      “Hmm.”  He pictured her standing in his guest bath wearing nothing but her bra and panties.  “Sorry I missed that,” he mumbled, almost to himself.  Because regardless of how he felt about her personally, she still had a hot body.

      “Did you seriously just say what I think you said?”

      Oh, shit.  “What is it you think I said exactly?”

      “Never mind.”

      For a moment there was silence from the other side of the door, then the sound of rustling fabric before he heard her swear.

      “Eden, I really don’t have time for this.  I need to get back to unpacking.”

      “You don’t seem to understand I’m in the middle of a crisis here!”

      A stain on her dress was her idea of a crisis?  He was right.  She hadn’t changed a bit.  “No, I don’t understand.  Take the damn dress to the cleaners and send me the bill.  Okay?  Now, open the door.”

      More swearing.

      Sighing he ran a hand through his hair.  What had he done to deserve this?  He’d woken up in a good mood, had been making progress with emptying the moving boxes and now Eden had managed to ruin his day.

      “Can I borrow your cell phone?” she asked.

      His cell phone?  “What for?”

      “I left my cell in the car.  This clutch is so small there’s barely any room for anything.  By the time I added a lipstick and a mirror I couldn’t possibly jam a phone in there as well.”

      If only that was the biggest issue he had on his plate.  Was she serious or was she just being a drama queen?  “But why do you need a phone in the first place?”

      “If you must know I somehow got the zipper on my dress caught.  I need to call my sister-in-law Kennedy, my soon-to-be sister-in-law,” she corrected, “and ask her to bring me a change of clothes.”

      Sawyer rolled his eyes and dug his phone from his jeans pocket.  But then he changed his mind.  That meant she would be staying at his home until the cavalry arrived.  “If you open the door, maybe I can get your zipper unstuck.”  And then she could be on her way and he wouldn’t have to see her again.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      He looked skyward.  “It’s not like you have anything I haven’t already seen.”  And it wasn’t as if he would ever forget what she had looked like naked.  She was a natural blonde; that much he remembered.  And those full breasts were amazing.

      “You are such a jerk.”

      “Fine.  Stay in there all day if you want to.”  He started to walk away when he heard the bolt on the door slide open, saw the turn of the crystal door handle.

      Eden peeked her blonde curly head out and peered at him with a look of hopelessness in her green eyes.  She’d always been beautiful.  He had hoped she would have gained a few pounds, gotten a wrinkle or two, or maybe gotten slovenly over the years, thinking that might knock her down a peg or two, but no such luck.  She was even more striking now than she had been at eighteen.  Sexy, hot and gorgeous is how he would describe her.  Too bad everything was always about her.

      “Are you just going to stand there staring or are you going to help me?” she accused, holding the red dress in place.

      He stepped inside the small bathroom that had only a toilet and pedestal sink.  “Turn around.  Let me take a look.”  Slowly, she turned her back to him.  He ran his gaze along the curve of her spine, taking in her creamy white skin, her small waist.  Her bra was a bright scarlet and standing this close he could see her bikini panties matched.  He breathed in her scent.  Something citrusy.

      “Well?” she said, bringing his thoughts back to the task at hand.

      Sure enough the zipper was caught on the fabric.  “Hold still,” he said, and began to work it free.  “There.”  It made a hissing sound as he slid it up her back.  But instead of stepping away, he stood there just a moment longer.  Lingering.  Waiting for God only knew what.  His heartbeat went up a notch and his cock stirred beneath the fly of his jeans.  Then his gaze dropped to the peanut butter stain on her ass and he grimaced.  It was all he could do to keep from laughing.

      She turned around and stared at him.  “The spot looks awful, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes, it does.  And you’re right.  There must be a lot of fat in peanut butter because it made a big oily stain right smack in the middle of your . . . well, you know.”  The room was too small for both of them.  Sawyer backed out of the tiny space and stepped into the hall.

      “I still need to borrow your phone.  I’m supposed to meet Kennedy, Jake’s fiancée, for lunch and I can’t go looking like this.”

      Sawyer placed the phone in her hand.  “I’ll be in the study.”

      A few moments later she appeared, set his cell on the top of the desk.  “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it,” he said, thinking she would leave now.  Hoping she would leave now.  “Well, it was great seeing you.  Good luck with your campaign.”

      She lifted her chin and stared at him.  “You said you didn’t think I was going to win.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Do you care to tell me why?”

      He shifted his weight.  “Eden, I really don’t want to get into this right now if you don’t mind.  I have a lot to do before my daughter wakes from her nap.”

      “I do mind.  I don’t think it’s fair of you to say something like that and not justify it.”

      He could rattle off a hundred reasons why he didn’t think she would win the election but he would start with the ones that came to mind first.  “I don’t think you have a chance in hell of winning because you’re arrogant, snotty, rude and shallow.  How’s that for starters?”

      “You don’t even know me anymore.  Just because I may have been a brat in high school doesn’t mean I’m still like that.  I have a good heart, I’m generous to a fault and people genuinely like me.”

      “Who?  Your family?  Your snobby friends?  The rich women in town who frequent your shop and buy those overpriced dresses?”

      She stared at him as if she were at a loss for words.  Then she blinked with watery eyes.  She swallowed and squared her shoulders as if his comments hadn’t struck a nerve.

      Maybe he had laid it on a little too thickly.  He thought about it.  No, if anything, he had spared her from what he really thought.

      “Well, since you’re being so honest with me, maybe you’ll finally tell me why you changed your mind about taking me to the prom.”

      “Because you whined and complained all day because the shoes you had died to match your dress were off a shade.  You would have thought the world was coming to an end.  I couldn’t deal with all your drama.”

      She shrugged.  “Okay, so maybe I overreacted a little.  I really don’t think I deserved to be dumped.”

      “A little?  And then you made a stink when you found out another girl was planning to wear an emerald green dress that night.  Like you were the only one who deserved to wear that color.  You told me you threatened that she had better not show her face unless she wore a different dress.  If I remember correctly, that poor girl was so upset by the things you accused her of she didn’t even go to the prom.”

      “I don’t remember things being quite that dramatic.  I do remember it was Cynthia Ballard, and I believe she got sick at the last moment.  Besides, she deliberately bought that dress when she knew I was planning to wear emerald to match my eyes.  She did it on purpose.”

      Sawyer rolled his eyes.  She was hopeless.

      “I don’t expect you to understand but that was one of the biggest nights of my life, and you ruined it.  I had to go with my little brother Gabe.  Do you know how humiliating that was for me?  For all my friends to see me and know that you had obviously dumped me?  And then to have you show up with another girl, that bimbo, on your arm?  Well, it was unforgiveable is all I have to say.  Especially because of the way you took advantage of me the night before.  After you got in my panties, you didn’t want anything more to do with me.  All this stuff you’re accusing me of is just your way to justify dumping me so you can feel better about yourself for using me.  For stealing my virginity!”

      “I did not—”  He’d started to defend that statement when she cut in again.

      “Don’t even try to deny it, Sawyer,” she said with a finger pointed accusingly at him.

      He waited for her to calm down before opening his mouth again.

      “That bimbo had a name.  Gretchen Walker.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I took Gretchen Walker to the prom.  Remember her?  The girl you and your friends bullied your senior year?”

      Yes, she remembered her.  She was the earthy type.  The kind of girl who wore no make-up, her hair straight, homemade beads and jewelry and only organic food passed her lips.  “We never . . . I never bullied her.”

      “Really?  I seem to remember you spreading rumors about her being a slut.”

      She twisted her hand in her blonde curls, avoided his gaze.  “I don’t remember that.”

      “You don’t remember?”

      She glared at him.  “No.  Besides, maybe she was a slut.  Why did you care so much about her anyway?”

      “She was a nice girl.  Her mother had just been diagnosed with cancer.  She’d been quiet and minding her own business and then you and your friends started picking on her for no good reason.  Probably because her mother couldn’t afford to buy her designer labels.”

      “I didn’t pick on her.  It was mostly Naomi Freeman and Caitlyn Jarecki.  I told them to leave her alone.”

      “Yet you didn’t stop them.”

      She tilted her head.  “You know how cruel kids can be.  If I had tried to stick up for Gretchen they would have just picked on me for something.  Besides,” she said with a wave of her hand, “it was mostly harmless stuff.”

      He shook his head in dismay.  While he supposed she was mostly right, he specifically remembered Eden telling him Gretchen was a slut when nothing could be further from the truth.

      She took a deep breath and lowered herself to the sofa.  “Sawyer, I didn’t know her mother was sick.  I’m sorry.  Did her mother die?”

      He gave a curt nod and she actually had the decency to look guilty.

      “I wonder what ever happened to Gretchen.  I don’t think I’ve even run into her since high school.  She must have moved away from Red Ridge.”

      “She got a scholarship to UK and became a teacher.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about her.  Did you two stay in touch or what?”

      “You could say that.  Actually, I married her.”

      [image: ]

      Sawyer had married Gretchen Walker?  Eden tried not to look appalled.  From what she could remember about the girl, besides that she was the earthy type, was nothing more than a plain Jane.  But if she were Sawyer’s type it was no wonder things hadn’t worked out between Eden and him.  Still, she felt badly for hurting her.  Here she was in Gretchen’s home, sitting on her sofa.  Her husband had just helped her with her zipper.  How awkward was that?

      Feeling extremely uncomfortable, she said, “I think I should wait outside for Kennedy.  It would be best just in case your wife shows up.”

      “Gretchen won’t be showing up.”

      “Oh?  Is she out of town or something?”

      “No.  She’s dead.”

      Eden sucked in a breath.  A sudden coldness washed over her.  Gretchen had been her age.  So young.  “I’m so sorry.  Was it cancer, like her mother?”

      “A car accident.  Last year.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said again, feeling totally impotent.  What more could be said?  Then she thought about his daughter who she had met at
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