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Dedication

To David and the kids. Thank you for living
with dust bunnies, for tolerating the click-clack of the laptop on
every car trip, for eating yet another box of mac and cheese as I
write late into the evening. Most of all, thanks for supporting me
wholeheartedly as I pursue the dream of being a published writer.
All my love.


Chapter One

 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
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