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      A walk on the wild side with her favorite bad boy is just what this good girl needs!

      

      Mollie Mason is sure her night can’t get any worse. Stuck in an inflatable rubber cake, she overhears her fiancé slamming her at his bachelor party—and then she catches him cheating! But discovering her high school crush has witnessed her humiliation is the icing on the cake.

      Cade Gallagher has wanted Mollie for years. And when she asks him to help her prove to the world—and herself—that she’s not just a good girl, he knows he’d be a fool to say no. But she wants a temporary fling. Will two weeks be enough time to convince her to take a chance on him—forever?

      WARNING: This book contains sex, shenanigans, and shopping. Sometimes all three at the same time.
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      If she never saw the inside of another cake, it would be too soon.

      Mollie Mason shifted uncomfortably, hoping the music cueing her “arrival” would hurry up and start playing. The combination mask-slash-headdress had shifted, leaving her able to see out of only one eyehole, not that there was much to see at the moment besides the dark interior of a round rubber container. And to make matters worse, her spangly leotard was slowly creeping up her butt.

      Of course, the pop-up rubber cake left little room to adjust either situation, so she was left crouching on all fours, legs cramping, a half-blind butt-flossing idiot.

      At least it wasn’t a real cake, she thought, blinking drops of sweat out of her eyes. She could be worrying about getting crumbs and frosting in unmentionable places.

      Instead, she had plenty of time to wonder if it was possible to suffocate inside such a confined space.

      “Seattle Tax Accountant Dies Inside Bachelor Party Cake.” Yeah, that’s the legacy she wanted to leave.

      Still no music; if they didn’t get her out of this thing soon she was going to completely freak out. And a sobbing, jabbering mess was probably the last thing anyone wanted to see tonight.

      For a moment, she let herself wonder—very briefly—how Blaine was going to react when she popped out of the cake. Although the stripper she’d bribed to let her take over the cake-jumping job insisted this was the most modest outfit available, it still revealed far more than she was usually comfortable revealing. At least the mask would hide her identity from the other guys in attendance. She might want to surprise Blaine, maybe shock him out of the complacency that seemed to be creeping into their relationship, but she had no intention of letting his friends and co-workers know that the girl popping out of the cake tonight would be walking down the aisle next Saturday.

      She might be feeling a little daring, but she wasn’t a complete moron.

      Mollie stretched her neck from side to side, trying to work out the kinks that seemed to be multiplying with each second inside this cake-shaped casket. The weight of the headdress only added to her discomfort—how in the world did showgirls dance every night in Vegas wearing these things?

      The scent of disinfectant spray and stale body odor wafted past her nose again, making her gag. How did the poor women who did this for a living tolerate it? Not that they had much choice—the strippers’ union wasn’t exactly a powerhouse in labor relations.

      Showed what a sheltered life she led. Until tonight, she’d never even considered these issues.

      Her hiding place lurched, nearly sending her sprawling on her butt. Mollie’s heart rate accelerated. Someone was rolling the cake out into the middle of the hotel suite where the party was taking place. At least it would be over soon. Then she’d drag Blaine to a back room and let him in on the secret, plant a big kiss on him, and hightail it over to Caroline’s place to collect her fifty bucks.

      She’d fulfilled her terms of the dare, so Caroline had better not kick about paying up.

      She’d be lucky if Mollie didn’t insist on double for pain and suffering.

      She shifted once again, trying to keep her legs from falling asleep, and settled back to listen for her cue.

      

      Cade took a swig of his beer and tried to remember why, exactly, he was at this train wreck of a bachelor party. The music was big-hair-band crap, the beer generic kegger swill, and the conversational topics all ten years old.

      It was his worst class-reunion nightmare, come to life.

      But this was even worse than a class reunion. Because tonight was all about the man who was going to marry Mollie Mason.

      Cade looked across the room and tried not to grimace. The happy bridegroom was extremely happy at the moment, thanks to an abundance of cheap alcohol and expensive women. The strippers were taking turns draping themselves all over Blaine, and he was definitely not objecting.

      Of all the guys in their graduating class, why in the world had she picked this loser?

      He’d been stunned to hear that Mollie and Blaine were getting married. It had been one of the first bits of gossip he’d heard on his arrival back home after so many years away. The Golden Boy and the Ice Princess, Junior had laughingly called them. And then invited him to tag along to the bachelor party as well.

      “It’ll be just like old times,” Junior had said, and Cade grudgingly agreed to go.

      Not that he particularly wanted to relive the bad old days. But he’d hoped to find that Blaine had grown into the kind of man who deserved a woman like Mollie.

      To his everlasting disgust, that hadn’t occurred.

      In fact, pretty much everyone seemed to be stuck in the same rut they’d occupied in high school. And they all assumed he was the person they knew back then, too.

      The problem was, he’d changed. And the person he’d been back then was so far removed from who he was now, he could hardly recognize the guy everyone seemed to expect him to be.

      Junior stumbled by and slapped him on the shoulder. “Glad you could make it,” he slurred. As best man, Junior was in charge of the party, and it showed. The only classy thing about it was the hotel room where it was being held.

      Cade checked his watch and wondered how soon he could sneak out without being too obvious about it. Now that he knew the depressing truth about Mollie’s choice of husband, he really had no reason to stay.

      He had no claim on her—he never had. They’d been nothing more than casual acquaintances, people who saw each other in the halls from time to time. She had always been active and involved, while he circled the periphery of high school life. But she’d never looked down on him, never treated him like a second-class citizen.

      He’d forgotten her high school nickname until Junior had mentioned it. Ice Princess. Sure, she’d been a bit reserved, almost shy. But never stuck up. He had the feeling most of the guys in this room had never bothered to look beyond the surface to see what she was really like.

      Of course, he hadn’t seen her in ten years. Maybe she’d become the kind of shallow, image-chasing female version of Blaine that Blaine had always hooked up with in high school.

      Or the ones he appeared to be hooking up with tonight.

      God, he hoped not. The thought that the one bright spot of his adolescent years had changed so much was enough to really depress him.

      Across the room, Blaine was busy sticking his tongue down the throat of the nearest stripper. Cade took another drink, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. Here this guy was marrying the sweetest girl from their high school class a week from Saturday, and he was playing tonsil hockey with some random chick. There was even the obligatory “girl-popping-out-of-a-cake” routine coming up, if the sad-looking rubber cake being wheeled in from the other room was any indication.

      Sad and pathetic.

      Sort of like his life right now.

      “So, Blaine, buddy! What’s the old ball and chain up to tonight?” Junior waved his mug in the air, spilling brew across the hotel room floor.

      Blaine removed his face from the cleavage of the woman currently giving him a lap dance and leered. “Doing my quarterlies,” he said.

      Raucous laughter boomed through the suite, drowning out the bump-and-grind music playing on the portable CD player the girls from Sunset Strip had brought with them. “Oh, my God,” Junior crowed. “That sounds pretty kinky, even for you, Blainester.”

      Blaine didn’t even look up, too busy groping the lap-dancer’s ass. “Yeah, right. Give me a break. Mollie’s so goddamn uptight she thinks doing it with the lights on is too kinky.”

      A chorus of groans met that statement, accompanied by lots of head-nodding. “She is pretty innocent,” someone said.

      Blaine snorted, pulling the stripper closer so they bumped together groin-to-groin. “She’s the poster child for repressed.”

      “Why the hell are you marrying her, then?”

      Cade wondered the same thing. The bridegroom’s attitude toward his bride-to-be sure left a lot to be desired. But considering the source, he wasn’t particularly surprised.

      The bigger question was, why the hell was she marrying him?

      “She serves her purpose,” Blaine said carelessly.

      “What purpose?” someone yelled across the room. “If the sex isn’t good, what else is there?”

      Blaine shrugged, an interesting maneuver considering the stripper draped over him. “I never have to worry about my taxes.”

      Junior shuddered. “Why take yourself off the market for that?”

      Cade glanced over at Blaine. There were now two strippers gyrating over him, shoving their surgically enhanced breasts right in his face.

      “She’s not bad looking,” Blaine said, eyes never leaving the Silicone Hills and Valleys.

      “Under all those layers,” someone interrupted.

      Blaine laughed. “She’ll go a long way toward convincing my older clients that I’m settled, a family man they can trust.”

      The other guys hooted with laughter at that one. Cade was tempted to join them.

      Blaine mock-glared at them. “Hey, it’s a possibility. You know that in my job, image is everything. Mollie fits that image. Plus, she’s so busy with her own career I don’t have to worry about her paying attention to my extracurricular activities.” He leered at the brunette on his right knee, flipping open her bikini-style top so he could have easier access. She just grinned and leaned forward.

      Cade could almost see the dollar signs spinning in her eyes. The ladies of Sunset Strip were anticipating some mondo-huge-o tips tonight. Enough to relax the rules against fraternization.

      They were in for a major disappointment. Cade may have been away from this crowd for years, but he knew the type. The girls would be leaving with the bare minimum tip-wise. He almost—almost—felt sorry for them.

      “So what you’re telling me,” Junior said, blinking owlishly, “is that you’re marrying Mollie for her respek—respetik⁠—”

      “Respectability,” Cade ground out, unwilling to listen to another drunken attempt. He had his limits.

      “Yeah. What he said,” Junior said. “She’s ’spectable, and not bad looking, and won’t have a clue that you’re cheating on her.”

      “In a nutshell, my friend,” Blaine gasped. Probably because the redhead on his left knee was busy undoing his pants.

      Couldn’t the asshole get a room or something?

      Oh, wait. He already had a room. Cade was just stuck in it with him.

      It was time to get the hell out.

      Cade moved toward the door, setting his half-empty mug on the nearest table. Then someone punched a button on the CD player and a classic strip tune started blaring through the tinny speakers. The partiers crowded around the rubber cake, blocking Cade’s escape route.

      He sighed inwardly, throwing a few curses at the god of bad timing, and crossed his arms. One girl popping out of a cake, and he was out of there.

      The music swelled, filling the room with cheesy bump-and-grind notes. The fake cake shook a little, rocking from side to side as the girl inside apparently tried to get out.

      Cade checked his watch, wondering just how long she was going to drag this out.

      Finally, the hinged top of the cake flew open. The stripper rose out of the opening, looking more than a little shaky. The mask covering her face was tilted at a crazy angle, and she reached up and wrenched it around so it was in the right place.

      She didn’t have the typical “hi boys, aren’t you glad to see me” look. In fact, her fists were clenched at her sides, her shoulders thrown back. She was radiating fury. Her gaze was riveted on the guest of honor.

      Cade looked over at Blaine, frowning. He was oblivious to the attention, currently busy with the Titty Twins. One was holding his head to her ample breast, while the other was leaning over his unbuttoned pants, bobbing her head up and down enthusiastically.

      The newest stripper stomped her way out of the cake, pulling down the backside of her outfit as she went. Ripping the mask off, she flung it at Blaine. “You pig,” she hissed, and stormed out of the room.
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      Oh, God. He knew that face.

      Cade looked around at the other partiers, wondering which one would be the first to comment. To his amazement, none of the guys looked shocked. In fact, the majority seemed more confused than anything.

      “What was up her butt?” Junior picked up the headdress, which had bounced harmlessly off Blaine’s shins and dropped to the floor. As a grand gesture, it had failed miserably. The jerk hadn’t even noticed.

      The other partygoers crowded around Junior, inspecting the headdress and offering theories about the reason behind the stripper’s tizzy fit.

      Not one suggested it was because that stripper was the guest of honor’s fiancée.

      What in the world had Mollie been doing in the cake, dressed like that? Sure, in the world of Sunset Strip, the outfit was practically Amish, but Mollie Mason in a sequined leotard was an image he wasn’t likely to forget anytime soon.

      Cut low in front and high on the thigh, it had highlighted a lush body he’d never suspected was hiding behind those conservative outfits she wore. He’d fantasized, yeah, but never known for sure. Her breasts were high and full, curving enticingly at the low neckline. Obviously natural, too, a bonus after seeing enough implants this evening to start a factory. He could just imagine cupping them in his hands, brushing his thumbs across her nipples and watching them tighten in response.

      Her behind was curvy, too, and she probably considered it the bane of her existence, but Cade closed his eyes briefly at the thought of gripping that sweet ass as he slowly thrust into her.

      Over and over and over again.

      Forget the fact that she’d tossed the headpiece and revealed her face. How could Blaine not know it was Mollie by her body?

      Cade had only seen it once, and he knew that he’d never forget it.

      Shaking his head once again at the blindness of the people surrounding him, Cade slipped out of the room. It wasn’t like he’d even be missed.

      
      Oh God. Oh God oh God oh God. Mollie leaned over, bracing her hands on her knees. She counted her breaths, in for four, out for eight, trying not to hyperventilate. Passing out in the stairwell would just be the perfect ending for a perfectly hideous evening.

      It was bad enough listening to Blaine slam her to all of his friends. She’d sat in that stupid cake, horrified, as he called her frigid. Oblivious. Easy to cheat on. A business asset, for God’s sake.

      A sexless lap dog he could trot out for company.

      Then, when she was good and mad, she’d finally gotten out of that hellhole disguised as a cake to discover him cheating on her right in front of her face!

      Not that he had any idea that the stripper jumping out of the cake was his fiancée, but the principle was the same.

      Mollie closed her eyes, willing the image away. It was so sleazy, so—disgusting, to know he took their impending vows so lightly.

      Lightly? They were nothing but an inconvenience to him.

      Just like she was.

      No. She was not going to cry, dammit. The slimeball didn’t deserve it. He hadn’t even bothered to react to her appearance, hadn’t even noticed that she was in the stupid room, and certainly wasn’t trying to track her down to apologize.

      Of course, what would he say? “Sorry, honey, I have no idea how my dick ended up in her mouth.”

      Mollie straightened up, brushing the tracks of tears off her cheeks. She refused to leave any sign of weakness, hated that she was crying over that pitiful excuse for a man, but sometimes emotions couldn’t be helped.

      Though come to think of it, the primary emotion she felt right now was rage. She was furious at how he’d described her, fuming mad at the disgusting antics he had been engaged in when she finally escaped her bachelor-party prison. But she wasn’t sad or grieving.

      Shouldn’t she be? After all, tonight had spelled the death of their relationship.

      Maybe that would come later. What were the five stages of dealing with a lying, cheating, conniving ex-fiancé?

      Ex. Oh, man. The wedding was in a week. How in the world was she going to cancel everything in one stupid week?

      Because there was no way in hell she was going to go through with the wedding now.

      She pushed up from the concrete step and straightened her outfit, wishing she could get her real clothes before heading home. But they were stuck in the bathroom of the hotel suite, and she wouldn’t go back in that room on a bet.

      Which was what had gotten her into this mess in the first place.

      Caroline was going to pay.

      Swearing under her breath, Mollie reached for her purse, then swore again as her hand swept through empty air. Of course her purse was still in the hotel suite. No self-respecting stripper would pop out of a cake carrying her Dooney and Bourke. And she was nothing if not self-respecting.

      She leaned against the door, dropping her head back with a satisfying clang that echoed through the stairwell. She was going to have to go back in that damn room—because without her purse, keys, and cell phone, there was no way to get home.

      Groaning, she banged the door again—then yelped as it opened behind her, sending her tumbling out into the open hallway and onto the carpet.

      Right in front of a pair of black leather motorcycle boots.

      “Thought I’d find you here,” a very low, very familiar voice said.

      Oh, no. No no no… Wincing, Mollie slowly raised her eyes, skimming up a pair of well-worn, well-fitting jeans, past a soft-looking henley shirt, all the way up to a face out of a thousand fantasies.

      And tonight, one hideous nightmare.

      Face flaming, she scrambled to her feet, crossing her arms over her chest in a futile effort to hide her pseudo-outfit. “Cade,” she mumbled, looking down at the ground. Of all the people who could possibly find her like this, why did it have to be him? “What are you doing here?”

      “Hey, Mollie,” he said, as if he saw her wearing a spangled bathing suit every day. “Thought you might need these.”

      His hand thrust into her field of vision, holding her neatly folded clothes and, thank heaven above, her purse.

      “I—uh—thanks.” She grabbed her things out of his hand. “How did you know…”

      This time, she looked at him in time to catch a negligent shrug. “I asked one of the other girls where they had changed, and grabbed your stuff on the way out. Figured you wouldn’t be in the mood to go back in.”

      She grimaced. “Not in a million years.” Still utterly self-conscious of how little she was wearing, Mollie pulled on her sweatshirt right over the showgirl outfit. The girl she’d borrowed the costume from would just have to wait to get it back.

      Or maybe she’d just burn it and send some money for a replacement.

      “So, are you, um,” Mollie waved her hand in a vague gesture, “did anyone say…”

      “No one else recognized you.” Cade glanced over his shoulder at the hotel suite. Loud music and raucous laughter pulsated through the closed doorway.

      “I’m not sure if I should be relieved or insulted.” She hiked her jeans up over her sequined butt. After a few failed attempts, she finally managed to secure the button. “Not even Blaine?”

      “Sorry.” Cade reached down and snagged her panties off the carpet where she'd dropped them in her haste to get dressed.

      Mollie snatched them out of his hand and stuffed them into her pocket, along with her bra, which was draped across the toe of her spike-heeled shoe. “Okay, my humiliation is complete. Could you go now?”

      “If that’s what you—” He turned around abruptly, grabbed her by the shoulders and thrust her to the wall. Threading his fingers through her hair, he stepped into the vee of her legs and pressed her up against the wall with his body.

      Dimly, she was aware of the sound of a door slamming, quickly swallowed up by the sensation of Cade’s delicious body pressed against her from knee to chest.

      God, he was built, with a solid torso that brushed against her breasts, causing her nipples to tighten almost painfully. His thighs held her legs apart, keeping her upright, which was a good thing since otherwise she suspected she would be a whimpering puddle at his feet. His fingertips traced tiny circles on her scalp, sending a tingle down to her toes.

      He tilted her head just a little to the left, then crushed his mouth against hers, sweeping his tongue inside on her gasp of surprise.

      And then it didn’t matter that her rat of a fiancé had just betrayed and belittled her to all of his pals, or that her dream of a perfect marriage had crumbled into ash, because Cade was kissing her with all the intensity and passion and finesse that she’d dreamed of since adolescence. Heat spiraled through her and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him even closer, until the hard ridge of his arousal nudged her belly.

      Oh, my God. Cade wanted her. She tilted her hips, rocking against him in a rhythmic motion that echoed the dance of his tongue stroking hers. Lifting one leg, she wrapped it around his waist and pressed against his rock-solid hard-on.

      He growled into her mouth and slid his hands down to cup her ass, urging her other leg up to join the first until she wrapped completely around him, sex to sex, heat to heat. He gripped her tightly with one hand, the other sliding underneath her sweatshirt to cup her breast, teasing and tantalizing her aching nipple through the thin fabric of the leotard. It beaded even tighter under his ministrations, and she tangled her fingers in his hair, pouring years of desire into the kiss.

      Suddenly, he pulled away, breathing erratically, his forehead pressed against hers. “I think they’re gone,” he whispered harshly.

      Gone? Mollie looked over his shoulder at the empty hall. The elevator at the far end slid shut with a click.

      “Sorry about that.” Cade eased her down to a standing position. “It was all I could think of.”

      All he could think of? The best, most intense, most—arousing kiss of her entire life, and he was telling her it was just a fake?

      Mollie stumbled a few steps away, clenching her hands at her sides to control the trembling. Or maybe to keep herself from touching him again. Of course the kiss was a fake. Just like the cake she’d jumped out of. Just like the engagement she’d thought was the real thing.

      But nothing about her now-dead relationship with Blaine had ever come close to the passion she’d felt in one all-too-brief encounter with Cade Gallagher.

      “I’ve got to get out of here.” She hitched her purse onto her shoulder and pushed the stairway door open.

      “Sounds good to me.” Cade reached out and held the door for her.

      She looked back at him in surprise. “You’re coming?” Then blushed as a wicked grin spread across his face. “I mean, don’t you want to go back to the party?”

      “Are you kidding?” He followed her into the stairwell. “Let’s hit the road.”

      
      Mollie Mason drove a mint green Volkswagen Beetle. Cade folded himself into the passenger seat, a little surprised at the whimsy of her vehicle choice. He’d have expected something more on the lines of a Camry or an Accord, a practical sedan with good resale value.

      Instead, she drove a hippie-chick Bug—something flirty and girlie.

      It just didn’t compute.

      Of course, he’d never expected Mollie Mason to drop her panties at his feet, either.

      Even now, he had to shift in his seat to hide the evidence of his reaction. Just thinking about her made him hard, let alone sitting so close to her in a vehicle obviously not designed for the male of the species.

      He gave a fleeting thought to his Harley, still parked in the underground lot at the hotel. He’d have to pick it up later. But the minute Mollie offered to give him a lift, he knew there was no way he would pass up that opportunity. No matter how uncomfortable the seating arrangements.

      “There’s a lever under the seat if you need to move back a little. Right between your—” She waved in the general vicinity of his knees, her face flushing a bright red. Pressing her lips together, she eased the car out of the parking space, once again avoiding eye contact.

      Well, okay. He shifted his seat to the farthest-back position, letting out a sigh of relief as his knees vacated the area near his kidneys. “Definitely a girl car,” he commented, stretching out the kinks.

      She shot him a glare. “That’s a sexist remark. Lots of guys like the new Beetle.”

      He held up a hand. “I didn’t say I didn’t like it. It’s just not a great fit. For me.”

      She glanced over at him, then looked back at the road. “I see your point.” A smile flirted at the corner of her mouth.

      Well, yeah. Hard to argue that a six-foot-three former Marine would be comfortable in here.

      In her bed, well, that would be a different story.

      His fingers itched with the need to touch her again. If the chime of the elevator hadn’t reminded him they were in a public hallway, he would have found a way—any way—to get under those layers to the luscious body he now knew was hidden beneath.

      God help him, he wanted her naked. Now.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      Cade shook himself. Now was not the time to be daydreaming about sex with Mollie. “Okay,” he said slowly.

      “Why in the world were you at the party? You don’t even live in Seattle anymore, and I didn’t think you and Blaine were friends.”

      He’d asked himself the same question a dozen times this evening, and still couldn’t come up with a valid answer. Clearing his throat, he said, “I ran into Junior a few days ago at the airport, and he invited me to drop by. Thought it might be interesting to see some of the old gang.”

      Mostly, he’d been curious about Mollie’s choice of husband material. He hadn’t been impressed. Luckily for him, by the end of the evening, neither had she.

      “Are you in town on business?”

      “Personal business. I’m clearing up my dad’s estate.” He’d also been toying with the idea of moving back to town, but nobody knew that yet. Most likely, nobody would care. It wasn’t as if he’d put a lot of effort into maintaining friendships since he’d left Seattle. For the past decade he’d been pretty footloose, traveling around the country and beyond, living out of a suitcase. Now he thought he might actually be ready to put down some roots.

      “I didn’t know your dad had passed away. I’m sorry.”

      Cade shrugged, swallowing back the pain. It was still a little raw. “He was sick for a while.”

      “Still.” She was quiet for a long moment.

      He sat quietly as well. It wasn't awkward, though, which was nice.

      “Couple of weeks in town, then.” She glanced in the rearview mirror. “Where do you go from here?”

      “Dallas,” he said, which was true; he had a short-term contract with a company there.

      Mollie sighed, her sweatshirt-covered breasts rising briefly into his line of sight. “You lead such an exciting life,” she said, a wistful note in her voice.

      “It’s not that thrilling.” He shifted in his seat. “Lots of hotel rooms, lots of takeout food.”

      “I’ve hardly been out of Seattle since we graduated. I was really looking forward to Hawaii.”

      “When are you going to…” Oops. Open mouth, insert foot. To the ankle. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She flashed him a wobbly smile. “Maybe I can go without him.”

      “You should.” Maybe I should go with you.

      No, dangerous train of thought. Time to change the subject. And maybe find out the answer to the question bugging him since she emerged from that cake like an avenging angel. “So, now you know what I was doing at the bachelor party from hell. What’s your excuse?”

      He studied her out of the corner of his eye. Other than a tightening of her fingers on the steering wheel, there was no reaction.

      “Let’s call it temporary insanity and leave it at that,” she suggested.

      He looked at her and raised one eyebrow. She sighed and began to talk.

      Bingo. Worked every time.

      “My girlfriend dared me to do it. I thought it would be a fun prank, something Bla—something he and I could laugh about later.” She shook her head. “Don’t see that happening now.”

      “Weren’t you worried someone would recognize you?”

      “Someone did.” She raised an eyebrow back at him. “What I want to know is, why you and no one else? I mean, you haven’t seen me in a decade, and I see the other guys all the time.”

      Good question. And not one he wanted to give an honest answer to. No way was he admitting he knew far more about her, going all the way back to high school, than a one-time casual acquaintance had a right to know. “You tossed your headdress thingy at him,” he said. “I saw your face.”

      “So did every other guy in that room, and none of them figured it out."

      Damn, she was quick. Okay, try again. “Your reaction,” he blurted out finally, latching onto the most plausible explanation. “Anyone who would call the guest of honor a pig and stalk out had to have a personal stake in things.”

      She nodded, lips tightening. Not for the first time, Cade cursed Blaine for causing this sweet woman so much pain. Then sent up a prayer of thanksgiving that he was around to help pick up the pieces.

      Maybe he was an opportunist. Hell, probably. But he’d wanted Mollie Mason for years now, and damned if he was going to be sorry her engagement had ended.

      
      “More coffee?”

      Mollie shook her head at the waitress, covering her mug for emphasis. Any more caffeine and she’d start jitterbugging across the vinyl seat.

      Oh, who was she kidding? If her nerves were on edge, it had far more to do with the man sitting across from her than the coffee in her system.

      She pulled another napkin out of the metal holder, replacing the one she had systematically turned to confetti as she and Cade had talked. Their conversation had been easy and superficial—what they’d been doing since graduation eleven years ago, favorite movies, the upcoming election—but the underlying sexual tension had her more on edge than she could ever remember.

      Hence, the napkin-shredding. She looked down at the blizzard of paper on the Formica tabletop and grimaced.

      “You okay?” Cade’s eyes were warm and concerned, looking right at her in a way she couldn’t remember ever having experienced before. Even Blaine had only listened to her with half his attention, the rest focused on who was in the vicinity, people he could schmooze, and his next deal.

      How pathetic was it that she’d never noticed that before tonight?

      “I’m fine,” she said, tossing her hair back in an approximation of bravado. “Never better.”

      He just looked at her steadily, not saying anything, his chocolate eyes unwavering.

      She glanced away. “Humiliated. Angry. Numb.”

      “Brokenhearted?”

      Mollie looked up at that. Was he watching her a little more closely for the answer? “Not particularly. I think I’ve known for a while things were bad. Maybe not this bad, but bad enough.” She traced a circle in the puddle left by her glass of ice water. “At least I found out before the wedding.”

      Cade nodded, still giving her time and space to work out what she wanted to say. God, the luxury of being able to finish her own thoughts without being interrupted or corrected.

      “I need your help, Cade.” The statement clearly surprised him almost as much as it surprised herself.

      “Anything.” He reached over and covered her hand with his. “Whatever you need.”

      “I need—” She swallowed past the sudden dryness of her throat. Was she really going to go through with this? “I need you, Cade.”

      He stilled, his hand tightening on hers for a moment. “What exactly are you asking, Mollie?” His voice was low and rough, and a shiver of anticipation thrilled down her spine.

      “I think you know.” Did she have to spell it out for him? This was difficult enough as it was.

      His other hand reached over and grasped her chin gently, lifting her head so that their eyes met. “Why?”

      “Uh…” Oh, smooth, Mollie. Way to impress him with your winning arguments.

      “Mind you, I’m not saying no,” he continued, still holding her gaze. “I just need more information.”

      Mollie nodded. Best to have all the facts on the table before making a decision. “Blaine said some horrible things about me tonight, Cade. I want to prove that they’re not true.”

      “I see.”

      Did he really? She rushed on, before she could lose her nerve. “He said I was boring and frigid and clueless. And the other guys there agreed with him.”

      “Those idiots?” Cade grimaced. “Hell, Mollie, they’d agree that the sun was purple if it meant free beer.”

      “I know.” Mollie leaned forward. “But it still kills me that I’ve got that reputation. There’s more to me than my job, you know. I’m an interesting person.”

      “I know you are.”

      “More than that, I’m a woman.”

      “I know that, too.” His gaze dropped, slowly studying
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